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Lawmakers Move To Punish Those Who Fail To Report Lost Guns

HARTFORD, Conn. -- Gun owners who fail to report their lost or stolen firearms to police within 72 hours could face penalties ranging from an infraction to a felony, under a bill that passed in the House of Representatives early Tuesday morning. 

The lengthy debate marked the continuation of a three-year effort to stem the tide of stolen guns used in crimes in Connecticut by making gun owners criminally accountable for their firearms. 

Proponents were hopeful they could sway some gun rights advocates to support the bill this year by diluting the penalty for a first offense to an infraction. Last year's bill created a misdemeanor for a first offense, prompting concern that typically law-abiding gun owners were being unnecessarily punished. 

"It's been modified in ways I think are reasonable and make it more effective in a lot of ways," said Rep. Arthur O'Neill, R-Southbury, the ranking Republican on the legislature's Judiciary Committee who helped negotiate the compromise bill. 

But not all gun rights advocates were satisfied. 

"It's one more hoop, one more impediment to the law-abiding citizen here in the state of Connecticut," said Rep. DebraLee Hovey, R-Monroe. 

The main amendment containing the changes passed on a 91-59 vote. A sprinkling of Republicans voted with the majority Democrats in supporting the bill, including House Minority Leader Lawrence J. Cafero Jr., R-Norwalk, while a few Democrats sided with the Republicans in opposing the bill, including House Speaker James Amann, D-Milford. The underlying bill was approved on a 94-56 vote, with one member absent. The bill, which already passed in the Senate on May 24 on a 24-11 vote, moves to Gov. M. Jodi Rell's desk. 

Similar laws already exist in Massachusetts, Michigan, New York, Ohio and Rhode Island, according to the nonpartisan Office of Legislative Research. Each requires a firearm owner to immediately report the theft or loss of a gun to police. California, Minnesota, New Jersey and Pennsylvania are considering legislation. 

But Greg Costa, a New York-based consultant for the National Rifle Association, said Connecticut's bill is the only one that starts the 72-hour reporting requirement from the time the gun owner "should have" discovered the gun missing. 

"This bill was not about public safety," he said. "This bill was about passing legislation to make it more onerous to own a gun." 

There are about 140,000 to 150,000 pistol permit holders in Connecticut. 

Rep. Michael Lawlor, D-East Haven, co-chairman of the Judiciary Committee, said police asked the legislature to pass the bill. He said there's been a problem with unscrupulous gun owners lying to police about their gun being stolen after it was used in a crime. 

"This is one plug to one loophole in an otherwise very effective gun control statute," he said. "It was requested by law enforcement and it's a reasonable request." 

Under the bill, a first-time failure to report a lost or stolen gun within 72 hours is an infraction, punishable by a fine up to $90. Any subsequent unintentional failure to report a lost or stolen gun is a Class D felony, subject to a fine of up to $5,000, up to five years in prison, or both. 

Intentional failure to report a lost or stolen gun would be a Class C felony, punishable by up to 10 years in prison. 

The bill also establishes the crime of firearm trafficking. Individuals would be guilty of the crime if they knowingly provides their firearms to someone they knows cannot legally own or possess a firearm. It is already illegal to buy a gun for someone prohibited from owning the weapon. 

Both provisions do not apply to antique guns. 

