
The Handgun Roster Board: An Overview

What It Is:
The Handgun Roster Board (Board) is an administrative body within the Maryland Department
of State Police.1 The Board is tasked with compiling and maintaining a roster of authorized
handguns that can be manufactured for sale or distribution, sold, or offered for sale within the
state.2 The 11-member Board includes a representative of the Association of Chiefs of Police,
the Maryland State’s Attorneys’ Association, the firearms industry (handgun dealer, gunsmith, or
manufacturer), the National Rifle Association (NRA), and a gun violence prevention advocacy
organization, as well as engineers and other members of the public.3

The Board was created to address a significant gun safety issue prevalent at the time of the
law’s passage in 1988: the manufacture and sale of cheaply made firearms that were flooding
the market, contributing to a rise in criminal gun violence. The Board's purpose is to evaluate
whether a particular handgun is “useful for legitimate sporting, self-protection, or law
enforcement purposes.”4 The statute sets out nine characteristics relating to the safety and
legitimacy of handguns proposed for sale, and the Board must consider each of these
characteristics in determining whether a handgun should be placed on the Handgun Roster and
allowed for sale in Maryland.5 Maryland’s ban of Saturday Night Specials and its creation of the
Board’s safety vetting process resulted in a substantial reduction in criminals using these
cheaply made firearms and a 9% reduction in homicide rates.6

Current Problems with the Handgun Roster Board

1. Inadequate Safety Measures:
Over time however, the Board has not consistently met expectations regarding gun safety,
particularly in relation to its failure to approve appropriate locking mechanisms and other critical
safety features. The board has instead opted to approve locks that do not technically satisfy the
requirements in the statue.

2. Political and Industry Manipulation:
Over the last few years however it has become apparent that the existing legal framework is
vulnerable to political influence and industry manipulation, allowing for the approval of firearms
that do not have a legitimate purpose and pose a significant danger to the community.

6 Webster DW, Vernick JS, Bulzacchelli MT. Effects of a gun dealer's change in sales practices on the
supply of guns to criminals. J Urban Health. 2006 Sep;83(5):778-87. doi: 10.1007/s11524-006-9073-2.
PMID: 16937085; PMCID: PMC2438583.

5 Md. Public Safety Code Ann. § 5-405(b)
4 Md. Public Safety Code Ann. § 5-405(a)
3 Md. Public Safety Code Ann. § 5-404(b)
2 Md. Public Safety Code Ann. § 5-406
1 Md. Public Safety Code Ann. § 5-404(a)

Handgun Roster Board Policy Brief Oct. 22, 2024/kh 1

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2438583/#:~:text=Small%2C%20inexpensive%20handguns%E2%80%94sometimes%20referred,are%20larger%2C%20more%20expensive%20handguns.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2438583/#:~:text=Small%2C%20inexpensive%20handguns%E2%80%94sometimes%20referred,are%20larger%2C%20more%20expensive%20handguns.


The Board is charged with the responsibility for determining whether particular handguns are
“useful for legitimate sporting, self-protection, or law enforcement purposes.” This broad
mandate does not limit the Board’s evaluation process to consideration of only the quality of
handgun mechanics. Board members should be evaluating handguns for their overall safety
and adherence to all Maryland laws. In recent years, the Board does not appear to have
adequately fulfilled that role. To date, 4,584 handguns have been added to the Handgun Roster
and, as of January 1, 2024, only 54 handguns have been rejected for safety reasons. This is
despite handgun testing that regularly reveals a variety of malfunctions such as failures to feed7

or extract,8 misfires,9 and hangfires,10 among many others. Related to this is a disturbing
trend–rather than rejecting malfunctioning handguns, the Board tends to table evaluation of the
handguns, thereby allowing them to be re-tested. The board's failure to reject problematic
handguns for re-testing allows firearms with multiple failed tests to eventually pass without
accountability, placing repeated costs on taxpayers while the firearm industry avoids any
financial burden. This lack of oversight fails to officially flag dangerous guns, creating ongoing
risks to public safety.

In addition, gun violence has evolved over the years and one major concern today is the
prevalence of assault style weapons. The firearm industry is actively developing products and
product kits that evade the existing Maryland gun safety laws and in particular, the assault
weapons ban. Members of the Board are turning a blind eye to these dangerous weapons, even
approving them where there is ample evidence that they are prohibited by other provisions of
the firearms safety laws. In situations where a banned weapon is in fact approved, its placement
on the Handgun Roster establishes an indicia of the product’s legitimacy and creates confusion
for firearm dealers and consumers.

3. An Assault Rifle Loophole:
One example of this manipulation is the sale of semi-automatic “handguns” that are sold with
accessories that turn them into rifles, which are banned under Maryland’s assault weapons law.
In April 202411 Marylanders to Prevent Gun Violence (MPGV) filed a Petition to Reconsider the
Board’s approval of a specific firearm, arguing it was an assault rifle, not a pistol, and should not
be approved for sale. Despite evidence, including photos and videos demonstrating that
consumers would likely fire the gun from the shoulder, the Board approved it for sale as a
handgun, effectively bypassing the assault weapons ban. This decision and others like it appear
to allow the sale of firearms that the General Assembly intended to ban to protect the public.

Below are images of the firearm that MPGV attempted to get excluded from the Handgun
Roster. The Maxim Defense MD9 Pistol is a semi-automatic weapon sold with accessories that

11 In April 2024, all members of the Handgun Roster Board were appointed under the prior gubernatorial
administration. In the last few months, the Moore administration has appointed three new members.

10 Hangfire. This occurs when the trigger is pulled and the firearm is delayed in firing.
9 Misfire. This occurs when the trigger is pulled and the firearm does not fire.

8 Failure to Extract. This type of malfunction occurs when the firearm fails to properly extract the spent
casing from the chamber.

7 Failure to Feed. This occurs when the firearm's magazine can't properly push the ammunition into the
firing chamber.
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once assembled, create the firearm shown in the images. According to the manufacturer, “The
MD-9 was engineered to fit the growing demand for cutting-edge AR9-style rifles for today’s
Military and commercial market.” Most Marylanders are surprised to learn that firearms like this
are being sold in our state.

Next Steps and Legislative Recommendations

The Moore administration is already taking steps to address these issues by filling vacant Board
seats and reviewing the current membership. As most of the members' terms expire in
December 2024, there is an opportunity to appoint individuals committed to thorough and
unbiased reviews of firearm petitions. However, to ensure the Board functions effectively and
within the intended purpose for years to come, legislative updates are necessary.

Recommended Legislative Changes:

1. Change in Organizational Oversight
● Remove the Board from the Maryland State Police and place the Board under the Office

of the Attorney General. This provides a closer nexus to the department that is
responsible for interpreting the Maryland law as it pertains to the duties of the Board and
fulfillment of its mandate under the law.

2. Expansion of Board Review:
● Expand the Board's review to include all firearms in the state, not just handguns.
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● The first step of the analysis should be determining whether the firearm complies with all
Maryland laws. This would clarify for the Board its duty to reject “handguns” that can be
modified to become assault weapons which are banned under Maryland law.

3. Clarify the Review Process:
● Clearly set forth the review process. After confirming the firearm meets federal and state

legal requirements, a comprehensive safety inspection and test of the firearm should be
conducted, evaluating its design and safety criteria. Standards to evaluate misfirings,
malfunctioning, materials instability, and the existence of mandated safety elements
should be developed and included in the analysis.

● Mandate that firearm testing be conducted by an independent firearms testing
laboratory12 rather than the Maryland State Police, similar to the models used in
Massachusetts, California, and New Jersey. Independent firearms testing would
establish a standardized review process. In addition, this approach would shift the
financial responsibility for testing to the firearms industry, alleviating the burden on the
Maryland State Police and state taxpayers.

● Consider including the following safety features:
○ Chamber Load Indicators: A device that indicates a cartridge is in the firing

chamber.
○ Magazine Disconnect Mechanism: Prevents a semi-automatic pistol from firing

when the magazine is not inserted.
- Note: California is currently the only state requiring both of these safety features.

● Establish a clear process and timeline for regularly reviewing and reevaluating items on
Maryland’s Handgun Roster. Over the decades, both gun laws and patterns of gun
violence have evolved, yet the Handgun Roster Board has not consistently ensured that
approved firearms comply with current Maryland standards. A systematic review process
should be implemented to reassess firearms previously added to the roster, ensuring the
list upholds safety and legality.

4. Articulate the standard for approval:
● If a firearm passes safety inspections and legality review, it should then go to the full

Board for a determination of its legitimate purpose.
● Provide a more detailed standard for approval, such as:

○ Sporting activities recognized by the International Shooting Sports Federation
(ISSF)13

○ Hunting
○ Self-protection

13 Other states have developed other ways of determining which firearms are legitimately used for
authorized sport shooting. The basis for this determination needs to be clearly defined. This paper
suggests one possibility.

12 Massachusetts has three approved testing laboratories located in Kansas, Maryland and Indiana.
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○ Law enforcement14

5. Separate Roster for Law Enforcement:
● Establish a separate list for law enforcement, acknowledging that certain firearms may

be necessary for law enforcement but inappropriate, or even banned, for civilian use. At
the moment, a petitioner may bring a handgun for approval for law enforcement
purposes and, if approved, the handgun is also available for civilian use15.

6. Remove Political Bias:
● Remove the reference to the NRA member requirement (§ 5-404(b)(3)(iv)) to prevent bias.

The law allows for member representation to include advocates on both sides of the gun
debate, but specifically names only the NRA. This restrictive language should be
generalized to enable participation by a representative of another gun rights
organization.

● To facilitate transparency, require public access to meetings through real-time virtual
attendance and/or a shared recording of the meeting.

7. Penalties for Non-Compliance:
● Penalties for selling firearms not listed on the Handgun Roster16 should include the

revocation of the dealer’s firearm license to further encourage compliance with state
laws.

Conclusion

While the Handgun Roster Board was originally established with the intent to protect
Marylanders from cheaply made and dangerous firearms, it has become clear that the Board’s
current structure and processes are no longer sufficient to address current gun safety concerns.
The evolving tactics of the firearm industry and the increasing complexity of gun violence
necessitate a more rigorous and transparent review process. By implementing legislative
reforms that expand the Board's purview, clarify its authority, and reduce political bias, Maryland
can strengthen its gun safety laws and prevent dangerous weapons from reaching the public.
These changes, alongside the Moore administration’s commitment to a more accountable
Board, offer a path forward to ensure that firearm safety remains a priority in Maryland's
comprehensive effort to reduce gun violence and save lives.

16 Md. Public Safety Code Ann. §5-406(c)

15 One caveat here is the need to navigate the unclear expectations surrounding Second Amendment law
under the Bruen decision with respect to civilians having more restricted firearm access than law
enforcement.

14 Legislators should consider defining all of these terms in the Code. Care will need to be taken in carving
out a separate law enforcement list that will work within the structure of the Supreme Court’s Bruen and
Rahimi decisions.
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