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Initiative 594: Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)  
For the Law Enforcement Community

Q. What does Initiative 594 do?

A. Initiative 594 ensures that everyone buying a gun in Washington State passes the same  
background check, no matter where they buy the gun and no matter whom they buy it from.  
It respects Washingtonians’ Second Amendment rights and rights under the State Constitution  
while allowing law enforcement officials to ask the sensible questions necessary to ensure guns  
don’t fall into the wrong hands.

Q: Why is Initiative 594 needed?

A. Current law in Washington State requires background checks only for guns purchased from  
dealers with Federal Firearm Licenses (FFL). Private sellers are not required under state and federal law 
to conduct a background check, allowing criminals and other dangerous people to circumvent the law 
and obtain firearms with no questions asked.

Q. What type of background check does Initiative 594 require for private sales?

A.  Under Initiative 594, all gun sales and transfers will go through the same system currently used by 
licensed dealers to conduct background checks on gun sales. 

Q. Don’t some private sellers already do background checks?

A. The current statute has no requirement for background checks on private sales, meaning that  
vendors differ in what they may check for and don’t use the background check applied to retail sales 
that we know saves lives. Many sales are completed simply by providing a state driver’s license, while 
others require an organizational membership or merely a “handshake” agreement with no check of  
any kind. This creates a serious gap in the law that criminals and other dangerous people can exploit. 
Initiative 594 makes our state’s law consistent by requiring the same background check no matter  
where the gun is bought or who it is bought from.

Q. What will this do to keep guns out of the hands of criminals?

A. Background checks have prevented over 2 million prohibited purchasers from obtaining firearms since 
1998. In the 16 states (and Washington, D.C.) that conduct background checks on private sales, domestic 
violence using a firearm, aggravated assault with a firearm and firearms trafficking are significantly lower 
than in states that don’t use universal background checks.

In Colorado, which passed a law similar to Initiative 594 in 2013, 227 prohibited purchasers have  
been prevented from obtaining a gun through a private sale—out of over 11,000 background checks  
conducted.



Q. How will this help keep me and my colleagues safe?

A. In the 16 states (and Washington, D.C.) that conduct background checks on private sales, police 
deaths from handguns are 39% lower than states that don’t have these laws. Washington State is also 
uniquely suited to benefit from background checks on private sales. Our state is in the top ten for  
reporting records into the background check system. By applying background checks to private sales, 
Washington law enforcement officials will have a better chance to keep guns out of the hands of  
dangerous individuals.

Q. What will be the impact of Initiative 594 on my agency’s budget and workload?

A. Initiative 594 will apply the same background check system that licensed dealers and law enforcement 
agencies are familiar with to private sales. No fee is charged to law enforcement agencies to conduct 
a background check on handguns. Under Colorado’s similar law passed in 2013, 98% of all background 
checks on private sales were passed with no issue. Background checks will remain as rapid and  
convenient for involved parties as they have historically been.

Q. What else does Initiative 594 do besides require universal background checks?

A. Initiative 594 focuses discretely on background checks and makes our state’s gun laws strong and 
consistent by applying them to private sales. It makes no changes to Washington State hunting or sport 
shooting laws.

Q. How would Initiative 594 affect the use of a firearm for self-defense?

A. Under Initiative 594, there is no requirement for a background check when a firearm is transferred in 
order to prevent imminent death or great bodily harm.

Q. Why doesn’t Initiative 594 include an exception for law enforcement officers or if you  

obtained a Concealed Pistol License (CPL)?

A. Initiative 594 does exempt from a background check transfers to law enforcement officers in the  
performance of their official duties.

Under Initiative 594, individuals with Concealed Pistol Licenses (CPL) will undergo the same expedited 
process they now go through using a federally licensed dealer.

Q. How has Colorado’s private sale background check system worked?

A. In 2013, Colorado enacted a public law that required background checks for private sales in much the 
same way that Initiative 594 would in Washington State. In the year since that law was passed, Colorado 
has conducted over 11,000 background checks on private sales and prevented over 200 prohibited  
purchasers from obtaining firearms.

Colorado’s example demonstrates how background checks on private sales can prevent dangerous 
people from obtaining firearms without interfering with those who use firearms responsibly.

Q. What is the penalty for knowingly violating the provisions of Initiative 594?

A. A first offense is a gross misdemeanor. Each subsequent offense is a class C felony. In order for Initia-
tive 594 to be effective, it was important to include increased penalties for those who continue to know-
ingly violate the law even after a first conviction.



Q. Is there any limitation on the price licensed dealers can charge to conduct a background check? 

Won’t it be too expensive?

A. Initiative 594 allows dealers to set a fee that reflects the fair market value of the administrative costs. 
That fee is expected to be between $40 and $60.

Additionally, the private parties involved in the sale of the gun will not be subjected to state sales tax.

Q. Why doesn’t Initiative 594 proscribe a specific dollar amount that licensed dealers can charge to 

conduct a background check, like Colorado did?

A. Initiative 594 was designed to ensure that dealers are able to recover the administrative costs of a 
background check. Allowing a fee that reflects the fair market value of a background check ensures  
that dealers are able to pay for their administrative costs and that buyers are being charged an amount 
that is fair.  

Q. What happens if dealers don’t agree to do background checks for unlicensed private sales?

A. Initiative 594 does not require dealers to participate. However, dealers that conduct background 
checks for private sales stand to gain new customers and increased revenue through additional sales of 
popular incidentals such as ammunition and safety equipment.


