
What to Do If You Discover Firearms in an 
Estate or Property
A Practical Guide for Families, Executors, Estate Buyers, and Cleanout Professionals

Guidance for safely securing and lawfully handling firearms discovered during estate cleanouts, property transfers, 
storage unit purchases, or residential move-outs.
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Introduction
Firearms are frequently discovered during estate cleanouts, residential move-outs, foreclosure purchases, or storage 
unit acquisitions. In many cases, the individuals encountering these items are not heirs, executors, or legal 
representatives, but family members, estate buyers, or cleanout professionals tasked with removing personal property 
from a residence.

Because firearms are legally regulated assets, improper transport, storage, or transfer may create potential legal risk for 
individuals who encounter them during estate administration or property transition. This guide provides practical steps 
for safely securing and lawfully handling firearms discovered during estate cleanouts or property transfers in Missouri.

This material is intended for general educational purposes and does not constitute legal advice.
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When Firearms Are 
Discovered Outside 
Probate Administration
Firearms are often encountered before formal probate proceedings 
begin. Common scenarios include:

Estate cleanouts conducted by family members

Residential property transfers following death

Storage unit purchases or foreclosure acquisitions

Attic, safe, or basement discoveries during move-outs

Estate liquidation or property management activities

Individuals encountering firearms in these situations may not yet have 
legal authority to transfer, distribute, or transport estate property. 
Improper handling may increase administrative or legal risk until 
ownership status and estate authority are confirmed.
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Securing Firearms Discovered During Estate 
Cleanouts

Do Not Test Fire
Do not attempt to fire or test any 
discovered firearm.

Avoid Interstate 
Transport
Do not transport firearms across 
state lines until estate authority 
is confirmed.

Secure Storage
Secure firearms in a locked 
container or safe location if 
possible.

Separate Ammunition
Separate ammunition from 
firearms during storage.

Defer Distribution
Avoid distributing firearms to 
potential heirs until ownership 
status is verified.
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Checklist for Individuals Who Discover 
Firearms During Estate Cleanouts
Immediate Actions

Photograph each firearm as discovered.

Record serial numbers where visible.

Do not attempt cleaning or modification.

Store firearms in a secure location.

Next Steps

Contact the estate's personal representative or 
attorney.

Confirm estate authority and arrange lawful transfer of 
firearms to heirs once ownership and recipient 
eligibility are verified.
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Determining Ownership 
Before Distribution
Firearms discovered during an estate cleanout may not yet be legally 
owned by the individual who encounters them. Until probate authority or 
ownership documentation is established, distribution or sale of estate 
firearms should be deferred.

Ownership and recipient eligibility must be verified before 
lawful distribution can occur.
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Transport and Transfer Considerations
Individuals who discover firearms during an estate cleanout or property transfer should avoid transporting them across 
state lines or distributing them to potential heirs until estate authority is confirmed. While federal law permits certain 
transfers by lawful bequest or intestate succession, ownership and recipient eligibility must be verified before lawful 
distribution can occur. Many estates elect to utilize an FFL-facilitated transfer process once probate authority is 
established.

01

Confirm Estate Authority
Verify legal authority to handle estate 
property

02

Verify Recipient Eligibility
Ensure potential recipients are legally 
eligible

03

Arrange FFL Transfer
Utilize licensed dealer for compliant 
transfer
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NFA-Regulated Firearms
Improper handling or transfer of NFA-regulated firearms during estate 
cleanouts or probate administration may expose the estate to potential 
federal penalties. Discovery of items such as suppressors, short-barreled 
rifles, or machine guns should be referred to legal counsel before any 
attempt at transfer or distribution.

Important: NFA-regulated items require specialized legal 
handling. Contact qualified legal counsel immediately upon 
discovery.
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Valuation and Documentation
Significant collections may require support through a qualified 
appraisal to ensure defensibility in the event of IRS review. 
Documentation of ownership, condition, and transfer history may 
assist in estate administration.

Qualified appraisal for significant collections

Documentation of ownership history

Condition assessment and records

Transfer history documentation
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Final Notes
Firearms require both physical security and legal compliance. Treating them as ordinary personal property may increase 
administrative, legal, and safety risk during probate.

This material is for educational purposes only and should not be considered legal advice. Accessing or using this 
material does not create a fiduciary, professional appraisal, or advisory engagement relationship with MDRF Enterprises 
LLC or Drew McDermott.

When in doubt, consult qualified legal counsel before handling, transporting, or transferring firearms discovered 
during estate administration.
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