
By David Shimm, MD
My wife comes from a close-knit, large family

(she has over 70 first cousins!), many in southern Ari-
zona, so I often fly to Tucson. In West Virginia, I am
accustomed to carrying a concealed handgun, and I
have always felt a little “underdressed” in Tucson
without my concealed firearm. I had read on various
Internet gun forums that flying with a firearm in
checked baggage was fairly easy, and so I decided to
bring my Kel-Tec P11 with me when I flew out to
Tucson for the holidays. I thought that the results of
my research as well as my experience might be of
interest, and I describe these below. 

I should point out here that I am not a lawyer. Do
not construe anything I say as legal advice, and if
you plan to fly with a firearm in your checked bag-
gage, you should verify the relevant rules and regula-
tions for yourself.

Before getting into the actual mechanics of
checking in at your airline, consider some important
preliminaries. 

Verify that you can carry your firearm legally at
your destination. That is, know which states recog-
nize your permit. Two
excellent sites, Pack-
ing.org and Hand-
gunlaw.com, indi-
cated that a West
Virginia carry per-
mit is honored in
Alaska, Arizona,
Idaho, Indiana,
Kentucky, Michi-
gan, Missouri,
Montana, Okla-
homa, South
Dakota, Ten-
nessee, Utah, Ver-
mont, and Virginia.
A Florida permit,
which is readily avail-
able to out-of-state
residents, is honored
by thirty states. One thing to keep in mind is that
while I may know that my West Virginia permit enti-
tles me to carry concealed in Arizona, the average
Arizona cop who might pull me over for a traffic stop
doesn’t see many people from West Virginia, and
may not be aware of this. Because of this, I printed
out a copy of the Arizona statutes indicating which
out-of-state permits were honored by Arizona. While
this might not keep a zealous cop from putting me in
jail for the night, it would at least show him (or my
lawyer) where to look in the Arizona Revised Statutes
to prove that I was, in fact, carrying legally.

Verify that you may legally possess your firearm in
any jurisdiction where you make flight connections.
This does not present a problem if you have a smooth
connection, since the airline will have possession of
your luggage for the duration of the flight. However, if
you miss a flight at O’Hare airport in Chicago, and
your rebooked flight is far enough ahead that the air-
line wants you to go to baggage claim to retrieve and
take possession of your checked luggage containing

your handgun, you will then be in violation of
Chicago statutes (as if you needed another reason
to avoid connecting through O’Hare!). 

Know the firearms laws of your destination state –
for example, which locations are off-limits to individ-
uals carrying firearms; must one declare a concealed
firearm to a police officer at a routine traffic stop; are
there any local pre-emption ordinances? Here again,
Packing.org and Handgunlaw.com are excellent
resources, often with links to the relevant state laws,
and I would suggest printing out a copy of their sum-
mary for the state where you will be traveling.

Check your airline’s regulations. All the major air-
lines allow passengers to transport firearms and
ammunition in checked baggage, and their websites
describe their individual corporate policies:
• Air Tran Airways – www.airtran.com
• Alaska Airlines/Horizon Air – www.alaskaair.com
• American Airlines – www.aa.com
• Continental – www.continental.com
• Delta – www.delta.com
• Frontier Airlines – www.frontierairlines.com
• JetBlue – help.jetblue.com
• Northwest – www.nwa.com
• Southwest Airlines – www.southwest.com
• United – www.united.com
• US Airways/America West Airlines – www.usair-

ways. com 
Have a printed copy of your airline’s policy with

you at check in, in
case the agent is
not familiar with
the procedure
(since West Vir-
ginia is fairly
friendly to the
gun culture, I
thought this was
less likely to be
a problem when
I checked in at

Yeager than
when I checked in

at Tucson for my return flight). Since this was my first
time packing a firearm in checked baggage and I was
a little apprehensive, as a belt-and-suspenders pre-
caution I also called Delta to verify that the informa-
tion on their website was correct. 

Review the federal policies covering traveling
with firearm, and have a copy of these with you, as
well. While all airline policies must be compliant
with federal law, there are some things stated explic-
itly in the federal laws that are not mentioned in cer-
tain airline policies that you want to insist upon – for
example, I have heard of check-in agents asking that
the passenger surrender the key to his gun case lock
to the agent, while federal law requires that this
remain in possession of the passenger; or the check-
in agent wanting to attach the hunter-orange
Unloaded Firearms Declaration form to the outside
of the luggage (Hey! Steal this bag!), while federal
law requires that this be packed inside the checked
bag. The relevant Federal regulations from the Code
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