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At Logan Airport, there were 21 firearms seized from carry-ons at checkpoints last year.
Nationwide, the number of such seizures has been rising.

By Shelley Murphy and Matt Rocheleau
GLOBE STAFF FEBRUARY 20, 2019

The disappearance of an antique gun that was seized from a passenger at Logan Airport last year has
brought more scrutiny on the Massachusetts State Police, sparking a judicial inquiry and the removal of
the trooper who oversees the handling of evidence at the airport.
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The episode, which has unfolded in low-profile court hearings in recent months, began in February
2018, when a Coast Guard member passed through a security checkpoint at Logan. A Transportation
Safety Administration officer spotted a firearm in his backpack as it went through a baggage scanner,

according to court records.

The TSA alerted a state trooper, who seized the unloaded black powder pistol. The passenger, who was

assigned to a base in Maine, told the trooper that he didn’t know it was illegal to carry the firearm in

Massachusetts or that the TSA prohibits firearms in carry-on bags, according to court records.
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The passenger was summoned to East Boston Municipal Court to face a charge of illegal possession of a
firearm, but the charge was dismissed when Judge Richard Sinnott noted that the law doesn’t apply to

firearms, like the black powder pistol, manufactured before 1900.
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In June, Sinnott ordered State Police to return the antique gun to its owner — only to be told the agency
had destroyed it, along with seven other weapons seized at Logan Airport in recent years.
“l have serious questions about the way evidence is being handled,” Sinnott told State Police Major
Charles Atchison 111, the commander of Troop F, during a Jan. 23 hearing about why the antique gun
was destroyed.
For the state’s beleaguered law enforcement agency, the destruction of evidence in a pending criminal
case has sparked another internal investigation. The State Police has been embroiled in an overtime pay
scandal that led to criminal charges against 10 former and current members. In addition, a grand jury is
investigating allegations that several troopers received free guns from a state-contracted firearms dealer
while assigned to the department’s armorer’s unit.
On Tuesday, the State Police disclosed that of the eight guns destroyed last year, a second one had also
been mistakenly destroyed after it was seized from another passenger’s carry-on a year ago, according to
an affidavit filed in court. That case had been dormant for a year, but the passenger has now been
ordered to appear for arraignment in May, even though the evidence has been destroyed.
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State Police said the remaining six guns were destroyed after their owners voluntarily surrendered them
or the ownership was unclear. Those guns were not related to ongoing criminal cases, State Police said.
Initially, Atchison told the judge the antique gun was mistakenly destroyed last May along with seven
other firearms that had been seized at the airport and ordered destroyed by the court. Months later, he
acknowledged there were no court orders authorizing the guns’ destruction and that he had just
assumed there were.

“How do you know they were destroyed?” Sinnott asked.
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Atchison said Trooper David Fladger, the officer who oversees the handling of evidence at the airport,

told him the eight firearms had been destroyed.

Sinnott said he was troubled by “a lack of curiosity” about the department’s handling of guns and

ordered State Police to provide a detailed explanation of how they were seized and destroyed.
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In its affidavit Tuesday, the agency said Fladger had been removed from his job as evidence officer at the

airport and an internal investigation had been launched into how the two guns seized from passengers
were destroyed while those cases were pending.

Fladger remains on duty, according to State Police.

The department is auditing how evidence is handled at Troop F, which oversees the airport, and officers
have been ordered not to destroy any evidence in the future without a court order, according to the
affidavit.

David Procopio, a spokesman for the department, said the two guns should not have been destroyed
while cases were pending.

“The department is prepared to take further action if necessary to ensure this does not occur in the
future,” he said.He said the ballistics unit had provided written confirmation that the guns were
destroyed.

Of the eight guns that were destroyed last May, four were seized from carry-on luggage at checkpoints;
the others were seized from rental cars or other vehicles, according to court records.

Although firearms aren’t permitted in carry-on luggage, and violators face fines of up to $13,333 per
violation, last year a record-setting 4,239 firearms were discovered in carry-ons at checkpoints
nationwide, according to the TSA.

At Logan Airport, there were 21 firearms seized from carry-ons at checkpoints last year, and 14 firearms
seized in 2017, according to the TSA. The federal agency turns confiscated guns over to local authorities,

who determine what to do with them.
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In recent years, routine internal State Police inspections have flagged at least 18 barracks across the state
for problems with sloppy and inaccurate recordkeeping on logs troopers use to track the contents of
evidence and contraband — including confiscated guns and other weapons, drugs, and money — that are
stored inside barracks, according to records the Globe obtained through public records requests.
Inspectors also have found items stored haphazardly inside barracks’ evidence rooms and contraband
lockers.

An inspection in 2015 found items listed in the Troop F barracks’ contraband ledger as destroyed that
were actually found in the contraband locker. The report did not make clear what these items were and
whether they were firearms or other contraband. That inspection also found that records about the
barracks’ lost and found property room were missing or incomplete.

In 2016, some logs indicated that six guns were still present inside an evidence room at the Medford
barracks even though they had already been returned to their owner. The following year, some logs also
listed two guns as evidence in the Belchertown barracks even though they had also been returned.

Shelley Murphy can be reached at shmurphy@globe.com.
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