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Prime Minister John Howard said last night he wanted to toughen handgun laws, declaring: "I hate guns."

Mr Howard, spurred by a spate of shootings in recent weeks, has asked his own department, the Justice Department and the Attorney-General's Department for advice on ways to tighten handgun import laws.

The Prime Minister's intervention comes as police chiefs attending the Australasian police commissioners' conference in Adelaide discuss strategies to seize illegal guns and strengthen laws.

Mr Howard - who considers the 1996 national gun law changes after the Port Arthur massacre to be one of his greatest political achievements - yesterday signalled he would find "any means" to put further restrictions on handguns."I will leave no stone unturned to tighten the laws as much as I humanly can, and I'm quite happy to talk to any of the state premiers about this," he told a Sydney radio station.

"I hate guns. I don't think people should have guns unless they're police or in the military or in the security industry.

"Ordinary citizens should not have weapons. We do not want the American disease imported into Australia.

"I think guns have become a blight on American society. We do not have the same gun culture as the Americans and we should strenuously resist any slide into the gun culture of the United States."

Under existing laws, people must have a licence for a handgun. They are issued by the states. People must have a licence to import a gun.

Mr Howard said customs and Australia Post X-rayed every imported parcel big enough to hold a gun or gun parts.

Victorian Police Minister Andre Haermeyer said the states were working together to achieve strict internal controls on firearms, "but at the end of the day these handguns shouldn't be here in the first place".

Federal Justice Minister Chris Ellison said loopholes in Queensland and New South Wales, which have now been closed, had allowed an influx of Chinese guns into the criminal system. He said 69,000 guns were legally imported between 1996 and 2001.

When the guns were deactivated they did not have to be registered, he said, but it was easy to reactivate them after registration

A spate of murders, robberies and shootings involving handguns has gripped Sydney in recent days, with the New South Wales acting police chief, Ken Moroney, vowing to rid the streets of illegal handguns.

Mr Moroney said his campaign would focus on stopping high-tech Glock semi-automatic pistols being smuggled in from China and involve a crackdown on gun dealers.

An estimated 80 per cent of illegal guns on Sydney streets are from China.

The director of the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research, Don Weatherburn, warned that Australia's murder rate could rise if police were not more effective in controlling illegal guns.

"Five years ago we didn't have a significant problem with handgun violence," Dr Weatherburn told ABC radio.

"That problem has emerged quite rapidly over the past five years and it's one that really needs to be nipped in the bud if we're not to end up going down the same sort of track that the United States went down about 20 years ago."

