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                                                      Abstract
This Research Project has been constructed to review the current firearms licencing application process and guidelines following significant massacres in the United Kingdom by firearms licence holders. The project will identify if the current legalisation is safe and identify what is good reason for ownership of such weapons.
The emphasis of this dissertation is focussed on the Police national firearms licencing from all Forty-Three police forces throughout England and Wales.
The aims of the dissertation are to focus on two main criteria’s: -
· Are the current firearms licencing process adequate and safe?
· What is good reason to own firearms?

In order to do this, the Literature Review is compiled around extracts from media reports and formal enquiries following massacres such as the Plymouth and Dunblane massacres. These shootings have attracted significant public attention and calls have been made to review the current process. The review asks what is classed as good reason for ownership of such high-powered rifles and the suitability for new applicants in the United Kingdom. The review will look at previous licencing reviews and changes throughout history and speak to people to find out the general public’s views of firearm ownership. 

I established a method that I felt best would capture a true reflection of the required information and the literature review was to set a questionnaire and interview candidates from my local community with set questions that will cover the topic. 

The results were extracted from answers from 74 people who took part in my survey and 20 people who were interviewed. I was conscious not to target people with similar views so I chose candidates who would give a true and honest reflection to my questions. On conclusion I found that the bulk of people who undertook the survey and interviews were against gun ownership in the United Kingdom and their views were influenced by media reports of massacres throughout the world.

The results showed that current licence holders welcomed tougher laws and sanctions even though it put their sport at risk. Many people felt that there is no place in society for recreational shooting but could see that use of such weapons was justified for vermin control.
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                  Aims and Objectives
The aim of this dissertation is to see if the current firearm licencing laws and process needs reviewing following high profile incidents involving legally owned firearm licence holders. The dissertation will look at the views of the public, Farmers and members of the shooting community. It will ask what is classed as good reason to own such weapons. The dissertation will gather data from interviews and surveys and the findings will be based on these results.
The views of the people who took part will be documented and analysed and see if there is a common conception and feeling towards the current Licensing laws and to see if they are adequate or outdated.



















                                                                 Introduction 

Firearms Licencing and the use of Firearms in the United Kingdom has one of the strictest process and control in the world. According to the Home Office Guide of firearms law 2021 The UK police is based on the fact that firearms are dangerous weapons and the state have a duty to protect the public from their use. The UKs view is that Gun Ownership is a privilege and not a right (Home Office, 2021).
The authority to grant a firearms licence falls with the local force of where the candidate resides and not a central licencing authority. The Local forces will use the information held on their local data bases to conduct a review to see if the person is of suitable character to own a firearm and if they have what is classed as good reason to own such weapons.
Even with some of the toughest firearm’s laws in the world there still is incidents involving firearms licence holder who have committed massacres with legally owned firearms. Some of these incidents such as Dunblane and the Plymouth shootings have attracted the attention of the public who are calling for a review to take place to see if the current licencing process and laws need amending.
The research will cover interviews and surveys with members of the shooting community, Farmers and the general public to see their views on the current process. The report will give the results along with data analysis. The report will also cover some brief history into firearms, and their uses throughout time and historical reviews and changes to licencing laws.  



	






                   Review of Literature 

The history of firearms licencing in Great Britain stretches back to the early 1500s where the first type of gun control was implemented, this was the act of forbidding the use of firearms and crossbows without a royal letter patent. Since those days there has been multiple reviews and amendments carried out but in 1968 there was an act of passed in parliament to bring all previous acts together and control the use and possession of firearms in the UK (Leglistation.gov, 2022).

According to the 231- page home office report that was released in December 2021 (Home office, firearm licencing guide 2021) the term ‘Firearm’ means a lethal barrelled weapon of any description from which any shot, bullet or other missile with kinetic energy of more than one joule at the muzzle of the weapon, can be discharged.

One of the main changes implemented in the 1968 licencing law (legislation, 1968) is the one that sets out the guiding principles governing the definition of a “good reason” to possess a firearm. Certificates are granted by chief police officers if they are satisfied those applicants have a “good reason” for having possessing a firearm or ammunition without being a danger to public safety or to the peace (Home Office, 2022).

Throughout the years there have been several amendments to the 1968 Firearms Act. According to BBC news 1987 the amendments were triggered by shocking incidents that have occurred such as the 1987 Hungerford massacre. A gunman named Michael Ryan went on an armed rampage with an arsenal of weapons and ammunition Such as the Russian built AK 47 assault rifle and armour piercing bullets. Ryan shot and killed 16 people and left another 15 injured (Bell, 1987).  

On the 13th of March 1996 another high-profile occurred where again there would calls for a review into firearms licencing laws. Thomas Hamilton entered a primary school in the small town of Dunblane armed with 4 legally owned handguns and 743 live rounds of ammunition. Hamilton shot and killed 15 children and their teacher, Hamilton also shot and injured 15 more (Bauer,1996).

As reported in the Evening standard on the 12th of August 2021 there was another horrific massacre by a licenced firearm holder. Jake Davison shot and killed five people in the Plymouth area. This is this most recent massacre by a licence holder and it has triggered a review of the current firearms Act. Home Secretary Priti Patel wrote to all police forces in person and asked for a review of their application process (Thompson, 2021).

The research will review the current firearms licencing Act of 1968 and what amendments have been made to date. It will also review the current licencing legalisation and the application process that is conducted prior to any persons being granted a licence. The research shall critique the flaws that are highlighted within the process and look at the changes that have been made throughout history. The research shall look at how the recent review is affecting the shooting community and the general members of public.

The British Association for Shooting and conservation (BASC, 2021) has recently conducted their own review of the application process and worked with several police force licencing departments to see if it can be run more efficiently during the application stages. One of the issues highlighted during BASCS investigation is the medical process. The report found that GPs are now refusing to complete application forms and the ones who do are charging extortionate fees. This is a weakness as people with previous mental health issues or concerning medical problems were not getting highlighted so police forces could not follow up and include this information whilst conducting initial applications or reviews.

Bill Harriman, BASC’s director of firearms (BASC,2021) welcomed the improvements shown by some forces but warned against complacency considering problems around medical involvement in firearms licensing (Doolan,2021). 

The research will detail the current application process and highlight both good and bad practice. It will explore the medical process of the application as currently a local GP can sign to say that the applicant is of a sound physical and mental state to hold such a licence however according to Dr Drummond from Skewen medical centre he claims Doctors are very reluctant to put their names to this following previous high incidents involving active shooters. The dissertation and research will cover the views of twenty people selected at random where they will all be asked five questions surrounding views on members of the public owning firearms in the UK for agricultural proposes and also for use as a sport. The questions will cover the current application process as outlined by local Firearms licencing department in South-Wales police (SWP Firearms licencing, 2022).

In March 2021 the home office national statistics presents that there are a staggering 156,033 people who hold a valid firearm certificate and 565,929 hold a valid shotgun certificate in England and Wales (NFLMA 2021). That is a total of 721,962 people who own some sort of firearm or shot gun. The whole of the United Kingdom armed forces personal is only 149.280 (Clark, 2021).  All these licence holders have to undergo a licence review every five years where police checks are carried out along with medical reviews to see if the holder is still suitable to hold a licence. There is also a new process that has come from the initial enquiry surrounding the Plymouth shootings and this will be an added check that gives police the power to check applicants social media content to see if they are affiliated with any concerning groups or organisations and look at their financial and domestic violence history. As reported by BASCS some licence holders feel like an invasion of privacy and direct barriers for the renewal process.

Country sports and pest control has been in the public eye for a number of years. As reported by the Guardian This led to a review and the ban on hunting foxes with dogs by the labour government in 2004 (Wintour, 2004). There are still weekly protests at trail hunts and driven game shoots where birds such as grouse and pheasants are flushed from cover by dogs over the awaiting lines of guns. This has put firearms again in the public eye and there are more calls than ever for shooting and firearms to be banned. In 2020 the Welsh government put a ban on their land being used for shooting sports (Marshall, 2021). An announcement comes off the back of a three-year long campaign by animal aid and the league against cruel sports that saw over 12,500 people signing a petition and submitting it to government (Brooker 2018), Licence holders are now concerned that the relentless media coverage will put their sport and livelihoods at risk.

The research will look at the firearm application process for the United Kingdom and how it has changed over the years following high profile incidents involving licence holders. It shall look at the police and Doctor’s involvement during the licence application process and, the study shall cover and explore what is classed as “Good reason” for owning such weapons.

The research will use leading material to conduct the evaluation such as the current firearms licencing guidelines that that is released by the home office (Home office, 2022) and also the British association for shooting and conservation (BASC). The research will contain views from 6 independent persons selected at random in relation to firearms being owned by members of the public and what they class as good reason.

                  Research Methodology 

This chapter of the dissertation shall analysis key research and data from members of the public and firearm licence holders in the United Kingdom. It will capture their views surrounding a call to review the current Firearms Act and its application stage.  This recent call stems from the tragic incidents of mass shootings and events where firearms licence holders have gone on killing sprees and taking their own lives in mainland UK.

The objectives are to see how the most recent massacres in Plymouth and historic events such as Dunblane and Hungerford have changed the public’s perception on the ownership and use of weapons, The research will consist of interviews with farmers who rely on firearms for the protection of livestock such as sheep and poultry and also views from sporting shooters who are known in the shooting world as plinkers. Plinkers are informal target shooters who shoot targets for their own pleasure and as a hobby. This research shall also be seeking the views of members of the public who are somewhat ignorant to the quantity of legally owned firearms in the UK and their uses.

According to the Office of National Statistics 2019 (National Statistics, 2019) there have been numerous suicides by gun owners where they would take their own lives by using a legally owned Firearm. This does not always make mainstream news however local communities hear about these tragedies and this puts more pressure on public perception and licencing laws.

The research has identified gaps with potentially bias results depending on the geographical area that the study is conducted. For example, if only people from rural locations that is surrounded by farmland were interviewed this will sway the results in favour of firearm ownership. This would also have an opposite effect if only people from cities were interviewed this could tally negative results against firearms. This research will be mindful of this and use a variety of people from different locations, ages and backgrounds. 

Research strategy
The research Methods that shall be used throughout this dissertation will be mainly a survey and interviews. candidates will be selected from different professions and ways of living. There shall be interviews with Sheep farmers who’s use of firearms would be for pest control against vermin such as fox and crows. There will be interviews with crop farmers whose main threat to their livelihood is the common Pidgeon and rabbits who eat their drilled seeds and crops.

There shall be interviews with sport shooters (plinkers) who’s only use and justification of owning weapons is solely for target shooting. This category will be the most at risk if any potential changes are made to firearms legislation. Research will show these candidates to be the most passionate and vocal of all interviewees. The research will also interview members of the public from the local towns and city to gain their views of ownership of weapons by civilians. The Candidates for the survey will see the method where one in five people will be stopped and asked if they agree to take part in a survey. this however may give bias results due to the geographical location that was mentioned above so it will be conducted at several locations.

Data Collection 
There shall be ten questions set out and put to the selected Candidates who will range from the sport shooter, farmer and the general public. The results will be entered into a bar graphs and pie charts to show the views and perceptions towards firearms and any views of changing the licencing laws. It will also include a section where the fears of both sides of the argument will be documented. This will give an opportunity to voice their own opinions and fears. As stated, the biggest concerns would come from sport shooters as this category does not hold a justifiable excuse to own such weapons hence why they will be at greater risk from impending licencing reviews.

Due to Data protection personal details such as names and addresses will not be included. It will however document the age of participants as this may add an interesting result to the findings. all government guidelines surrounding covid 19 and all guidelines will be adhered to throughout both the surveys and interviews.

Once all data has been collected and documented It will send it to the British Association for Conservation and Wildlife (BASC) and see if they will publish it in their monthly magazine. A YouTube channel called Field sports Britain will also be contacted. Field sports Britain are a pro hunting and fishing channel that release weekly news from the shooting world. They have heavy content surrounding the issues and worries of the shooting community of tightening laws.
Analysis of Results

This report presents the findings of the data collected during the research into Firearms licencing in England and Wales following the tragic events in Plymouth where a firearms licence holder went on a killing spree The events have triggered a review into current legislation and the application process conducted by police forces throughout England and Wales.
The report will analyse and summarize findings and present the results based on a questionnaire completed by 74 people made up from the local community and 20 people who were interviewed around the subject.
Twenty people were chosen and interviewed, out of the people interviewed there were members from the British Association for Shooting and Conservation (BASC), local farmers, parish members, NHS workers and neighbours, I have documented my findings and converted the data into chart form for easier dissemination. 

Question 1
Do you think civilians should be allowed to own Firearms in the United Kingdom?
74 people were asked if they think gun ownership should be allowed in the UK, out of these 74 people 26 selected Yes, 46 selected No and 2 people were unsure,
· Yes – 74 
· No – 46
· Unsure - 2
The general consciences was that people don’t think civilians should own such weapons, when asked during the interviews there was an array of answers where most reporting they had been influenced by media reports of incidents from other countries such as the United States and New Zealand, only three of the ten people asked mentioned incidents in the UK such as Dunblane and Plymouth.  

Question 2 
What would you class as a good reason to own a firearm in the UK?
· Museums and Antique – 34
· Private Collectors – 3
· Vermin control – 14 out of 20 interviewed.
· Sports shooting – 12

74 people were then asked to select from four categories what they believed was a good reason to own a firearm in the United Kingdom, 34 people felt that Museums and Antique firearms was classed as a valid reason, while surprisingly only 3 people said they thought private collectors had a justified reason, out of the twenty people who were interviewed 14 said that Vermin control was needed for legal quarry such as Fox, Pigeons and rabbits.
12 people selected sports Shooting / Targets in the survey however there was a strong feeling during interviews that this category should be banned as this was “not” a good reason to own a firearm with three of the interviewees relating to the Dunblane Massacre, their views were that the active shooter Thomas Hamilton was a target shooter and following the review of the incident all handguns were banned and competitions stopped, they feel that rifle shooting should go the same way. 
Several farmers were interviewed and all said that Vermin shooting was a valid reason as they have lost hundreds if not thousands of pounds to vermin attacking crops and livestock, one farmer showed me a photograph of a decapitated lamb that was killed by a fox and was very passionate on the subject.

Question 3
Do you feel gun control in the UK could be stricter?
· Yes – 68
· No - 4

Out of the 74 people who completed the survey 68 of them all selected that they feel Gun control in the United Kingdom should be stricter with only 4 selecting No, I found this intriguing so this same question was asked to the twenty people who were interviewed, out of the twenty all came back and said they feel that the current gun laws should get stricter, I was surprised as some people who answered yes were also licence holders themselves, they all gave very similar answerers that the very minority of licence holders who don’t abide by the strict conditions make the whole shooting community look bad, licence holders welcome stricter sanctions in an attempt to wean out the bad apples and bring less attention to the sport.  


Question 4 
Do you think there should be a law that would ban possession of firearms for recreational shooting?
· Yes – 57
· No - 17

This was another surprising result where 57 people would welcome a ban of firearms for recreational shooting and only 17 selecting No,
During the interviews it was again surprising to see licence holders expressing their views in favour of a ban, most of the answers felt that vermin control was needed and viewed firearms as a tool to getting this done effectively and humanly, most of the interviewees felt that ownership of firearms just as a hobby should not be granted as there is nothing positive to come from target shooting with noise pollution and the potential of accidents being the most issues raised.
Several people who were interviewed had the opinion that less firearms being owned and less licence holders would lower the chance of further massacres, out of the twenty interviewed only a handful said that they would be against a potential ban on target shooters and said it was their right to choose a hobby that they wanted and should not be dictated or discriminated against if this was their preferred sport, there were several references to the Olympic sport of shooting where there are currently three shooting disciplines.


Question 5 
 Do you think civilians have access to larger rifles that currently being used by NATO troops? 

· [image: See the source image]Yes - 0
· No - 74



Out of 74 people who were asked during the survey if they thought that civilians had access to larger calibre rifles than the military, I was astounded to find that all selected No!
In fact, the two common NATO rounds are 5.56 mm and the 7.62 mm, this size calibre is designed by NATO forces to be a universal round that can be fired from various rifles used by Army’s around the world. There is currently no limit of size firearm that can be owned by civilians in the UK with the same application process for a .22 long rifle, (commonly used for rabbits), to a 50-calibre rifle (used to take out armoured vehicles).
below is the comparison of the two rounds.  
 [image: See the source image]
Out of the twenty people who were interviewed all were shocked when hearing that civilians can legally own weapons larger than the military and anyone could apply for those size weapons for recreational shooting.

Question 6 
Do you think that civilians have access to expanding ammunition?
· N0 – 65
· Yes - 6
As part of this question firstly I explained what expanding ammunition was, I found a good definition on a Deer stalking forum that defines it as
“A missile designed or adapted to expand on impact causing significant transfer of energy into the target, this ammunition is known as ballistic tip, hollow point, or Dum Dum bullets” (Jones, 2022).
Expanding ammunition has been banned in armed conflicts throughout the world by the Hague convention of 1899 as it is deemed to be inhumane as it causes significant damage on impact.
Out of the 74 people who answered this question 65 people stated that civilians should not have access to such ammunition with 6 believing they should.
During the 20 people who were interviewed there was a common consensus of shock when told that this type of ammunition was available to civilians however could see the logic when given the reasons for the use, they were told that this is a cleaner kill for the animals that were shot as part of vermin control and would cause the animal less suffering.

Question 7 
What do you feel the main route cause was behind deaths caused by a licence firearms holder?
· Crime - 6
· Drug abuse - 9
· Mental health - 46
· Alcohol - 13

This question was asked to the 74 people in the survey where the breakdown is shown in the graph above, the same question was used in interview with most answering that Mental health will have a contributing factor towards incident involving licence holders, one of the persons who was interviewed was my local Doctor from my practice and they explained that as part of the application stage the police write to them asking about the applicants medical health and if there is anything documented stopping them from having a firearms licence, All Doctors throughout the country are not happy filling this part of the form as they could be personally liable if that applicant would later use his weapon in a massacre.
All interviewed welcomed a larger input from Health service during the application stages.

Other valid points raised during interviews
There were several persons of the opinion that firearms should be kept in the local police armoury where there would be a signing in / out process with a random breathalyser procedure conducted on sign out, I feel this could benefit the shooting community and give the public peace of mind knowing that gun control would be tightened.
Many Shooters who use their weapons solely for target / recreational uses would welcome new laws to keep their weapons in their respective gun clubs.  














      Conclusions and Recommendations
The aim of this chapter is to summarise the results of the survey and analyse the responses given in interview. The results show that the bulk of people who undertook the survey and interviews were against gun ownership in the United Kingdom. Their views were influenced by media reports of massacrers throughout the world with some mentioning American shootings that seem frequent and the Mosque shootings in New Zealand.

Almost all were shocked to hear that civilians are legally allowed to own larger calibre firearms than used by military and NATO soldiers. Again, most were shocked to hear that civilians have access to ballistic tip ammunition and that this type of munitions are banded in modern warfare.

Almost all the current licence holders that took part in the survey and interviews welcomed tougher laws and sanctions even though it put their sport at risk, many people felt that there is no place in society for recreational shooting but could see that use of such weapons were justified for vermin control.

Many people who conducted the survey made a direct link with mass shootings to mental health and supported a greater involvement from Health professionals during the application stages. Such involvement from health care practitioners should be working with the police during the application stage and should not feel personally accountable if licence holders commit acts of violence.

There have been several amendments to the Firearms Act throughout the years following Massacres and the recent events in Plymouth and results show a favour that the current legalisations should be reviewed. Mental health is believed to be the biggest trigger of licence holders committing atrocities with legally owned lessons. Mental health is more documented now than in previous years and this is why the Doctors must work with licencing departments.

Tougher gun laws are welcomed by almost all the people who took part in both the survey and interviews. This was also supported by current licence holders as several have stated that the bad press is putting their sport in jeopardy. Several people trended that they feel there should be no place for recreational shooting, and they do not feel that it is classed as a good reason to own firearms in the UK. Several made a link to the Dunblane shooting and the instant ban on handgun ownership and they feel the Plymouth shootings should lead to a ban on all firearm uses.    
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Figure 5 



Figure 6

Do you think civillians should be allowed to own Firearms in the United Kingdom

Sales	
Yes	No	Unsure	26	46	1.4	

What would you class as a good reason to Own a Firearm in the UK?

Sales	
Sports shooting / targets 	Vermin control	Private Gun collectors	Antique / Museum	12	25	3	34	

Do you think Gun control in the United Kingdom could be stricter?

Sales	
Yes	No	Keep the same	68	4	2	

Do you think recreational shooting should be banned?

Sales	
Yes	No	57	17	
Do you think civillians have access to expanding ammunition 

Sales	
Yes	No	Unsure	3	65	6	

Main cause behind massacres 

Column3	Alcohol	Mental health	Drug abuse	Crime	13	46	9	6	Column2	Alcohol	Mental health	Drug abuse	Crime	Column1	Alcohol	Mental health	Drug abuse	Crime	
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