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This is the response of the National Gamekeepers’ Organisation (NGO) to the public consultation 
‘Statutory Guidance to Police on Firearms Licensing’, issued by the Home Office (HO) on 23/7/19.  

By prior agreement with the HO (Paul Nicol), this NGO response is provided in narrative format 
rather than via the online response form, as we found the latter too restrictive to allow us to say all 
we needed to on this hugely important subject. All questions in the response form are answered, 
nonetheless, in what follows. 

The NGO is the representative body for gamekeepers in England and Wales and has over 12,000 
gamekeeper and supporter members, virtually all of whom use firearms for pest and predator 
control and/or for sporting purposes.  

Gamekeeping is impossible without rifles and shotguns, which are thus essential tools of the 
profession, making this response doubly important as it represents the views of people whose jobs 
depend on fair and proper firearms licensing. It was therefore good to see ‘gamekeepers’ specifically 
mentioned in the very first sentence of the HO consultation. 

 

Principles 

A key principle in the Firearms Act 1968 is that if someone has a good reason to possess guns and 
poses no risk to public safety and the peace, then the police shall grant a certificate.  Subject to an 
applicant meeting the statutory criteria the grant of a certificate is a right, not a privilege. 

Medical information has long been gathered and assessed as part of every certificate application. 
The applicant must declare conditions which might be material to his/her fitness to possess firearms 
and also authorises the police to make further enquiries of the applicant’s GP when necessary. 

The move in recent years always to seek the GP’s opinion on an applicant’s suitability in theory 
improves on the original system and is supported in principle by the NGO. But its botched 
application in recent years has caused massive problems. The HO accepts that this is the case, citing 
the problems as a prime reason for their consultation. 

A further accepted principle, publicly supported by Ministers, is that firearms licensing must be 
effective, fair, efficient and reasonably priced. In practice the system often works to the 
disadvantage of the applicant and poor service is commonly experienced.  This is not acceptable. 

 

Involvement of the National Gamekeepers’ Organisation 

The NGO has long been involved with discussions and decision-making about firearms licensing. We 
have considerable expertise in this area, not least as a result of feedback from our members about 
how the Firearms Act and its administration works (or not) at the customer interface.   

The NGO publishes and regularly updates ‘Sporting Shooting and the Law: a user’s guide to the 
Firearms Act’, which is endorsed by the National Police Chiefs’ Council Firearms and Explosives 
Licensing Working Group (FELWG), carries a foreword by its Chairman and has been circulated to all 
UK police forces. 
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In 2013, the NGO organised an unprecedented National Firearms Licensing Conference, chaired by 
the then FELWG chairman and attended by every police force bar one, so we have a great deal of 
knowledge and experience of firearms licensing. 

We have advised Government extensively on the various revisions of the Home Office Guidance and 
were also involved with discussions some years ago about eCommerce for firearms licensing. On the 
medical evidence issue, the NGO was an active member of the Medical Evidence Working Group and 
has frequently met with the Home Office since. We were also major participants in the HMIC review 
of firearms licensing carried out in 2014/15.  

(Our many contributions over recent years to the debates and changes in firearms licensing can all 
be accessed on the NGO website). 

 

Overall Comments on the HO Consultation 

The HO consultation majors on the medical evidence issue and in recent years, more and more of 
our members’ enquiries have related to this subject. We can confirm the HO contention that it is 
causing confusion, inconsistencies, conflict and highly variable charging by GPs. We would further 
point out that, in consequence, it is grossly unfair and puts public safety at risk. 

Firearms licensing has, in recent years become a postcode lottery, in which the likelihood of 
someone being granted a certificate - and indeed the amount they will have to pay to achieve it – 
are largely dependent on where they live. That is unacceptable.  At no point does the draft Guidance 
stress the importance of the police providing a fair, effective and efficient system. 

The  agreement which came out of MEWG as to how medical evidence gathering would work has 
been progressively abandoned by the British Medical Association and more and more police forces, 
so that we now have a situation where some forces are openly flouting not just the HO Guidance but 
also the Firearms Act itself (eg. Thames Valley Police insisting on having information exceeding that 
required both by Section 26 and the application form).  A lack of leadership by FELWG (obliquely 
criticised for this by HMIC in 2015) has made matters worse. 

This clearly cannot go on - as the HO appears to recognise in its consultation - yet the proposals the 
HO now makes, particularly relating to medical evidence, will not resolve the appalling situation. 
Indeed, they could well make it worse. We return to this below. 

The HO consultation only partially addresses the 2015 findings of HMIC. Notably, little or nothing is 
proposed concerning: 

a. Training. The need for proper training of those who administer firearms licensing was highlighted 
not just in the 2015 HMIC report but also in the reports in 1992 and 2003. Yet four years after the 
third, 2015, report we still have only a trial scheme involving four police forces. There is no 
indication it will be adopted nationally or become obligatory.  Training, or lack thereof, was 
highlighted as a main cause of the Lowe shootings in Surrey in 2014 both by the coroner and the 
IPCC. Inadequate training thus puts public safety seriously at risk. It also causes administrative delays 
and inconsistencies for the firearms owning public. It must be addressed. 

b. Good practice. HMIC found that good firearms licensing practice was the exception. There could 
hardly be a more damning conclusion by the body charged with inspecting police performance. Yet  
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nothing has been done to improve firearms licensing administration, nor do the current HO 
proposals even seek to do so.  

c. Turnaround times. This is an example of good practice or the lack of it. The HO was asked by HMIC 
in 2015 to publish annual certificate application turnaround times so that poor forces could be 
identified and action taken to improve matters. It has not done so and this failure has significantly 
contributed to poor performance, thereby increasing the risk to public safety. 

Nor does the current HO consultation address the Law Commission’s 2015 call for ‘fundamental 
reform’ and a new Act. Until that happens, firearms licensing seems doomed to remain a mess. 

There is no suggestion in the consultation that any reliable assessment has been undertaken to 
determine whether the proposed changes will increase or reduce public safety, improve the 
licensing service, or even make them worse.  The proposals are arbitrary rather than evidence led.  It 
is thus far from clear that the proposals are proportionate to what risk there may be.  For example, 
the police claim that only 2% of applications present a medical problem, yet 98% of law-abiding 
applicants will be disadvantaged by what is being proposed and at significant cost. 

Finally, why, in a digital age, is firearms licensing to remain an essentially analogue procedure from 
the users’ perspective? The much-vaunted eCommerce initiative, which the HO told us some years 
ago was going to transform the efficiency of the certification process has sunk without trace, it 
seems. We have systems for passport administration and driving licences that already manage 
multiple data entries, carry photo ID, addresses and the like, so why can’t a similar digitally based 
system be used for firearms. Quite apart from the administrative benefits and savings, with such a 
system the police could quickly check a person’s credentials when stopped in possession of firearms, 
thereby contributing to public safety. And surely it is time to move away from the paper certificate 
required by the Act? Let’s have a plastic credit card sized certificate such as they have in Ireland. 

 

The Proposed Medical Arrangements (Questions 6-9 of the HO consultation): 

6. Will the HO proposals improve public safety? 

Quite possibly not. The dreadful killings by Bird, Atherton and Lowe would not have been 
prevented by what the HO is now proposing. In the case of Bird neither the police nor the 
medics had any indication of a possible problem. Durham Police knew of Atherton’s violent 
behavior and should have revoked his certificate. Likewise, Surrey had ample information to 
justify revoking Lowe’s certificate.  None of these was a medical failing. The truth is that 
public safety would be more certainly improved by proper training of police firearms 
licensing administrators than by making the medical changes proposed in this HO 
consultation. 

7. Should the police issue certificates only if they have had relevant information from a GP? 

Yes, the NGO supports the best possible use of information that the medical profession can 
provide BUT only if GPs are compelled to provide it and at reasonable, nationally agreed 
cost. The proposed guidance requires the police not to issue a certificate without GP input, 
yet there is no counterpart legal obligation on the GP to provide information.  No system will 
be fair or effective if one party is under a legal obligation and another is not. 
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It is also wholly unreasonable to require that an applicant might have to change his GP 
practice if his/her GP won’t provide the requisite information.  If GPs are not to be 
compelled to take part, then at the very least there needs to be a national pool of willing 
GPs to whom referrals can be made at the same cost as the local process and taking no 
longer. No applicant should be disadvantaged because their own GP refuses to assist. 

8. Are the proposed arrangements effective and efficient? 

No. Already, some police forces are saying they will add further delays. According to Thames 
Valley Police, the proposed procedure will add 21 days to current turnaround times - and 
this in a force area where it can already take 6 months for an application to be processed.  

It appears that permanent markers on GP’s records pertaining to firearms ownership will not 
be mandatory under the new proposals. This will reduce public safety and jeopardise the 
effectiveness of the whole system.  

Firearms reminders on medical records have been supported by the NGO since they were 
first suggested because they can assist continuous monitoring of the potential risk that a 
firearms holder may pose should their medical state change for the worse. Markers on 
patient records must be compulsory and they must also be sufficiently prominent on the 
GP’s screen that they cannot be inadvertently missed during a busy patient consultation, as 
often happens now.  Not only do reminders improve public safety but they open the way to 
longer certificate life which will reduce the workload on the police. 

A set fee for the GPs participation in the scheme is essential and should be properly costed 
and applied nationally.  The current postcode lottery, where applicants are being charged 
random sums ranging from nothing to £360 (the highest GP fee of which we have heard) is 
simply not acceptable.  Nor is it acceptable that some patients must negotiate a fee with 
their GP because that can adversely affect the doctor/patient relationship.  

The HO proposal is to make the GP involvement compulsory but leaves it entirely up to the 
GP to decide whether to participate and what to charge for the task. That effectively creates 
a monopoly, compelling the applicant to pay whatever the GP chooses to charge. It would be 
an even worse situation than that we have currently, where those whose applications are 
granted under the 21-day ‘no reply’ rule are not charged at all.  

The only ‘safeguard’ that user representatives have in connection with over-charging by GPs 
is a letter dated 18/7/19 from the (then) Minister, Nick Hurd , saying that, “inappropriate fee 
charging will be challenged.” What is ‘inappropriate’, who will challenge it, how, and what 
will happen if the challenge is simply rebuffed?  

The failure of the current proposals to address these concerns, which have been repeatedly 
raised not just by the NGO but by all the representative bodies for firearms users, is 
probably the biggest concern with this entire HO consultation and it must be addressed in 
order for us to support the Government. 

Finally, in any change to the system, the police (not the applicant) should be responsible for 
contacting the GP. Firstly, this is a police initiative, not one generated by the shooting 
community.  Secondly, the approach coming from the police avoids upsetting the GP/patient 
relationship, for example if the GP does not like shooting.  Thirdly, it will be quicker than  
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getting the information via the applicant.  Fourthly it removes the, albeit small, possibility of 
an applicant acting fraudulently. 

 

9. Any other comments? 

a. The NGO believes that the proposed GP assessment of an applicant’s medical record need 
only be done once (not at each renewal) if the enduring marker is compulsory and combined 
with a new duty on the GP to notify the police of any material change in the patient’s 
medical suitability to possess firearms. Such a system would be far less bureaucratic and 
provide a much more certain way of ensuring that any deterioration in a person’s fitness to 
possess firearms was picked up. Assessment would in effect be continuous, not just every 
few years on certificate renewal, so public safety would be enhanced. 

b. We have a major concern as to how the police will correctly assess the implications of the 
medical evidence provided to them by the GP under the proposed system. What 
competence do they have to do so? There is no agreed level of competence the police must 
have in order to assess the significance of medical issues or, indeed, to be qualified as an 
enquiry officer or decision maker in the licensing process. The past tragedies committed by 
Atherton and Lowe clearly show serious mistakes by the police in assessing the character of 
the individuals. This takes us back to the hugely important topic of police training (see 
above). Without it, varying standards of police knowledge are bound to result in an unsafe 
and unfair system, to the detriment of public safety and the disadvantage of some, perhaps 
many, licence holders. 

c. Most of the proposed additional checks by the police go far beyond public safety needs 
and could even be counterproductive. An example is the suggestion that domestic helpers 
with access to a home containing firearms should themselves be checked for reliability. 
Another is that of consulting partners, wives and even neighbours. Such checks will add 
costs – who will end up paying? Furthermore, the former adds nothing to public safety, as 
any firearms should be locked away as the law requires, whilst the latter risks alerting 
neighbours to the presence of firearms in an adjoining property, thereby quite possibly 
incurring an added security risk.  Moreover neighbours, and in some cases former 
spouses/partners, may have axes to grind. 

d.  We are concerned about the implications of paragraph 4.8, parts of which are tantamount to 
blackmail.  The wording used makes it virtually impossible for an applicant to refuse an 
unannounced visit.  In the NGO’s experience, and from the official statistics, it is clear these 
inspections have often been undertaken on the flimsiest of evidence and that a clear and reasoned 
explanation is the exception rather than the rule. 

 

Other (Non-Medical) Aspects of Draft Guidance (Questions 10 -13 of the HO consultation) 

10. Are there any additional checks or processes that should be included in the statutory 
guidance? 
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The inclusion of a customer satisfaction survey with each application would help reveal 
many of the police shortcomings.  There should be a requirement for each force or the HO 
to publish an annual summary. 

11. Can anything be added to achieve a more consistent approach between forces? 

Yes. We have already highlighted above the overriding importance of police training and 
that all the Guidance should be statutory. 

12. Does the draft guidance properly balance the interests of certificate holders and public safety? 

No. We have shown above how the HO proposals enshrine unfairness to certificate holders, 
for example by requiring GP input before a certificate can be granted yet without compelling 
GPs to provide it or to charge only a reasonable, nationally agreed fee for doing so. We have 
also shown how the proposals will not ensure public safety, noting that several recent 
atrocities – prime movers, no doubt, of the case for reform – would not have been stopped 
by the changes the HO now proposes to make. 

13. Any other comments on the draft guidance?   

‘Have regard to’ is a very weak concept in law and yet this is all the HO propose to require of 
the police in relation to that part of the HO Guidance which they propose making statutory. 
The rest of the Guidance is to remain non-statutory, which means it risks being downgraded 
by implication and thus likely to be ignored by the police and indeed licence holders. If the 
police are expected to ‘have regard to’ some parts of the Guidance then the corollary is that 
they do not need to have any regard for the rest. Many forces already routinely flout parts 
of the Guidance and are likely to continue to do so if given the slightest opportunity.  We 
would like to see everyone required, by law, to follow all the HO Guidance.  Failure to follow 
the Guidance is widely recognised as a major cause of inconsistency, unfairness and risk to 
the public. 

Costs and Benefits (Questions 14 and 15 of the HO consultation) 

14. Are there any likely costs not included in the impact assessment? 

The Impact Assessment is weak in many areas which casts doubt on its validity.  For 
example, the annual figure for suicides is shown whereas that for homicides covers 9 years, 
thus creating a false impression that homicide is almost as common as suicide.  The 
suggestion the average GP fee is £51 is fanciful.  In Thames Valley the deal struck between 
the police and GPs (without patient involvement) recommends £90-£120 for a grant and for 
a renewal £55-£75.   

What about costs which have been included in the impact assessment but which are too 
high. For example, the impact assessment includes a cost for death due to deliberate self-
harm, which presumably means suicide. It is not clear where this figure has come from and 
the cost of £2.4M seems highly improbable, bearing in mind that we all die sooner or later 
and only the added costs of an early death are relevant 

When the aim of the HO proposals is to improve general public safety, why does the impact 
assessment imply that the additional costs must be borne by certificate holders? Licensing 
has no particular benefit to the licensee. The whole system exists to promote public safety, 
so why do the gun owners end up paying all the additional costs? 
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15. Are there any benefits not included in the impact assessment? 

The impact assessment is very vague as to the benefit of the proposals. The ‘likely benefit’ 
mentioned is not quantified, probably because the historic evidence gives precious little 
justification for the proposed measures compared to the previous post grant notification 
system introduced c2010, which was never allowed to run a full cycle.   

Furthermore, drawing conclusions from the Scottish experience in relation to GP 
involvement, as the impact assessment does, is unreliable.  Contrary to the Scottish 
experience, many GPs in England and Wales have declined to engage, whilst the fees 
charged by others have often been excessive.  There is no reason why this should change.  
Scotland has one police force and relatively few surgeries.  England and Wales have 43 
forces and thousands of surgeries.  

 

Concluding Remarks from the NGO 

This HO consultation is a missed opportunity to address not just the HMIC conclusions (all of them) 
and the Law Commission’s conclusions but also to make small changes which would reduce the 
workload of the police and benefit firearms users with no added risk (eg removal of sound 
moderators, which are essential pieces of health and safety personal protective equipment, from the 
licensing process). 

The piecemeal approach to legislation and administrative changes, identified by HMIC/Law 
Commission in 2015 as a fundamental problem, has continued since and this latest HO proposal is 
just more of the same.  

Longer term licences, as proposed by BASC and others, are attractive for reducing costs and 
bureaucracy and are possible now, whereas in the past they were not. But the logical endpoint of 
having constant monitoring of a certificate holders behaviour (via the Police National Computer and 
the constant monitoring of Police Command and Control Systems by Firearms Licensing 
Departments) and health issues (via the GP/marker and a duty on GPs to inform police) is surely 
lifetime certification, similar to the driving licence. An opportunity has been missed to explore that 
possibility. 

If public safety is to be protected, firearms licensing needs to be administered by properly trained 
staff, working to national standards, together with a statutory requirement placed on GPs to 
participate. Would it therefore not be better to have a bespoke licensing authority, with input from 
the police and GPs as above, and to free the police from this archaic role, which history has shown 
that many forces seem unable to perform? 
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