
SUBMISSION FROM THE SCOTTISH ASSOCIATION FOR COUNTRY SPORTS 
 
The Scottish Association for Country Sports is an unincorporated membership association, 
originally formed in 1994 to represent all who take part in country sports in Scotland when 
some form of devolution was postulated. 
 
Since then we have recruited over seventeen thousand members in every part of the UK and 
are the largest representative body for the shooting population in Northern Ireland. 
 
Our views tend to be reasonable and pragmatic, seeking to find workable solutions to the 
issues which concern our members and anyone who is involved in similar sports, since 
anything which could affect them in the broad sense may also potentially affect our 
membership. 
 
We have no political, religious or any other affiliations or views of any kind. 
 
Apart from this submission, we would value the opportunity to put our views in person in this 
deliberation if that is thought to be helpful, and to take part in any future discussions on 
wildlife, environmental issues and legislation which could be of relevance to country sports 
and rural income in Scotland in any way. 
 
We apologise to the Committee for the lateness of this submission, and in the circumstances 
we will confine our comments entirely to the single question which most directly affects our 
membership. 
 
Question 10. 
Do you have any specific views on the proposed changes to speed limits, drink driving 
limits, air-weapons and other matters (e.g. Scottish Crown Estate Commissioner, BBC 
Trust etc.)?  
 
1. We welcome any legislative changes which will assist the Scottish Parliament to operate 

in a more effective way, particularly where this enables it to reflect the differences in 
culture and aethos which exist in Scotland or translate UK-wide legislation into a version 
which sits comfortably with our different legal system. 

 
2. We appreciate that at this stage, we are only discussing the actual devolution of enabling 

powers in respect of air weapons, and our carefully considered view is that the partial 
devolution of such a limited part of the UK Firearms legislation would produce no useful 
benefits whatsoever, and would in fact be likely to impact negatively on both the 
relationship between the Scottish Government and Westminster, and the Scottish 
population as a whole. 

 
3. In our view, the devolution of powers in relation to firearms matters of any kind to the 

Scottish Government, and in particular if it is merely partial devolution as currently 
proposed, is a matter of great concern, for the reasons set out below. 

 
4. Since we represent members in the whole of the UK, we are familiar with the differences 

in both the current firearms legislation and the differing cultures of sporting shooting 
throughout the UK. 



 
5. Currently, the Firearms Act 1968 as subsequently amended in GB, and the Firearms 

(Northern Ireland) Order 2004 operate extremely effectively, despite having been 
complicated by the passage of time and subsequent amendments.  Both of these sets of 
legislation are similar in many respects, with the NI Order generally translating the GB 
legislation into a suitable form for the particular situation in the Province. 

 
6. The most distinct differences in the NI legislation is that all firearms, including most air-

weapons, require to be held on a Firearm Certificate (FAC), rather than only bullet-firing 
rifles and particularly high-powered air rifles as in the remainder of the UK, where 
shotguns are held on a less onerous Shotgun Certificate (SGC) and air weapons are not 
the subject of certification at all until they reach a specified power, at which point they 
become ‘specially dangerous air-weapons’ and fall within the scope of the Firearm 
certification legislation. 

 
7. The situation in NI, whereby all air weapons except those which are virtually toys require 

to be held on a FAC, may be thought to have an attraction in terms of introducing a similar 
system in Scotland, but in fact it would not be possible in practical terms to do so. 

 
8. One of the advantages of the current position is that, although complicated in some 

respects to operate, it is broadly understood by the ‘shooting population’, who have, by the 
fact that they generally have either FAC or SGC certification, demonstrated that they are 
above the threshold at which they can be trusted to own and use firearms of various types 
for sporting or professional purposes without risk to the public or peace. 

 
9. By ‘shooting population’, we refer to only those who shoot as a pastime or profession and 

who take an active interest in doing so.  Perhaps as a result of the existence of the 
internet, those sportsmen have become, over the last decade or so, considerably more 
aware of the need to keep up to date with the law than hitherto, and they generally make 
every effort to stay within it. 

 
10. From this definition of ‘shooting population’, we exclude perhaps the great majority of 

those who currently own airguns in Scotland, and of course this is one of the principal 
difficulties which would be encountered if any attempt was made to introduce some kind of 
licensing system for those air weapons which are not currently subject to certification. 

 
11. We understand that there are thought to be around 500,000 airguns in private ownership 

in Scotland.  From our own knowledge, and based on the number of FAC and SGC in 
Scotland, we would expect that a proper detailed study would show that perhaps only 20% 
of these will be owned by an individual who actively shoots, leaving 400,000 airguns 
distributed throughout remainder of the population. 

 
12. It is likely that a substantial proportion of these will be either stored unused as a relic of a 

childhood hobby or in such a state that they would not readily be capable of use for any 
purpose, and there are no known public safety problems associated with these airguns. 

 
13. There are substantial legal difficulties involved in creating a difference in the law in respect 

of airguns between Scotland and the remainder of GB and attempting to introduce any 
form of certification system – in terms of both European and our domestic equality 



legislation,  the huge cost of administering any such system, a dramatically increased 
workload and cost for the Police or whoever is tasked with a licensing scheme, and 
inevitably an increased workload for the Courts as individuals fall foul of what would 
possibly be a multitude of new offences. 

 
14. A number of studies have been carried out within the last decade on the use of weapons 

of all types, including airguns, including some research into the age profile of the uses in 
respect of any relationship between age and public safety issues.  Without exception, all of 
these studies have shown that the criminal use of weapons of any kind has virtually no 
connection with the lawful possession of the weapons by their owners. 

 
15. Attempts have recently been made to use (or perhaps more accurately misuse) statistics 

in respect of the incidence and types of offences involving air weapons, suggesting that 
these figures show in some way that new legislation would reduce crime figures.  In fact, 
the statistics produced by both government and police actually demonstrate that there is, 
relatively speaking, a very small amount of crime involving airguns, the incidence of such 
crime had decreased year on year for the last three years, and the very small number of 
tragic incidents which have occurred could not have been prevented by any legislation of 
any kind. 

 
16. In one view, the substantial and continuing reduction in the number of airgun-related 

incidents may well be a result of the huge public revulsion at the isolated serious incidents 
which have occurred, leading to better awareness of the issues, better supervision of 
youngsters using airguns and better and more secure storage of airguns when not in use. 

 
17. If this were to be the case, it would almost certainly be more appropriate and effective to 

use appropriate publicity and education to raise awareness of the misuse of the airguns 
than trying to create a whole raft of new offences when misuse of airguns is already 
subject to prosecution under existing legislation. 

 
18. The introduction of an additional layer of legislation in Scotland would create genuine and 

substantial difficulties for the many serious competition airgunners in respect of the many 
national and international target-shooting competitions which take place each year, by 
preventing those who live other than in Scotland from bringing their guns into Scotland for 
such events without complicated and costly administrative procedures. 

 
19. On the basis that the most recent figures for airgun-related incidents in Scotland (2010) 

show that the total number of these was just over 400 (a decrease of around 20% on 
2009), we recommend that, before a final decision is made on either devolution of the 
power to regulate or consideration of implementation, the full details of these 400 incidents 
be examined carefully and individually, to establish whether in fact any possible change in 
legislation in Scotland would or indeed could have prevented any of them. 

 
20. We are supported in our view by the fact that national statistics also confirm that the 

numbers of airgun-related offences throughout the whole of the UK are dropping in line 
with the Scottish figures. 

 
21. If it is found, on examining the detail of these incidents, that no legislative change would 

have actually prevented the incidents, that would perhaps suggest that once again, better 



education and perhaps more effective use of scarce police resources would be more 
successful in tackling the problem. 

 
22. The Home Office Affairs Committee on firearms which has examined the whole firearms 

issue after the recent tragedy in Cumbria was satisfied that bringing airguns into a 
certification system, other than those which currently require to be included, would not 
provide any benefit in reducing airgun-related crime. 

 
23. We look forward to taking part in any further deliberations on this matter in due course. 
 
 
January 2011 


