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The Firearms Act 1968, including amendments, is the primary legislation governing 
all aspects of firearms and/or shotgun possession and use. The legislation provides 
for a licensing regime for the possession of legally held firearms, their parts and 
ammunition. Police Scotland align their licensing activities with the 1College of 
Policing Authorised Professional Practice and the 2Home Office Guide on Firearms 
Licensing Law. 
 
Although the regulation of firearms is a reserved matter under the Scotland Act 1998, 
the Scotland Act 2012 devolved the regulation of air weapons to the Scottish 
Parliament. Air weapons, in Scotland, are regulated under the Air Weapon and 
Licensing (Scotland) Act 2015. 
 
Under terms of the Firearms Act 1968, the Chief Constable of Police Scotland 
authorises firearm and/or shotgun certificates to applicants who have a valid reason 
for possessing a firearm and/or shotgun and who are assessed to pose no threat to 
public safety. The same provision applies to air weapons within the Air Weapon and 
Licensing (Scotland) Act 2015.  
 
All aspects of firearms licensing are underpinned by the following priorities: 

 Protecting public safety by preventing foreseeable or avoidable harm  

 Delivering an efficient licensing process that is proportionate, rigorous, cost 
effective, fair and timely 

 Providing a fair and transparent service to the public 
 
Current Firearms Licensing Structure and Scheme of Delegated Authority in 
Police Scotland     
 
Currently Police Scotland has a National Firearms and Explosives Licensing (NFEL) 
Unit. This unit is led by a Superintendent and 2 Chief Inspectors and falls within the 
portfolio of the ACC Local Policing West who is the Strategic Lead for Firearms, 
Explosives and Air Weapon Licensing.   
 
NFEL is structured around a number of processing centres clustered on a regional 
basis (East, West, and North). There is an Area Command Inspector and a Member 
of Police Staff (MPS) Firearms Co-ordinator in each region who are further 
supported by a Processing Team comprising MPS Administrators. Applications for 
the grant and renewal of firearm and shotgun certificates are processed at the 
regional centres and allocated to the relevant local policing division so that Firearm 
Enquiry Officers can conduct the necessary enquiries into the suitability of the 
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 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/firearms-law-guidance-to-the-police-2012 
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applicant based on the criteria within the relevant legislation. Applications for air 
weapon certificates are processed and assessed centrally by NFEL.  
 
Firearms Enquiry Officers (FEOs) are predominantly Police Officers within Local 
Policing Divisions who have undergone the relevant 3 day training course. There 
remains a small number (14) of FEOs who are Members of Police Staff. This 
approach to managing firearms licensing enquiries was introduced following the 
implementation of the current operating model in 2015. The 5 year cyclical nature of 
certification results in periods of sustained high demand (3 years) followed by 
significantly reduced demand (2 years). The utilisation of police officers to undertake 
enquiries in periods of high demand was considered the most appropriate solution to 
efficiently address the fluctuations.       
 
For decisions within the framework of firearms licensing, Police Scotland have 
implemented a scheme of delegated authority in line with the explicit provisions 
made under Section 55(2) of the Firearms Act 1968, as amended, and the practice 
advised within the College of Policing Authorised Professional Practice (APP). 
 
Staff involved in firearms licensing are trained to understand and apply the National 
Decision Model and all decisions are underpinned by the priorities and are, 
therefore, primarily based on reducing the risk to public safety through preventing 
foreseeable or avoidable harm.   
 
Firearms Licensing and Public Safety 
 
Protecting public safety by preventing foreseeable or avoidable harm is one of the 
core priorities in firearms licensing. The assessment of the suitability of an individual 
to hold a firearm, shotgun or air weapon certificate is central to achieving the highest 
level of public safety. 
  
A range of relevant information is gathered at the point of application, either for grant 
or renewal and considered in the context of the relevant legislation. This routinely 
includes criminal history and police intelligence checks, contacting referees, a home 
visit, checks on the security and storage arrangements for firearms and an 
assessment of the applicant’s health.  
 
The area of clinical history is one particular area in which Police Scotland has made 
significant progress in improving the effectiveness of our suitability assessments. 
When applications for the grant or renewal of a certificate are made, the applicant is 
provided with a letter which they must deliver to their GP which should be returned 
within 21 days indicating if the GP has any concerns regarding the applicant’s 
suitability to possess firearms and whether the applicant has suffered from a relevant 
medical condition. The GP is requested to place a marker on the applicant’s medical 
record to ensure that any future concerns are flagged.   
 
Police Scotland continue to monitor the suitability of existing certificate holders 
during the life of the certificate. As well as medical concerns being raised at any 
time, the behavior and offending of certificate holders is closely monitored. Local 
Policing Divisions are encouraged to submit Firearms Incident Information 
Notification Forms when a concern is identified and these along with other sources of 
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concern give rise to a suitability report. That report and all the pertinent facts are 
considered by a senior officer within NFEL who decides on the appropriate disposal 
or sanction. From the 1st January 2017 to 1st January 2018 there were 53 refusals 
and 297 revocations of certificates for firearms and shotguns. During the same 
period there were 206 refusals and 46 revocations for air weapon certificates.   
 
Governance 
    
There is a governance structure in Police Scotland for Firearms Licensing which 
ensures that accountability, engagement and learning is achieved through a series 
or periodic meetings involving a variety of ranks and roles within the national 
structure and with representatives from Local Policing.   
 
The NFEL Superintendent represents Police Scotland at the UK Firearms and 
Explosives Licensing Working Group (FELWG). Items of UK wide relevance are 
discussed and progressed through this network which includes representation from 
the Home Office, Scottish Government, English and Welsh Police forces, NABIS, 
NCA and College of Policing. The group is chaired by ACC Dave Orford from 
Durham Constabulary.    
 
HMICS Inspection of Firearms Licensing 
 
HMICS conducted an inspection of firearms licensing (including shotguns and air 
weapons) in 2017 and published the resultant report in March 2018. The aim of the 
inspection was to assess the efficiency and effectiveness of the way in which Police 
Scotland delivers its statutory role as the licensing authority in Scotland for firearms, 
shotguns and air weapons.  
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