
 
 

 

 

AIRGUN LICENSING: Frequently asked questions 

 

Why is Scottish Government bringing in airgun licensing? 

In its infinite wisdom, The Scottish Government states that the Air Weapons and Licensing (Scotland) 

Act 2015 will help us to better protect Scottish communities and make them safer.   

They say airgun licensing follows the principles of existing firearms licensing and allows a ‘fit’ person 

to obtain a certificate to own, possess and use an airgun. They hope that airgun licensing will 

significantly reduce airgun offences. 

SACS and other strong representative shooting organisations say this is nonsense. We believe airgun 

licensing is disproportionate in regard to the statistically tiny amount of airgun crime and unfair to the 

vast majority of lawful airgun owners. Essentially, airgun licensing is absurd and unlikely to deter 

criminals.  

In 2013-14 there were 65,661 recorded violent crimes or assaults in Scotland, but just 34 of them were 

committed using an airgun. That’s 0.05% of all recorded violence crimes or a 20th of 1%. Surely, the 

next logical step in ‘public safety’ would be a hammer and screwdriver certificate? 

However, the law is here, comes into force on 1st January 2017 and we and other organisations are 

doing our level best to inform our members to ensure that they are aware of the new law and 

penalties. Behind the scenes we will all keep fighting it, but from 1st January you will have to obey it. 

 

What does the new law mean for airgun owners? 

We hope that all airgun owners will support shooting and apply for an airgun certificate rather than 

give up their guns. 

Airgun owners who do not intend to give up their airguns and do not hold a firearm or shotgun 

certificate, are required by law to apply for an airgun certificate prior to 31st December 2016. 

Applications are open from 1st July 2016. However, in reality you need to apply before 1st November 

as there’s a wee quirk in the legislation. 

Basically, if by 1st January 2017 a decision to grant you an airgun certificate has not been determined 

and you submitted your application before 1st November 2016, you are still permitted to possess your 

airguns until the final decision, but not use them or buy or acquire another airgun. If you submitted 

after 1st November and haven’t received a decision by 1st January 2017 you may be asked to store 

them with another certificate holder or RFD.  

From 1st January 2017 most airgunners will have to have an airgun certificate to possess, use, purchase 

or acquire an airgun in Scotland. They actually call it an air weapon certificate in legislation, but all 

sensible people know airguns aren’t weapons.  

For over 18s an airgun certificate will cost £72 and those aged 14-18 proportionately less, which we 

will explain in another section. However, having a Firearm Certificate (FAC) or Shot Gun Certificate 

(SGC) in Scotland or elsewhere in GB (not NI), allows you to possess and use your airguns in Scotland 

until the next renewal, at which point you can apply for an airgun certificate at a much-reduced fee of 



 
 

 

just £5. For simplicity, your airgun certificate can be given the same renewal date as your other 

certificate(s) i.e. co-terminous or tri-terminous.  

Though a FAC or SGC covers you to possess and use airguns until your next renewal, it doesn’t cover 

you to buy or acquire another airgun, in which case you will need to apply for an airgun certificate 

anyway.  

There are a few exemptions to airgun licensing where you won’t need a certificate. For example, 

borrowing under supervision or borrowing airguns at an approved club. 

 

What’s with this ‘airgun amnesty’? 

From 23 May until 12 June there is a surrender scheme for folk to hand in airguns if they don’t wish 

to get an airgun certificate. We feel that this is the wrong time for a surrender scheme and it is being 

done in the wrong way. Widespread confusion prevails and the press have got it wrong as it cannot 

be an ‘amnesty’, as they term it, due to it being still lawful to possess airguns without a certificate until 

1st January 2017.  

The surrender scheme is really just a publicity gimmick for Scottish Government prior to the 1st of July 

application launch. They say the surrender ends on 12th June, but that’s nonsense as you can take 

unwanted airguns to a police station whenever you like. All smoke and mirrors, and not helpful. 

The truth is that, over the next few months, airgun owners need to decide whether they want to apply 

for a certificate or dispose of their airguns. We strongly recommend that everyone who possibly can 

applies for an airgun certificate. If there is a genuine need to dispose of an airgun, then you can take 

it to a gun shop or airgun club, rather than just hand it in to the police to be photographed for PR 

reasons and cut up as scrap. Remember, there is no compensation as this is not a ban, it is licensing. 

From 1st January 2017 airgun legislation will be in full force.  After that date, airgun owners caught 

without a certificate or permit could face a fine or imprisonment of up to two years. 

 

Ok, so which airguns does the new law cover? 

The 2015 Act covers all airguns with a muzzle energy exceeding 1 joule (0.74 ft/lbs); but not those 

required to be held on a Firearms Certificate under the Firearms Act 1968 i.e. air rifles with a muzzle 

energy exceeding 12ft/lbs (16.3 joules) or 6ft/lbs (8.15 joules) for an air pistol.  

The new law also covers airgun component parts essential to firing e.g. barrels. It also covers airgun 

sound moderators, which is as daft as these being included on FACs. They are less dangerous than a 

brick.  

Airsoft or low-energy plastic BB-firing guns are not classified as air weapons under the new law and 

airgun pellets aren’t subject to any controls, which is sensible. 

Realistic imitation airsoft guns with a muzzle energy below 2.5 joules (or 1.3 for fully automatic guns) 

don’t come under the new legislation.  Their use is already controlled by the Violent Crime Reduction 

Act 2006. But airsoft guns above these muzzle energies may well require a certificate. 

Crossbows and spear-fishing guns are also not covered by the new law. 



 
 

 

Paintball guns used at established paintball venues will not need a certificate. However, paintball guns 

used for other purposes may need a certificate. 

Antique airguns that can still fire come under the new law and will require a certificate, even just to 

collect and not use. 

 

How long will an airgun certificate last? 

For applications received between 1st July and 31st December 2016, certificates will last between 18 

and 26 months. This is because of cyclical licensing workloads and is quite a sensible measure that will 

benefit shooters. The fees will be proportionately less for the shorter certificates. 

Certificates issued from applications received after 31st December 2016 will last for 5 years and 

certificates issued along with FAC or SGC renewals will be terminous with the FAC and/or SGC 

certificates. 

If you are aged between 14 and 18 your certificate will have special non-buying or gifting conditions, 

which will end when you are 18. At 18 you will then need to apply for an unrestricted airgun certificate. 

Certificates for under 18s will be charged pro-rata too, i.e. if you get one at 17 it will cost less than 

getting one at 14 because you’ll only have a year to run until you get the unrestricted certificate. It 

sounds complex, but is a sensible practical measure. 

 

So, how do we apply for an airgun certificate? 

They are actually called air weapon certificates in the legislation, but we all know that airguns are not 

weapons so we use the old term where possible.  

Police Scotland will be running airgun licensing, and applications will be processed from 1 July 2016, 

though certificates and permits will not be valid until 1st January 2017.  

From 1st July, you can apply for an airgun certificate or permit by downloading an application form, 

filling it out honestly and sending it to Police Scotland. 

We don’t yet know how long the process will take or how many applications there will be. Police 

Scotland says they can manage the numbers. We shall see. 

 

Why are they called ‘air weapons’? 

It’s an anachronism within the Firearms Act 1968, where “firearm” means a “lethal barrelled weapon” 

of any description from which any shot, bullet or other missile can be discharged. Airguns under the 

new Scottish law are still technically firearms under the 1968 Act and are termed “air weapons” at 

Section 57 of the same, so they are in legal terms a “lethal barrelled weapon” and “air weapon”. Silly, 

but that’s the archaic legal language and definition we have to work under.  

Sensible people call them airguns, but then, as we well know, legislators aren’t always sensible. The 

Scottish Government undoubtedly took delight in calling it “air weapon licensing”, knowing that “air 

weapon” was the correct legal term even if in the real world it’s just silly. 

 

  



 
 

 

So how will the police decide on applications? 

Every application will be considered on its merits, pretty much the same as for SGCs and FACs. There 

are a few criteria though: 

 You must be fit to be entrusted with an airgun. 

 You must not be prohibited from possessing firearms due to a relevant previous conviction or 

term of imprisonment. 

 You must have a good reason to possess an airgun – we’ll come to that shortly. 

 And you must be able to possess an airgun without creating a danger to public safety or the 

peace. 

We await further detail on the ‘fitness tests’, but Police Scotland have suggested the process will be 

similar to criminal record and intelligence-led checks for a person to be permitted to work with 

children. 

 

Will the police do home visits? 

They may do, but for most applications it is unlikely. Police Scotland simply do not have the time or 

resources to do a FAC-type job on applicants. Home visits may be needed for the more contentious 

cases, particularly in regard to convictions, mental health issues or suitability of land to shoot over e.g. 

for ‘plinking’. 

If you have a FAC or SGC then it’s going to be automatic approval. 

 

What would be ‘good reason’ when applying for an airgun certificate? 

Good reason could include: 

 Being a member of an airgun club 

 Target shooting not at a club 

 Quarry shooting, especially pests 

 Using airguns for work e.g. grey squirrel despatch 

 Collecting 

Good reason for quarry shooting or plinking will likely require suitable land. Large or rural back gardens 

and occasional permission may suffice. 

 

Will depression or other mental health issues affect suitability? 

It really depends on the nature and severity. Our advice is to put everything down on the application 

and be totally open. Each case will be looked at upon merit. We find Police Scotland to be 

understanding when folk are honest and open, but unforgiving when they are not. 

There’s a reality check here. It is highly unlikely that someone minded to harm themselves would use 

an airgun. Therefore the public safety element must focus on the threat to others e.g. reckless 

endangerment or deliberate harm or damage. It is unlikely that applicants with mild or drug-controlled 

depression would use an airgun to damage or harm others and we expect Police Scotland to use 

common sense here, especially where airgunning is a lifestyle interest and health benefit.  



 
 

 

A sub 12 ft.lb. airgun is not powerful. A claw hammer hits with up to 50 ft.lb. energy and can be thrown 

a considerable distance to cause harm or damage, so let’s put airgun energy and public safety into 

context and perspective. 

 

If I have a conviction will that affect my application? 

Quite likely, yes, for serious offences. Speeding fines may be less of an issue unless there are lots of 

them or regarded as more serious offences. If you have been in prison then it is unlikely an application 

will go through without further police checks and perhaps an interview. If you went to prison for a 

substantial term (over three months) then under Section 21 of the Firearms Act 1968 (as amended) 

you may already be a prohibited person to have any firearm, including airguns, though this can be 

appealed against. The nature of the crime and length of sentence are relevant to a suitability decision 

and, for more serious matters, a refusal is potentially more likely. 

 

Will I still be able to “plink” targets in the garden? 

Yes, but it depends on the suitability of the garden. It’s not the intention of the new law to ban plinking 

as long as it is conducted safely. There are all sorts of ways to create good backstops for pellets, but it 

will be for the police to decide whether land is suitable. SACS has a strong-working relationship with 

senior firearms licensing staff and will help members with land suitability. 

 

Will each airgun be listed on a certificate and do I need to notify the police when I buy an airgun? 

No, they won’t be listed on your certificate and no you won’t need to notify the police. Frankly, you 

can buy as many airguns as you wish, as long as they are used and stored sensibly. Also, as mentioned 

earlier, you won’t require an airgun certificate to buy pellets. 

For airgun transactions, you really only sell to an RFD, do a transaction via an RFD or sell/gift to an 

airgun certificate or Visitor Permit holder. It's up to you to check if the person you are selling to has 

authority to possess. To be safe, we would advise taking a note of a buyer's certificate or permit 

details.  

 

What about airgunners who visit Scotland? 

If visitors have a valid FAC/SGC then, like Scottish FAC/SGC holders, they are covered to possess and 

use airguns in Scotland. When their FAC or SGC is up for renewal they will have to apply either for a 

Visitor Permit at £20 a go or if they come here regularly apply for their own airgun certificate. Airgun 

certificates are not restricted to Scottish residents and shooters from elsewhere in the UK can apply if 

it suits their needs. 

A Visitor Permit also allows you to buy/acquire airguns whilst in Scotland. 

  

Are visiting airgunners from Northern Ireland affected? 

A Northern Ireland firearm certificate will not allow you to possess an airgun in Scotland and you will 

need a Visitor Permit or full airgun certificate. 



 
 

 

 

Will this airgun licensing move spread across the country or stay in Scotland? 

Right now, this is a piece of Scottish legislative nonsense. However, stupidity is contagious. 

 

Do you need a gun cabinet for airguns from next year? 

No. A locked room or cupboard or trigger lock or security cable would suffice in most circumstances. 

If you have a gun cabinet and kids in the house then it’s common sense to pop them in the cabinet. 

There’s a great wee leaflet on airgun security from the Home Office. If you Google ‘air weapons safety’ 

it’s the first link.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/air-weapons-a-brief-guide-to-safety-jan-2011 

This is a good and easy-to-follow guide to airgun security, safety and law, though obviously it will not 

include the new Scottish airgun law. The security measures outlined in the leaflet will be the accepted 

airgun security standard in Scotland. 

In summary: common sense applies. If you use your head you’ll keep your airgun certificate.  

 

How will the new law treat young shooters? 

You can’t have an airgun certificate if you’re under 14, but you can use an airgun if you are supervised 

by someone aged 21 or over who holds a certificate.  

If you are over 14 but under 18 you can apply for an airgun certificate but you can’t buy, hire or own 

an airgun until you are 18. You can only borrow one. At 18 you can apply for an unrestricted airgun 

certificate and buy or acquire airguns.  

For airgun pellets there is no change. Right now you aren’t allowed to buy airgun pellets until you are 

18, though you can be given pellets to use under the exemptions listed in the Home Office leaflet i.e. 

under supervision of someone 21 years or above, or at a target club, or cadets, or on private premises 

with the occupier’s consent. 

 

If I’m a member of an approved airgun club do I need a certificate? 

No, if you only borrow airguns at the approved club.  This includes borrowing airguns from certificate 

holders at the club. You can also use borrowed airguns at other venues – for example at a competition 

– as long as it’s part of the club’s activities. 

If you own your own airguns, or use them in activities not connected with the club (including practicing 

at home), then you will need an airgun certificate.   

 

Do all airgun clubs have to be approved? 

No.  Any club whose members all have their own certificate might not need to apply for approval. 

However, approval allows members to use airguns without needing their own certificate. 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/air-weapons-a-brief-guide-to-safety-jan-2011


 
 

 

Can we still do airgun events? 

Yes. Events and temporary airgun ranges can be approved by applying for an Event Permit.  

 

Wouldn’t it be cheaper to get a SGC first and then go for a reduced-fee airgun certificate? 

SGC renewal is £49, but a grant is £79.50 – don’t forget the 50p. The grant of an airgun certificate is 

£72 if you don’t have an FAC or SGC. Whilst it may not be cheaper, we recommend airgunners to 

seriously consider applying for FACs and SGCs. It just makes sense and opens you up to a whole new 

world of responsible, safe shooting fun. 

 

Surely you would be better off applying for an FAC air rifle (12+ ft.lb.)? 

Yes, of course. Unless you have a specific need for a sub 12ftlbs air rifle e.g. competitions. FAC-rated 

air rifles can shoot like a laser out to 70 yards.  

  

So, if you are stalking across the English-Scottish border you’re ok with a rifle, but could be arrested 

if you had an air rifle in the same circumstances?  

Yes, if you don’t have an airgun certificate or permit and your FAC no longer covers you for possession 

and use of an airgun in Scotland i.e. the transition exemption has passed, then you could be arrested. 

Daft isn’t it? 

 

The challenge 

Airgun licensing is coming in and shooters need to make themselves aware of the new law. As ever, 

SACS and other representative organisations will do their utmost to support members whilst 

continuing the fight against this pointless and politically-motivated law.  

Get in touch if you are a member with questions to ask. If you’re not a SACS member get in touch with 

your own representative body or join us if you support our hard work, professionalism and friendly 

personal service.  

As Firearms-UK said recently, “Hopefully we can see a more united and proactive shooting community 

develop from this. More FACS and SGCs and more people willing to fight for their right to have them.” 

We couldn’t agree more. 

We will keep challenging this new law. Meantime, please stay on the right side of it.  

 

Alex Stoddart 

SACS 

2nd June 2016 


