
 

Introduction: 

 

 

 

 

under UK law as firearms and are referred to as weapons.  This being the case, there is no 

distinction in the law between live firing weapons and air guns with respect to the outcomes of 

possessing, storing or irresponsible use.  Recent changes in the law regarding air guns (air 

weapons) have come about because of several deaths, particularly of children who have been 

accidentally shot and killed with air rifles.  No, these rifles were not the type 

used in America to shoot moose; these are .50 calibre at energy levels of 

650 foot-pounds!  The legal limit for an air rifle in the UK is just 12 foot-

pounds.  Nevertheless, 12 foot pound air rifles are capable of doing 

considerable damage.  Using the word “weapon” in a target shooting club to 

describe any of our guns, is in my view, a little offensive.  It implies we own 

guns in order to do harm.  However, UK laws stick to the term ‘weapon’ for a reason. 

The main areas covering changes in air gun laws seem to be regarding the age limitations.  If you 

are lucky enough to be under 18 years of age, this means you.  Ditto if you are over 18 but are 

supervising somebody else with an air gun.  You may feel that some of what follows is not 

relevant to you as a club shooter.  However, a culture has developed over many years that 

suggests owning and using an air gun is not a matter of consequence, and there are just a lot of 

killjoys out there (pun intended).  It is estimated that there are 2 million illegal air guns in the 

UK!  These are guns that may be seriously overpowered, stored for a generation in dusty attics 

and just waiting to be found by a grandchild.  Ouch!   

Waiver:  (my get our clause!) 

What follows is my interpretation of the laws covering air guns.  I am not a legal expert.  If you 

are uncertain about any aspect of the law regarding air guns, speak to your Head of Section or 

contact Devon and Cornwall Police, Firearms and explosives Licensing Department on 01392 

225650.  I am sorry if you find what follows “offensive”, but that is the way the laws are set out. 

 

If you are fully familiar with all legal aspects of air gun   

ownership, including the new 2022 legislation, you may be 

forgiven for skipping this article.  However, a judge may not 

be so forgiving if you over-estimate your knowledge and 

you end up in court! The UK has some of the toughest and 

complex regulations in the world regarding the ownership 

and use of firearms.  Be in no doubt, air guns are classified 

 

 

 



The laws as of January 2022 (or soon after)  

 It is an offence to have an air weapon (pistol or rifle) in a public place without a 

reasonable excuse.  It is reasonable to carry an air weapon to your shooting club, or carry 

a new weapon to or from a firearms dealer. 

 It is an offence to trespass with an air weapon.  This means it is an offence to enter 

property without the owner’s permission whilst carrying an air gun.  

 It is an offence to have an air weapon if you are prohibited from 

possessing a firearm.  Anyone sentenced to a term of imprisonment of 

between three months and three years (including suspended sentences) 

is prohibited from possessing an air weapon or other firearm or 

ammunition for five years, while anyone who has been sentenced to 

three years or more is prohibited for life. 

 It is an offence to fire an air weapon without lawful authority or excuse within 50 feet 

(15 metres) of the centre of a public road in such a way as to cause a road user to be 

injured, interrupted or endangered.  This is particularly important to remember if you want 

to shoot an air gun on your own property. 

 It is an offence to intentionally or recklessly kill certain wild animals and birds with an air 

weapon.  That includes those pesky moles that mess up my lawn! 

 It is an offence to intentionally or recklessly kill a pet animal or knowingly cause a 

pet animal to suffer unnecessarily, which could be committed by shooting at a pet animal. 

 It is an offence to have an air weapon with intent to damage or to destroy property, or 

to be reckless as to whether property would be damaged or destroyed. 

 It is an offence to have an air weapon with intent to endanger life. 

  It is an offence for a person in possession of an air weapon to fail to take reasonable 

precautions to prevent a person under the age of 18 from gaining unauthorised access to 

it.   “Reasonable precautions” include storing your air gun and pellets in a secure gun safe.  

The keys / combination of this safe should not be accessible to anybody under the age of 

18.  Sometimes in a family context this can be difficult, but it is a legal 

requirement.  See next line. 

  It is an offence for a person in possession of an air weapon to fail to take 

reasonable precautions to prevent a person under the age of 18 from 

gaining unauthorised access to it.  

 It is an offence for a person under the age of 18 to purchase or hire an air 

weapon or ammunition for an air weapon. However, it is possible for somebody over the 

age of 18 to buy an air gun and ammunition for a junior member of our club to use, if it is 

stored in the club armoury and used under appropriate supervision in our club.  Ownership 

will remain with the person who bought the air gun not the user.  It is illegal for a person 

under 18 to transport an air gun to our club. 

 It is an offence for anyone under the age of 18 to have with them an air weapon or 

ammunition for an air weapon unless: they are under the supervision of a person aged 21 

or over; or they are shooting as a member of an approved target shooting club; or they are 

shooting at a shooting gallery and the only firearms being used are either air weapons or 



miniature rifles not exceeding .23 inch calibre; or the person is 14 years old or 

above and is on private premises with the consent of the occupier.  The person under 14 

years old must be supervised by somebody over the age of 21. 

 It is an offence to part with possession of an air weapon, or ammunition for an air weapon, 

to a person under the age of 18. 

 It is an offence for any person to use an air weapon for firing a pellet beyond the 

boundaries of any premises. This is really important if you are using an air gun on your own 

property or somebody else’s. 

 It is an offence for a supervising adult to allow a person under the age of 18 to use an air 

weapon for firing a pellet beyond the boundaries of any premises.  

 It is an offence to use an air weapon that has an attached gas cylinder.  This is to prevent 

the possibility of a fully automatic air gun.  Perish the thought! 

 It is an offence to use an air weapon which has a greater energy than 12 foot pounds.  It 

would be unusual to use a 12 foot pound air gun in a club context.  For example, target 

shooters using a pistol will mostly use under 6 foot pounds.  It is the responsibility of air gun 

owners to ensure that their air gun does not exceed the 12 foot pound limit.  If in doubt, you 

should take your gun to an arms dealer who has a chronograph with which to check its 

power. 

 

After thoughts: 

One of the considerable advantages of owning an air gun in the UK is that, provided it operates 

at less than 12 foot pounds, it does not require a 

firearms certificate.  They are therefore hassle free on 

the paperwork and more accessible to everybody. 

However, recent changes in the law have tightened up 

considerably on their storage and use. This is 

particularly the case with persons under 18 years of 

age.  The relaxed attitude towards ownership of air 

guns has gone for good. Some of this legislation will 

come into operation in 2022.  It will be retrospective so 

you should check that you are in compliance with the 

law at all times.  Air guns working at up to 400 foot 

pounds are available in the UK but you would need to 

justify their use to the licensing authorities and they 

would certainly not be welcome in our club.   

Plinking coke cans in the garden isn’t what target shooting is about, but I do miss those 

carefree days of my youth! 

 

Happy and legal air shooting to you all.  

(Andrew: Training Officer) 

 

 


