	
	
	









February 2025

To Ministry of Justice
Please find attached our submission on the Rewrite of the Arms Act 1983






For any further inquiries, please contact:
Chris Ford, Policy Advisor – Southern and Central
Patti Poa, Policy Advisor – Auckland and Northland
policy@dpa.org.nz




Introducing Disabled Persons Assembly NZ
We work on systemic change for the equity of disabled people 
Disabled Persons Assembly NZ (DPA) is a not-for-profit pan-impairment Disabled People’s Organisation run by and for disabled people.
We recognise:
· Māori as Tangata Whenua and Te Tiriti o Waitangi as a founding document of Aotearoa New Zealand;
· disabled people as experts on their own lives;
· the Social Model of Disability as the guiding principle for interpreting disability and impairment; 
· the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities as the basis for disabled people’s relationship with the State;
· the New Zealand Disability Strategy as Government agencies’ guide on disability issues; and 
· the Enabling Good Lives Principles, Whāia Te Ao Mārama: Māori Disability Action Plan, and Faiva Ora: National Pasifika Disability Disability Plan as avenues to disabled people gaining greater choice and control over their lives and supports. 
We drive systemic change through: 
Rangatiratanga / Leadership: reflecting the collective voice of disabled people, locally, nationally and internationally. 
Pārongo me te tohutohu / Information and advice: informing and advising on policies impacting on the lives of disabled people.
Kōkiri / Advocacy: supporting disabled people to have a voice, including a collective voice, in society.
Aroturuki / Monitoring: monitoring and giving feedback on existing laws, policies and practices about and relevant to disabled people.
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
DPA was influential in creating the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD),[footnoteRef:2] a foundational document for disabled people which New Zealand has signed and ratified, confirming that disabled people must have the same human rights as everyone else. All state bodies in New Zealand, including local and regional government, have a responsibility to uphold the principles and articles of this convention.  [2:  https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities
] 

The following UNCRPD articles are particularly relevant to this submission:
· Article 13 – Access to justice
· Article 16 – Freedom from exploitation, violence and abuse
New Zealand Disability Strategy 2016-2026
Since ratifying the UNCRPD, the New Zealand Government has established a Disability Strategy[footnoteRef:3] to guide the work of government agencies on disability issues. The vision is that New Zealand be a non-disabling society, where disabled people have equal opportunity to achieve their goals and aspirations, and that all of New Zealand works together to make this happen. It identifies eight outcome areas contributing to achieving this vision. [3:  https://www.odi.govt.nz/nz-disability-strategy/
] 

The following outcomes are particularly relevant to this submission:
· Outcome 4 – Rights protection and justice





The Submission
1. Introduction
DPA welcomes the opportunity to engage with the Ministry of Justice on the rewrite of the Arms Act 1983.
We acknowledge that the current firearms legislation is now 40 years old and has been amended on an ad-hoc basis, often following tragic incidents involving firearms, the most serious being the Christchurch Mosque terrorist attacks of March 2019.
We realise that the firearms legislation needs to be updated and consolidated to deal with modern day issues.
However, we are concerned that the revised legislation will be used to deregulate aspects of firearms policy, particularly any relaxation around who qualifies to hold gun licenses, what constitutes a firearm, the types of arms which can be sold and as to where and when they can be used by individuals outside of the police and defence forces.
DPA strongly supports the retention of our current firearms licensing regime which in our view strikes the right balance between respecting the interests of legitimate users, including hunters, farmers and sports shooters to continue using them while mandating strong safeguards to ensure that firearms do not fall into the wrong hands.
2. Violence towards disabled people
Both New Zealand and overseas research show that disabled people experience much higher rates of violence and abuse than non-disabled people[footnoteRef:4] and disabled women experience higher rates of violence[footnoteRef:5] than non-disabled women.[footnoteRef:6]  Organisations and systems, including those specific to Deaf and disabled people, may not be safe or accessible, making it difficult for people to escape violence and abuse.[footnoteRef:7] [4:  https://www.whaikaha.govt.nz/news/news/results-from-the-june-2023-crime-and-victims-survey
]  [5:  https://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(21)00191-4/fulltext
]  [6:  Ibid.
]  [7:  White Ribbon. (n.d.) Disabilities and Violence in New Zealand. https://whiteribbon.org.nz/home/disabilities-and-violence-in-new-zealand/
] 

DPA supports actions and initiatives to eliminate violence towards disabled people within their home or community.  Within the context of firearms safety, our aim is to raise awareness that disabled people are at risk of being victims of gun violence.
DPA recommends that as disabled people are at greater risk of violence, we should be considered a key stakeholder in discussions around firearms regulation.
	Recommendation 1: That disabled people be appointed to any official firearms advisory bodies which may be established under the new law to provide a disability community perspective on firearms issues.


3. Responsible possession and use and types of firearms permitted to be sold
The current definition of a firearm as stated under current Arms Act is sufficient.  The concern is whether the ownership of the product is necessary.  
Requesting ownership of a particular firearm because it is easier for hunting when there are other suitable firearms seems more about wants versus needs.  There is also the additional concern if these firearms are stolen and illegally sold on into the wrong hands.  
DPA shares the concerns of gun control and non-violence advocates that the new firearms legislation could either loosen or undo the various bans/restrictions on automatic and semi-automatic weapons that have been introduced over the years, particularly following the Christchurch terror attacks of 2019.
As a country, it should be noted that within the global context our gun crime rate remains low in New Zealand with 2.4 gun-related deaths per million people compared to the United States which experiences 106 deaths per million people each year.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/416881/rates-of-gun-crimes-and-killings-using-guns-at-highest-levels-in-a-decade
] 

This low rate is something we should hold onto and improve upon. Any rewrite of the legislation should ensure that our firearms laws remain robust and strong. The controls and bans on the types of weapons which have caused so much injury, disabling impairments and death both here and overseas must remain intact, and even better than that, be strengthened.
4. Safety of disabled community and application of the fit and proper person test
Another concern we have is around the significant number of stolen firearms in circulation due to firearms not being stored in compliance with the law.[footnoteRef:9]   [9:  Strang, B. (2019, Jul 30). Poor gun storage 'incredibly concerning' - police. RNZ website. https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/395520/poor-gun-storage-incredibly-concerning-police] 

These and other firearms safety issues can come to the fore when disabled people, who maybe reliant on others to assist with their care and support needs, find themselves at risk if a caregiver/support person becomes violent.  
Disabled adults in these types of situations may be unable to remove themselves from environments where violence and abuse is prevalent without help, especially if their support person/caregiver owns and/or has access to firearms.
For these reasons, in our recent submission on the stalking and harassment bill that we stated our support for amendments to the Arms Act to temporarily suspend and, if found guilty, cancel the firearms license of any holder convicted of stalking or harassment.
We would like to see the length of time a firearms licence is issued for to be shortened under the new firearms legislation from the current ten years down to five years as a change of circumstances could occur for any licence holder that may affect public safety.  
Having more frequent renewal periods mean that people can have their circumstances re-assessed and it will also provide Police (as the issuing agency) with the ability to deliver any new messages or training to firearms owners that maybe required to ensure that they are still fit and capable people to hold a licence.
DPA recommends that the current fit and proper person test, as outlined in the discussion paper is retained, albeit, with one significant change.
We have concerns with the current minimum age for holding a firearms licence being 16 years old. 
These concerns arise due to the Arms Legislation Bill Regulatory Impact Assessment from September 2019, which outlined data showing that - of those aged 16-19 years when first issued a firearms licence - as many as 31% had been convicted of an offence by the time they reached 20 years of age which is a staggeringly high rate.[footnoteRef:10] [footnoteRef:11] [10:  https://www.regulation.govt.nz/assets/RIS-Documents/ria-police-alb-sep19.pdf
]  [11:  https://www.police.govt.nz/sites/default/files/publications/arms-legislation-bill-regulatory-impact-analysis.pdf
] 

Granting independent gun licenses to people at 16 years of age comes at a time when many young people are only just beginning to mature in terms of being able to exercise good, independent judgement.
Also, we are concerned that this places disabled youth at greater risk, as there are disproportionate rates of bullying against disabled youth by largely non-disabled youth, especially in secondary schools.[footnoteRef:12]  Given the prevalence of violence against rangatahi young disabled people, we want to see stronger measures to keep guns out of the hands of younger people who may not have the full maturity or knowledge to use them wisely and responsibly. [12:  https://bullyingfree.nz/about-bullying/students-with-disabilities/#disabilities_students-views
] 

	Recommendation 2: That the minimum age for the granting of a firearms licence be raised under the new legislation for any licence holder to be 19 years or over.


This would reduce firearms offences committed by people in the 16–19-year age group as well as provide for young people the needed time to gain the greater maturity required to possess and operate firearms legally, responsibly and safely.
We support a limited exception for people under the age of 19 to operate firearms which should correspond to that contained in the present Firearms Act, permitting them to use firearms under the direct supervision of a licence holder for the purposes of hunting, farming or sports shooting only.
The instances when young people under 19 use firearms for these purposes should be recorded by the supervising firearms licence holder with the ability for this documentation to be requested by the police at any time should concerns be raised.
	Recommendation 3: That firearms licence holders who supervise younger people under 19 when they use firearms be required to record when this occurs and present any record of such activity to the police on request.


5. Stigma of mental health and violence and firearms possession by people with mental distress
There has long been negative stereotyping and mythologising around gun violence by people with psychosocial disability and/or mental distress.
While most people experience mental distress at some point in their life, very few people who experience it will carry out a crime.  In fact, studies show that people experiencing mental distress are 14 times more likely to be victims of a crime than its perpetrators.  However, the media continues to portray people with mental health as violent, dangerous and unpredictable isolating people.[footnoteRef:13] [13: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/233907062_Myth_and_Reality_The_relationship_between_mental_illness_and_homicide_in_New_Zealand] 

DPA favours the continuation of the current fit for purpose arrangements whereby applicants are required to self-declare any mental health issues. We also agree that if a person’s mental health remains well managed and does not adversely affect their ability to safely possess firearms, having a psychosocial disability should not necessarily preclude anyone from obtaining a firearms licence.
Maintaining this requirement would meet New Zealand’s obligations to people with psychosocial disabilities/mental distress under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities to enjoy equal rights.
However, in the case where mental distress may present issues for a firearms licence holder, for example, if they become a threat to themselves, families/whānau or others because of it, then police should be able to make a judgement, alongside the licence holder, their family/whanau/support networks and any relevant health professionals, to remove and/or restrict their possession and usage of firearms for the duration of any illness or distress they may experience.
	Recommendation 4: That firearms licence holders who experience mental distress and who may be at risk of harming either themselves or others are able to apply to have their firearms licenses suspended until they recover.


9. Conclusion
DPA supports a rewriting of the firearms law on the proviso that it supports the retention of our current firearms licensing regime so that the disabled community can work with others towards a creating a non-violent society where we can live full and independent lives in safety.
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