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Fact Sheet: Taxpayer subsidies for licensed firearms owners                                                    May 2019 

Firearms licences: Background 

The current system of licensing firearms owners was introduced when the Arms Amendment 

Act 1992 required renewal of licences every 10 years, tightened arrangements for firearms 

storage security and included military-style semi-automatics in with pistols and restricted 

weapons. This followed the Aramoana shooting of 1990. 

The Arms Act 1983 had previously allowed firearms owners to obtain a ‘lifetime’ licence, and 

the change to a ten-year licence was controversial at the time. 

How much do licensed firearms owners pay for their ten-year licence? 

As at May 2019, to obtain a standard Category A firearms licence, a New Zealander pays 

$126.50 once every ten years; that is, it costs $12.65 a year to legally own A Category 

firearms. Endorsements on the licence – to own special types of firearms – are a little more 

expensive at $204.00, or $20.40 a year, but may be less if the endorsement is renewed at 

the same time as application for a follow-up licence.  

What does it cost the government to administer the firearms licensing system? 

At 31 October 2018 there were 248,764 licensed firearms owners in New Zealand.  

New Zealand Police information shows firearms licensing costs for 2016/17 were 

$11,876,000. Table 1 shows the breakdown of costs for two years. 

 

Table 1 Firearm licensing costs, financial years 2015/16 and 2016/17 
 

 
 
 

 
         

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: New Zealand Police  

 

The number of applications for licences varies from year to year, with a peak every ten 
years, because of an initial decision to issue 10-year licences all at once rather than stagger 
them. 

Table 2 shows the gap between what Police spent and what firearms owners paid over a 

seven-year period. In 2010/11, fees paid by owners accounted for only 17.11 per cent of the 

cost incurred by Police. In 2016/17, it was 45.53 per cent - still less than half the cost of the 

system.  

  

Cost category Costs 2015/16 Costs 2016/17 

 $000 $000 

Staff Personnel Costs 5,546 5,563 

Temps and casuals 2,789 2,838 

Property Expenses 286 294 

Equipment expenses 12 14 

Vehicles 144 207 

Computing expenses 302 351 

Non Capital Purchases 305 423 

Printing Expenses 123 106 

Travel Expenses 71 96 

Communication Expenses 122 136 

Professional Services Expenses 201 238 

Other Service Expenses  10 8 

Other Operating Expenses 135 117 

Capital Charge and Depreciation 1,455 1,484 

TOTAL 11,502 11,876 

http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1992/0095/latest/whole.html
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1992/0095/latest/whole.html
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/david-gray-kills-13-aramoana
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1983/0044/latest/whole.html#whole
https://www.police.govt.nz/sites/default/files/publications/review-of-firearms-control-in-new-zealand.pdf
https://www.police.govt.nz/advice/firearms-and-safety/new-zealand-firearms-licence-application
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Table 2 Firearms licensing system: Revenue from fees, expenditure and proportion paid by fees 
   Years 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 

Revenue 
$millions 

2.096 1.604 1.953 3.104 4.227 5.575 5.407 

Expenditure  
$millions 

12.249 7.504 7.787 8.609 10.284 11.502 11.876 

Percentage  
contribution from fees 

17.11 21.38 25.08 36.06 41.10 48.47 45.53 

Source: New Zealand Police  

What do the direct costs to government include?  

When a person applies or reapplies for a firearms licence, New Zealand Police must: 

          run a check to show if each applicant is a ‘fit and proper’ person (though this is not 
defined in law) 

         arrange an interview in person with the applicant and with the applicant’s spouse or 
next of kin, and another person nominated by the applicant 

         inspect the firearms and ammunition storage arrangements 

         complete relevant records and issue the licence as appropriate. 

What do citizens pay for importing firearms or buying restricted firearms? 

To import a firearm legally, a New Zealander completes an application to the Police using 

form POL67B ‘Permit to import’. To purchase a pistol legally, or a restricted weapon, or, until 

recently, a military style semi-automatic firearm, the application form is  POL67A, the 

‘Permit to procure’. 

New Zealand Police check the details on these forms, and sign off to approve the import or 

purchase, or not. Over the five years from 2013 to 2017, 135,891 shotguns and rifles were 

imported, an average of 27,178 of these firearms per year.  

Indirect costs: who pays when things go wrong? 

Firearms are a concern because of their extreme lethality. There are about 50 deaths each 

year from firearms, most of them suicides. There are about 120 hospitalisations each year 

for firearms injuries. 

 

Epidemiologists assess the financial costs of deaths by estimating the ‘years of life lost’ for 

each person who dies prematurely, and assigning a dollar value to them (‘statistical value of 

a life’).  

There were 32,413 years of life lost owing to firearms deaths in New Zealand from 2000–

2015, a yearly average of 2,026 years of life lost.  

Mortality costs were calculated using a conservative $150,000 value of a life year. Total costs 

of firearms deaths in 2000–2015 were $304 million per year ($4.86 billion over the 16 years). 

The average cost of firearms injury hospitalisations in 2000–2017 was $9,638 per injury. 

The average annual cost of firearms injury hospitalisations in the 18 years 2000–2017 was 

$961,707. 

All these costs, as well as dealing with firearms deaths (mostly suicides) are met by victims’ 

families, police, ambulance staff, ACC and the healthcare system. Other services used by 

New Zealanders and involving firearms include Search and Rescue and domestic violence 

support.  

https://www.police.govt.nz/sites/default/files/publications/application-to-import-firearms-restricted-weapons-parts-pol-67b-oct-2014.pdf
https://www.police.govt.nz/sites/default/files/publications/permit-procure-a-pistol-restricted-weapon-military-style-semi-automatic-firearm-pol67a.pdf
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Non-financial costs are not quantified but include social and psychological harms to people 

affected by firearms suicides, other deaths and injuries. 

There is no tax on firearms, as there is on tobacco and alcohol, intended to retrieve 

downstream healthcare costs. 

Are there positive aspects of firearms use? 

Financial benefits derived from firearms use are generated by businesses, including firearms 

dealers and retailers, gunsmiths, safari tourism companies and others that provide hunting-

related services to overseas visitors. This includes trophy hunting (typically for deer heads) 

and associated breeding for sale to game parks. Many such businesses employ staff and are 

New-Zealand owned and operated, with company profits likely staying in the local economy. 

Access to wild meat (venison, pork, goat, rabbit, wildfowl) provides shooters’ households 

with food for humans and pets. This may be of particular importance to some low-income 

rural and Māori households, but wild hunted meat is also prized by relatively wealthy urban-

dwellers. 

Firearms owners and others claim shooters make a contribution to society through keeping 

introduced pest animals under control, and through engaging in sports that get participants 

into the healthy outdoors which benefits them in terms of physical activity and social 

contact.  

Given the widespread engagement with ‘predator-free Aotearoa’ by 2050, there is clearly 

keen public interest in restoring environments where native fauna and flora can flourish. But 

hunters wish to maintain adequate numbers of the larger, browsing animals to ensure 

satisfactory hunting experiences: to ‘manage’ the animals, not eliminate them. This 

arrangement was formalised in law under the Game Animal Council Act 2013.  

Without those recreational and food hunters, the Department of Conservation would have 

to pay for commercial pest control in some areas. But hunting is not always a benefit for 

conservation. There are some areas of high conservation value where hunters just do not go, 

and some have illegally released deer and pigs onto conservation land. The sporting, 

nutritional and financial benefits of hunting accrue mostly to the individual or the business. 

Conclusion 

Owning a firearm in New Zealand is a privilege, not a right. Because of the extremely lethal 

nature of firearms, strong regulation and policing are required. It seems only fair that those 

who own and use firearms should pay for the systems required by law to safely regulate 

their use. Regulations can be made under the Policing (Cost Recovery) Amendment Act 2016. 

By Drs Marie Russell, Lucy Telfar-Barnard and Hera Cook  
Department of Public Health, University of Otago, Wellington.   
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.nzphga.com/
https://www.nzphga.com/
https://www.doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/things-to-do/hunting/hunting-basics/overseas-hunters/
https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=11582933
https://www.deernz.org/deerhub/deer-information/antlers/trophy#.XNPRQ8ozYnI
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/nzg.12086
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/nzg.12086
https://www.doc.govt.nz/nature/pests-and-threats/predator-free-2050/
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2013/0098/37.0/whole.html#DLM4105024
https://www.doc.govt.nz/news/media-releases/2017/doc-condemns-illegal-release-of-deer-and-vandalism/
https://www.newshub.co.nz/home/new-zealand/2018/06/pigs-illegally-released-onto-northland-conservation-land.html
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2016/0081/15.0/whole.html#whole

