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The Arms Act, 1959 is the principal legislation regulating the acquisition, possession, manufacture, sale, import,
export, transport, and use of arms and ammunition in India. It aims to balance the legitimate civilian use of firearms
for self-defence, sports shooting, and crop protection with the need to curb illegal weapons that threaten public
order, internal security, and national security.

Arms Act, 1959 Background

The Arms Act, 1959 replaced the colonial Indian Arms Act, 1878, which had been enacted by the British after
the Revolt of 1857 to restrict Indians’ access to weapons while granting exemptions to Europeans and certain
privileged groups. The discriminatory nature of the colonial law was strongly criticised by nationalist leaders,
including Mahatma Gandhi. After Independence, Parliament enacted the Arms Act, 1959 to establish a
uniform and modern legal framework for regulating arms and ammunition. The Act came into force on 1
October 1962 and is presently implemented through the Arms Rules, 2016. It has been amended several
times, with the Arms (Amendment) Act, 2019 introducing major reforms to address organised crime, terrorism,
and illegal arms trafficking.
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Arms Act, 1959 Objectives

The Arms Act seeks to achieve the following objectives:

Regulate the acquisition, possession, manufacture, sale, transport, import, and export of arms and
ammunition.
Prevent the illegal manufacture, trafficking, and misuse of firearms.
Strengthen public order, internal security, and national security.
Permit lawful civilian ownership for self-defence, sports shooting, and agricultural purposes through a
regulated licensing system.
Ensure traceability and accountability of firearms to support law enforcement.

Key Features of the Arms Act, 1959

The Arms Act, 1959 establishes a comprehensive legal framework for regulating arms and ammunition in
India through a strict licensing regime, effective enforcement mechanisms, and stringent penalties to safeguard
public order and national security. Its key features include:

Comprehensive Regulation of Arms

The Arms Act, 1959 regulates every stage of the lifecycle of arms and ammunition to prevent illegal circulation and
misuse while allowing lawful possession under strict conditions.

No person can acquire, possess, or carry a firearm or ammunition without a valid licence.
A licence is mandatory for the manufacture, sale, repair, conversion, testing, import, and export of firearms.
The Central Government may regulate or prohibit the transport, import, or export of specified categories of
arms in the interest of public safety.
The Act prohibits tampering with or removing identification marks on firearms and ammunition, enabling
effective tracing during criminal investigations.

Classification of Arms and Ammunition

The Arms Act, 1959 classifies arms according to their nature and potential threat, enabling different levels of
regulation.

Arms include weapons designed or adapted for offence or defence.
Firearms include weapons that discharge projectiles through explosive or other forms of energy.
Ammunition includes cartridges, shells, rockets, grenades, bombs, missiles, and other explosive materials
used with firearms.
Prohibited Arms include fully automatic firearms, artillery, anti-aircraft and anti-tank weapons, and
weapons designed to discharge noxious substances.
Prohibited Ammunition includes ammunition containing harmful or poisonous substances and military-
grade explosive ammunition.
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Licensing Framework

The Arms Act, 1959 establishes a licensing system that balances legitimate civilian requirements with public safety
and national security.

Applications are submitted before the licensing authority and are supported by mandatory police verification.
Licences may be granted for self-defence, sports shooting, crop protection, and other genuine
purposes prescribed under the Act.
Licensing authorities may refuse applications if the applicant is legally disqualified or if granting the licence
would adversely affect public peace, public safety, or State security.
A firearm licence is valid for five years and is ordinarily renewable subject to compliance with the
prescribed conditions.

Restrictions on Possession

The Arms Act, 1959 imposes strict restrictions on the possession of firearms to minimise misuse and enhance public
safety.

An individual may possess a maximum of two firearms, as reduced by the Arms (Amendment) Act, 2019.
Persons below 21 years of age, persons convicted of specified offences, and persons of unsound
mind are prohibited from possessing firearms.
Prohibited arms and prohibited ammunition cannot be possessed or acquired except with special
authorisation from the Central Government.

Enforcement Powers

The Arms Act, 1959 provides wide powers to law enforcement agencies to prevent unlawful possession and use of
arms.

Police officers may demand production of a firearm licence and seize weapons where possession appears
unlawful.
Magistrates may authorise search and seizure operations where illegal possession threatens public peace
and safety.
Arms must be deposited with the authorities if a licence expires, is suspended, or is revoked.
The Central Government may notify disturbed areas and impose additional restrictions on the possession and
carrying of specified arms.

Offences and Penalties

The Arms Act, 1959 prescribes stringent punishments to deter illegal possession, trafficking, organised crime, and
misuse of firearms.

Illegal manufacture, sale, conversion, import, export, or trafficking of firearms may attract imprisonment
extending to life imprisonment.
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Possession of prohibited arms or prohibited ammunition is punishable with imprisonment ranging from seven
to fourteen years along with a fine.
Organised crime involving firearms, illicit trafficking, and forcible snatching of weapons from security
personnel attract imprisonment ranging from ten years to life imprisonment.
Rash, negligent, or celebratory firing at public events is punishable with imprisonment up to two years, a fine
up to ₹1 lakh, or both.
Courts may order confiscation of illegally possessed firearms, ammunition, and vehicles used in committing
offences.

Arms (Amendment) Act, 2019 Major Reforms

The Arms (Amendment) Act, 2019 significantly strengthened India’s arms control framework to address organised
crime, terrorism, and illegal arms trafficking.

Reduced the maximum number of firearms that an individual may possess from three to two.
Increased the validity of firearm licences from three years to five years.
Introduced mandatory verification of licences, firearms, and related documents every five years.
Created new offences relating to organised crime, illicit trafficking, forcible snatching of firearms from
security personnel, and celebratory firing.
Enhanced punishments for offences involving prohibited arms and illegal trafficking.
Extended firearm identification marking and tracing requirements to ammunition.
Replaced the earlier mandatory death penalty for fatal use of prohibited arms with judicial discretion to
award either life imprisonment or the death penalty.

Arms Act, 1959 Significance

The Arms Act, 1959 plays a crucial role in maintaining law and order while balancing individual rights with national
security.

Strengthens Internal Security: Provides an effective legal framework to combat terrorism, insurgency,
organised crime, and illegal arms trafficking.
Balances Rights with Public Safety: Allows lawful civilian ownership for self-defence and sports while
reserving highly lethal weapons for State security forces.
Improves Criminal Investigation: Identification marking and tracing of firearms and ammunition help law
enforcement agencies investigate crimes more effectively.
Modernises Arms Administration: Digital licensing, improved record management, and periodic
verification enhance transparency and regulatory efficiency.

Arms Act, 1959 Challenges

Despite a comprehensive legal framework, several challenges continue to affect effective implementation of the
Act.
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Illegal manufacture and circulation of country-made firearms continue to fuel organised crime in several
regions.
Wide discretionary powers in granting, suspending, or revoking licences may lead to inconsistency and
reduced transparency.
Reverse burden of proof provisions raise concerns regarding due process and the rights of the accused.
Emerging technologies such as 3D-printed firearms and untraceable “ghost guns” pose new regulatory
challenges.
Uneven implementation, delays in police verification, and varying administrative capacity across States
affect uniform enforcement.

Way Forward

Develop a nationwide integrated digital licensing and firearm tracing system to strengthen monitoring and
enforcement.
Periodically update the legal classification of firearms to address emerging technologies and evolving
security threats.
Intensify intelligence-led operations against illegal arms manufacturing clusters and trafficking networks.
Ensure transparent, technology-driven, and time-bound licensing procedures while maintaining strong
security safeguards.
Strengthen coordination among police, forensic laboratories, intelligence agencies, and border management
authorities.
Promote awareness, compliance, and responsible firearm ownership while facilitating legitimate access for
sports shooters and genuine self-defence applicants.
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