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FACT SHEET FROM GUN CONTROL NZ: 21 June 2019 
 
Deaths and injuries from firearms 

• From 2000 to 2015, there were an average of 54 firearms deaths per year. 91% of 
these deaths were men.[1] 

• About 80% of firearms deaths are suicides, an average of 44 per year.  Firearms are 
used in about 9% of all suicides. [1] Ready access to firearms is significant for suicide. 
Nearly 40% of farm suicides involve firearms.[2]  

• From 2008-2017 there were 69 firearms homicides, an average of about 7 per year.[3]  

One in five homicides is caused by a gun. Of all gun homicides from 2004-2019, 64% 
of victims were shot with a .22 calibre rifle or a shotgun.[4] About 30 per cent of gun 
homicide incidents had some kind of connection to gangs or the criminal 
underworld.[4] 

• About 5% of firearms deaths on average are accidents. The remainder are 
undetermined causes.[5] 

• There were 2,181 hospitalisations for firearms injuries from 2000-2017, an average of 
121 per year.[1] 

Firearm ownership 

• At 31 October 2018 there were 248,764 active firearms licences.[6]  
• Licensed firearms owners are overwhelmingly male (93%). There are more in older 

age groups, and more per capita in the South Island than the North Island.  
• Pistols, and restricted weapons must be registered. In 2018 there were 41,253 

handguns (pistols and revolvers). [7]  
• Other than these registered firearms, no one knows how many guns there are in New 

Zealand. Police base their estimate of 1.2 million firearms at 2014[6] on the estimate 
by Justice Thomas Thorp in his 1997 report.[8] Thorp’s estimate of New Zealand’s 
civilian armoury in 1997 was between 700,000 and 1 million firearms. We have heard 
recent estimates by firearms owners of 1.5m or 1.7m.  

• Stats NZ estimate that at 31 March 2019 there are 1,765,100 households in New 
Zealand. [9] It was estimated that in 2005, 17% of New Zealand households had at 
least one gun in them, though that number is likely to have decreased slightly since 
then.[10] 

• We own about 6.5 times as many guns per capita as residents of the UK and 2.5 times 
as many as Australians. Americans own about 3.5 times more gun per capita than we 
do. Each total or rate is from the most recent published data so years may vary.[11] 

• Slightly different estimates of per capita gun ownership rates are contained in the 
Small Arms Survey. New Zealand has the 17th highest rate of civilian ownership of 
firearms in the world according to the Small Arms Survey. The data from selected 
countries is set out in the following chart:[18] 

 

https://www.police.govt.nz/sites/default/files/publications/review-of-firearms-control-in-new-zealand.pdf
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Importation of firearms 
New Zealand Customs Service listed the numbers of shotguns, rifles and airguns imported 
from 2008 to 2016.[12]  

• Over the nine years, 69,621 shotguns and 171,787 rifles were imported, a total of 
241,408 firearms.  

• The import system requires Police to check owners’ and dealers’ licences against the 
orders and sign them off. There is no cost recovery for this work: taxpayers cover all 
Police time and other costs. 

In 2018, 52,627 guns were imported into New Zealand.[5] 

 
The evidence on the effectiveness of gun laws 
Tighter firearms laws decrease the risks (and costs) of firearms deaths and injuries, 
particularly from mass shootings.   

• The evidence from 130 studies in 10 countries suggests that the implementation of 
laws restricting firearms is associated with reductions in firearm deaths.[13]  

• In Australia, there were 13 fatal mass shootings from 1979-1996. After the gun law 
reforms in 1996 there were none until 2018. It is estimated that 16 mass shootings 
have been prevented in Australia by their law changes.[14] 

Public attitudes to firearms law[15] 

Eligible New Zealand voters were asked: “Following the Christchurch terrorist attack, the 
Government has acted to make semi-automatic weapons illegal, alongside other measures. 
Thinking about our gun laws, do you think the Government’s action ...?”  
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The majority of New Zealand voters (61%) feel the Government’s action on our gun laws is 
about right. Fourteen percent think they have gone too far, while 19% think they have not 
gone far enough. This leaves 5% who were unsure, and a further 1% who did not wish to 
answer this question.  

The financial and economic costs of firearms 
Attributing a financial value to a life is controversial but it does enable comparisons of 
different interventions to save lives.  

• There were 32,413 years of life lost owing to firearms deaths in 2000-2015, a yearly 
average of 2,026 years of life lost.[1]  

• Under a public health approach, mortality costs were calculated using a $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).[1] 

• Alternatively, the Treasury uses $4.7 million as the “value of a statistical life”. Using 
that value, the annual cost of firearms deaths in the same period was $255 million  
(4.09 billion over the 16 years).[16] 
 

• There were 2,181 hospitalisations for firearms injuries from 2000-2017, an average of 
121 per year. 

• The average cost of firearms injury hospitalisations 2000-2017 was $9,638 per injury.[1] 
• The average annual cost of firearms injury hospitalisations 2000-2017 was $961,707.[1] 

 
• The taxpayer has been subsidising the firearms imports system; individuals, dealers 

and collectors pay only their 10-year licence fee and zero fees for import services. 
• The firearms licensing system cost New Zealand Police $11,876,000 in 2016-17. 

Applicants’ fees paid to obtain a firearms licence that year covered only about 45 per 
cent of the costs of the Police’s firearms administration. 

• In 2010-11 the proportion of costs covered by applicants’ fees was 17 per cent 
(annual fluctuations occur in numbers of applicants as owners renew 10-year 
licences).  

• The outstanding costs were covered by the taxpayer, i.e. $10 million in 2010-11, and 
$6.5 million in 2016-17.[17]  
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This fact sheet draws substantially on Fact Sheet: Firearms in New Zealand 3 April 2019 by 
Marie Russell and Hera Cook, Department of Public Health, University of Otago, Wellington.  
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