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22 December 2020  
 
Hon Poto Williams 
Minister for Police 
Parliament Buildings 
Wellington 6011 

 
By email: poto.williams@parliament.govt.nz 
 
 
Dear Minister, 
 

 On behalf of the Council of Licensed Firearm Owners I congratulate you on your appointment 

as Minister of Police. I appreciated the opportunity to meet you at the Firearms Community 

Advisory Forum last week.  

 Ko to tatou Kainga tenei, Report of the Royal Commission of Inquiry into the terrorist attack 

on Christchurch masjidain on 15 March 2019 found there is significant work be undertaken by 

the Government, Police and the community if we want to prevent another tragedy like that 

occurring. 

 COLFO wants to work constructively with the Government on firearms control.  We want to 

help rebuild the mutual trust relationships between Police and firearms owners, and firearms 

owners and non-owners that were a legitimate source of pride for New Zealanders until 

recent years.  

 We want to help our 12 member organisations focus on things that may help rebuild grounds 

for trust, instead of the many things that could justify a destructive rehashing of concerns.   

This letter outlines themes and issues that could be a basis for common effort to restore 

mutual respect.  

 We recognise that any Government would have taken action in response to the horrific events 

of 15 March. As you know, we think the law focused on the wrong things. It sacrificed a lot of 

goodwill. But with the right effort and reassurance now, Police and firearm user relations 

could be repaired.  

 On 22 March 2019, the Police released a statement about the terrorist’s firearms licence. They 

stated that the correct process was followed by staff involved in the firearms licence 

application. The Royal Commission found unreservedly that this is not correct. Police have not 

corrected the record nor explained how their own internal investigative processes got it so 

wrong. 

 This further demonstrates that we need to change the structure of how the Arms Act is 

administered. We cannot continue with policy development, administration and enforcement 

in the same agency.  
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 We would like to meet you to discuss ways to reduce the risk that we settle into a pattern 

where it seems normal for people to align into being either pro or anti-firearms. We suggest: 

a. understandings on constraints on the use of the overly-wide regulation drafting powers 

and the discretions given to Police. They leave districts open to individual bias, as we 

have seen. Perceived abuses of position will cement in place some powerful anti-Police 

hostility from people who should be solid Police allies; 

b. a conciliatory move to uphold the constitutional principle on compensation for 

expropriation, notwithstanding the court’s decision in COLFO v Minister of Police [2020]; 

and 

c. assistance in addressing the number of firearms that are missing from the buyback. 

 We want to help rebuild active and routine cooperation among Police and firearms user 

groups, including the 12 COLFO member organisations, firearms industry businesses, and rural 

people often not in any organisation, for whom firearms are just an essential tool.  Firearms 

have always been part of the lives of tens of thousands of New Zealanders in sport, hunting 

and pest control.  

 We want to play our part with public positions aimed at restoring that balance. You should 

know that the climate of opinion now among too many firearms user groups is that this is the 

Police’s mess to clean up. 

 The law changes since March 15 have imported USA-style vilification. We have always 

supported effective licencing. Few (if any) New Zealand firearm user groups have supported 

any US NRA slogans. Yet the government, Police Association, anti-firearm groups and the 

media have used anti-NRA-type language about us. We have been subjected to name calling 

by the former Minister of Police while we have avoided entering into this behaviour. 

 COLFO can help squelch this kind of hostility. We have a long record of working constructively 

with Government.  Despite the hurt among our supporters, we worked with Police to set up 

club-based buyback events. And we have long raised the concerns with the licensing system 

that the Report stated must be addressed.  

 We accepted the democratic role of Parliament, despite the unprincipled aspects of the law 

changes. But we had to take the compensation concern to Court.  Our members felt that this 

was the only way to be heard. 

 We did not get what we asked for – an order that the Government compensate ammunition 

owners. That is the main issue in our appeal. However Justice Cooke, on the question on what 

should be prohibited, found that: 
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“the Minister was not provided with an analysis of the harmfulness of the proposed categories of 

prohibited ammunition compared to conventional ammunition.”1 

And that: 

“I accept that there does not appear to be much justification for the different treatment of 

prohibited firearms and equipment for which compensation was payable, and the prohibited 

ammunition, which was not. This is particularly so given that there is no association between the 

newly defined prohibited ammunition and criminal activity, let alone the mosque shooting.”2 

 The lack of a safety justification for the law change strengthens fears of licensed firearm 

owners about being scapegoated for one person’s actions, and the failings of arms 

administration. 

 The mechanism that was set up in legislation – the Arms Advisory Group – could be a platform 

for allaying such concerns. But you will need to help us show that the Government approach 

of the past 18 months was an aberration. The Royal Commission Report exposed areas where 

Police and the Government will need to create wide public expectation that lessons have been 

learned.  Licensed Firearms Owners want to be part of that process. 

 Justice Cooke found in the High Court that: 

“The right [to compensation for ameliorated property rights] is not one of those set out in NZBORA. 

But that does not mean it does not exist, or that it has a lower status.”3 

And further –  

“If the Crown wants to prohibit possession of the existing stock it will have little choice but to acquire 

that stock…That effectively leads to confiscation or compulsory acquisition. For these reasons the 

principle is engaged.”4 

   And that –  

“For these reasons I accept that the measures enacted by Parliament involved an abrogation of the 

right of the owners of prohibited ammunition not to be deprived of their property by the Crown 

without compensation, but conclude that Parliament clearly decided to do so.”5 

 The Royal Commission Report could not have been clearer that from the terrible events of the 

15 March comes the responsibility to reflect and learn. We will take this opportunity to 

withdraw the appeal. Instead, we ask that the resources that you and the NZ Police would 

have used to fight this appeal instead be directed at rebuilding the relationship with the 

licensed firearms owners’ community.  

                                                                 

 
1 Paragraph 79. 
2 Paragraph 131. 
3 Paragraph 37. 
4 Paragraph 56. 
5 Paragraph 71. 
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 I urge you to consider volunteering to compensate people whose inoffensive ammunition was 

condemned without compensation. We would undertake to applaud such a move as a major 

gesture toward reconciliation and principle, rather than a “victory”. It would not be a victory 

because we will have withdrawn our appeal, so it would be an uncoerced move.   

 With evidence-based policy and a mutual respect for our rights and responsibilities, we 

believe we can repair the damage that has been done and begin the job of removing firearms 

from illegal users.  

 We look forward to engaging with you constructively in the new year. 

 

Yours faithfully, 

 

Michael Dowling 

Chair 
 
 
 

 


