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Crossbows

Crossbows are not "firearms" for legal purposes. Setting aside those rare types of crossbow that possess a barrel, they are not therefore subject to the Firearms Acts 1968-97 but are controlled under separate legislation. 

WHAT IS A CROSSBOW? 

A crossbow is a form of bow in which the bow-stave (prod) is fixed crosswise to a stock. The bow can then be spanned back by hand or by means of a lever or windlass, and the string held in place by a catch that is released by a trigger to shoot an arrow, bolt or quarrel. The crossbow was used in hunting and warfare in medieval times, being slower to reload than a longbow but requiring less strength to draw. Traditionally they were popular on the Continent, the English favouring the longbow. Crossbows fell into disuse for these purposes during the Sixteenth Century with the development of muzzle-loading firearms, but in recent decades they have been revived for target shooting purposes. 

LEGISLATION

The main legislation in this area is the Crossbows Act 1987. This applies to those crossbows with a draw weight of 1.4 kilograms or greater. It makes it an offence to sell or hire such a crossbow to any young person under the age of 18, both for buyer and seller, and prohibits any young person under 18 from possessing a crossbow or its components unless supervised by someone aged 21 or over.

Crossbows may also be considered potentially "offensive weapons" for the purposes of section 1 of the Prevention of Crime Act 1953. This makes it an offence to possess any offensive weapon in a public place without lawful authority or reasonable excuse, proof whereof lies on the individual. An offensive weapon is defined as any article made or adapted for causing injury to the person. While a target crossbow may not be an offensive weapon as such, people found in possession of a crossbow in a public place might be charged on the same basis as if they had a knife, club or other similar weapon with them.

LEGITIMATE USES

There are no official statistics on the number of crossbows in lawful circulation in the UK. The vast majority are used lawfully and safely for target shooting purposes. Hunting animals with any sort of bow in the UK is unlawful. 

CRIMINAL MISUSE

Anecdotally, it is apparent that crossbows have been used for poaching and to injure wildlife, and occasionally in other crime. Figures for this misuse are not collected centrally, but levels of misuse are thought to be low and not to have risen in recent years. 

CONCLUSIONS

As with other provisions dealing with offensive weapons, the Government continues to keep this area under review. However, the Government is not aware of any evidence that the misuse of crossbows is either a substantial or a growing problem. On this basis the Government has no current plans to change the law in this area. Select Committee on Home Affairs Minutes of Evidence (October 1999)
Crossbows Act 1987
Section 3 Possession of a crossbow

A person under the age of eighteen who has with him— 

(a) a crossbow which is capable of discharging a missile, or

(b) parts of a crossbow which together (and without any other parts) can be assembled to form a crossbow capable of discharging a missile,

is guilty of an offence, unless he is under the supervision of a person who is twenty-one years of age or older

Section 1 - (Sale): It is an offence for any person to sell or let on hire a crossbow or part of a crossbow to a person under the age of 18.

Section 2 - (Purchase): It is an offence for any person under the age of 18 to buy or hire a crossbow or part of a crossbow.

Section 3 - (Possession): It is an offence for any person under the age of 18 to have with him a crossbow which is capable of discharging a missile, or parts of a crossbow which together can be assembled to form a crossbow capable of discharging a missile.

Section 4 - (Powers of search and seizure etc.)

Section 5 – (Exceptions) This Act does not apply to crossbows with a draw weight of less than 1.4 kilograms.

Section 6 – (Punishments) Summary offences only

SALE ETC. OF CROSSBOWS
Section 44 of the Violent Crime Reduction Act 2006 amended the Crossbows Act 1987 to raise from seventeen to eighteen the age at which a person may be sold or hired a crossbow, and at which a person may buy, hire or possess (in the latter case without supervision by a person aged 21 or over) a crossbow.

National Police Records (Recordable Offences) Regulations 2000
6. Section 2 of the Crossbows Act 1987 (offence of purchasing or hiring a crossbow or part of a crossbow by person under the age of seventeen);

7. Section 3 of the Crossbows Act 1987 (offence of possessing a crossbow or parts of a crossbow by unsupervised person under the age of seventeen);
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