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Does a legal firearm give licence to kill?

URVASHI GULIA AND SACHIN PARASHAR

TIMES NEWS NETWORK[ MONDAY, MARCH 22, 2004 
NEW DELHI : On Friday morning, a property dealer of Anand Vihar in east 

Delhi did not wait for police assistance to scare the robbers who had 

reportedly barged into his house with an intention to rob it.

Yadram Sharma simply took out his gun and shot at the men in "self-defence."

A similar incident in Mumbai last week left many shocked. Twenty 

nine-year-old Amit Patel shot a man when he and his friends allegedly began 

passing lewd comments about Patel's wife and his friend Raju Thakkar's wife.

Patel, his wife and Thakkar's wife were out for a drive.

While the two incidents were on account of self-defence, a third in 

north-west Delhi was almost reminiscent of a Quentin Tarantino film.

Amit Sharma walked into his regular haunt at Mughlai Mahal 15 minutes past 

closing time and shot at random when he was served cold food.

These assorted incidents are just an example of a growing trigger-happy 

trend. And there is a common thread linking all the events. The weapons 

used were all licenced.

According to the Delhi Police records the city has 60,000 licenced weapons, 

while thousands wait in the wings. Officials agree that possession of even 

a licenced weapon can be as dangerous as keeping a locally-made one.

"The incident of north-west Delhi speaks about how even a slightest of 

provocation can lead people to whip out their guns," said an officer. In 

2001, 47 people fell prey to unlicenced firearms while 11 were shot at with 

licenced weapons.

What parameters in the system decide that they are "fit" to own the licence 

to kill, so to speak?

Who gets a licence?

Well, for starters, anyone can apply for a weapon's licence. And one 

doesn't really need to shell out a lot of money for the licence. It ranges 

from Rs 200 for pistols and revolvers to Rs 120 for a rifle.

Application fee for an air rifle or .22 rifle is Rs 80 while it is a dismal 

Rs 20 for muzzle loading guns, air guns, daggers, swords, bayonets and 

spears. Licence renewal fees are even lower.

Police officials accept that the trend of owning a weapon is gathering 

momentum. "If the licence fee is raised drastically then the number of 

applicants might go down," said a licencing department official.

Licencee's profile

The profile of weapon licence holders too has changed. In the past, 

professionals constituted the bulk of such weapon owners.

But now more and more property dealers, small-time businessmen, transport 

company owners, taxi owners and contractors are applying for licences.

The number of professionals like lawyers, doctors and traditionally wealthy 

businessmen who apply for arms licences has got restricted.

"This new breed are those who want to own a weapon for a status symbol," 

said a senior police officer.

Self protection /status symbol:

But surely, there has to be strong reason given for wanting to own a 

weapon? The answer, according to cops, is self protection.

"Apart from a small category of applicants who want a weapon licence so 

that they can go ahead and get a job in security agencies, the rest say its 

for self protection. A security company should provide its employees with 

licensed weapons on retainership basis," said the officer.

Aptitude analysis

Although the police claim that the procedure to grant a weapon licence is 

foolproof and that the applicant's antecedents are checked properly, 

psychiatrists and advocates say an aptitude analysis is a must.

According to psychiatrist Jitender Nagpal:"Simple verification of a 

person's background is not enough."

Nagpal says a psychiatrist or a social worker to sit in the panel.

"Sooner or later this has to happen to ensure that the candidate is fit 

enough to carry fire arms," said Nagpal.

