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THE RECENT CHANGES TO JSP403 – MARCH 2015 

 

Introduction 

 

Joint Service Publication 403 (JSP403) is entitled “Handbook of Defence Land Ranges Safety”.  It is 

a four-volume MoD publication, available online at https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/jsp-

403-handbook-of-defence-land-ranges-safety .  Vol 1 deals with the regulations and procedures for 

military ranges, Vol 2 with the design and construction of ranges.  These contain most of the material 

relevant to civilian rifle clubs.  Vol 1 has been reviewed over the past year or so, and MoD were kind 

enough to invite the NRA to participate in the review, as a result of which some significant changes 

have been made in the way that civilian shooters gain access to and operate on military ranges.  The 

revised Vol 1 was released online on 9 March.  This commentary, which has been reviewed by MoD 

staff, is designed for club secretaries and others involved in the administration of club shooting on 

MoD ranges, though some elements are relevant to private ranges and some to all club members 

using MoD ranges.  The headline features are outlined in the summary below, and the rest of this 

document explains relevant paragraphs in detail.  The commentary should be read alongside the JSP 

for best understanding.  Note that the JSP will be reissued in a fairly short timescale to correct some 

identified production errors. 

 

Summary 

 

On review, JSP403 Vol 1 has been divided into two parts.  Part 1 (Regulation) sets out the MoD 

Range Safety Management System and the regulations and procedures that underpin Part 2 

(Guidance).  

 

Part 2 Chapter 2 lays down the policy for the use of MoD Land Ranges.  The significant 

part for clubs – Use of MoD Land Ranges by Civilian Clubs - starts at para 58. 

 

Para 60 sets out what a club must do and how it must organise itself to gain access to 

MoD ranges. 

 

 A change to sub-para 60a removes the requirement for Home Office 

Approval for clubs only using shotguns. 

 

Sub-para 60d requires RCOs to be “competent in the specific discipline”.  

That has led to a structural change in the NRA RCO system; the transitional 

arrangements are in the detail below.  

 

Sub–para 60e requires NGBs to “validate, assure and supervise” the 

certification of competence.  That has led to a detail change in the NRA 

Shooter’s Competency Certificate.  Again, transitional arrangements are 

below. 
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Para 61 and para 62 link to the Licence to use an MoD Range – DIO Form 5665.  

The NRA expects there to be changes in the content of F5665, which is expected to be 

released in the next week or so.  Commentary will follow as soon as it is released. 

 

Para 64 deals with the use of “non-Service Pattern Weapons”, and states that 

weapons which do not meet the parameters laid down in range documentation will not 

be permitted.  It follows that any weapon that does meet those parameters (usually of 

muzzle velocity and muzzle energy) is permitted unless more specifically controlled. 

 

Para 65 sets out the conditions for use of hand loaded ammunition, acknowledging 

for the first time that hand loaded ammunition is permitted on MoD ranges. 

 

Sub-para 67b deals with simultaneous use of adjacent ranges.  We are seeking 

clarification as to its intent. 

 

Sub-para 67c makes it clear that the default position as regards young people is that 

there should not be age restrictions when they are shooting as club members. 

 

Para 69 deals with sharing of ranges.  We are seeking clarification as to its intent. 

 

Para 71 deals with the process by which MoD staff may take possession of a 

“weapon involved in an accident or incident”.  Note that MoD staff cannot compel the 

release of a civilian firearm to them, but the consequences of non-co-operation with 

an investigation may be severe for the individual and the club. 

 

Para 75 deals with the qualification and authorisation of RCOs.  There is a rather 

complex administrative procedure and a change to RCO qualification; see the detail 

below. 

 

Para 78 deals with shotgun shooting.  We are confirming validity of the NRA RCO 

Target Shotgun endorsement, which is accepted at Annex C (see below). 

 

Annex A sets out the new High Muzzle Energy (HME) procedure.  This has been 

substantially revised and is the subject of a separate brief to RCOs (HME).  In outline: 

 

• For anyone to fire HME, they must have the authorisation of the Club 

Chairman – normally done through the Certificate of Competence 

• For fire at 200 metres or less, the procedure has been reduced to a requirement 

to observe the initial fall of shot to ensure that bullets are captured in the stop 

butt from the first shot. 

• For fire beyond 200 metres, the current procedure continues but with a 3-shot 

qualifying group. 



3 

 

• The exemption from the procedure for No Danger Area ranges and Field 

Firing Areas is made explicit. 

 

Annex B sets out the Agreement to be signed by clubs for access to MoD ranges.  It 

has been carefully reworded to distinguish between responsibilities that fall on the 

Club Chairman personally and responsibilities that he accepts on behalf of the club as 

a body.  Club Chairmen should study the new agreement carefully. 

 

Annex C restates the process for qualifying RCOs developed at paras 60d, 75 and 78.  

In particular it acknowledges at Appendix 1 the validity of the NRA RCO Target 

Shotgun endorsement. 

 

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Detail 

 

MoD are justifiably concerned to ensure that responsibilities for the safe and efficient use of their 

ranges are clearly defined.  This creates challenges when allowing civilians onto the ranges, because 

the normal military structures of command and discipline are not available.  The processes for Use of 

MoD Land Ranges by Civilian Clubs are intended to create a complementary system of responsibility 

and accountability.  It is essential for the continuation of access that clubs follow the processes and 

interpret them with that intention in mind. 

 

There are two critical paragraphs preliminary to the elements dealing directly with club access to 

MoD ranges: 

 

Part 2 Chapter 1 Para 22 confirms that the Range Conducting Officer has 

responsibility for the safe operation of the range throughout the period that the range 

is signed over to him. 

 

Part 2 Chapter 1 Para 26 requires that any unintended functioning of a weapons 

system and any accident resulting from live firing activity is reported and 

investigated. 

 

Club Organisation 

 

Para 60 sets out the requirements for a club to use military ranges.  The requirements are: 

 

Be Home Office Approved for the calibre of firearms (less shotguns of all types) they intend to use.  

In this context “calibre” should be interpreted in accordance with the HOA classifications – full-

bore, small-bore or muzzle-loading.  There is no intent to discriminate in greater detail.   

 

Be affiliated to the appropriate NGB.   Para 58 identifies the NGBs recognised by MoD as:  NRA, 

NSRA, CPSA, MLAGB, NIPSC and UKPSA, and sets out the types of shooting covered by each.  
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NRA has by far the widest remit, and additionally is identified as the NGB covering everything that 

is not a more specific responsibility of one of the others.  

Provide evidence of valid insurance cover.  It is important to ensure that the Club’s cover is valid for 

the activity.  Insurance through the NRA does this, provided that the cover is of the correct type (for 

a Club rather than an Association) and the correct premium has been paid. 

 

Be able to provide a NGB qualified Range Conducting Officer …who is Competent in the specific 

discipline and proposed activity.  The wording of this condition raises a number of issues.   

To be suitable, an RCO must be qualified (on the relevant NGB scheme), competent and current 

(to a standard deemed acceptable for the discipline and activity by or on behalf of the Club 

Chairman).  That raises a requirement for chairmen to take an active interest in their RCOs, 

which in a large or diverse club may require a written audit trail. 

The reference to specific disciplines comes from MoD concerns about defining the possible firearms 

that might be used.  MoD have only about five main types, and only about 20 types in total.  

Civilians have hundreds, possibly thousands of different types of firearm.  To assist in the 

administration of this, the NRA has grouped its shooting disciplines (published at paragraph 50 on 

page 41 of the 2015 NRA Handbook, reproduced at the end of this commentary).  Reference to NRA 

shooting disciplines enables clubs to refer in turn to the definitions of firearms published by the NRA 

for use in each discipline (para 147-179 of the 2015 NRA Handbook).  Note that, in the event of a 

discussion with MoD staff, a little care may be needed in interpretation.  For instance, most bipod-

mounted scope-sighted centrefire rifles can be described as “F-class” and F-class falls into the group 

identified as “supported deliberate disciplines”, which require the lowest level of training and 

competence. 

Having grouped the disciplines in that way, to improve consistency in this area, NRA has decided to 

issue RCO qualifications in terms of disciplines, and as far as possible as discipline groups, going 

forward.  This does not affect the validity of existing qualifications.  It is part of a wider review of 

NRA range management qualifications, which is ongoing and outside the scope of this brief.  The 

approximate correlation from existing RCO qualifications in terms of range types to new ones in 

terms of discipline groups is below.  This is not exact, and is subject to the limitations of the 

activities permitted on each MoD range.  Thus although an RCO may be qualified, the oversight of 

the club chairman confirming competence and currency for the particular activity is essential. 

 

Gallery Ranges > Supported Deliberate, and some Static disciplines 

Gallery Rifle & Pistol Ranges > the remaining Static disciplines and Competitive Pistol 

disciplines 

Airgun Ranges > all Airgun disciplines 

Sporting rifle / moving target ranges > Sporting Rifle discipline 

The RCO endorsements covering Target Shotgun, Muzzle-loading /Blackpowder and HME 

remain essentially unchanged. 

 

Ensure that Members possess…documentation confirming their membership and … competence on 

their individual weapon type.  This requirement has not changed from the previous version of 

JSP403.  Clubs should produce their own membership cards.  These do not need to be complex, since 

there should be a responsible officer of the club present at any shoot, and that person will be able to 
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verify membership if required.  In processing competency cards, weapon type may be interpreted 

broadly, and the NRA intends in the future to refer to groups of disciplines as far as is possible when 

certifying for firearms types, so that there is available an underlying definition of the firearm.  That 

will not affect the validity of existing competency cards issued for “iron-sighted rifle” etc. 

 

Requirements for probationary supervision and adherence to NGB agreement have not changed. 

 

Range Licences 

 

DIO Form 5665, the Range Licence template, is currently in review with MoD’s legal advisers.  We 

expect it to be released by early April, and will comment on it when it becomes available. 

 

Weapon Restrictions 

 

Weapon restrictions at para 64 are referenced to the limitations of the specific range in use.  These 

need to be interpreted not only in terms of muzzle velocity and muzzle energy, but also in terms of 

the types of firearms permitted.  Most MoD ranges are designed primarily for rifles.  Pistols and 

shotguns may not be permitted at all, and if they are, may be subject to additional restrictions. 

 

Ammunition Restrictions 

 

The requirement to obtain confirmation of the performance of hand loaded ammunition is not 

intended to create a testing regime.  What is sought is a formal identification of the responsibility.  A 

declaration from the person who loaded the ammunition that it complies with the range parameters is 

sufficient.  That will of course require clubs to ensure that members are aware of the limits for each 

range they may be about to use.  Since clubs are required to keep a record of members’ attendance 

and firearms usage to comply with criteria for Home Office Approval, and almost all clubs do that by 

some form of signing-in procedure, it is suggested that a suitable wording in the attendance register 

signed by members, coupled with limited identification of the range and ammunition, would create a 

sufficient audit trail.  For example, “I certify that I assembled the ammunition that I shall use in the 

calibres noted against my signature below, and that the ammunition falls within the parameters 

authorised for use on the ranges noted against my signature below”.    The requirement to be 

prepared to demonstrate the performance of hand loaded ammunition is again not intended to create 

a need for clubs to have chronographs, scales and suchlike available.  What is intended is that the 

handloader can, if asked, provide a sample of the ammunition in use for technical examination.  

There is implied an expectation that the handloader has some personal system for identifying specific 

lots of ammunition and will be able, if asked, to show that a sample of his ammunition should be 

representative of the whole.  It is not expected that handloaders retain rounds from a batch.  There is 

no prohibition intended on firing the last round and it is accepted that thereafter the performance 

cannot be demonstrated directly. 
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Young People 

 

The restrictions on young people using MoD ranges are currently contained in the Range Licence 

issued to the club, and normally take the form of a requirement to obtain the permission of the CO of 

the Range Administering Unit (RAU) for young people to attend.  The new wording at para 67c 

makes it clear that controls on access by young members of clubs should only be in response to an 

identified feature of the range to be used.  It follows that a request under the terms of a current Range 

Licence should receive a positive response unless such a feature of the range has been identified.  

Para 67c requires RAUs to apply any necessary age limits through Range Standing Orders (RSOs).  

It follows that, in future, clubs must check RSOs for such limits in advance of bringing young 

members to any range.  It is not yet clear if the limitation on young people will be removed from the 

revised Range Licence. 

 

Accidents, Incidents and Investigations 

 

Unless usurped by the civil police, MoD has primacy in the investigation of occurrences on its 

ranges.  Recently, MoD has been content to delegate such investigations to the NRA, and we are 

anxious to maintain that process as the norm.  As part of the Agreement for Access to MoD Ranges, 

clubs certify their willingness to co-operate with any investigation.  Paras 71 and 72 require RAUs to 

set out, in RSOs, the procedures to be used by their staff to initiate collection of evidential material.  

Para 71 makes it clear that taking possession of any firearm involved should not be an automatic 

response; therefore clubs may discuss alternatives at the time (see below).  However, the decision 

does lie with the representative of the RAU.  Since a firearm involved in an occurrence will be 

private property, MoD cannot compel that it be handed over.  However, refusal to do so will be 

interpreted by MoD as a breach of the club agreement for access to ranges, and by the NRA as 

evidence of a breach of para 545 of NRA Regulations.  If the RAU representative decides to take 

possession of a firearm following an occurrence, clubs should satisfy themselves that the process 

intended to be followed, as described in RSOs, is legal and practicable.  That involves establishing 

that the person taking possession is a Crown Servant on duty and acting within his duty, thus 

authorised to possess firearms under S54(1) Firearms Act 1968, and that a suitable secure storage is 

available to them, and obtaining a receipt for items taken. In offering alternatives, Clubs should 

remember that it is legitimate under S15 Firearms (Amendment) Act 1988 for a club member to 

possess a rifle or muzzle-loading pistol without a Certificate “in connection with target shooting” and 

it is the NRAs opinion that a club official taking possession of a firearm after an occurrence would 

be covered by that exemption.  If it is necessary to take possession of a S1 shotgun, LBR or LBP 

matters are more complex; if no Registered Firearms Dealer is available, the only legal alternative 

that could be offered would be to ask for the assistance of the civil police.  

 

RCOs – para 75 and Annex C 

 

Para 75 lays out a rather complex process for establishing the credentials of RCOs.  Note the 

requirement that the Chairman of the club appoint a current RCO… to exercise the Chairman’s 

responsibility for ensuring safe conduct of the practice.  This reinforces the point made earlier about 

the need for Chairmen to take an active interest in their RCOs.  In a larger club, or one that operates 
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on more than one range, the club should consider whether it needs a written record of RCO activity 

in addition to the records in MoD range documents. 

 

The requirements in para 75a and 75b create a significant administrative burden.  We will be 

contacting MoD to explore ways of reducing or ideally eliminating this.  The requirements of paras 

75c and 75d are met by the NRA RCO course and NRA RCO photo-card.  The change to a 

discipline-based classification of RCO qualifications, described above, will meet the requirement to 

detail the practices the RCO is eligible to conduct, through the definition within NRA rules (Section 

17 of the NRA Handbook, paras 46-51) of the type of event carried on in each discipline. 

 

High Muzzle Energy – para 76 and Annex A 

 

The revised HME procedure is, we believe, self-explanatory to firers.  The NRA is taking the 

opportunity to revise the authorised HME zeroing targets alongside the changes.  These follow-on 

changes to the HME procedure will be communicated in a separate brief to RCOs(HME).  None of 

the follow-on changes will affect the validity of the procedure as published, so they can be 

implemented as and when the material is made available. The new procedure is effective 

immediately. 

 

Shotguns 

 

We have noted that the NRA RCO Target Shotgun endorsement is not mentioned at para 78.  The 

text of para 78 seems to be repeated at para 93.  We understand that the JSP will be corrected within 

approximately a month.  The NRA RCO Target Shotgun endorsement is included as an acceptable 

qualification in the RCO Certificate of Authorisation at Chapter 2 Annex C Appendix 1.  The NRA 

interpretation is that the inclusion of the qualification there is definitive. 

 

Club Agreement – Annex B 

 

The Club Agreement is a critical document in the arrangement between MoD and a NGB for 

affiliated clubs to use MoD ranges.  Any breach of the terms of the agreement is likely to have 

serious consequences for the club involved and may jeopardise the entire relationship between 

MoD and the NGB.  The agreement has changed at several points; Club Chairmen should read it 

with care.  In the header, MoD have accepted that the agreement, and any subordinate document 

originating from its terms remains valid notwithstanding a change of Club Chairman if certain 

criteria are met.  Subordinate document currently includes certificates of competence and RCO 

authorisations.  The Chairman now accepts most clauses in the agreement on behalf of the club, and 

by implication he may delegate responsibility for ensuring compliance with those items.  However, 

two items are personal to him.  These are the issuing of certificates of competence and the 

competency etc of RCOs.  It follows that an incoming Chairman must consider the continuing 

validity of these on accepting office and act to remove any where he is not content to take forward 

the associated responsibility.  The new agreement is effective on signature, which should occur with 

the annual renewal of the club’s Range Licence.  Clubs should observe the spirit of the new 

agreement immediately. 
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Useful Information for Clubs Running Private Ranges  

 

JSP403 Vol 1 sets out the policy for the management of firing ranges within MoD.  It is written in 

military style and applies, in law, only to ranges operated by or on behalf of MoD.  However, MoD 

are acknowledged experts in the field of running ranges, and JSP403, in addressing every issue 

around the subject, provides a reference book for anyone managing a privately owned range.  The 

following sections may be particularly useful in that regard. 

 

Part 1 may be worth study by a club operating a private range as a source of the critical features of a 

safe operating system.   

 

Part 2 explains in detail how to implement the regulatory structure created in Part 1. 

 

Chapter 1 explains responsibilities of all participants within MoD involved in the safe 

management of ranges. 

 

Annexes to Chapter 1 describe the responsibilities at various levels for aspects of the 

safety system.  Annexes N-P in particular may be useful to civilian clubs as source 

documents for procedures that might apply on a private range.   

 

Chapter 4 deals with public access to ranges. RCOs should be familiar with its intent, and it 

may be useful as a guide to clubs operating private ranges. 

 

Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 9 deal with various aspects of constructing and operating a range and 

may be useful as a guide to clubs operating private ranges. 

 

Attachment 

 

Grouping of shooting disciplines 
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Grouping of Shooting Disciplines (from 2015 NRA Handbook para 50) 

 

The NRA controls, recognises or acknowledges more than twenty Shooting Disciplines. For the 

purposes of certifying shooters and RCOs for military ranges, these are grouped as follows: 
 

• Supported deliberate disciplines: Target Rifle, F Class Rifle, Match Rifle, Long Range Pistol, 

benchrest 

• Static rifle disciplines: Gallery rifle, sniping, historic arms, 300m rifle, smallbore rifle and target air 

rifle, lightweight sport rifle and field target air rifle  

• Competitive Pistol disciplines - Long barrelled revolver & long barrelled pistol used within GR&P 

discipline, Olympic Free Pistol and Rapid-Fire Pistol, target air pistol 

• Sporting rifle moving target (targets that traverse across the line of fire) 

• Civilian service rifle / practical rifle 

• Target Shotgun standard certification for practices fully detailed in the Target Shotgun Handbook 

• Muzzle Loading / Black Powder (including Muzzle Loading Pistol) 

• Airguns including those listed above 

• Modern and Heritage pistol: All handgun types except muzzle loading pistols 
 

The above grouping does not invalidate Certificates of Competence or RCO qualifications issued 

under the grouping schemes used previously. Note that a qualification in a particular discipline is not 

of itself an authority to engage in or supervise such a discipline on any MoD range. The limitations 

of the specific range are overriding. 

 


