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The power to possess a firearm in India is a tightly regulated statutory privilege, but once a licence has been issued and
peacefully used the law begins to tilt in favour of the citizen. In a judgment delivered on 6 October 2025, the Madurai Bench of
the Madras High Court crystallised this shift by quashing an order that had denied the second renewal of a gun licence to a
Dindigul resident. The decision, reported as Magudapathi v. The District Magistrate cum District Collector, Dindigul & Ors.,
W.P.(MD) No. 23614 of 2025, not only tells the personal story of one licence holder but also restates the balance between
administrative discretion and individual expectation under the Arms Act, 1959.
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The Parties and the Journey to Court

The petitioner, Magudapathi, is an ordinary citizen who obtained a smooth bore gun licence in 2021 for crop protection and sport.
The licence was routinely renewed for the first five year cycle. When he applied for the second renewal in 2024, the Revenue
Divisional Officer recommended favourably, yet the District Magistrate cum District Collector, Dindigul, rejected the application on
21 November 2024 in proceedings numbered Pa.Mu.N0.1336311/2023/C3. The Collector’s sole reason was that Magudapathi is
facing prosecution under Section 304A of the Indian Penal Code for allegedly causing a fatal motor vehicle accident; the official
believed this constituted a danger to “public safety”.

Refusing to accept the stonewall, Magudapathi, moved the High Court under Article 226 of the Constitution praying for a writ of
certiorarified mandamus to quash the collector’s order and to compel renewal of the licence for another five years. The State was
represented by the Special Government Pleader and the Government Advocate (Criminal Side), who stoutly defended the refusal
and additionally pleaded that the petitioner should first have appealed to the Additional Chief Secretary/Commissioner of
Revenue Administration in Chennai within thirty days.

The Legal Canvas

Justice G.R. Swaminathan began by situating the dispute in the architecture of the Arms Act, 1959. Sections 13, 14 and 15 of
Chapter Il govern grant, refusal and renewal respectively. Section 13 places the burden on the applicant to show “good reason”
for obtaining a licence, whereas Section 14 authorises the licensing authority to refuse if the applicant is prohibited by law, is of
unsound mind, or if public peace and safety so demand. Section 15(3) creates the default rule: every licence “shall, unless the
licensing authority for reasons to be recorded in writing otherwise decides, be renewable” for the same period. The judge
emphasised that the statute deliberately uses the mandatory “shall”, converting the initial privilege into an expectancy that can be
defeated only by recorded reasons that pass muster under Section 14.

Rival Submissions in Focus

For Magudapathi, counsel argued that a negligent driving prosecution is worlds apart from fire arm related misconduct; the
licence had never been misused and Section 304A IPC does not feature in the catalogue of disabilities under Section 14.
Invoking Rana Pratap Singh v. State of U.P., he conceded there is no fundamental right to bear arms, yet submitted that renewal
engages the larger doctrine of legitimate expectation articulated in State of Karnataka v. G. Lakshman. Therefore, the Collector
had to discharge the affirmative burden of showing that the accusation endangered public safety, a burden he had not even
attempted to shoulder.

The respondents countered that pendency of a criminal case, especially one involving loss of life, is a red flag that justifies
withholding a lethal weapon until the licensee is acquitted. They insisted the order was reasoned and that the writ route was
premature because an intradepartmental appeal lay unused.
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Judicial Reasoning

The Court found the single line justification “facing a criminal case which can be an endanger to the public safety” woefully
insufficient. It drew on De Smith’s treatise and the Karnataka High Court’'s enunciation that nonrenewal casts a slur on reputation
and disrupts long term planning; hence a duty to give meaningful reasons is implicit. Section 304A, the judge observed,
penalises negligence on the road, not propensity to violence or misuse of weapons. The alleged act neither falls under any
prohibited category of the Arms Act nor indicates that the licensee is “of unsound mind” or “unfit” within the meaning of Section
14. Accordingly, the Collector had failed to discharge the shifted burden under Section 15(3).

On the plea of non exhaustion, the Court reiterated that the rule is one of convenience, not jurisdiction. Where the impugned
order is patently illegal, the High Court is not disabled from entertaining a writ. The episodic nature of the litigation and the
modest legal question reinforced the propriety of immediate judicial scrutiny.

Final Outcome

The judgment allowed the petition, quashed the order dated 21 November 2024, and directed the District Magistrate cum
Collector to renew Magudapathi’'s gun licence for five years, subject to usual conditions such as safe storage and periodic police
verification. There was no order as to costs, and connected miscellaneous petitions were closed.

Concluding Reflection

Magudapathi’'s case is a timely reminder that while the State retains the power to police lethal weapons, that power tightens
when a citizen has already demonstrated trustworthy conduct. Renewal is no longer a fresh roll of dice; it is a continuity
interrupted only by explicit, rational and case specific findings. In clarifying that a routine traffic fatality prosecution does not
equate to a firearm threat, the Madras High Court has safeguarded both individual expectation and the principled application of
the Arms Act.
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