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Disclaimer 

The improper use of firearms may result in serious injury. The material presented in this 
Handbook is intended to demonstrate the operation of firearms in accordance with safe 
handling techniques and an awareness of manufacturers' specifications and safety 
features. 
 
The RCMP/CFP makes no warranties whatsoever, either express or implied, oral or 
written, in fact or by operation of law or otherwise, regarding the safety of any firearm or 
the use of any safety mechanism shown in the Handbook. 
 
Individuals should use firearms in accordance with manufacturers' specifications 
and contact individual manufacturers as each model features different safety 
mechanisms and some of the techniques demonstrated might not be appropriate for 
certain firearms. 
 

Ultimately, responsibility for firearm safety rests with the individual. 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE CANADIAN 
FIREARMS SAFETY COURSE 

Overview 

The Canadian Firearms Safety Course (CFSC) is designed to apply to the broadest 
possible spectrum of novice firearm users. Existing firearm safety courses across 
Canada have a proven track record in the reduction of firearm-related incidents. 
However, most of these courses have been designed and delivered for firearms use in a 
specific activity. The CFSC is an introductory firearm safety course intended for all new 
firearm users. 

Individuals who wish to acquire restricted firearms must also pass the Canadian 
Restricted Firearms Safety Course (CRFSC) tests. 

The Canadian Firearms Program 

The Canadian Firearms Program (CFP) is administered by the RCMP/CFP, which 
works with provincial CFOs and many community partners across the country in 
implementing the Firearms Act and its Regulations, and other related legislation 
regarding firearms. 

The goal of the CFP is the safe and responsible use of firearms, and it includes a range 
of activities directed toward achieving that goal such as the following: 

¶ the licensing of all firearm owners and businesses; 

¶ the delivery of the CFSCs; 

¶ public education regarding safe storage, transport and use of firearms; and 

¶ import and export controls. 

Licensing, registration and other Program information are recorded in the Canadian 
Firearms Information System, a national database that is managed by the RCMP/CFP. 
Certain information is available to law enforcement agencies to help them prevent and 
investigate firearms incidents and crime, consistent with the public safety objectives of 
the Firearms Act.  

Your personal information is carefully protected by the CFP, consistent with 
the Firearms Act and its Regulations, federal and provincial privacy laws and other 
applicable statutes.  

If you have any questions about the CFP, please contact us at the following location: 

 



INTRODUCTION TO THE CFSC 

19 

Canadian Firearms Program 

Telephone: 1-800-731-4000 

Fax: 613-825-0297 

E-mail: cfp-pcaf@rcmp-grc.gc.ca  

Address: Royal Canadian Mounted Police / Canadian Firearms Program 
Ottawa ON  K1A OR2 

You can also consult the Firearms Act and its Regulations directly via the RCMP/CFP 
website. 

The RCMP/CFP wishes you the best in following the CFSC for the class(es) of firearm 
you wish to acquire and/or possess. Please note that all CFSC instructors and 
examiners must be designated by the CFO for the province or territory in which you are 
taking the course. 

Course Objectives 

Firearm owners have social responsibilities. By completing this course, you will be 
instructed on what these responsibilities are. You will learn how to do the following: 

¶ handle firearms and ammunition safely; 

¶ use firearms and ammunition safely; 

¶ comply with firearms laws; 

¶ store non-restricted firearms and ammunition safely; 

¶ display non-restricted firearms and ammunition safely; and 

¶ transport non-restricted firearms and ammunition safely. 

The CFSC consists of two parts. One is classroom instruction. The other is learning the 
material in this Handbook. There will be both written and practical examinations. 
Successfully passing them will demonstrate the knowledge and skills you have gained 
in the course. Live firing exercises, however, are not offered as part of this course. 

During the course, some topics are discussed and explored several times. This will help 
you learn and retain the content. Leaving anything out of the course will reduce the 
amount you learn. This applies to all assignments, exercises or examinations given by 
your instructor. 

The course emphasizes safe storage, display, transportation, handling and use of non-
restricted firearms, but safety depends on more than just safe physical actions. 

mailto:cfp-pcaf@rcmp-grc.gc.ca
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Safe handling must include greater knowledge of the firearms themselves, ammunition, 
and the laws and regulations related to them. 

Course Handbook 

Safety also relies on your attitude about responsible handling and use of firearms. Pay 
close attention to the section on legal, ethical and social responsibilities. Your safety 
and that of the people around you depends on it. 

This book is an essential part of the course. The other parts are the classroom lessons 
and practical exercises given by the instructor. Together, they will help you learn how to 
safely handle firearms. 

This book contains the following elements: 

¶ the Vital Four ACTS of firearm safety; 

¶ a brief history of firearms; 

¶ information on firearms and ammunition and how they work; 

¶ instructions on how to pick up, handle and carry non-restricted firearms safely; 

¶ descriptions of how to unload, load and fire non-restricted firearms safely; 

¶ descriptions of firing positions; 

¶ instructions on range safety; 

¶ instructions on the care and cleaning of non-restricted firearms; 

¶ examples of factors leading to firearm incidents and the misuse of firearms; 

¶ a summary of ethics and laws affecting firearm owners and users; 

¶ information on how to store, display, transport and handle non-restricted firearms 
safely; 

¶ a glossary of firearm terms; and 

¶ appendices. 

This is an introductory course. More information and training are available on 
the various shooting sports from their own qualified instructors, associations and 
local clubs. We recommend you contact them directly for further details. 

Do not hesitate to contact provincial/territorial or local authorities for more detailed 
information on firearms laws and regulations in your area. 
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Consult the Firearms Act and its Regulations or a firearms officer, for information 
on controls affecting firearm and ammunition manufacturers, dealers and museum 
operators. 

The Vital Four ACTS of Firearm Safety 

Your instructor will refer to many different safety rules and guidelines. Time and again, 
the instructor will return to four basic rules. Any time you hear of an incident occurring, 
you can be sure at least one of these rules has been broken. These rules are known as 
the Vital Four ACTS. 

The first letter of each rule becomes a letter in the acronym ACTS. You may want to 
think of these rules as acts you must carry out. 

 

The Vital Four ACTS of Firearm Safety 

 

Assume every firearm is loaded. 

¶ Regard any firearm as a potential danger. 

 

Control the muzzle direction at all times. 

¶ Identify the safest available muzzle direction. 

¶ Keep the firearm pointed in the safest available direction. 

¶ The muzzle of a firearm should not be pointed towards yourself or 
any other person. 

 

Trigger finger must be kept off the trigger and out of the trigger 
guard. 

¶ Do NOT put your finger on the trigger or inside the trigger guard 
when you pick up a firearm. 

 

See that the firearm is unloadedðPROVE it safe. 

¶ Do not handle the firearm unless you can properly PROVE it safe. 

¶ Check to see that both chamber and magazine are empty. Do this 
every time you handle a firearm, for any reason. 

¶ Pass or accept only open and unloaded firearms. It is an essential 
rule to adopt. 
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PROVE it safe Pointers 

 

PROVE it safe 

 

Point the firearm in the safest available 

direction. 

 

Remove all ammunition. 

 

Observe the chamber(s). 

 

Verify the feeding path. 

 

Examine the bore for obstructions (visually or 

with a rod). 

 

The firearm is now unloaded and safe until it leaves the direct control of the 
person who unloaded and PROVEd it safe. 



INTRODUCTION TO THE CFSC 

23 

Legal Responsibilities 

As a firearm owner and user, you have legal as well as social responsibilities. These 
responsibilities are laid out in federal, provincial/territorial and municipal laws and 
regulations. The table below describes a few of the regulations that come from each 
level of government. 
 

Table 1. Some Legal Responsibilities of Firearm Owners/Users 

Government Level Example of Law or Regulation 

Federal 

(e.g., Firearms Act and its 
Regulations, Criminal Code) 

¶ All firearm owners need a valid firearms 
licence. 

¶ If you are the holder of a valid firearms licence, 
you must inform the RCMP/CFP within 30 days 
after you change your address. 

¶ Persons holding a valid Possession and 
Acquisition Licence (PAL) may borrow, buy, 
inherit or otherwise acquire the same class of 
firearm that he/she is licensed to own. 

Provincial/Territorial 

(e.g., Game, Fish and Wildlife Acts) 

¶ Some provinces/territories may require 
anyone who hunts with a non-restricted 
firearm to wear blaze orange clothing. 

¶ Some restrict shooting across or within a 
certain distance of roads or dwellings. 

¶ Some provincial/territorial laws may limit your 
use of motorized vehicles while hunting or 
shooting. 

Municipal/County/Local 

(e.g., Noise, Nuisance, Zoning, By-
laws) 

¶ Some municipalities or counties may not allow 
the discharge of a firearm under any 
circumstances within their boundaries. 

¶ Some will regulate firing times and/or 
closeness to dwellings. 
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Other Duties of Firearm Owners/Users 

a. A firearm owner/user must also keep informed about the laws and regulations 
affecting the use of firearms and ammunition. 

b. Going beyond what the regulations require will increase your safety. Some 
suggestions are listed below: 

¶ Keep an inventory of your firearms. Also keep any supporting documents 
such as photographs and owner's manuals. Store these documents in a safe 
place. This will help you describe any firearm that may be stolen or lost. It will 
also be easier for you to find your owner's manual and records of service or 
repair. 

¶ Keep informed. Changes may occur in laws and regulations from time to time. 
This can happen whether at the federal, provincial/territorial or municipal 
level. 

¶ Avoid advertising about the firearms in your home. You may be inviting theft. 

 Every person commits an offence who, without lawful excuse, points a 
firearm at another person, whether the firearm is loaded or unloaded, and is: 

1. guilty of an indictable offence and liable to imprisonment for a term not 
exceeding five years; or 

2. guilty of an offence punishable on summary conviction (a fine of $5,000 
and/or six months imprisonment). 

 
Reference: Subsections 87(1) and (2) of Part III of the Criminal Code 

 
They may also lose their firearm, lose their licence, receive a fine, receive jail time 
and/or be prohibited from possessing a firearm for a period of time. 
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 Every person who stores, displays, transports or handles any firearm in 
a manner contrary to the Storage, Display, Transportation and Handling of 
Firearms by Individuals Regulations is: 

1. guilty of an indictable offence and liable to imprisonment; 

¶ in the case of a first offence, for a term not exceeding two years; and 

¶ in the case of a second or subsequent offence, for a term not exceeding five 
years; or 

2. guilty of an offence punishable on summary conviction (a fine of $5,000 
and/or six months imprisonment). 

Reference: Subsections 86(2) and (3) of Part III of the Criminal Code 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not all firearms laws are included in this Handbook. If you have any doubts 
about the regulations, or if you need more information, contact the following: 

¶ The RCMP website: http://www.rcmp-grc.gc.ca/cfp-pcaf 

¶ CFP at 1-800-731-4000 

http://www.rcmp-grc.gc.ca/cfp-pcaf/index-eng.htm
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MODULE 1: INTRODUCTION TO FIREARMS 

1.1. The evolution of firearms 

1.1.0. Overview 

By all accounts and historical references, it is believed that the Chinese were the first to 
develop explosive powder. They used it in fireworks and rockets. It was also invented at 
about the same time by the English alchemist Roger Bacon (1214-1292). 

1.1.1. Cannon 

a. People in the Middle Ages quickly learned to use black powder to launch balls or 
projectiles from a cannon. They did this by igniting the powder behind the ball or 
projectile in a cannon (Figure 1). 

b. The burning powder in the cannon produced rapidly expanding gas which forced 
the ball or projectile out of the open end of the barrel. 

c. Today, black powder and substitutes are used in different types of firearms and 
for various purposes (e.g., hunting, target shooting).  

 
 

 

Figure 1. Cannon 
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1.1.2. Matchlocks 

One of the earliest carried firearms was the matchlock (Figure 2). It was invented in the 
early 1400s. The matchlock made it possible for the user to aim and fire while holding 
the firearm with both hands, but rain or wind could put out the match/wick. In addition, 
the presence of incandescent particles near the powder could cause an incident. 
 

 

Figure 2. Matchlock Mechanism 
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1.1.3. Wheel locks 

Two improved firing systems were developed in the 1600s. These were the wheel lock 
(Figure 3) and the flintlock (Figure 4). The wheel lock worked much like a modern 
cigarette lighter. The spring was wound up with a key. The wheel lock mechanisms 
were complex and expensive to make. Also, winding was slow and the spring often 
failed. 
 

 

Figure 3. Wheel Lock Mechanism 
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1.1.4. Flintlocks 

1. The flintlock (Figure 4) has an ignition mechanism similar to the wheel lock. It 
produced its spark by striking a flint against steel. Since it weighed less and was 
simpler and cheaper to make, it soon became more popular. 

2. For centuries, flintlocks were the standard firearms (Figure 5). During this time, 
many improvements were introduced. One such improvement of the flintlock over 
the matchlock and wheel lock was the development of a more reliable ignition 
system. 

 

 

Figure 4. Flintlock Mechanism 

 

 

Figure 5. Flintlock Rifle 
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1.1.5. Percussion caps 

The percussion cap (Figure 6) was developed in the early 1800s. It was a small metal 
case (cap) containing material that would explode when struck. 
 

 

Figure 6. Percussion Cap 
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1.1.6. Evolution of Firearms 

Table 2. Evolution of Firearms 

Type 
(introduced) 

Details ǅ Ignition System Disadvantages 

Matchlock  

(1400s) 

¶ first hand-held muzzleloader 

ǅ 

¶ used a serpentine mechanism to 
plunge burning wick into the flash 
pan 

¶ failed in wind and 
rain 

 

Wheel lock  

(1600s) 

 

¶ second hand-held muzzleloader 

ǅ 

¶ operates like a modern cigarette 
lighter 

 

¶ mechanisms are 
complex and 
expensive to 
make 

¶ winding is slow 
and springs often 
fail 

 

Flintlock  

(1600s) 

 

¶ same as wheel lock 

ǅ 

¶ produced a spark by striking a flint 
against steel 

ǅ 

¶ a more reliable ignition system 

¶ flints wear out or 
break 

¶ springs can fail 

 

Percussion cap 

(1800s) 

¶ first step of the evolution to first 
repeating firearms 

ǅ 

¶ a small metal case (cap) 
containing material that will 
explode when struck 

 

¶ cap separates 
from powder and 
bullet 
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1.1.7. Cartridges 

a. All early firearms were muzzleloaders. They loaded through the muzzle. But 
muzzleloaders were slow to reload. They were also limited to one shot per barrel. 

b. Attempts were made to develop firearms that loaded from the back. They were 
called breechloaders. However, these early attempts failed because the 
expanding gases from the burning powder charge leaked back through the 
breech parts. 

c. In the mid-1800s, various cartridge types were developed that made breech 
loading practical. Eventually, metal-cased cartridges similar to modern ones were 
created (Figure 7). 

d. These cartridges contained the bullet or shot, the main powder charge and the 
primer, in one package. Pulling the firearm trigger caused the firing pin to strike 
the primer. The flash from the primer ignited the powder charge. The burning 
charge caused the cartridge casing to expand. This sealed the breech to prevent 
gas leakage. The expanding gas launched the projectile down the barrel. 

e. Cartridges had at least four advantages: 

1. They were easily loaded into the breech. 

2. The expanding case prevented gas leakage. 

3. They were largely weatherproof. 

4. They were more reliable. 

f. Cartridges called shells were developed for use in shotguns. These too contain 
one or more projectiles, powder and primer in one container. In addition, a wad 
separates the powder from the projectiles. The cartridge casing may be made 
from metals or other materials such as paper or plastic. 

g. Metallic cartridges and shotgun shells were easy to manufacture. Loading 
firearms also became simpler. This made repeating firearms practical. 
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Figure 7. Examples of Modern Ammunition and Cartridge Head Stamps 

 

1.2. Firearms in Canada 

Since the 1500s, firearms have played a role in the history and development of 
Canada. They greatly expanded the range and effectiveness for hunting. People 
were willing to trade large quantities of furs for firearms and ammunition. Hunting 
provided a major source of food. It was often critical for survival, especially in poor 
crop years. 

Later, the need for hunting to provide food became less necessary for most people 
for survival. However, many people today still rely on hunting as an important part of 
their lives. 

Many have also turned to target shooting. Today, numerous shooting clubs and 
associations exist. Their members shoot various types of shotguns or rifles. A wide 
range of targets from clay to paper also exists. 

There are also many gun collectors. 
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1.3. Review questions 

1. List one of the advantages of modern cartridges. 

2. What was the role of firearms in the development of Canada? 

3. What is the role of the percussion cap in the firing sequence? 

4. What is the name of the similar mechanism used in both the flintlock and the 
wheel lock? 
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MODULE 2: MUZZLELOADERS 

2.1. Types of black powder 

Table 3. Types of Black Powder 

Fg Very coarse granules of powder. Used in larger bore muskets. 

FFg Finer granules than the Fg. Used in muzzleloading shotguns, big-

bore rifles and single-shot pistols of .45 calibre and up. 

FFFg Finer granules than the FFg and the most common type. Used in 
nearly all cap and ball revolvers. 

FFFFg The finest granules, also called priming powder. Used only in 
priming pans. Never use this type of powder as powder charge. 

 

 Because of advancements in technology, some firearms are 
manufactured to handle either smokeless, black powder or black powder 
substitutes. It is emphasized that all individuals follow the manufacturerôs 
instructions regarding powder types and safe loads. Please contact your local 
Black Powder Association for further information. 

2.2. Muzzleloading firearms 

2.2.0. Overview 

a. Muzzleloading muskets, rifles and shotguns are still in use today. However, most 
modern muzzleloaders are reproductions of older designs (Figure 8). 

b. This type of firearm is loaded through the muzzle. A measured amount of powder 
is poured through the muzzle into the barrel, followed by a patch and ball, bullet 
or shot. A hole located at the rear of the barrel just above the trigger allows a 
flash or spark to enter the barrel through the priming port and ignite the powder, 
firing the charge. 
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c. With flintlock muzzleloaders, the igniting spark is the result of the flint, held by the 
cock, hitting the frizzen. On percussion muzzleloaders, the flash is produced by 
the hammer striking a percussion cap. 

d. Muzzleloading firearms use black powder or black powder substitutes. Black 
powder is classified as an explosive and is easily ignited by heat, friction, static 
electricity or a sharp blow and must be handled with extreme care. It is strongly 
recommended that individuals interested in muzzleloading seek additional 
training from qualified specialists in the field. 

 

 

Figure 8. Muzzleloader 

 Older firearms should be inspected by a qualified gunsmith to be sure 
they can be fired safely. 
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2.2.1. Loading muzzleloaders 

a. Today, most firearms for black powder use are reproductions of muzzleloaders. 
Older firearms may not be safe to fire and should be checked by a gunsmith 
before use. 

b. If a muzzleloader is not primed to fire, it is safer to handle. To ensure that a 
muzzleloader is not primed to fire, do the following: 

1. Point the muzzle in the safest available direction and keep finger off the 
trigger and out of the trigger guard. 

2. Check that the hammer is not in full-cock position. 

3. Check for a percussion cap or see if the priming pan is primed. 

4. If the firearm is primed, remove cap or priming powder. 

c. In addition, it is difficult to tell if there is already a charge loaded into the barrel of 
a muzzleloader. Experienced shooters mark the firearm's ramrod at a level that 
shows the bore depth when the bore is empty (Figure 9). When the marked 
ramrod is inserted into the barrel, it shows whether or not the firearm is loaded. 

 For other models of muzzleloading firearms, check with the manufacturer 
for specific safety features and information regarding the loading and unloading 
process. 
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Figure 9. Correctly Marked Ramrod 

 In the case of muzzleloading firearms that have a safety catch, activate 
the safety catch before loading it. Prior to loading the firearm, use a cleaning rod 
with a fitted patch to check the gun bore and fire cap to ensure that nothing 
obstructs the chamber and gun bore. It is very important that the exact loading 
and unloading procedures are followed when handling muzzleloaders (Figures 10 
and 11). Before attempting it, get the assistance of a qualified individual and 
carefully follow the instructions in your ownerôs manual.  

CONSULT THE MANUFACTURERôS RECOMMENDATIONS. 
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Figure 10. Loading a Muzzleloader 
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Figure 11. Loading a Muzzleloader (contôd) 

 

 Always use the powder recommended for your muzzleloader. Never use 
smokeless powder in a muzzleloader. Never use black powder in a modern 
cartridge firearm not designed for it. Always use a volumetric measure to put 
powder into the muzzle; never pour directly from the main powder container. 
Under safe-storage regulations, black-powder firearms are considered loaded 
when powder and/or ball are in the barrel. 
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2.2.2 Cleaning a muzzleloader 

a. ACTS and PROVE. 

b. A black-powder firearm must be properly cleaned after every firing session. Black 
powder is very corrosive. It attracts moisture, which causes rust. Refer to the 
owner's manual. 

c. Cleaning black-powder firearms improperly can result in carbon build-up in the 
barrel, which may cause coking (carbon accumulation). This condition may 
cause a glowing ember to remain after firing, resulting in a dangerous situation if 
the firearm is reloaded. 

d. Use either commercial black powder cleaning solvent or hot, soapy water. 

e. You will also need a ramrod with a cleaning patch attached. Use a rod as close 
to the bore diameter as possible.  

f. Use wet patches to soften the dried powder. 

 

2.2.3. DOs and DONôTs of muzzleloading 

¶ Do have old muzzleloading firearms dismantled, examined and declared safe by 
a qualified gunsmith before using them. 

¶ Do handle the muzzleloader with the same respect due all firearms. 

¶ Do use ONLY black powder or black powder substitutes (e.g., Pyrodex) in your 
muzzleloader. 

¶ Do keep black powder far away from all cigarettes, matches/wicks or anything 
with an open flame, embers or anything that may cause sparks or heat. 

¶ Do always use a powder measure to pour powder directly into the muzzle. Never 
use the powder horn or flask. 

¶ Do carefully follow the manufacturer's recommendations for maximum powder 
charge. 

¶ Do mark your ramrod to indicate when the barrel is empty and when it is loaded. 

¶ Do wipe the bore clean of oil and excess grease before you load. 

¶ Do make sure the ball or bullet is seated firmly on the powder charge. 



STUDENT HANDBOOK ï 2014 

44 

¶ Do treat a misfire as a hangfire that could fire at any second. Wait at least 60 
seconds with the firearm pointed in a safe direction. 

¶ Do wear safety glasses and hearing protection during the firing sequence. 

¶ Do reseat your second charge after firing and reloading a single barrel on a 
multiple-barrel black-powder firearm. Recoil can move the charge forward. 

¶ Don't carry or handle a muzzleloading firearm with the hammer at full cock and 
primed unless you are ready to fire. 

¶ Don't lean over or stand in front of the muzzle at any time. 

¶ Don't load one barrel of a double-barrelled-muzzleloading shotgun unless the 
percussion cap on the nipple of the other barrel has been removed. 

¶ Don't store a muzzleloader with powder in it. 

Subject to provincial/territorial regulations, loaded muzzleloading firearms may be 
carried from one hunting ground to another if the firing cap or flint is removed. 

 

 Black powder is also used in some metallic cartridges for firearms 
specifically designed for their use. Care should be taken. Although they have the 
same name as a modern smokeless cartridge, they may not be interchangeable. 
Never interchange smokeless powder and black powder. Use them only in 
firearms intended for their use. 



MODULE 2 

45 

2.3. Review questions 

1. What type of powder is safe to use in muzzleloaders? 

2. Is it safe to pour powder into a muzzleloader directly from a powder horn? 

3. What component is used to check for a loaded chamber in a muzzleloader? 

4. What is the wait time for a ñhangfireò when using a muzzleloader? 

5. List two items of personal protective gear that must be worn when firing a 
muzzleloader. 

6. When do you cock the hammer during the loading and firing sequence of a 
muzzleloader? 

 



STUDENT HANDBOOK ï 2014 

46 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

MODULE 3: 

MAJOR FIREARMS PARTS 

 



MODULE 3 

47 

MODULE 3: MAJOR FIREARMS PARTS 

3.1. Major firearms parts 

3.1.0. Overview 

a. To use a firearm safely, you must know its parts and understand how they work. 
The following is a brief introduction to the parts of a firearm. Their functions are 
explained in more detail in MODULE 6: OPERATING FIREARMS ACTIONS. 

ACTS Assume every firearm is loaded. 

b. Modern firearms consist of three major parts: the barrel, the action and the stock 
(Figures 12 and 13). 



STUDENT HANDBOOK ï 2014 

48 

 

Figure 12. Bolt-action Rifle 

 

Figure 13. Pump-action Shotgun 

3.1.1. Barrel 

a. The barrel is a tube, typically made of metal. The bullet or shot travels down this 
tube when the firearm is fired. 

b. Often, manufacturers identify cartridge information that is required for that firearm 
on the barrelðthis is called the data stamp. 

c. The opening at the end of the barrel from which the bullet or shot emerges is 
called the muzzle. 

 

ACTS Control the muzzle direction at all times. 
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3.1.2. Action 

The action contains the parts that do the following: 

¶ chamber the cartridge; 

¶ fire the ammunition; and 

¶ eject the unfired cartridges and fired cartridge/shell casings. 

3.1.3 Trigger 

a. Triggers, safeties and magazines are all parts of the action. 

b. The trigger releases the hammer or firing pin that fires the cartridge. The trigger 
guard is a rigid loop around the trigger made to protect it and prevent anything 
from unintentionally touching the trigger. 

ACTS Trigger finger must be kept off the trigger and 

out of the trigger guard. 

  

3.1.4. Safeties 

a. Safeties usually block some part of the action to prevent firing. Some firearms do 
not have safeties. 

b. The safety should be ON / SAFETY POSITION whenever a firearm is loaded. It 
should only be moved to OFF / FIRING POSITION when required. 

c. Some safeties may also act as decocking levers. 

 Never rely on the safety to prevent firing. A loaded firearm with the safety 
ON could still fire. All mechanical devices can failðsafeties can wear down and 
may not operate properly. 

3.1.5. Magazine 

a. The magazine is a device that holds cartridges in repeating firearms. The 
location of the magazine depends on the make and model of the firearm. 

b. The magazine can be either fixed or removed. 
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3.1.6. Stock 

a. The stock is the handle of the firearm. Most are made of wood or a synthetic 
material. 

b. Stocks are designed to automatically align your finger with the trigger when you 
pick up the firearm. You must be ever cautious not to put your finger into the 
trigger guard or on the trigger of a firearm that you are picking up. 

 

ACTS See that the firearm is unloaded ï PROVE it safe. 

3.1.7. PROVE it safe 

Table 4. PROVE it safe 

 

Point the firearm in the safest available direction. 

 

Remove all ammunition. 

 

Observe the chamber. 

 

Verify the feeding path. 

 

Examine the bore for obstructions. 

 
The firearm is now unloaded and safe until it leaves the direct control of the 
person who unloaded and PROVEd it safe. 
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3.2. The firing sequence 

Almost all modern firearms follow the same firing sequence (Figure 14): 

1. A squeeze on the trigger releases the firing mechanism. This results in the firing 
pin striking the primer of the cartridge. 

2. When struck by the firing pin, the primer explodes. This projects a flame into the 
cartridge body. 

3. The flame from the primer ignites the powder. The powder burns and produces 
rapidly expanding gases. 

4. The high-pressure gas drives the bullet or shot forward down the barrel. 

 

 

Figure 14. Firing Sequence 



STUDENT HANDBOOK ï 2014 

52 

3.3. Action types 

a. Firearms vary in design, depending on their purpose. Some are made for target 
shooting. Others are used for hunting birds or small game. Still others are for 
hunting big game. 

b. The two common types of non-restricted firearms (long guns) are as follows: 

¶ shotguns; and 

¶ rifles. 

c. The basic types of modern actions (Figure 15) used in these firearms are as 
follows:  

¶ muzzleloader (percussion cap and flint) action; 

¶ hinge (or break) action; 

¶ bolt action; 

¶ lever action; 

¶ pump action; and 

¶ semi-automatic action. 

d. Some firearms have several barrels. Typically, these are shotguns or 
combination shotguns/rifles. 
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Figure 15. Action Types 
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3.4. Classification of firearms 

a. The classification of firearms is as follows: 

¶ Non-restricted; 

¶ Restricted; and 

¶ Prohibited. 

b. Legal requirements for a particular firearm depend on the class to which it 
belongs. Prohibited firearms are subject to the most stringent controls, restricted 
firearms are controlled to a lesser extent and non-restricted firearms are the least 
regulated of the three classes. 

c. Many air guns, due to their high power, are included in the provisions of the 
Firearms Act and its Regulations. For this reason, all air guns must be treated as 
firearms with respect to safe practices, such as the Vital Four ACTS of Firearm 
Safety. Some models are considered firearms and must be registered like 
regular firearms. 

 The Vital Four ACTS of Firearm Safety and PROVE apply to all classes of 
firearms. 

 

3.5. Legal responsibilities 

 Various laws, regulations and restrictions govern your activities as an 
owner/user of a firearm. They set minimum standards of conduct, and you have 
both a legal and a social responsibility to understand and obey them. 
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3.6. Review questions 

1. List three major parts of a non-restricted firearm. 

2. Give the meanings of ñsafety onò and ñsafety off.ò 

3. Explain the firing sequence of a firearm. 

4. List the two common types of non-restricted firearms. 

5. Identify the six basic types of non-restricted firearms actions. 

6. List the three classes of firearms. 

7. All air, spring or gas firearms must be treated like firearms and must apply 
ACTS/PROVE. True or false? 
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MODULE 4: BASIC FIREARM SAFETY 

4.1. Overview 

Almost all firearm incidents can be prevented by following some basic safety rules. The 
most important of these are the Vital Four ACTS of Firearm Safety (Table 5) and 
PROVE it safe (Table 6). You may want to think of these rules as acts you must carry 
out. 
 

 

Assume every firearm is loaded. 

¶ Regard any firearm as a potential danger. 

 

Control the muzzle direction at all times. 

¶ Identify the safest available muzzle direction. 

¶ Keep the firearm pointed in the safest available direction. 

¶ The muzzle of a firearm should not be pointed towards 
yourself or any other person. 

 

Trigger finger must be kept off the trigger and out of the 
trigger guard. 

¶ Do NOT put your finger on the trigger or inside the trigger 
guard when you pick up a firearm. 

 

See that the firearm is unloadedðPROVE it safe. 

¶ Do not handle the firearm unless you can properly PROVE 
it safe. 

¶ Check to see that both chamber and magazine are empty. 
Do this every time you handle a firearm, for any reason. 

¶ Pass or accept only open and unloaded firearms. It is an 
essential rule to adopt. 

Figure 16. The Vital Four ACTS 
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Point the firearm in the safest available direction. 

 

Remove all ammunition. 

 

Observe the chamber. 

 

Verify the feeding path. 

 

Examine the bore for obstructions. 

Figure 17. PROVE it safe 

The firearm is now unloaded and safe until it leaves the direct control of the 
person who unloaded and PROVEd it safe. 
 

4.2. Basic firearm safety practices 

4.2.0. Overview 

While many safety practices have been incorporated into the Firearms Act and its 
Regulations, experienced firearm users often exceed those requirements by following 
some or all of the recommended safety practices listed in the following sections. These 
safety practices are summarized in Table 8 in Module 10.5. (For specific requirements 
on storage and transport, see MODULE 11: SAFE STORAGE, DISPLAY, 
TRANSPORTATION AND HANDLING OF NON-RESTRICTED FIREARMS.) 
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4.2.1. Firearms and ammunition safety practices 

Some of the safety practices are listed below: 

¶ All firearms and ammunition under your control are your responsibility 24 hours a 
day. 

¶ Firearms are safer when stored and transported under lock and key. Examples 
include trigger or cable locks, and securely locked containers. 

¶ In many cases, you are required by law to have your firearm unloaded and properly 
locked. Be aware of what the law says about which firearms need to be locked and 
when. 

¶ Keep firearms and ammunition out of sight during transport and storage. This will 
reduce the chances of theft. It will also prevent unqualified or unauthorized persons 
from using them. 

¶ Ammunition and firearms must be kept away from unsupervised children. Unlawful 
storage of firearms is a criminal offence that can lead to tragedy and serious 
consequences for the person found to be responsible. 

¶ Store firearms unloaded. Lock the firearm and the ammunition separately when 
storing them or lock them in a secure container, receptacle or room that cannot be 
easily broken into. 

4.2.2. Load a firearm only for actual use 

Some of the safety practices are listed below: 

¶ A firearm should be loaded only when you intend to use it and where it can be safely 
and legally discharged. At all other times, it should be unloaded. 

¶ At the firing range, load a firearm only when you have reached the shooting area 
and you are ready to shoot. Completely unload the firearm before you leave the 
shooting area. 

¶ Always make sure a firearm is unloaded before you pass it to anyone or anytime it 
leaves your hands. Whenever possible, leave the action open. 

¶ Never accept a loaded firearm from anyone. 

¶ Never run with a loaded firearm. Never climb or cross an obstacle with a loaded 
firearm. Never jump a ditch with a loaded firearm. 

¶ Never toss or drop a firearm across a ditch or fence. 

¶ Do not lean loaded firearms against a vehicle, tree or wall. They could fall over and 
discharge. 
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¶ Transport only unloaded firearms by vehicle or boat. Many incidents occur as 
firearms are being stored or removed from a vehicle. The motion of the vehicle or 
boat can make you stumble or drop the firearm. Either way, it can fire unintentionally 
if it is loaded. 

¶ Always unload a firearm before transport or storage. This prevents unintentional 
discharge if the firearm is bumped during transport. It also reduces the chances of 
unexpected firing by an unqualified user. 

4.2.3. Be sure before you shoot 

Some of the safety practices are listed below: 

 Always use your firearm in the safest manner possible. Be sure of your 
target and beyond before you shoot. 

¶ Always examine the bore for obstructions before loading. 

¶ Always check that you are using the right ammunition. Use only the 
ammunition for which the firearm was designed. Carry only the type of 
ammunition you intend to shoot. 

¶ Never rely on the firearm's safety. Safeties wear down and may not work 
properly. A loaded firearm may fire even with the safety on. All mechanical 
devices can fail. 

4.2.4. Be sure of your target and beyond 

a. To be sure of your target and beyond, follow the recommendations below: 

¶ Positively identify your target. Make sure it is exactly what you want to shoot. 

¶ Do not shoot when in doubt. Never fire at a movement, a colour, a sound or a 
shape. 

¶ Check that you have a clear field of fire. 

¶ Check that the area behind your target is safe before shooting. 

¶ Never use a scope as a substitute for binoculars to identify persons, animals 
or objects. 

b. Always be aware of where your bullet or shot may end up. This is your 
responsibility. A bullet or shot may ricochet. It may also travel far beyond the 
target. If you are unsure, check the following recommendations: 
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¶ Never shoot if your bullet may hit a hard surface or water. Both can cause a 
bullet or fragments to ricochet in unsafe directions. 

¶ Never shoot at a target near a building. 

¶ Never shoot at a target on top of a hill. 

¶ Only shoot when you are sure no one is ahead of you. 

4.3. Secure locking devices 

a. Secure locking devices (Figure 18) prevent a firearm from being fired. To work 
effectively, they must be installed properly. Please note that not all secure locking 
devices are compatible with each firearm. 

b. In some cases, they are required by law (MODULE 11: SAFE STORAGE, 
DISPLAY, TRANSPORTATION AND HANDLING OF NON-RESTRICTED 
FIREARMS). Several devices are available for this purpose. The most common 
are key and combination trigger locks, and chain or cable locks. All of these locks 
block operation. Check with a firearms dealer for a locking device best suited for 
your specific firearm. 

 

 

Figure 18. Various Firearm Locking Devices 
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4.4. Review questions 

1. Describe four situations that constitute a dangerous background when shooting. 

2. Should you use a scope to glass the terrain, locate and identify your target? 

3. Can the safety mechanism on your firearm be relied upon? 

4. Is it safe to accept a loaded firearm from a friend? 

5. Is it best practice for three friends with different calibre rifles to transport their 
ammunition on the dash of a pickup truck? 
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MODULE 5: AMMUNITION 

5.0. Overview 

This module discusses rifle cartridges and shotgun shells. This will help you choose the 
right ammunition. You should only carry ammunition that suits the firearm that you are 
using and the target that you intend to shoot. This applies whether you are hunting or 
target shooting. 
 
For more detailed information, consult a firearms vendor or a gunsmith. 

5.1. Rifling 

a. Rifled barrels have a series of spiral grooves inside the barrel. The ridges of 
metal between the grooves are called lands. The lands and grooves together 
make up the rifling (Figure 19).  

b. Rifling makes the bullet spin as it leaves the barrel so that it will be stable in 
flight, thus making the bullet more accurate. 

 

5.2. Calibre 

a. Rifled firearms are sized by calibre. A calibre is a measurement of bore diameter 
in either thousands of an inch (Imperial) or in millimetres (Metric). Inch 
dimensions are usually measured from land to land, while metric dimensions are 
measured from groove to groove. 

 Always consult the data stamp on the barrel of your firearm to find out 
the exact name of the ammunition that fits it. 
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Figure 19. Rifled Bore and Smooth Bore 
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5.3. Cartridges 

5.3.0. Overview 

a. A cartridge is the ammunition used in a rifle or a handgun. Two kinds of 
cartridges commonly available are: rim-fire and centre-fire. These terms describe 
where the primer is located at the base of the cartridge casing. They also 
describe where the firing pin strikes (Figure 18). 

 

Figure 20. Examples of a Rim-fire and a Centre-fire Cartridge with Head 
Stamp 

b. Manufacturers produce firearms of many calibres. Always make sure the 
cartridge name on the ñhead stampò matches the information on the data 
stamp, if available, on the barrel of the firearm (Figure 20). This is the most 
important point to remember when selecting ammunition. Then, choose the right 
type of ammunition for your firearm and target. The right shape or weight of the 
bullet is an example. If in doubt, consult a firearms or ammunition vendor. 

c. If there is no data stamp, take the firearm to a qualified individual. They can 
measure the chamber and advise on proper ammunition. 
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Figure 21. Rim-fire Cartridge 

 

Figure 22. Centre-fire Cartridge 
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Figure 23. Example of a Barrel Data Stamp 

 Use caution when purchasing used firearms. Some firearms may not 
have a data stamp, or they may have an incorrect stamp. Some firearms may have 
been altered and the existing data stamp may be incorrect. They should be 
checked by a qualified individual before use. 

If you are reloading your own ammunition, you must strictly follow the 
instructions and procedures outlined in the manuals provided for this process. 
Visually inspect all cartridge components for defects before loading. 

d. Many firearm owners load their own centre-fire ammunition. This allows them to 
save money and create a high-quality product made specifically for their firearm 
and shooting conditions. If you load your own ammunition, you must rigorously 
follow the instructions and procedures indicated in the relating manuals. 

e. Incorrectly loaded ammunition may cause the firearm to malfunction or jam. 
Malfunctions could lead to an incident. The firearm could explode and injure the 
shooter. Do not accept or use reloaded cartridges unless you know that they 
were made and reloaded correctly. 
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5.3.1. Cartridge components and materials 

Ammunition varies in size, appearance and materials. Ammunition cartridges for rifles 
are made up of the four basic components described below (Figure 24).  
 

Table 5. Cartridge Components and Materials 

 

 
 

Figure 24. Centre-fire 
Bullet, Powder Charge, 
Case and Primer 

1. The bullet is the projectile at the front end of the 
cartridge. It is propelled from the firearm when the powder 
burns. Usually, the bullet is made of lead, lead alloy or 
other dense material. It may also be covered by a jacket 
of a harder metal. When the nose of the bullet is covered 
in this manner, it may be referred to as a full-metal jacket, 
hard point or ball ammunition. If the lead is exposed at the 
front of the bullet, it is referred to as a jacketed soft point. 
Copper, gilding metal or steel are commonly used as 
jacket material. 

¶ Bullets come in a variety of sizes, shapes and weights 
(Figure 25). You must select the right combination for 
the target or the area where you plan to shoot. 

¶ Bullets for hunting often have a soft or hollow point. 
They are designed to expand on impact. This uses up 
most of the energy on the target. 

¶ Target bullets are often made from lead alloy. 

2. The powder charge is a chemical compound inside the 
case. It is ignited to propel the bullet through the barrel. 

3. The case holds all the other ammunition parts. It is 
usually made of brass. It could also be made of steel, 
copper, aluminum, or plastic in the case of shotgun shells. 

4. The primer works in much the same way as a cap in a 
toy pistol. It contains a chemical mixture that explodes 
when the firing pin strikes it. This explosion ignites the 
powder charge. 
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Figure 25. Comparison of Rifle Bullets 
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5.3.2. Types of cartridges 

There are two basic types of modern cartridges: rim-fire and centre-fire. 

a. Rim-fire ammunition's priming chemical fills the space inside the bottom rim of a 
thin brass or copper cartridge casing. The soft rim dents when struck by the firing 
pin. This crushes the priming compound. It explodes, and this ignites the powder 
(Figure 21). 

¶ Popular modern rim-fire cartridges are .22 calibre or .17HMR. The most 
common is the .22 cartridge. It is available in BB, short and long rifle; 
however, it is not interchangeable with the .22 magnum cartridge. Be sure to 
use the correct ammunition for your specific firearm. 

¶ Rim-fire cartridge bullets generally are made of lead. They are lubricated with 
grease or special waxes that reduce the build-up of lead in the rifle barrel. In 
some cases they can be encapsulated in copper thatôs a full-metal jacket (i.e., 
.17HMR). 

 Dry firing any firearm can damage the firearm. Dry firing means to initiate 
the firing sequence without a cartridge in the chamber.  

 

b. Centre-fire ammunition (Figure 22) is used for higher power firearms. The primer 
is located at the centre of the base of the cartridge case. The firing pin strikes the 
primer. This explodes the priming compound. This in turn ignites the powder 
charge. 



STUDENT HANDBOOK ï 2014 

72 

5.3.3. Cartridge names 

a. There are various ways of identifying or ñnamingò cartridges. Some cartridges 
have several names. The cartridge name, or an abbreviation of it, is stamped on 
the head of the case. It is also found printed on the ammunition manufacturerôs 
box (Figure 26).  

b. Historically, cartridge names contained their approximate calibres. Calibre refers 
to the diameter of the bore. Calibre may be measured in thousands of an inch or 
in metric. 

c. Currently, modern firearms include the length of the cartridge casing in the 
description of the cartridge to identify the name of the ammunition that the 
firearm is designed to use. This is done to tell the difference between cartridges 
having the same calibre but different cartridge casings. For example, cartridges 
with different names are not interchangeable (.303 Savage and .303 British, 
7-mm Mauser and 7-mm Remington Magnum, .300 Savage and .300 Win 
Mag). 

d. A manufacturer may choose to make a firearm or ammunition in a cartridge 
originally made by another manufacturer, and as a result, confusion can occur. 
For example, you can use a Remington rifle to fire a .300 Winchester Magnum 
cartridge made by the Federal Cartridge Company. 

e. The head stamp includes very valuable information, such as the cartridge name. 
It may also tell you the following: 

¶ the calibre 

¶ the manufacturer; and 

¶ Whether the ammunition is regular or magnum and any other relevant details. 

f. Always read the cartridge name. It is the only way to be sure that the cartridge 
matches the firearm. If in doubt, check with a gunsmith or gun shop. 

g. The term magnum comes from the description of a large bottle of wine. It was 
first applied to large bottleneck cartridges that produced greater power than was 
the normal standard for that calibre. Today, it is more a marketing term than a 
technical term, but is an important part of the name. 
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 Some ammunition may not have a cartridge name head stamp, such as 
rim-fire cartridges. Also, some privately reloaded ammunition may no longer 
match the original stamp. Whenever possible, refer to the information on the 
ammunition box. If in doubt, have any such ammunition checked by a qualified 
individual before you use it. 

 

Figure 26. Data Stamp on Rifle Barrel 
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Figure 27. Cut-away of Ammunition Being Chambered in a Barrel 

 

5.4. Shotgun barrels 

a. The use of smooth slugs, rifled slugs, and slugs contained in a sabot or plastic 
sleeve, is becoming more common in modern shotguns (Figure 28). This allows 
shotguns to fire single projectiles (bullets). 

b. Some shotguns were manufactured with adjustable chokes. Modern shotguns 
are made with interchangeable choke tubes. On these models, the choke can be 
changed simply by unscrewing a removable tube at the muzzle of the barrel and 
replacing it with another tube with a different choke. 

c. A shotgun with interchangeable chokes or barrels can be used for skeet or clay 
target shooting, migratory waterfowl, upland game birds and large game hunting, 
depending on the ammunition used and the regulations in the area.  

d. The rifled barrel is becoming popular. The rifled barrel provides the options of 
using a smooth slug, a rifled slug or a sabot slug. The rifled barrel is designed to 
make the projectiles spin as they leave the muzzle. This makes them more like a 
normal rifle bullet, increasing accuracy and useful distance. 

e. Rifled shotgun barrels are identical to a normal rifle barrel except that they have 
the bore diameter of the gauge of the shotgun. This has resulted in better 
accuracy and new uses for shotguns. 
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Figure 28. Types of Shotgun Slugs 

 

5.5. Shotgun gauge 

Shotgun barrels are sized by gauge instead of calibre. Gauge is an older system of 
measurement and is calculated by the number of lead balls (each having the same 
diameter as the bore) that weigh one pound. In other words, if it took 12 balls with the 
same diameter as a bore to make one pound, a shotgun with that bore would be called 
a 12-gauge shotgun. One exception to this rule is the .410-cal. shotgun. It is measured 
as a calibre because it was developed later (Figure 29). 
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Figure 29. Shotgun Gauges 

NOTES: 12 lead balls = 1 lb = 12 gauge 
.410 is an imperial measure because of its American manufacture.  
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5.6. Choke 

a. Except in the case of a rifled barrel, the bore of a shotgun barrel is usually 
smooth and may be narrowed at the muzzle end. This narrowing is called the 
choke. 

b. The choke of a shotgun barrel helps control the spread of the shot after it is fired. 
This is very much like the way the nozzle of a garden hose controls the spray of 
water. 

c. The pattern of the pellets on the target is affected by the choke: 

¶ Full choke produces a tight pattern; 

¶ Modified choke produces a more open pattern; 

¶ Improved cylinder produces a more open pattern; and 

¶ Cylinder bore produces the most open pattern. 

d. A shotgun barrel which has no choke or narrowing at the end of the barrel is 
called a cylinder bore. It is often used for larger pellet sizes such as buckshot or 
slugs. 

e. Most modern manufactured shotguns feature a screw-in choke that can be 
changed depending on the use of the shotgun. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

See Figure 30 for the uses of the various chokes and their shot 

patterns. The pattern will depend on the different type of shot used, for 

example: lead, steel, bismuth or tungsten-iron among others. It is the 

shooterôs responsibility to learn about the shotgun pattern and to 

determine the pattern for their particular shotgun and ammunition. 
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Figure 30. Cross-section View (Chokes and Patterns) 
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Table 6. Cartridge and Shell Comparison 
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5.7. Shotgun shells 

5.7.0. Overview 

a. Shotgun ammunition is centre-fire. The casing or hull has a thick, solid base. The 
primer is located in a separate cup in the centre bottom of the casing (Figure 31). 

b. The firing pin strikes the primer. This explodes the priming compound and ignites 
the powder. The shot charge is usually a number of pellets. It can also be a 
single slug. 

5.7.1. Shotgun shell components and materials 

a. Shotgun shell components are similar to those of rifle cartridges. However, there 
are five components, not four (Figure 32). The five shotgun components are 
described below. 

1. Shot is the name for the charge of pellets fired from a shotgun. Shot may be 
either lead, steel, bismuth or tungsten-iron pellets. Historically, shot was 
primarily made of lead. However, because of environmental concerns, use of 
other materials is increasing: 

¶ The use of steel in some shotgun barrels may cause damage to the 
firearms. For further information, please check the manufacturerôs manual 
or contact a gunsmith. 

¶ The size and number of pellets vary. They depend on the type and range 
of the target. Smaller pellets are usually used for smaller or closer targets 
(see the Figure in Table 7). 

¶ Sometimes a single large projectile known as a ñslugò is fired from a 
shotgun. This is for hunting larger game. 

2. Shotgun shells also contain one or more wads. The wad is made of paper, 
fibre or plastic. It separates the powder charge from the shot or slug. This 
prevents hot gas from damaging the shot and seals the gases behind the 
charge. It also separates the shot from the inside of the barrel. 

3. The powder charge is a chemical compound in the body of the hull. It is 
ignited to propel the shot through the barrel. 

4. The hull contains all the other ammunition components. The hull is commonly 
made of a combination of brass, plastic or paper. 

5. The primer contains a chemical mixture that explodes when the firing pin 
strikes it. This ignites the powder charge. 
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Figure 31. Shotgun Shell Components 
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Figure 32. Shotgun Shells 
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Table 7. Lead Shot Sizes 
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5.7.2. Shotgun shell types 

1. Various types of shells exist. They vary in length, gauge, size and type of pellet 
(shot)ðTable 7. To choose the right ammunition for your firearm and target, 
follow the manufacturerôs recommendations. For example, shotgun shells in 12 
gauge commonly come in several lengths as follows: 

¶ 70 mm (2¾ inches); 

¶ 76 mm (3 inches); and 

¶ 89 mm (3½ inches). 

NOTE: These dimensions refer to the lengths of the shells after firing (Figure 
33). 

 

Figure 33. Shotgun Shells and Fired Hulls 

 It should be noted that some European shotguns are manufactured in 2- 
and 2½ inch chamber size. Firing a 2¾-inch shell in these firearms is dangerous. 
Other lengths are possible in gauge other than 12 gauge. If in doubt, check with a 
gunsmith. Actual shell length may vary slightly from these sizes. Shell 
manufacturers round off the sizes shown on the boxes. 
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Figure 34. Shell in Chamber 
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a. The following information is stamped on the barrel or action (Figure 35) of many 
modern shotguns: 

¶ gauge; 

¶ maximum shell/chamber length; and 

¶ type of choke. 

b. The gauge of a shotgun shell is printed on the base of the shell. The gauge and 
the shell length are also on the ammunition manufacturerôs box. This information 
must be matched to the data stamp on the shotgun barrel prior to loading the 
firearm. If in doubt, check with a gunsmith or a gun shop. 
 

c. If there is no data stamp, take the firearm to a gunsmith. The gunsmith can 
measure the firearm and give advice on proper ammunition. 

d. Chamber dimensions are given for a fired shell. Use the information on the box. If 
you measured an unfired shell, you might think a 3-inch shell is only 2¾ inches 
and have an incident. 

 Do not attempt to use longer ammunition than indicated on the barrel 
data stamp. If you do, the barrel might burst (Figure 36). 
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Figure 35. Data Stamp on Shotgun Shell 

 Serious injuries may occur when hunters or shooters load the wrong 
ammunition into their firearms. An easy mistake to make is loading and 
chambering a 20-gauge shotgun shell into a 12-gauge shotgun. The small 
shell will slide through the chamber and stick in the forcing cone. Users may 
then insert a 12-gauge shell behind the 20-gauge shell. When fired, the barrel 
may burst (Figure 36). Burst barrels scatter metal. People have been seriously 
injured or killed by this error. 
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Figure 36. Exploded Chamber 

 For hunting, various provincial rules about shot and bullet size and 
materials exist. Your course instructor can provide more precise 
information. You can also check with your local hunting authority for exact 
regulations. 
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5.8. Ballistics 

a. Ballistics is the study of projectiles in flight. 

b. Modern firearms can shoot a long distance. For this reason, every shooter should 
understand ballistics. Shotguns can fire shot more than the length of a football 
field. Some rifles can fire bullets further than five kilometres. 

c. A general knowledge of ballistics is important because different ammunition has 
different penetrating effects. A projectile may not stop where you want it to. 

d. Ballistics tables for ammunition supply the information to calculate the flight path 
and performance of cartridges. 

e. You want to hunt or shoot safely. Therefore, you need to know how far your 
projectile will travel. That means that you need to know the dangerous range 
(Figures 37 and 38). 

 Be sure of your target and beyond. If there is any reason your shot may 
be unsafe, do not fire. 
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Figure 37. Dangerous Range of Rifle Ammunition 

 

 

Figure 38. Dangerous Range of Shotgun Ammunition 
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5.9. Trajectory 

a. The trajectory is the path a discharged shot or bullet takes during flight (Figure 
39). Several factors affect this path; examples include, but are not limited to, the 
following: 

¶ Gravity pulls the bullet down toward the ground as it is travelling forward. This 
results in a downward curved path. 

¶ Air resistance holds back the passage of the bullet. This slows its flight. 

¶ Velocity is the speed at which a bullet travels, in a given direction. 

¶ Mass is the weight of the bullet. 

b. The firearm muzzle must be raised from the horizontal position to make up for 
gravity. The trajectory of a projectile is slightly curved. It crosses the line of sight 
twice on the way to the target. 

 

Figure 39. Trajectory of a Bullet 

 Responsible shooters will follow the recommendations below: 

¶ Only fire at targets within the effective range. 

¶ Consider how far the shot or bullet may travel beyond the target. 

¶ You are responsible for where the bullet stops. 
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5.10. Hazards 

The selection of the correct ammunition for the firearm is critical to safe operation. 
Modern commercial ammunition is normally very reliable but there are several ways the 
cartridge may not fire. 
 

¶ A misfire is a cartridge that does not fire. Misfired cartridges should not be reused in 
the firearm and must be disposed of properly. Muzzleloading firearms may also 
misfire. 

¶ A hangfire is a delayed fire in which the firing pin strikes the primer but it does not 
create enough flame to ignite the powder instantly. If the muzzle is not pointed in a 
safe direction when the cartridge eventually fires, it may result in an injury. If the 
cartridge is removed from the chamber and then discharges, the explosive rupture of 
the case may also cause injury. Muzzleloading firearms may also have a hangfire. 

¶ A primer pop (squib load) happens when the cartridge does not contain any 
gunpowder. The firearms will discharge the primer without the usual noise or recoil. 
This may have enough force to push the bullet out of the case, but the bullet may 
lodge in the barrel. If another bullet is fired, the barrel may rupture and possibly 
cause injury. 

 

 If the trigger is pulled and there is no noticeable discharge, wait 60 
seconds while pointing the muzzle in a safe direction. If there is no hangfire 
within 60 seconds, open the action pointing away from yourself and unload the 
firearm. PROVE the firearm safe to ensure there is no blockage lodged in the 
barrel. 
  

5.11. Firearm malfunctions 

 Generally, when using commercially made ammunition and a properly 
maintained firearm, malfunctions will not occur. Firearms jammed with a cartridge 
or shell in the chamber(s) can be a hazard and must be carefully cleared of the 
jam. This hazard, if not dealt with properly, may result in a serious injury. Consult 
a qualified person or gunsmith for information on how to perform this function in 
the safest possible manner.  
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5.12. Ammunition precautions and legislation 

Explosives information is issued by Natural Resources Canada. It indicates that you 
may keep reasonable quantities of sporting ammunition on your property. ñReasonableò 
means quantities typically required for a rifle or shotgun, or for part of a collection. This 
ammunition must be for your private use, not resale. Contact Natural Resources 
Canada for details. You must take every necessary precaution against incidents by 
adhering to the instructions below: 

¶ Ammunition must be stored out of childrenôs reach. It must be kept away from 
flammables. 

¶ Ammunition for a non-restricted firearm may only be stored in a place where it is not 
within easy access to the firearm, unless the ammunition is stored, together with or 
separately from the firearm, in a securely locked container or receptacle that cannot 
be easily broken open or into. 

¶ Ammunition for a non-restricted firearm must not be displayed with the firearm or be 
within easy access to the firearm from which it can be discharged. 

¶ All ammunition should be stored in a cool, dry place, preferably in a vented 
container. This will reduce the chance of corrosion or breakdown of the ammunition 
components that could cause the firearm to jam or misfire. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Keep in mind that storing ammunition in an unvented container may 
create an explosive hazard during a fire. 

See below for a summary of 
ñAmmunition Safety Points to 

Rememberò. 
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Ammunition Safety Points to Remember 

¶ Carry ammunition only for the firearm you are using. 

¶ Never experiment with unfamiliar ammunition. 

¶ Using modern ammunition in old firearms may be hazardous. 

¶ When a misfire occurs, slowly count to 60 while pointing the muzzle in 
a safe direction. Remove the cartridge following safe procedures. 
Then, carefully inspect the bore for obstructions. 

¶ Never use old or corroded ammunition or reloading components. 

¶ Never use cartridges if you are uncertain about their safe use. 

¶ Never interchange smokeless powder and black powder. Use them 
only in firearms intended for their use. 

¶ Store all ammunition so that unauthorized persons do not have access 
to it. 

¶ Ammunition should never be displayed with a firearm. 

¶ Ammunition is most safely carried in its original container. 

¶ When hand loading your own ammunition, be certain to strictly follow 
the procedures in the manuals about reloading ammunition. Treat 
primers with extra cautionðthey are explosive devices. 
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5.13. Review questions 

1. Under what circumstances can you store ammunition with a firearm? 

2. Name the malfunction whereby, after the trigger is pulled, there is a several-
second delay before firing. 

3. What is the preferred temperature and humidity for ammunition storage? 

4. Describe four factors which affect trajectory. 

5. What safety precaution should be taken with a firearm that does not have a data 
stamp? 

6. Is it legal to display a firearm and its ammunition together? 
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MODULE 6: 

OPERATING FIREARMS ACTIONS 
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MODULE 6: OPERATING FIREARMS 
ACTIONS 

6.0. Overview 

a. To understand the safe use of firearms, you must become familiar with action 
types, how they work, and how to safely load and unload them. 

b. This module first defines the different types of firearms, various safeties and 
action releases and shows how to do the following: 

¶ identify each type of action; 

¶ locate safeties (some actions will not open unless the safety is OFF); 

¶ pick up a gunðACTS and PROVE it safe; and 

¶ safely load each type of action, with the safety ON, whenever possible. 

 Always wear safety glasses and hearing protection when loading and 
discharging firearms. 
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The Vital Four ACTS of Firearm Safety 

 
Assume every firearm is loaded. 

¶ Regard any firearm as a potential danger. 

 
Control the muzzle direction at all times. 

¶ Identify the safest available muzzle direction. 

¶ Keep the firearm pointed in the safest available direction. 

¶ The muzzle of a firearm should not be pointed towards 
yourself or any other person. 

 
Trigger finger must be kept off the trigger and out of the 

trigger guard. 

¶ Do NOT put your finger on the trigger or inside the trigger 
guard when you pick up a firearm. 

 
See that the firearm is unloadedðPROVE it safe. 

¶ Do not handle the firearm unless you can properly PROVE it 
safe. 

¶ Check to see that both chamber and magazine are empty. 
Do this every time you handle a firearm, for any reason. 

¶ Pass or accept only open and unloaded firearms. It is an 
essential rule to adopt. 
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PROVE it safe 

PROVE is an acronym, or memory aid, that stands for the five steps required to ensure 

that a firearm is unloaded and safe. The five steps are: Point, Remove, Observe, Verify 

and Examine. These procedures must be followed to safely unload any firearm. 

 

1. Point the firearm in the safest available direction. 

2. Remove all ammunition.  

3. Observe the chamber(s). 

4. Verify the feeding path. 

5. Examine the bore(s). 

 

 The firearm is now unloaded and safe until it leaves the direct control of 
the person who unloaded and PROVEd it safe. Direct control is defined as having 
the firearm within eyesight and/or armôs reach of the shooter. 
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6.1. Action types 

Firearms are generally classified by their type of action. There are six basic types 
(Figure 40). 

¶ A muzzleloader is loaded through the muzzle with black powder or black powder 
substitutes. Ignition is created by the flash produced by the hammer striking a 
percussion cap. 

¶ A hinge (or break) action opens near the breech and is usually single- or double- 
barreled. 

¶ A bolt action is similar to a door bolt and can be single or multiple shot. 

¶ A lever action has a metal handle that opens the action. It can be single or multiple 
shot. 

¶ A pump action works by pumping the fore-end of the stock back and forth and is 
normally multiple shots. 

¶ A semi-automatic action extracts and ejects empty casings and inserts another 
cartridge in the chamber automatically, each time you pull the trigger. 
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Figure 40. Types of Modern Non-restricted Firearms Actions 
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6.2. Safeties 

6.2.0. Overview 

a. A mechanical device known as a safety is included on most firearms to reduce 
the chances of unintentional firing. However, mechanical devices can fail. A hard 
blow may cause some firearms to fire even with the safety ON. Therefore, safe 
handling of a firearm by the person holding it will always be the most important 
firearm safety device. Always use the safety, but never rely on it to prevent firing. 

b. The safety is designed to prevent the firearm from firing by interrupting the firing 
sequence. The safety blocks one or more of the trigger, sear, hammer or firing 
pin. 

c. Common types of safeties on non-restricted firearms are the slide/tang, 
pivot/lever/rocker, wing, trigger block/lever, and cross-bolt or button safety 
(Figures 41 to 44). In addition, some lever action firearms and muzzleloaders use 
a half-cock safety. 

 Never rely on a safety to prevent unintentional firing. A safety can fail. 
All safeties are slightly different. Consult the ownerôs manual. Different 
manufacturers may use different terminology to describe their safeties. 
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6.2.1. Slide/tang safety 

This safety is common on shotguns and rifles (Figure 41). It is usually on the right side 
of the receiver on rifles, and the top of the receiver on shotguns. It blocks the firing 
mechanism. Some modern lever actions also have slide- or button-type safeties located 
in the action area. 
 

 

Figure 41. Side/Tang Safety 

6.2.2. Pivot/lever/rocker safety 

This safety is commonly found on modern firearms as well as on older military firearms 
(Figure 42). It is often located above the trigger area on the left or right side of the bolt. 
 

 

Figure 42. Pivot/Lever/Rocker Safety 
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6.2.3. Wing safety 

The wing safety is frequently used on the bolt of a bolt-action firearm (Figure 43). It is 
often located above the trigger area on the left or right side of the bolt. 
 

 

Figure 43. Wing Safety 

6.2.4. Trigger block/lever safety 

This safety is used on some lever action firearms (Figure 44). It is a mechanism that 
ensures the lever-action firearm will not fire unless the lever action is pressed firmly 
against the stock. 
 

 

Figure 44. Trigger Block/Lever Safety 
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6.2.5. Hammer on half-cock notch safety 

The hammer has three positions: full forward, half cock and full cock.  

¶ When the hammer is fully forward resting on the firing pin, a sudden blow on the 
hammer may discharge the firearm. 

¶ When the hammer is part-way-back or in half-cock positionðon firearms so 
designedðthe safety is considered to be ON.  

¶ When the hammer is all-the-way-back on such firearms, it is in full-cock position and 
the safety is considered to be OFF. 

 The presence of a half cock on a firearm does not guarantee it is a safety. 
Some firearms do not use it as a safety. Consult the ownerôs manual. Remove 
your finger from the trigger when lowering the hammer to the half-cock position 
once the hammer starts to go forward. This will re-engage any automatic safety 
linked to the trigger. Be very careful when moving the hammer in any of the three 
positions as it could slip from beneath your thumb and fire the cartridge. 
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6.2.6. Cross-bolt safety 

a. The cross-bolt safety (Figure 45) is a push-button type of safety. It is common on 
many types of firearms. It works by blocking the trigger mechanism or hammer. 

b. The safety position can be indicated in several ways as follows: 

¶ safe and fire; 

¶ ON and OFF switch; or 

¶ red means that the safety is OFF, and the firearm can be fired. 

c. However, there is not one standard rule for indicating the safety position, and 
sometimes none of the above positions can be found on the firearm. If this is the 
case, ensure that the firearm is unloaded and pointing in a safe direction 
BEFORE checking the safety operation in the manufacturerôs manual. 

 

Figure 45. Cross-bolt Safety 

 Before loading any firearm, determine the ON position of the safety. 
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6.3. Action releases 

Most firearms have some type of mechanism that must be moved to allow an action to 
be opened or closed. The location of the action release mechanism depends on the 
make and model of the firearm. 

 Do not touch any firearm unless you know how to handle it safely. 
Consult the ownerôs manual or a person who knows that firearm well. 
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6.4. General loading and unloading procedures 

6.4.0. Overview 

Before attempting to unload a firearm, first follow the Vital Four ACTS of Firearms 
Safety and PROVE it safe. 

The Vital Four ACTS of Firearm Safety 

 

Assume every firearm is loaded. 

¶ Regard any firearm as a potential danger. 

 

Control the muzzle direction at all times. 

¶ Identify the safest available muzzle direction. 

¶ Keep the firearm pointed in the safest available direction. 

¶ The muzzle of a firearm should not be pointed towards yourself or 
any other person. 

 

Trigger finger must be kept off the trigger and out of the trigger 
guard. 

¶ Do NOT put your finger on the trigger or inside the trigger guard 
when you pick up a firearm. 

 

See that the firearm is unloadedðPROVE it safe. 

¶ Do not handle the firearm unless you can properly PROVE it safe. 

¶ Check to see that both chamber and magazine are empty. Do this 
every time you handle a firearm, for any reason. 

¶ Pass or accept only open and unloaded firearms. It is an essential 
rule to adopt. 
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6.4.1. Unloading procedureðACTS and PROVE it safe 

PROVE is an acronym, or memory aid, that stands for the five steps required to ensure 

that a firearm is unloaded and safe. The five steps are: Point, Remove, Observe, Verify 

and Examine. These procedures must be followed to safely unload any firearm. 

 

1. Point the firearm in the safest available direction throughout the unloading 

procedure. 

¶ Make sure that nothing touches the trigger throughout this procedure. 

¶ Put the safety ON, if it can be left on during the unloading process. 

2. Remove all ammunition as follows: 

¶ If the firearm has a detachable magazine, remove the magazine from the 
firearm first. Open the action to remove any ammunition from the chamber. 
(This prevents a firearm from chambering another cartridge if the action 
closes.)  

¶  Leave the action open. 

3. Observe the chamber(s) to confirm that there is no ammunition or empty 

casing(s). 
 

4. Verify by inspecting the feeding path to make sure it is empty of ammunition, 

empty casings, or foreign objects. Make certain that you see or feel the follower, 
if one is present. 
 

5. Examine the bore(s) for lubricant, rust or obstructions, every time you pick up a 

firearm. 
 

 The firearm is now unloaded and safe until it leaves the direct control of 
the person who unloaded and PROVEd it safe. Direct control is defined as having 
the firearm within eyesight and/or armôs reach of the shooter. 
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6.4.2. Checking the barrel for obstructions 

In all of the following loading procedures, always check the barrel and chamber for 
obstructions before loading. Whenever possible, this should be done by looking through 
the barrel from the BACK or breech end. If you cannot, be certain that the firearm is 
unloaded and the action is open and the chamber empty BEFORE looking down the 
barrel from the muzzle end. Some shooters prefer to use a bore light inspection aid or 
run a rod with a patch through the barrel before loading rather than looking down the 
barrel. Use normal cleaning procedures to remove an obstruction, or take the firearm to 
an expert. 
 

 Unless the patch fills the bore completely, obstructions may not be 
detected.  

6.4.3. Loading procedure 

 Only load a firearm when you intend to use it, and only in an area where 
it can be safely and legally discharged. 
 

1. Prepare the firearm for loading by going through the complete unloading 
procedure ACTSðPROVE it safe. 

2. Clear any obstructions from the chamber(s) and bore(s). Clean if required. 

3. Point the firearm in the safest available direction throughout the loading and 
chambering procedure. 

4. Make sure that nothing touches the trigger throughout this process. 

5. Put the safety ON, if it can be left on during the loading process. 

6. Where possible, with the action open, select and load the correct ammunition by 
matching the data stamp on the firearm with the head stamp on the 
cartridge/shell or ammunition box. 

7. Close the action. 

8. Put the safety ON, if it is not already on. 
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The firearm is now loaded and ready for use. It requires continuous care and 
attention until it is unloaded. 

 Always be sure of your target and beyond. 

 

6.5. Loading and unloading the most common action 
types 

a. All firearms have their own unique aspects. One of the best ways to discover the 
detailed methods for unloading and loading your particular firearm is to study the 
ownerôs manual. The steps outlined in this section are not meant to replace a full 
understanding of a given firearm ownerôs manual. 

b. The following information is an introduction to the most common actions. The 
general procedure does not change, but the details can vary significantly. 

 Do not attempt to handle any firearm that you are not comfortable with. 
To ensure proper fit of any firearm, seek the assistance of a qualified individual. 
Before attempting to unload a firearm, follow The Vital Four ACTSðPROVE it 
safe. 
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6.6. Hinge (or break) action: single or multiple barrels 

The hinge (or break) action firearm (Figure 46) opens or ñbreaksò near the breech like 
the movement of a door hinge. The safety mechanism is usually located on top of the 
action above the trigger area. It is often a slide/tang safety or exposed hammer which 
must be completely down or on half cock to be safe. 

6.6.1 Unloading procedureðACTS and PROVE it safe 

The Vital Four ACTS of Firearm Safety 

 

Assume every firearm is loaded. 

¶ Regard any firearm as a potential danger. 

 

Control the muzzle direction at all times. 

¶ Identify the safest available muzzle direction. 

¶ Keep the firearm pointed in the safest available direction. 

¶ The muzzle of a firearm should not be pointed towards 
yourself or any other person. 

 

Trigger finger must be kept off the trigger and out of the 
trigger guard. 

¶ Do NOT put your finger on the trigger or inside the trigger 
guard when you pick up a firearm. 

 

See that the firearm is unloadedðPROVE it safe. 

¶ Do not handle the firearm unless you can properly PROVE it 
safe. 

¶ Check to see that both chamber and magazine are empty. Do 
this every time you handle a firearm, for any reason. 

¶ Pass or accept only open and unloaded firearms. It is an 
essential rule to adopt. 
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PROVE it safe 

1. Point the firearm in the safest available direction throughout the unloading 

procedure. 

¶ Make sure that nothing touches the trigger throughout this procedure. 

¶ Put the safety ON, if it can be left on during the unloading process. 

2. Remove all ammunition as follows: 

Move the action release to open the action. If the action release will not move, 
the safety may need to be moved to the OFF position. 

3. Observe the chamber(s) to confirm that there is no ammunition or empty 

casing(s)/hull(s). 

¶ Open the action by breaking the barrel open (normally it drops downward). 
This should partly extract or eject any ammunition or empty casing/hull from 
the chambers(s). If not ejected, remove them by hand. 

¶ Leave the action open.  

¶ Ensure that all chambers are empty of casings/hulls or live ammunition. 

4. Verify by inspecting the feeding path to make sure it is empty of ammunition, 

empty casing(s)/hull(s), or foreign objects. 

5. Examine the bore(s) for lubricant, rust or obstructions, every time you pick up a 

firearm. 

 The firearm is now unloaded and safe until it leaves the direct control of 
the person who unloaded and PROVEd it safe. Direct control is defined as having 
the firearm within eyesight and/or armôs reach of the shooter. 



STUDENT HANDBOOK ï 2014 

114 

 

Figure 46. Hinge (or break action) 






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































