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Position Statement on the Use of Nonpowder Projectile Weapons,  
Including Airsoft, BB, Nerf, Paintball, and Pellet Guns 

 

Recommendations:   

1. Protective eye wear. CSA-approved eye protection should be worn at all times by any individual 
within firing range of a nonpowder projectile weapon. 

2. Adult supervision. Children should only use nonpowder projectile weapons under adult 
supervision. 

3. Below the neck. Nonpowder projectile weapons should never be aimed at the face or eyes. 

 

Background:  

The use of nonpowder projectile weapons, including airsoft, ball bearing (BB), Nerf, paintball, and pellet 

guns, is associated with a risk of eye injury that could result in vision loss, blindness, or loss of the eye. 
Given the growing number of recreational activities—for both children and adults—involving 
nonpowder projectile weapons, the COS has developed the following position statement and 

recommendations to encourage the safe use of these weapons and minimize the risk of eye injuries.  
 

Position Statement:   

Nonpowder projectile weapons include airsoft, ball bearing (BB), Nerf, paintball, and pellet guns. For the 

purposes of this position statement, bows that shoot foam-tipped arrows are also included on this list. 
While companies offering activities that involve nonpowder projectile weapons require all participants 

to wear protective eye wear, these types of weapons are not regulated by the Canadian government. As 
such, individuals who use nonpowder projectile weapons privately are not required to wear eye 

protection, nor are they required to use these weapons at a safe distance from other people who are 
not wearing eye protection.  
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There are many examples of serious eye injuries resulting from different types of nonpowder projectile 
weapons reported in the literature, including retinal dialysis,[1] retinal detachment,[2] traumatic 

hyphema,[3] traumatic glaucoma,[4] irreversible retinal damage,[5] optic nerve avulsion,[6] and enucleation 
or evisceration.[7]  

 
According to a 2015 report, US emergency departments treated 3,161 children for eye injuries related to 

nonpowder guns in 2012, and the rate of severe pediatric eye injuries resulting from a nonpowder gun 
increased by more than 500% between 2010 and 2012.[8] A British study of 105 air gun-related eye 

injuries reported that 20% resulted in a ruptured globe and 11% resulted in the loss of the injured eye.[7] 
The literature also indicated that a lack of protective eye wear was a factor in this type of eye injury. In 

the JAAPOS report, over 98% of the children who sustained eye injuries were not wearing eye 
protection,[8] and in a Finnish study, 100% of the patients were not wearing eye protection.[9] Ocular 

trauma caused by a nonpowder projectile weapon can have serious lifelong consequences, but the use 
of protective eye wear can reduce the risk of injury.  

 
Airsoft guns originated in Japan in the early 1970s[10] and paintball first emerged in the United States in 
1981.[11] Since then, the use of nonpowder projectile weapons for sport and recreation has spread all 

over the world. Recently, there has been an explosion in the popularity of similar games played with 
Nerf guns, which many parents see as a safer alternative to other nonpowder guns. However, Nerf’s 

current high velocity ball projectile technology allows its foam projectiles to reach speeds of 45 metres 
per second with a kinetic energy of 1.92 Nm, which is enough energy to cause permanent vision loss.[1] 

In comparison, airsoft pellets can reach speeds between 75 and 110 metres per second with a kinetic 
energy between 0.5 and 1.8 Nm.[12] While airsoft guns can fire faster projectiles, Nerf gun projectiles can 

impact harder and have the potential to cause irreversible ocular damage. 
 

As seen in the literature, the use of nonpowder projectile weapons carries a risk of eye injury that could 
result in vision loss, blindness, or loss of the eye. Given the seriousness of this risk, the COS recommends 

taking the following precautions whenever a nonpowder projectile weapon is being used:  
 

1. Protective eye wear. CSA-approved eye protection should be worn at all times by any individual 
within firing range of a nonpowder projectile weapon. 

2. Adult supervision. Children should only use nonpowder projectile weapons under adult 

supervision. 

3. Below the neck. Nonpowder projectile weapons should never be aimed at the face or eyes. 
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