Literature Review: The Impact of Knife Crime and Modern Policing - Should Officers in Gwent Be Routinely Armed?
1. Introduction
In 2024, the public has become increasingly concerned about the rising levels of knife crime, due to its impact on the everyday safety of the public themselves and members of the frontline public services that are tasked with combatting it. This increased public concern has had a direct impact on the police service and the confidence the public has in the service. 
The rise in violent crime, including assaults with bladed or sharply pointed articles, has sparked debates about the adequacy of current policing strategies, especially in regards to police officers within the UK being routinely unarmed (Clark-Darby, 2020). While the UK traditionally values its unarmed police force and the British model of policing by consent, the growing threat of knife-related violence and assaults on officers has reignited discussions about whether police officers should be routinely armed or given the option of carrying a firearm. This literature review will examine the existing research on knife crime, the impact it has had on modern policing, and the contentious issue of arming police officers within the UK.

2. The Rise of Knife Crime in the UK
According to data from the Office for National Statistics (ONS), knife crime in the UK has surged in recent years, particularly in urban areas but with increasing rates in regional areas like Gwent. Studies by the Home Office reveal a rise in offences involving knives, including robberies, assaults such as grievous bodily harm, public order incidents such as affrays and murder or attempted murder. In the year ending March 2024 offences reported to the police involving knives in the UK increased by 4% when compared to the previous year (Office for National Statistics, 2024).
Various studies suggest that the rise in knife crime is linked to socio-economic factors, youth gang culture, and reductions in police numbers. Research by Giulietti and McConnell emphasises the impact of austerity measures on social services and policing, exacerbating youth vulnerability to engage in criminality (Giulietti and McConnell, 2020). 
While Gwent has not been as heavily affected as major cities like London, knife crime has risen in the region which has prompted concerns over public safety and calls for more robust policing strategies. It should be considered if areas such as Gwent are as equipped to deal with this level of crime, in comparison to the resource’s constabularies such as the Metropolitan Police Service and Greater Manchester Police Service has available to them. Studies indicate that knife crime in Gwent is increasingly associated with gang activity and drug-related offences such as county lines which has brought increased violence from cities such as Manchester and Birmingham into traditionally rural communities. (Gamman and Frater, 2020).
3. Impact on Modern Policing
The rise in knife crime presents unique challenges for the police and its officers. Officers often face dangerous situations with limited means of protection, relying on tasers, asps, PAVA, and negotiation skills all of which require officers to be within close distance of the potential subject which increases the risk of injury to the officers dealing with the situation. Studies highlight that non-armed police forces in areas of rising violent crime can feel vulnerable, with limited resources to manage high-risk situations (Farmer and Evans, 2020).
Research suggests that one of the strengths of the UK policing model, policing by consent, has been the trust that unarmed officers inspire in the public. This model dictates that the general public is entitled to an opinion on how the police service conducts themselves, the result of this model is a generally supportive public who, for the most part, are willing to assist the police with their enquiries when required. The risk of stepping away from or upsetting this model is the public withdraw their trust and cooperation which in turn will make the role the police hold increasingly difficult to perform (Rainer, 2010). Although the police service in the UK boasts relatively high levels of trust from the public, rising knife crime risks undermining this trust, as communities feel increasingly unsafe. Calls for tougher police responses are growing yet concerns about the potential erosion of community relationships remain strong (Jackson et al, 2012). 
In response to knife crime, UK police forces have adopted various strategies, both proactive and reactive. Proactive measures such as stop-and-search, community engagement, and knife amnesties, have shown to be effective when used with caution. However, some of these measures, specifically stop and search has been criticised for their limited long-term effectiveness and potential to alienate certain demographic groups (Bowling & Phillips, 2019). Reactive measures such as the wide scale rollout of conductive electrical devices or tasers and an increase in authorised firearms officers has provided an increased ability to deal with immediate threats involving knives and other weapons, reducing the risk to officers when force is required to be used against a subject (Ready, White, & Fisher, 2008).  However, the roll out of these reactive measures have done little to provide aid in solving the root causes of knife crime and it has been argued that the presence of tools such as taser and firearms has shown to increase the likelihood of force being used on a subject during a police interaction (Ariel et al, 2019). 
4. Assaults on Officers and Officer Safety
Assaults on police officers have risen alongside knife crime, creating a further layer of complexity for policing in the UK. National Police Chiefs' Council (NPCC) reports show that officers are increasingly subjected to violent attacks, including incidents involving knives. These reports show a 56 percent increase in assaults on officers (Den Heyer, 2024). Studies argue that this rise in violence is contributing to diminished morale and increased stress among officers, with implications for their mental health and job performance (Eikenberry et al, 2024). 
With officers facing more dangerous situations than in the past as highlighted by the rise of knife crime, discussions about the need to arm police routinely have intensified. Studies indicate that many officers feel unprotected when responding to violent incidents, with some advocating for more widespread firearm availability as a means of enhancing officer safety. However, this view remains contested, some of the concerns highlighted in previous studies include the impact routine arming would have on the culture of UK policing. It has been argued that due to the attrition rates on courses tailored to authorised firearms officers being as high as 50 percent the only option would be to lower the standard needed to pass the course, increase the risk of unnecessary firearm discharge or risk losing 50 percent of the current UK police force which would further increase the risk to the remaining officers and the general public (Clark-Darby, 2020).
5. Public Perception and the Debate on Arming Police
Historically, the UK has prided itself on maintaining a largely unarmed police force, in stark contrast to other countries such as the United States and closer neighbours such as Northern Ireland. This has been seen as a cornerstone of public trust of the police. However, due to high profile terrorist attacks involving knives and other weapons the public have been seen to be accepting of armed police officers in potential targets such as outside of parliament in London. This shift in public acceptance could indicate a growing feeling of acceptance for the routine arming of police officers in the UK (Roycroft, 2014).
Public opinion on arming police officers is divided. Some studies suggest that the public in high-crime areas and areas that have been affected by terrorism are more inclined to support arming police, particularly in response to rising knife crime. However, other research emphasizes the risks of escalating violence and eroding public trust. Overall, it appears that the public holds mixed opinions on whether or not the routine arming of police officers in the UK is needed, one opinion poll showed that 58 percent of the public were in support of routine arming whilst 42 percent were not (BMG Research, 2015). As stated in the Peelian Principles “the police are the public and the public are the police” (Home Office, 2012) it is as important to explore the views and opinions of police officers in regards to their routine arming. The police federation has previously asked serving police officers for their opinions on whether or not they should be armed, once in 2006 and again in 2017, both of these surveys showed that the majority of serving police officers 77 percent in 2006 and 66 percent in 2017 did not want to carry a firearm however these surveys have shown an increase in officers wanting to be routinely armed (Police Federation, 2017).
6. International Comparisons and Lessons
Comparative studies provide insights into how arming police can impact public safety and officer protection. In countries such as the United States, where police officers are routinely armed, violent crime remains high, and incidents involving the use of firearms by police are more frequent with more than 600 people killed by police officers every year. This however is a stark contrast to the police service in Australia whose officers are also routinely armed killing on average 7 people a year. European models, such as in Norway, where police are mostly unarmed but have quick access to firearms, offer an alternative approach however studies indicate officers from countries that are routinely armed feel safer than they would if they did not carry a firearm (Evans and Farmer, 2020).
Studies suggest that while arming officers could potentially deter knife crime and protect officers, it could also undermine public trust and lead to unintended consequences, such as an arms race between persons engaging in criminality and the police service (Hendy, 2012).
7. Gaps in the Literature and Future Research
Much of the literature focuses on national or urban contexts, leaving a gap in research specific to regions like Gwent. Further studies are needed to assess the unique dynamics of knife crime and policing in smaller, rural, or semi-urban areas where assistance from authorised firearms officers is likely to be a significant distance away.
While there is research on public perceptions of arming police, there is limited data on how routine arming would affect the relationship between police officers and the communities they serve.
More research is needed on the long-term effects of arming officers, particularly in regions where knife crime is rising but remains relatively lower than in major cities.
Although there have been previous surveys on the subject of the routine arming of police officers these have been conducted a number of years ago. As the role of a police officer is subject to quick changing circumstances and since the uptake of some ten thousand probationary officers it may be that views and opinions are vastly different from the previous results. 

8. Conclusion
The rise in knife crime and assaults on police officers has placed considerable strain on modern policing and police officers themselves in the UK, whether in large cities such as Manchester or London, or smaller regions such as Gwent. While there is growing pressure to consider arming officers, the existing literature highlights the potential risks that would be involved in this endeavour. Although routinely arming officers may enhance officer safety and improve the responses to large scale knife attacks or knife crime in general, it could also disrupt long-established trust between the police and the public. The current evidence suggests that any move toward routinely arming officers should be carefully considered, taking into account local crime trends, public opinion, and the potential impacts on community relations, whilst also looking at the views and opinions of police officers themselves. Although there have been previous engagements with serving police officers in relation to routine arming, this has taken place over seven years ago and further investigation is needed due to a new generation of police officers now filling the role. It is important to take into account societal cultures and how this impacts policing and armed officers and the effect this has had on armed policing around the world, specifically the differences between the United States and European countries where police officers are regularly armed but have vastly different experiences and results. Further study on the effect routine arming has on officers’ perceptions of safety and ability to deal with knife crime is needed as well as further investigation into whether or not police officers are willing to carry firearms while on duty.
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