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This paper looks at the use of weapons and force by the police and how this shapes public perception. It will look at the use of force and weapons as a whole and further detail surrounding the use of the non-lethal weapon - the Taser - and how the public’s opinions differ surrounding this and other uses of force. 

The police reasonably use weapons and force for several reasons: lawful arrest, prevention of crime, defence of a property/person, self-defence etc. However, officers must carefully consider their uses - the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) states necessity may not equate with reasonableness when force has alleged to be used in prevention of an arrest of an offender or crime (Police Conduct, 2015). 

Officers must consider factors such as the nature and degree of the offence. Officers are also led by some core questions: “would the use of force have a lawful arrest and, if so, how immediate and grave is the threat posed?”; “Are there any means, short of the use of force, capable of attaining the lawful objective identified?”; and “Having regard to the nature and gravity of the threat and the potential for adverse consequences to arise from the use of force (including the risk of escalation and the exposure of others to harm), what is the minimum level of force required to attain the objective identified, and would the use of that level of force be proportionate or excessive?" (College of Policing, 2013). 

When looking at what is used regarding less lethal weapons, the government, forensic and humanitarian agencies have evaluated a range weapon that could be used to fill the gap between the use of a baton and a gun. These include rubber projectiles, water cannon, long-range chemical delivery devices, electrical devices (stun guns and Tasers), distraction/disorientation devices such as lasers, noise generation devices, smoke and tranquillisers. After consideration, the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) concluded that the Taser would be used within police forces in the UK (Bleetman et al, 2004). 

Every police force within the UK has a Firearms Unit who have officers which are trained to deal with firearms - Authorised Firearms Officer (AFO). These are trained and officially authorised to carry an operational firearm by a Chief Officer. There are some key accountabilities AFOs must do to excel at their job, including assessing situations and their proximity and immediacy of threat to help them make decisions to protect life. They can also be deployed within communities and must provide reassurance and give medical aid in line with their training and are always required to preserve life (College of Policing, 2022). 

Apart from AFOs, there are also lots of areas where officers can carry firearms. These are Counter Terrorist Specialist Firearms Officer (CTSFO), Specialist Firearms Officer (SFO), Tactical Support Officer (TST), Armed Response Vehicle Officer, Rifle Officer, Close Protection Officer (CPO) and Personal Protection Officer (PPO). Both Tasers and firearms can be used when the trained officer has assessed a situation and have concluded that the threat is present, and they consider the weapon they are about to use is of a reasonable force (Police Firearms Officers Association, 2017). 

In the year ending 2021, there were over 18,200 Police Firearms Operations, a decrease of 6% when compared with 2020. A percentage of 34% of these firearms operations were accounted for by the Metropolitan Police Service and West Midlands Police, the two largest police forces. When looking at how many officers are armed, Home Office (2022) statistics show that in March 2021 there were approximately 6,543 armed officers, a decrease of 41 officers from the year before. 

Moving on to statistics surrounding the use of force, Home Office (2020) show that within the end of 2020, there had been 492,000 incidents recorded in which a police officer used force in some way. It was shown that the most common type of force recorded was restraint tactics, handcuffs an example. Restraint tactics made up an astounding 78% of the overall percentage, 385,000 out of the 492,000. The most common impact factors were an officer trying to protect themselves (68%) and the person involved being under the influence of alcohol at 37%. The most common characteristics within the whole 492,000 incidents shown were that most of them were perceived as white (69%), male (83%), between the ages of 18-34 (54%) and had no physical or mental health condition as perceived by the police officer (81%) (Home Office, 2020). 

A Conducted Energy Device (CED) - more commonly known as a Taser - is the less lethal weapon of choice. It is designed to temporarily incapacitate a person with use of an electrical current which interferes with the body’s neuromuscular system and produces a sensation of intense pain for a period of time (College of Policing, 2022). However, the effects of being Tasered can cause some problems with how officers communicate with the person. When Tasered, the person would find it extremely difficult to follow verbal instructions, often perceived as being non-compliant. Consideration should also be given that they may not be able to control their posture, which may result in injury, experience rigid legs (which may be perceived as being violent and kicking), as well as being very confused, disoriented, and exhausted after the effects wear off (College of Policing, 2022). 

When looking at how often CED is used, the user guide to ‘Police Use of TASER ® X26 Conducted Energy Devices Statistics’ England and Wales’ document by the Home Office (2017) shows that there were 2457 documents of a Taser being drawn, 630 being aimed, 5274 being red dotted and 1729 being fired. There have been numerous counts of when Tasers go wrong, both for the public and police officers. In August 2013, police were called to a property where Andrew Pimlott had doused himself in petrol. The officer in attendance, believing Pimlott was going to set himself alight, Tasered him. Pimlott later died and an inquest after his death found that the firing of the Taser is what caused his death. Another incident was a 61-year-old blind man being Tasered after an officer mistook his walking stick for a samurai sword. This officer later admitted having used excessive force (Weaver, 2016). 

In April 2021, Ann Potter, a police officer in Minnesota was in a situation where she made the decision to Taser Daunte Wright, after a traffic stop for an outstanding warrant. She withdrew what she thought was her Taser and shouted “Taser, Taser, Taser” and then mistakenly shot Daunte Wright with her gun, subsequently fatally wounding him (Minnesota Court Records, 2021). These cases raise serious cause for concern and should act as a learning curve in the use of weapons and force. 

To conclude, there are obvious areas to improve which may call for more training leading to increased public trust. 
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