MY QUESTION:
Does public perception prevent the routine arming of police officers in England and Wales?
--- 
When considering policing in the context of the present day, it is important to continually evaluate policing and the service it provides to ensure that the police are fit for purpose and equipped to deal with modern challenges that pose a threat to public safety. 

As part of this continuous evaluation, it must be investigated whether or not public perception prevents the routine arming of police officers in England and Wales. If this seems to be the case, it must then be considered what the side effects of this are and what these might mean for the police’s ability to keep the public safe and how this in turn may feed in to public perception of the police. It is hoped that this investigation will be beneficial to policing within the academic field, as current research into the public’s opinion of routine arming of the police in England and Wales is limited. 

Out of England and Wales’ roughly 150,000 warranted police officers within the 43 police forces (Home Office, 2023), only around 6,651 of these are routinely armed (Bradley, 2023). In order for these officers to be routinely armed as part of their role, they must first be selected and trained to become an accredited Authorised Firearms Officer (AFO), and be given the authorisation by a Chief Officer within their force to carry a firearm (College of Policing, 2023). 

Traditionally, the police have not been routinely armed, although in a modern England and Wales where terrorism and serious and organised crime are among the police’s key priorities, with the potential to involve seriously violent acts, it could be the case that the public’s perception prevents police forces from routinely arming its officers. In other words, is tradition a trap when routine arming is considered, and would it be better to consider routine arming – or providing all police officers with lethal firearms as a tool-of-the-trade – as a way for policing in England and Wales to enter the modern era of policing and join its contemporaries that do arm their police officers? 

Both near to and far from the British mainland that contains the 43 police forces of England and Wales, examples can be found of police forces that routinely arm their police officers. The presumption being that these police officers are routinely issued with firearms to be used for the defence of themselves and others; the ‘others’ being the public that the police exist to protect. Such forces such as Police Service Northern Ireland (PSNI) and the seven territorial police forces of Australia (Barker, 2018) would perhaps be more familiar to the public in England and Wales than police forces in the United States of America (USA) would be, and thus more suitable for examination and consideration throughout this study. The former are routinely armed with personal issued handguns such as the Glock 17, and rarely carry long-barrelled weapons such as carbines or rifles unless in a specialist role (PSNI, 2022).

It is difficult to find a consistent standard of firearms acquisition and application for consideration and comparison among the latter, as the USA’s system of law enforcement is made up of hundreds of municipal and state police agencies, as well as county sheriff’s departments, special district police and federal law enforcement agencies (USAFacts, 2023). It must be noted that given the sheer scale of the USA’s law enforcement apparatus and the inherent differences in most cases from town-to-town, it would be nearly impossible to draw on a consistent standard of consideration and comparison to use appropriately within this study. Given this fact, this study will rely chiefly on more familiar police forces such as the aforementioned PSNI and seven territorial police forces of Australia; the latter particularly being concentrated on New South Wales Police Force, as it is the largest of the seven forces and there appears to be a great deal of literature available that could be applicable to this study. 

Additionally, these are more applicable considerations as there are perhaps more similarities within the cultures, judicial systems and law enforcement apparatus of Northern Ireland and Australia, owed mostly to the fact that Northern Ireland is part of the United Kingdom and Australia is part of the Commonwealth of Nations. Both  countries are, as a result of this, heavily influenced by common law and the ‘English’ legal system that reigned in the territories of both the British Empire and still reign its modern-day remnants (Creyke, et al., 2021).   

The founding of the Metropolitan Police in 1829 saw the introduction of a police force in England that would carry out law enforcement functions in a more professional manner than had been seen previously. Prior to their establishment, disorder and other situations requiring a professional policing presence would mean the British Army were called upon, complete with their distinct red uniforms and rifles. In stark contrast, the Metropolitan Police were armed with truncheons, yet inspectors and above in rank could carry small pocket pistols or revolvers, and some police officers could be armed with sabres when policing dangerous areas or in the case of an emergency (Smith, 2023).

Police officers were also issued with conventional firearms (typically revolvers) in limited numbers on various occasions throughout the 19th century. Following the murder of two police officers at the hands of armed burglars in June 1884, 4,430 out of 6,325 police officers within the Metropolitan Police wanted to be armed. The Home Office then ordered around 1,000 revolvers from manufacturer Webley & Son, which were to be issued to police officers conducting night duties at the discretion of the divisional commander. Despite all this, most never used these revolvers, and while firearms were certainly more accessible to police officers at that time than perhaps ever before or since, they were certainly not routinely armed, nor was it imposed on those police officers that they must be armed to conduct their duties as police officers (Waldren, 1994).

When referring to routine arming of the police throughout this study, it is important to note that the phrase ‘routine arming’ refers to police officers being forced to carry conventional firearms with access to live ammunition whilst conducting their duties as police officers, as part of their personal protective equipment (PPE), similar to how all police officers in England and Wales are currently routinely issued with handcuffs, incapacitant spray, a baton and body armour. These items are sometimes referred to as ‘appointments,’ and form the basis of what PPE a police officer is initially issued from appointment to the role and upon successful completion of relevant training courses (Thames Valley Police, 2023). 

By comparison, upon completion of initial training, police officers within PSNI are issued with the above appointments as well as a personal issue handgun, which they are authorised to carry both on and off duty. It is important to recognise the unique set of circumstances surrounding PSNI police officers being routinely armed, as while Northern Ireland is part of the United Kingdom, police officers serving there have had additional threats to face than that of their British mainland counterparts. These threats present themselves in the form of acts of domestic terrorism that have been perpetrated against British military and policing personnel as a result of the so-called ‘Troubles’ in both Northern Ireland and Ireland (Imperial War Museum, 2023).
 
Recent statistics show that from 1st October 2022 to 30th September 2023 alone, PSNI recorded 7 bombing incidents, 35 shooting incidents, 33 casualties of paramilitary style assaults, 19 casualties of paramilitary style shootings and 120 security related arrests under the Terrorism Act (PSNI, 2023). Comparatively, most recent policing statistics from England and Wales show 6,645 offences being committed involving firearms, and these firearms are broken down into type used; 380 shotguns, 2,003 handguns, 55 rifles, 2,566 imitation firearms, 1,090 unidentified firearms and 551 ‘other’ firearms (ONS, 2023). This data is the closest broadest comparison this study could locate, and shows that while there are seriously concerning levels of the above incidents still occurring that PSNI have to deal with, it also shows that police within England and Wales have to deal with a considerable number of conventional firearms offences themselves. Thus, it begs the question why all police in England and Wales are not routinely armed when it appears they are considerably more likely to deal with offences involving firearms than their PSNI counterparts. 

It could be considered that by branding the acts or offences that PSNI encounter as ‘terrorism’ more frequently than their England and Wales counterparts do resonates with the public more to provide justification, support, and acceptance for PSNI’s routine arming. This may be especially true given that terrorism is somewhat of a frightening label to attach to certain acts or offences, whereas ‘firearms offences’ as a label is perhaps not as likely to elicit a response or second thought from the public. Reasons for the public being more inclined to accept routine arming if it is in the name of combatting terrorism could be the British public’s recent memory of the Troubles and its associated acts of terrorism, as well as the memory of the recent ‘Global War on Terror’ that lasted from September 2001 to August 2021 (National Archives, 2023). 

The Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) was the police force for Northern Ireland from 1922 until 2001, when it was transformed into PSNI as we know it today. The RUC were routinely armed with revolvers and sometimes automatic weapons due to the Troubles and the paramilitary style threats it had to face (Pockrass, 1987). The Good Friday Agreement of 1998 proposed a reorganisation of several systems within Northern Ireland’s society, including the policing system, and thus a review into policing was commissioned (The Belfast Agreement, 1998). In 1999, the independent commission on policing for Northern Ireland, or the so-called ‘Patten Commission’ produced what is commonly known as ‘the Patten Report.’ 

The Patten Report acknowledged that the Good Friday Agreement had stated that the police service, “in a peaceful environment, should be routinely unarmed,” much like as was and still is the norm throughout the rest of the United Kingdom. The report specifically refuted this, and stated that it did not believe the “peaceful environment” referred to in the Good Friday Agreement existed, and the report made the recommendation for PSNI to remain routinely armed, but continuously review moving towards the objective of a routinely unarmed police service as the security environment of Northern Ireland developed (Patten, et al., 1999). 

In February 1894, the brutal attack of several police officers in Sydney, New South Wales at the hand of armed robbers during what is now called the ‘Bridge Street Affray' changed the way police officers went about their duties in New South Wales. The production of a revolver by one of the robbers and the threat to shoot police officers shocked the general public, and the press of the time began demanding in media that all police officers be issued with revolvers as a matter of routine. Within days of the incident, all police officers on night duties were issued revolvers (The Sydney Morning Herald, 1894). Soon after, the Premier of New South Wales, Sir George Dibbs, came under public pressure from the incident, and perhaps conscious of the upcoming election for his office later in the year, quickly instituted the routine arming of all police officers with revolvers within the state (Franks, 2018). This showcases a phenomenal example of a process for how public perception affects routine arming of the police; 
· a routinely unarmed police force experiences a dangerous incident and are not equipped to match and deal with it, then; 
· public perception recognises this fact and the police’s ability to keep themselves and the public safe is called into question, then;
· the media is quickly driven by public perception of this matter, and applies pressure to the political apparatus for routine arming of the police, causing the Premier of New South Wales to fold under this pressure and implement routine arming of the police quickly. 

Public perception is extremely important when the policing model in England and Wales is considered. ‘Policing by consent’ is a philosophy within British policing, which dates back to at least 1829. It refers to the concept of the power and legitimacy of the police coming from the common consent of the public and being driven by social change, rather than being imposed by the state. The concept relies heavily on public cooperation, and one of its tenets are, in basic terms, ‘the people are the public, and the public are the police.’ This tenet gives credence to the notion that the British public want a police force that reflects them, is them, and is for them (Home Office, 2012). Public perception must therefore be considered within British policing whenever a key decision, such as the decision to routinely arm police, is to made. 

Given that gun ownership is extremely limited and strictly controlled in the UK, it could be argued from a public perception standpoint that, ‘the public don’t have firearms, so why should the police?’ however, this neglects the fact that criminals who have access to and use firearms are not the wider public that the police aims to reflect. These such criminals are the exception and not the norm, but still pose a threat to both the public’s safety and the police’s safety, and it is still fundamentally the role of the police to encounter and deal with these criminals, and keep the public safe. It could be suggested, therefore, that by having a routinely unarmed police force, police officers are not adequately equipped with a conventional lethal option if a criminal offers them resistance or challenges them with the same. 

It could be deemed unreasonable, reckless, and trapped in tradition or the ideals of British policing to consider that in the majority of cases, a baton, handcuffs or incapacitant spray are suitable options when dealing with conventional firearms. Although the British police were initially founded to be distinct from the military, several suitable questions can be posed here. Why is it that soldiers, who are largely offered resistance in the form of lethal, conventional firearms in battle, are issued with the same? A less overzealous consideration could be, why are firefighters not routinely armed with conventional firearms? The most apparent response to this is that firefighters are not expected to deal with crime, or criminals that have conventional firearms, but the police are. While it is true that any member of the public could be faced with a conventional firearm or lethal weapon as part of a terrorist attack or offence being committed against them, it is still the police who are called upon or expected to deal with that criminal presenting that member of the public with the threat. This naturally leads to the suggestion of, ‘why not allow anyone to have firearms, and then people can deal with threats by themselves?’ and this can easily be riposted with the following consideration; the public – via their perception and ability to drive societal change – choose to have a police force to fight crime and ensure the safety of members of the public on their behalf on a full-time basis. Surely a force with this mandate should be given all the available tools to do so? 

While the literature on the whole appears to be emerging, there are certainly gaps in the research around routine arming of the police in England and Wales, this study intends on answering perhaps some of the more contemplative thoughts or concepts raised within. Routine arming of the police is a divisive topic, and this study will utilise questionnaires to target both serving police officers and members of the British public to capture their thoughts on routine arming of the police. It is hoped that this study will contribute to existing research surrounding whether public perception prevents the routine arming of the police. This will not only be by attempting to fill gaps in the existing research, but also by lightly exploring themes that surround and intertwine this topic, such as views of less-lethal options such as the widely used TASER (Northamptonshire Police, 2023) and whether these options are suitable alternatives to conventional firearms. 
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