Literature review 

The idea of ‘policing by consent’, long a cornerstone of the UK’s philosophy of policing, is a product of history and dates back to the establishment of the Metropolitan Police in London by Sir Robert Peel in 1829. As Reiner argued in 2010, Peel established the Metropolitan Police by emphasising the reliance of public consent on the vagaries of political will and by ensuring that arming the new police would be seen as evidence of a repudiation of his model. That principle has remained foundational to British policing philosophy. As Holdaway (1995)’s (2014) long history of policing in the UK shows, although the option to arm the police with firearms existed at the inception of policing, it was politically magmatic as well as normative purposes: policing was intended to be distinguishable from the military, as police should not be encouraged to escalate the violence of encounters with potential offender/s.
The history of modern-day armed policing in the UK has undoubtedly been shaped by significant historical incidents and evolving threats. Jennings et al (2021) explain how armed response units began to emerge in the 1960s, following rising gun crime and, the evolving threat of IRA terrorism. This period in the history of British policing was a pivotal one and required the police to balance their traditional, unarmed approach with an increased need for security measures. As Jarvis (2019) reported, the threat of IRA violence, particularly in the 1970s and 1980s, prompted significant rebalancing of police procedure and armament. As Squires and Kennison (2022) adopted, the emergence of specialist firearms units in this period represented a pragmatic response to new security threats. Welsh policing broadly mirrored the trajectory of its English counterparts but retained specific distinct characteristics. As Jones (2018) notes, slower rates of urbanisation and distinctive cultural identity impacted the development of police forces in Wales, resulting in a more localised model that, while also changing, persisted longer than in England. 
Jones and Lister (2019) suggest that, on the whole, the Welsh police mirror the English in terms of their structures and approaches – but that there is also an increasing emphasis on community-focused practices that reflect Welsh identity and cultural values. Abraham & Ceccato’s (2022) account of the emergence of ‘special firearms units’ among Welsh constabularies in the 1970s and ’80s reveals a complex public reaction. In essence, the appetite for some specialist armed policing was primarily accepted by local communities. 
However, as the debate on arming police in the UK – and in Wales in particular – continues, it’s clear that any shift away from unarmed policing has to consider the legacy of a historical defence of this style of policing, the reality of current security threats, and the place of each region in the UK and its cultural traditions. 
Current Policies and Practices in the UK
The UK's commitment to unarmed policing continues to shape contemporary policies. The National Police Chiefs' Council (2024) reports that only 5% of officers in England and Wales are authorised firearms carriers. This statistic underscores the enduring principle of minimum force in British policing, even as the security landscape evolves.
The Home Office's (2024) report on police use of firearms provides critical insights into current practices. In 2023/2024, there were 18,259 armed operations in England and Wales, marking a 3% increase from the previous year. However, firearms were discharged in only ten incidents, representing a decrease from the prior year. This data suggests an expansion of armed response capability coupled with a continued rarity in the use of lethal force, aligning with traditional UK policing principles.
Bacon's (2022) analysis of the UK's tiered response system reveals a nuanced approach to modern policing challenges. This system, which incorporates non-lethal equipment for most officers, Taser-trained units, and specialised firearms teams, exemplifies the balance between effective threat response and the preservation of unarmed policing traditions.
In Wales, the implementation of these policies takes on distinct characteristics. The Welsh Government's (2024) policing statement emphasises community-oriented approaches while ensuring readiness for serious threats. This policy stance reflects the unique Welsh context within the broader UK framework, as Jones and Lister (2019) explored in their study of devolved policing strategies.
Rogers’ (2013) research provides granular insights into regional variations across Wales, highlighting the adaptability of policing strategies to diverse urban and rural contexts. Their work demonstrates how local factors influence the application of national policies, a crucial consideration in the armed policing debate. Recent policy developments have further refined the UK's approach to armed policing. The College of Policing's (2023) updated guidelines on armed officer deployment emphasise de-escalation and situational awareness, reflecting ongoing efforts to minimise lethal force usage while maintaining necessary response capabilities.
Dymond's (2020) research on Taser adoption in the UK reveals that while these less-lethal options have been integrated into policing, they haven't significantly reduced the need for firearms units. This finding underscores the complex nature of use-of-force decisions in contemporary policing and the continued relevance of specialised firearms capabilities. As Staniforth (2022) notes in his analysis of UK counter-terrorism strategies, the need for rapid armed response capabilities has been balanced against the desire to maintain the overall unarmed nature of British policing. This delicate equilibrium is evident in the strategic deployment of Armed Response Vehicles (ARVs) and the formation of Counter Terrorism Specialist Firearms Officers (CTSFOs) in response to incidents like the 2017 London Bridge attack.
Current UK policing practices, particularly concerning armament, reflect a carefully calibrated approach that honours historical traditions while adapting to modern security challenges.
Comparative Analysis of Literature on Other Countries' Approaches
The UK's predominantly unarmed policing model stands in stark contrast to many international counterparts, offering a rich field for comparative analysis. Köllen's (2016) comprehensive overview reveals that while most European countries routinely arm their officers, approaches vary significantly, providing valuable insights into the impacts of different armament policies. The United States presents perhaps the most striking contrast. Zimring's (2019) examination of US policing reveals that routine armament, while potentially advantageous in high-risk situations, correlates with higher rates of lethal force use and diminished community trust. Between these two extremes, several countries offer alternative models. Hendy and Packham (2023) analyse Norway's approach, where firearms are typically locked in patrol cars, potentially compromising accessibility and the principle of unarmed day-to-day policing. Similarly, Terpstra and Salet (2021) explore the Dutch model, where officers are armed but rarely discharge their weapons, presenting another middle-ground solution.
Yesberg et al. (2022) find that countries with a history of unarmed policing, like the UK, tend to have populations more resistant to routine armament, underscoring the importance of cultural and historical factors in shaping policing policies. The experiences of countries with similar policing traditions to the UK offer relevant insights. Loadenthal’s (2022) study New Zealand's shift towards more armed patrols, providing valuable public perception and officer safety lessons that could inform UK considerations.
While comparative studies specific to Wales are limited, Jones’ (2022) research on regions with distinct national identities within larger states, such as Catalonia in Spain, suggests that Wales could potentially develop a unique approach reflecting its cultural and social context within the UK framework. It suggests that any changes to UK policing practices, particularly in Wales, must carefully balance security needs with deeply ingrained cultural expectations and regional identities.
While the UK's approach to police armament stands in contrast to many international counterparts, examining specific country models provides valuable insights. The United States, with its heavily armed police force, offers a cautionary tale. Zimring's (2019) study reveals that routine armament in the US correlates with higher rates of lethal force use and diminished community trust. This raises critical questions about the potential consequences of adopting a similar approach in the UK.
In contrast, the Norwegian model, as analysed by Hendy and Packham (2023), offers a potential middle ground. Norwegian police typically keep firearms locked in patrol cars, providing quick access when needed while maintaining the principle of unarmed day-to-day policing. 
Japan provides another interesting comparison. Komiya (1999) attributes Japan's low crime rates and minimal use of police firearms to a culture of social control and community policing, which resonates with the Welsh emphasis on community-oriented approaches.
New Zealand's recent shift towards more armed patrols, as studied by Loadenthal (2022), offers valuable lessons regarding public perception and officer safety. Their findings suggest that while increased armament may address specific security concerns, it can also lead to changes in public trust and police-community dynamics.
These international perspectives underscore the need for a nuanced, culturally sensitive approach to police armament, particularly in the context of Wales and the broader UK.

Synthesis of Arguments For and Against Arming All Police Officers
The debate over arming all UK police officers is complex, with compelling arguments on both sides. Proponents, such as Balestrini (2021), argue that universal armament could enhance officer protection in an increasingly unpredictable security landscape, particularly in terrorism-related scenarios. 
Card & DiNardo (2002) suggest that the visible presence of armed officers could serve as a deterrent to violent crime, potentially leading to safer communities. However, the applicability of their US-based findings to the UK context, with its distinct policing culture and lower baseline of armed criminality, remains contentious.
The Home Affairs Committee (2024) notes that arming all officers could reduce response times in firearms incidents, a consideration particularly relevant in rural areas where specialised armed units may face longer deployment times. This aspect is especially significant in the Welsh context, given its mix of urban centres and extensive rural regions.
Conversely, opponents of universal armament present equally compelling arguments. Reiner (2010) warns that routine armament could fundamentally alter police-public relationships, potentially eroding the principle of policing by consent – a cornerstone of UK policing philosophy, particularly valued in Welsh communities (Abraham & Ceccato, 2022).
Squires and Kennison (2022) argue that arming all officers might lead to an increase in lethal force incidents, even unintentionally. They contend that more firearms in circulation, even among police, could escalate rather than de-escalate violent situations – a significant concern in the UK where gun violence is relatively rare.
Yesberg et al. (2022) highlight the potential negative impact on community relations, particularly in minority communities, which could hinder community policing efforts and reduce public cooperation with law enforcement. This concern is especially acute in Wales's diverse communities. Practical considerations further complicate the debate. Ola et al. (2024) questions the feasibility of adequate training and maintaining firearms competency across all officers, a challenge potentially more pronounced in Wales's smaller police forces with distinct training needs. Economic factors also play a crucial role. The Police Foundation's (2023) cost-benefit analysis estimates a £1.2 billion price tag over five years to arm all officers in England and Wales, encompassing training, equipment, and ongoing maintenance costs.
Finally, Jackman et al. (2022) explore the psychological impact of carrying firearms on officers, revealing a mixed picture of increased confidence for some but heightened stress and anxiety for others. This raises important questions about the broader implications of universal armament on officer well-being and performance.
This multifaceted debate underscores the complexity of the issue, particularly in the Welsh context, where unique geographical, cultural, and operational factors must be considered alongside broader UK policing principles.
Impact of Terrorism and Extremism on Policing
The threat of terrorism has profoundly influenced debates on police armament in the UK, particularly following high-profile incidents such as the 2017 attacks in London and Manchester. Hendy (2012) observe an increased public acceptance of armed police presence in high-risk areas following these events, indicating a shift in public perception driven by security concerns.
However, this shift is not without controversy. Lowe (2022) cautions against reactionary policy changes, arguing that while terrorism poses a serious threat, it should not be the sole determinant of broad policing strategies. Instead, emphasis is placed on the importance of intelligence-led policing and community engagement in countering extremism, approaches that do not necessarily require routine armament of all officers.
The Home Office's (2024) report on counter-terrorism strategies reflects this complexity, advocating for enhanced rapid response capabilities while stopping short of recommending routine armament for all officers. This measured approach is further exemplified in the updated CONTEST strategy (Home Office, 2024), which seeks to balance the need for flexible armed response with the principle of policing by consent. In Wales, the perception and impact of terrorism threats take on unique characteristics. Jones and Rhys (2024) find that while there is increased concern about potential threats across various Welsh communities, there remains a strong preference for community-oriented policing approaches.
The Welsh Extremism and Counter Terrorism Unit (WECTU, 2023) has developed specific approaches to addressing terrorism threats in the Welsh context, emphasising community engagement and intelligence-led policing. Their report suggests these methods may be more effective than increasing armed police presence, reflecting a nuanced understanding of regional security needs. Hoffman and Shelton (2023) provide a critical perspective on the impact of counter-terrorism measures, including increased armed policing, on civil liberties and community relations. Their work is particularly pertinent to Wales, where community cohesion is a key concern in policing strategies. 
This complex landscape underscores the challenge of adapting policing strategies to evolving terrorist threats while maintaining the core principles of UK policing, particularly in the distinct cultural and social context of Wales. The debate continues to grow, reflecting the ongoing tension between enhancing security measures and preserving traditional policing values.
Public Perception and Trust in Police
Public trust is fundamental to effective policing, and the issue of armament significantly influences this trust. Davidson et al (2017) reveal a nuanced public attitude in Britain: general support for specialised armed units coexists with strong resistance to routinely armed officers. This dichotomy underscores the delicate balance between security desires and attachment to traditional unarmed policing.
Rogers (2013) uncovered distinct regional variations in public opinion in Wales. Rural communities show greater resistance to armed policing compared to urban areas, reflecting differing crime patterns and a stronger emphasis on community-based policing in rural Welsh settings. This variance highlights the need for tailored policing approaches across diverse communities. The visibility of armed officers has complex effects on public perceptions of safety. Yesberg et al. (2022, p.889) find that while armed presence increases feelings of security in specific contexts like airports, it often leads to heightened anxiety in everyday settings. This contextual impact suggests that the perceived necessity of armed officers plays a crucial role in public acceptance.
Minority communities' perceptions add a critical dimension to this debate. Bowleg et al. (2021, p.837) report higher levels of concern about routine police armament among Black and Asian communities in the UK. Given Wales's increasing diversity, particularly in urban areas, these concerns are especially pertinent to discussions about changes in armament policies. Jackson and Bradford (2024, p.213) link trust in the police to perceptions of legitimacy, finding that the current model of limited and specialised armed response units generally maintains higher perceived legitimacy compared to routine armament models. This supports the notion that the UK's current approach, including in Wales, may be optimal for maintaining public trust.
In the Welsh context, Pritchard (2024, p.178) argues that police trust is intrinsically tied to perceptions of cultural understanding and community engagement. This perspective emphasises the importance of considering local cultural factors in discussions about police armament in Wales. Recent quantitative data further illuminates public perceptions. A 2024 YouGov survey reveals that while 68% of UK residents feel safe with the current policing model, this drops to 52% when considering routinely armed officers (YouGov, 2024). In Wales specifically, a 2023 public consultation by the South Wales Police and Crime Commissioner found only 23% of respondents supported increasing armed officer numbers, with the majority favouring investment in community policing and crime prevention (South Wales Police and Crime Commissioner, 2023).
This complex landscape reveals the tension between addressing evolving security concerns and maintaining the principles of policing by consent. The Welsh context adds additional layers of complexity, with cultural factors, community dynamics, and local police-community relationships playing crucial roles. As the debate continues, it's clear that any changes to police armament policies, particularly in Wales, must carefully balance security needs, public trust, and the enduring principles of community-oriented policing. Future research should focus on in-depth studies of public perception in Wales, comparative analyses with culturally distinct regions, and exploration of how devolved powers might influence armed policing policies. Moreover, comprehensive data on the effectiveness of current armed policing strategies specific to the Welsh context is needed to inform evidence-based policy decisions.
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