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Should UK Police be armed?
A controversial question; should the UK Police service carry firearms? As of December 2015, a research group called BMG Research asked a group of 1,585 British citizens aged 18 and over were asked the question “Should British police officers be routinely armed”. 48% of respondents answered yes, with 34% saying no and 19% answering they don’t know. . Although this is not representative of the whole of the UK, it gives an indication that a large amount of the British public believes that the police force should be armed. This essay will be focusing on the current statistics of armed police in England and Wales, the cons of firearm training, issues with deployment of firearm officers and how the response times of firearm officers could be the difference between life and death.
As of March 2022, there were 6,192 armed officers within all England and Wales Police forces. This was 4% of the overall police force. (Home Office, 2022). This amount is a significant drop from 2009, where there were 6,976 armed officers (Home Office, Table 1, 2022). Since 2019, there has been a steady decrease in the number of armed officers in the UK. 
In 2016, a five-year uplift programme was announced with the aim of recruiting, training, and equipping an extra 1,000 firearm officers. Although the programme had an initial positive outcome, with 639 firearm officers being recruited within the first year, the last year of the programme, 2021, saw a decrease in the number of officers. The Home Office has stated that they have found it difficult to explain whether the drop in firearm officers is due to the exclusion of sick officers in statistics, the impact of COVID-19 or whether there has been a legitimate drop in the number of operational firearm officers (Home Office, 2022).
Although many people would like to see the police be allowed to carry a firearm, it would take a long time before any effect would be seen. An Initial Firearms Course takes 11 weeks to complete (Devon & Cornwall Police, 2022). Before any training can begin, a fitness test must be carried out, with the applicant needing to reach a 9.4 on the fitness test (Police Firearms Officers Association, no date). This is a big jump from the 5.4 level needed to join the police force (College of Policing, 2021). Not every officer would be able to attain that level, therefore being unable to join the firearm training course. This could explain why there is such a low number of armed officers in the UK. If it was to become compulsory for all officers to be firearm trained, then it could possibly bring about issues surrounding diversity within the police as it would discriminate against people who aren’t as fitness capable as others.
Due to the low numbers of armed officers, they won’t be able to attend every scene. There is a criteria that must be met before they can be deployed. The criteria includes where the officer authorising the deployment has ‘reason to suppose’ that officers have to protect themselves or others from someone who is possession of or has immediate access to a firearm or lethal weapon, or if an individual is so dangerous that armed officers is considered appropriate. They may also be deployed in cases of high threat levels or for the destruction of dangerous animals (College of Policing, 2022). 
Between March 2021 and March 2022, there were 1,421 firearm operations carried out in Wales, with 885 being carried out by South Wales Police (Home Office, Table 2, 2022). Even though there is a high amount of firearm operations being carried out, there are only 81 operational firearm trained officers covering South Wales Police compared to the 2,415 firearm officers covering the Metropolitan Police who dealt with 3,133 firearm operations (Home Office, Table 3, 2022). The low numbers of firearm officers available mean that they would need to be widespread, especially in the case of South Wales Police, which cover an area of 812 square miles (South Wales Police, no date). It’s these challenges that support the public’s views on having police officers carry firearms, to ensure that there is equal coverage of firearm officers who can attend any scene in minutes. Although, of all the 16,853 firearm operations carried out between March 2021 and March 2022 by England and Wales Police, there were only 4 occasions where the police intentionally discharged a firearm at a person (Home Office, 2022). Although the demand for firearm officers may be high, when they arrive at the scene, they rarely must execute their right of force, which leads to the question does every officer have to carry a firearm which could in turn lead to a misuse in power and more intentional discharges used.
On the 3rd June 2017, a terrorist attack was carried out by three men on London Bridge and Borough Market, killing 11 people. The men initially drove a hired van into several people on London Bridge before abandoning the van, and armed with ceramic knives strapped to their wrists, began randomly stabbing members of the public (Chief Coroner, 2019). It took 8 minutes for armed police to arrive at the scene, where they shot dead the three attackers (Anderson, 2017). In a review by the Chief Coroner, it is listed that a number of the bereaved families were concerned that the first officers at the scene were only armed with irritant sprays and batons Chief Coroner, 2019). Had the officers been carrying a firearm of sort, it could have prevented further loss of lives. This is an important case of showing the damage of delayed armed police response. Considering the 2,520 operational firearm officers deployed in London at the time of the attack, an 8 minute response is a long time for there to be no firearm officers, mostly to ensure that the public is safe (Home Office, 2022). 
A Freedom of Information request in 2012 to Greater Manchester Police found that between the 1st April 2012 to 15th November 2012, the average response time for armed units was 3 minutes and 56 seconds (WhatDoTheyKnow, 2012). Although different police forces and different years, the data possibly shows that the decrease in the number of officers could have attributed to the delay in response times. This further supports the argument that it would be more beneficial for every officer to carry a firearm.
In conclusion, it can be seen that there are many points for each side of the argument. While it would be more beneficial for every officer to carry a firearm in relation to a quicker response time and quicker deployment, there is also the drawbacks when it comes to the training needed, which could take a toll on the diversity of the police forces. Although the 48% believe that firearms should be carried by all officers, the 34% saying no also have valid points to their argument.
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