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In this dissertation I will be analysing and investigating the question of whether or not Police officers in the United Kingdom should be routinely armed when carrying out their duties. This question, as well as being morally poignant also has some very interesting social, ethical and political issues.

Since its conception in 1829 by Sir Robert Peel the Police force in the United Kingdom has never been routinely armed (PEEL, 1829). While officers have had access to arms when required they were not routinely armed, and this was by design. With the initial creation of the official Police force one of the primary aims was to have a uniformed, professional organisation whose goal was to protect the public and apprehend offenders. As part of this Police officers were to be clearly differential from military personal with one of the main ways this was achieved by having the Police unarmed. 

In this essay there will be several references to being ‘armed’ and ‘unarmed’. In relation to this specific investigation to be ‘armed’ will mean to be in possession of a firearm. Being in possession of other appointments issued to officers such as batons, PAVA spray or Taser will be considered to be ‘unarmed’. Additionally, this essay asks “SHOULD POLICE IN THE UNITED KINGDOM BE ROUTINLY ARMED” for the purpose of this writing the United Kingdom will be considered as England, Wales and Scotland. Northern Ireland, where Police are routinely armed and British Overseas Territories where Police officers may be routinely armed will be discussed in this writing however will not constitute the geographical area for which the question is centred (O’Neill, 2023). 

In the one hundred and ninety-four years since the creation of the Police in the United Kingdom the personal protection equipment (PPE) carried by officers has changed drastically, as well as the threats they face. A standard ‘Bobby’ in the 1800’s would see themselves issued with little more than a wooden baton and a whistle (LAMBERT, 2022). In comparison to today officers in the UK will carry a plethora of equipment issued by the force to which they belong with Officers, as standard, being issued with a set of rigid handcuffs, a Gravity friction lock Baton (ASP), PAVA/ CS spray and a torch. As well as these items officers are also, as standard issued with protective body armour graded to withstand slashes or stabs from pointed or edged weapons (College  of Policing,  2022). Specially trained officers who have attended a minimum of three-day course will also be allowed to carry Taser (commonly the Taser X2). While Taser is becoming more common with officers in the UK it is still not issued as standard. Then there are officers who are authorised to carry firearms (AFO). These officers, dependant on their training, will have the capacity to carry an array of firearms in varying circumstances. 

Interestingly the United Kingdom, with a population of over 67 million (worldometer, 2023) is among only eighteen countries on the planet whereby Police are not routinely armed (world Atlas, 2023). The United Kingdom also has a significantly higher population than any of the other countries included on the list and a crime rate to match. 

With the United Kingdom being one of eighteen out of one hundred and ninety-six countries where officers are not routinely armed the question begs why is this the case and should they follow suit with the majority?

Despite there being frequent calls for officers to be armed (Carr, 2017), often following major incidents whereby armed officers have been required to attend, usually incidents of terrorism or that of mass casualties these have seldom gathered any real traction or bought on any change. Why?

Arming Police is not as simple as giving out firearms to officers and expecting them to carry them as they would pepper spray (College of Policing, 2021). Whereas there is a risk that an officer’s appointments or force used may result in a fatality of the subject which they are using them against, a firearm is designed as a lethal weapon. This means that any time a firearm is used the most likely outcome is that of death to the person it is used against. With such power being at the fingertips of a person in possession of a firearm it raises several implications. 
 (
The first of which is cultural. As already stated, Police in the United Kingdom have never been routinely armed and doing so will lead to a change in the public’s perception of Police officers and the way in which they will interact with them. Particularly this could result in members finding the Police to be less approachable. It could also be seen as oppressive and a move from officers in the UK to Policing through fear. The mere presence of a firearm can completely change an interaction with Police. I can speak to this myself having attended numerous incidents in company of firearms officers as the attention is frequently taken from the incident taking place to the fact that the officers in attendance are armed. This can however have its advantages. For example, I have seen on several occasions how the presence of a firearm has deescalated a high-risk situation and resulted in the apprehension of dangerous offenders with minimal issues. Disadvantages to this are however that members of the public may be less willing to engage with officers and build barriers between officers and victims of crime. The United Kingdom also has a large population of persons who have originated from countries where Police are armed and may have had negative experiences with them. Seeing Police in the UK armed may result in trauma from their past making them hesitant to speak to and fearful of Police who are overtly armed.
The public are frequently surveyed in relation to Police being armed in the UK, however, these surveys are often carried out following major incidents such as terror attacks taking place (Carr,   2017). This often shows a public who believe that all officers should be armed. This however does not show a true reflection of the complexity of the question being posed. The public in these surveys are often emotionally charged following a high-profile event and are not paying attention to the question of arming Police and what exactly that would entail. Many of the members of the public will be thinking that an armed Police force will be quicker to respond to incidents which could result in mass casualties. This does make sense, however the evidence to back this up is scarce. For example, the London Bridge terror attack which took place in 2017 had an incredible armed response time of having 50 armed officers at scene 12 minutes. Additionally, the Woolwich Terror attack of 2013 took just 11 minutes for armed officers to get to scene (Dodd, 2017). Considering that emergency graded calls   have an arrival time target of 15 minutes it is very interesting to see armed officers, who there are less of, arriving on scene within the target time.
It is also natural for members of the public to want an immediate answer to a major incident. Often times in terror attacks such as those mentioned above armed officers are required to shoot, and potentially kill an offender. The public will see this as being the outcome and associate the end result, usually a deceased or seriously injured offender, with Police carrying firearms. It is reasonable to then associate that Police being routinely armed will allow for faster response times, less civilian casualties and more dead terrorists (something overwhelmingly supported by the public). 

In order to form part of my research into the posed question I have conducted a survey. This survey has involved fifty serving officers of Gwent Police who are currently unarmed with the ranks of those being surveyed being of Police constable, Police Sargent, and Inspector. The questions posed where as follows 

(1) “ARE YOU A TASER TRAINED OFFICER”
(2) “DO YOU FEEL SAFE WITH THE APPOINTMENTS YOU ARE CURRENTLY ISSUED”
(3) “DO YOU SUPPORT POLICE IN THE UK BEING ROUTINLY ARMED”
(4) “WOULD YOU FEEL COMFORTABLE BEING ROUTINLY ARMED”
(5) “DO YOU BELIEVE POLICE IN THE UNITED KINGDOM SHOULD BE ROUTINLY ARMED”

Of the fifty officers surveyed twenty of them answered “YES” to being Taser carriers. Remarkably those who answered “YES” to question one also answered “YES” to question two. 
Every single officer who was not Taser trained answered that they did not feel the appointments they were provided were enough to keep them safe. I believe this is very worrying. Officers should be comfortable with the personal protection equipment which they are provided. While officers are often put in uncomfortable situations, they should be safe in the knowledge that the appointments they are issued will be enough to keep them from danger, or at least protect them from serious injury or death.
What is interesting on the other hand is that officers trained in use of Taser all felt that the appointments they are issued ARE enough to keep them safe. 
Since introduction in 2003 the use of Taser has spread dramatically throughout the United Kingdom (McGuiness,  2016). As of 2023 most Forces in England, Scotland and Wales are issued with the Taser X2. In order to be able to carry Taser officers must first attend and pass a three-day course in order to be authorised in its use. The Taser X2 holds two cartridges, as standard with an effective range of twenty-five feet. The way in which it works is by firing two electronically charged prongs which penetrate the skin of the subject and circulate up to 50,000 volts of electricity through the subject’s body. This seizes the muscles if the subject and causes them to be incapacitated.
The concept of Taser is to bridge the gap between incapacitant spray and a firearm. Doing this allows officers carrying Taser to be a more effective resource and to take pressure off of firearms units who could now focus on incidents of the highest level of threat, harm and risk.
The use of Taser has seen a massive increase over the years and its use is continuing to grow along side the number of officers trained in its use. Tasers are however rather expensive. A Taser X2 will cost a Police force approximately £1200 per unit (Madely, 2017). In Gwent Police there are around 300 Taser trained officers. In order for there to be a Taser available for each officer at any given time that would result in a cost in the region of £360,000. Surprisingly, a cheaper alternative to this is officers being armed with the standard issued pistol, a Glock 17 costing in the region of $500. This means all officers carrying Taser currently, could have been provided with Glock 17 pistols for just £125,000.
The results which have been achieved by Taser are, to Police forces, worth the extra cost. With many Taser deployments being utilised where a firearms deployment would have been justifiable. Whereas most firearms discharges make it to the press, the use of Taser, unless something catastrophically wrong happens, very rarely get any sort of coverage by the press. It also means that less persons being shot by police, with only the most violent, high-level incidents resulting in officers using firearms.  
The use of Taser has though been questioned by human rights groups such as amnesty international (Amnesty international UK, 2016). These groups claim that Taser should not be used by Police and that the instrument breeches a person’s human rights, namely, the right to not undergo torture. Amnesty international amongst other groups monitor Police use of Taser to ensure compliance with Human rights law with some members calling for Police to not be issued with Taser and the use to be abolished in the United Kingdom. Many calls are being made for Taser to not be used on persons in mental health crisis (Pandian, 2020). Taser and mental health have almost seemed to go hand in hand. Particularly where persons suffering mental health crisis are being volatile or self-harming. Those undergoing “ABD” are also frequently subject to Taser discharges. Taser often allows for a swift end to what could be a prolonged or escalated situation. Where self-harm is involved, it allows officers to incapacitate a person preventing any further harm to either themselves or prevent them from lashing out at officers.
Additionally, Taser officers in the UK are only permitted to use Taser when absolutely necessary in order to protect themselves, the public or apprehend an offender and that Taser is not to be used as a compliance tool as has been seen in the United States of America. 
As has already been mentioned the cost difference with Officers being armed and provided with Taser is staggering. So why not provide officers with sidearms? 
Taser officers as mentioned previously are required to attend a minimum of three-day course in order to be authorised to carry and deploy Taser in an operational role. Firearms officers on the other hand must attend a far more in depth and specialised course. In order to be trained as an authorised firearms officer (AFO) an officer must attend a four-week course. As an authorised firearms officer an officer will be able to carry a firearm in the execution of their duty, however, will not be able to attend emergency calls which have been graded for firearms officers’ attendance. Authorised firearms officers will tend to carry out duties considered to be in a ‘defensive’ role. This will include guarding important government buildings or persons deemed to be in need of armed protection, usually politicians or members of the Royal family. 
In order for officers to obtain the necessary qualification to respond to emergency situations carrying a firearm they must attend a armed response vehicle course. This lasts nine weeks on top of the four weeks of initial training. Once this training is complete an officer is then considered an ARV (College  of Policing, 2021). This means that they are in a position to attend calls deemed necessary for firearms officer attendance. 
This is a very lengthy and costly process. Much of the training to become a firearms officer in the United Kingdom does not specifically relate to the use of firearms themselves. As part of the training course officers are required to pass advanced first air, allowing them to tend to victims of serious trauma injuries, advanced method of entry- allowing officers to gain entry to premises/ vehicles and in addition to all other training firearms officer will be trained as advanced drivers.
This additional training makes becoming an ARV a costly and time-consuming process. 
In order for all officers in the United Kingdom to be routinely armed the training required to be an ARV would have to be altered. Particularly Police forces would need the length off training to be significantly reduced allowing for minimal disruption to currently active resources. It would also be an enormous feat to train all officers to be authorised to carry firearms. There are currently 135,000 Police officers in the United Kingdom(National statistics, 2022) it is almost not feasible for each of these to be armed as the training would take an incredible amount of time and money.
Should the training to become an armed officer be reduced, this now presents a new issue of officers who are not trained to the highest standard are now armed and expected to carry a weapon designed to kill on a almost daily basis. This difference in skill, vetting and physical testing could lead to officers who are not suited to being armed now in a position where they could cause serious harm or death not only to potential offenders but also to members of the public and their teammates. 
Being an armed officer is also currently a completely voluntary role. Meaning only those who put themselves forwards will be trained as a firearms officer. Firearms officers are also able to ‘hand in their ticket’ at any time. Meaning they can refuse to carry a firearm on duty should they not wish to. 
While conducting research into this topic, of the fifty unarmed officers surveyed a remarkable forty-seven stated that not only would they feel comfortable being routinely armed, but they also support officers in the United Kingdom being armed. Should Police being routinely armed come into fruition what would be the fait of the three persons who would not be comfortable being armed and don’t support this change? Would unarmed officers no longer have a place or would officers not wishing to be armed now be moved into offices in order to complete admin in non-operational departments? 
Forcing persons to be armed despite them not being comfortable doing so could result in huge repercussions. Being armed does mean a realistic proposition of an officer having to take the life of another and as such only those who are certain they wish to be armed should be put in that position. Requiring officers to arm will also produce legal questions as to whether those who do not feel comfortable carrying a firearm or refuse to do so will be able to face any sort of reprisal, especially since at the time of them joining the Police they were not a necessity for the job role to be carried out.  Additionally, the Police in the United Kingdom does not currently require a psychological assessment prior to being offered a potential position as a Police constable unlike other countries whose Police force is armed (West Australia Police, 2023). Should the United Kingdom decide to arm its Police force then additional assessments will have to be carried out on candidates wishing to join the Police. This would mean a more costly assessment process for forces recruiting new officers. This, I believe, would however be a benefit. All too often are headlines displaying despicable acts carried out by serving or retired Police officers, with additional vetting and assessments in place it may be possible to ensure only those who belong in the Police force and are going to act in line with the code of ethics are selected for training.
While the cost and timeliness of the additional training required would cause issues in the short term, once said training is complete Police forces would reap the reward of having better, more specialised officers. In addition to this should officers be routinely armed it is likely there would be a need for less officers as well as likely that officers would leave the forces, they belong to due to not wanting to be armed or, not qualify to meet the standard required to be an armed officer. In this sense this would benefit both the Police and the public.  A well-armed, well-equipped, well-trained Police force of fewer numbers would likely be a welcome relief to the public who may portray the Police of today as weak and incompetent. 

In order to draw to a conclusion, it is very apparent that whether or not Police in the United Kingdom being routinely armed should come into fruition is a poignant and emotive question. It is especially relevant in 2023 where there is an increase in violent crime, particularly knife crime and gang crime in large cities such as London and Birmingham. With seeming daily headlines of people being seriously injured or killed at the hands of criminals and the courts seeming to give incredibly weak punishment for serious offences it is natural the public will seek for more protection (Swann, 2022). In this case a surge in support for Police being armed has occurred. Would Police being armed truly have an impact on these statistics? Evidence does not support this, being only one of eighteen countries on the planet with unarmed Police it is clear to see that an armed Police force does not necessarily result in a better, more effective Police force with the highest rates of violent crime taking place in countries where the Police are armed. 
The question also stands as to whether its appropriate to arm the Police in response to statistics related to either terrorism or violent crime, almost indicating that in response to these issues Police will now be shooting more suspected offenders as opposed to the route causes of these issues such as socioeconomics being addressed.
Questions about ethics also need to be raised as to whether all Police officers should be expected to carry a lethal weapon which they may have to deploy on their person as well as questions about funding, proportionality and training requirements.
Ultimately the research I have conducted has found that there is significant support for Police to be routinely armed in the United Kingdom by both members of the Public and serving, unarmed Police officers. Despite this support when asked the question SHOULD Police in the United Kingdom be routinely armed a more relevant question of if there is a need for it?
SHOULD Police in the United Kingdom be routinely armed? Based on the research conducted and opinions of officers and the Public, Yes Police should be routinely armed. The Police should have all the tools they require to defend themselves and members of the Public, even if that means people could be killed. The Police deserve the highest level of training and access to the best equipment. The Police should all be issued with Tasers, and firearms as well as drive the best cars and have access to the most up to date systems. Is this practicable, however? No, while the Police should have access to all of the above it would be neigh on impossible to achieve and is there really a need? Based on the research conducted and the fact that since 1829 Police in the United Kingdom have been a predominantly unarmed service, I do not believe there to have been enough of a change in the level of threat faced by Police officers to justify arming all who are operational. Specialist departments have, over the years, proved themselves as exceptional resources and the introduction of Taser since 2003 has effectively bridged the gap between being armed and unarmed. Therefore in 2023 there is not a NEED for Police in the United Kingdom to be routinely armed when carrying out their day-to-day duties. 
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