
Is it time to arm all UK police officers?

One of the unique features of the British Police which sets it apart from its contemporaries in other countries is that almost the entire force in unarmed, preventing new officers carrying guns patrolling sensitive areas. UK is among a select group of countries such as Norway, New Zealand where the police offers are unarmed while patrolling streets. This is remarkable because UK is probably the only highly populated, urbanized and advanced economy, having this feature which is truly unique (Kelly, 2012).
Currently only 5% of the British Police officers are allowed to carry guns, based on home office figures. The debate of arming British Police flares up whenever there is an incidence of offices losing lives, in the line of duty, or when the police force’s capabilities are assessed compared to advanced weaponry hoarded by gangs, criminals and terrorists. For example, when 2 Manchester female police officers lost their lives while tackling armed criminal (Neal, 2018). 
So, there is strong debate among political circles, administrators, police officers and citizenry about whether the British police officers need to be armed. There are plenty of conflicting opinions and evidences expressed which need to be taken into consideration before taking a decision on policy change regarding arming British police officers. 
The overall objective of Police is to keep their citizens safe and secure. The choice of arming a Police officer in any jurisdiction is dependent upon the risks posed by the unruly criminals that may cause serious harm or lethal injury to the officers and preventing them in dispensing their duties (Farmer & Evans, 2020). Some predictors that can be used as markers for the risk level posed are the firearms related homicides, general ownership level of arms in the country, violent gang related incidents within a particular jurisdiction (Farmer & Evans, 2020).  
A research by Farmer and Evans, has found out the number of firearm crimes are lowest in England and Wales (Farmer & Evans, 2020) as compared to other judiciaries having same socio-economic status and policing rules. For example, the number of firearm related homicides in England were equal to that of Canada, while Canada only has 30% of the population of England. Similarly, the number of firearm homicides in Australia and New Zealand were equal to that of England, but England has substantially higher population than these two comparable countries, indicating that on per capita basis, the number of firearm homicides are lowest in England. This makes England one of the safest countries in the world specifically for firearm related incidents (Farmer & Evans, 2020). 
A 2006 survey carried out among British Police officers about their views of getting armed, a majority 82% believed that arming the police officers was not necessary. But, in contrast, 47% of the British citizens favoured arming police force. While opinions change based on recent incidents, a better plank for decision making would be ascertaining the evidence that Does adding armed police officers increase safety of the citizens (Yesberg & Bradford, 2018). 
The current regulatory structure of arming of Police in UK is tightly regulated. Only certain specialized teams of Police units are trained and armed for firearms. The prime reason for this approach is in the belief that use of firearms is the option of last resort, and when all other conventional methods have been exhausted (Travis, 2016). Further, using firearms immediately puts the life of people in danger, which must be avoided at all cases. There is lengthy code of practice, documents such as Firearms Guidance to Police (Travis, 2016). 
Another argument that must be considered in arming police officers is whether arming police officers increase the overall safety of the citizens. The experiencing of USA, which has one of the most militarized police forces in the world, clearly show that arming police forces doesn’t necessarily make them immune to being getting shot or making the streets more safer (Mummolo, 2018). 
A study conducted by researchers Gunderson et al., 2021, on the crime-reduction effects of providing military equipment to police forces in USA in 2017, has found that there is no evidence that adding lethal and military grade weapons lead to prevention of crimes (Gunderson, et al., 2021). Further, the overall ill-effects of adding firearms or other lethal weapons is that a certain section of population are affected more than others which further deteriorate state-community relations. 
In fact, in contrast, the level of crime has overall increased in the US, as the Police forces have brought in even more lethal weapons. Evidence from large body of research also indicates that militarization of the police force, using heavy handed police tactics reduce overall public safety and offer little or no overall benefits in terms of saving the lives of officers or preventing violent crimes from happening (Mummolo, 2018). In fact, arming police officers, leads to erosion of trust and support for the police forces. So, there is little or no evidence to support favouring arming of police officers. So, a decision to arm police officer has to be undertaken after understanding the trade-offs that on arming police officers and its affect on trust, citizens liberty, public safety. Only then a decision must be taken for arming (Hutchinson, 2020).  
There is also a need to evaluate whether there are alternate options available to conventional firearms. There are plenty of alternative options and tactics which are less lethal and can provide same level of protection and security. For example, one of the alternatives is the taser guns, which can electrocute the person of internet and leave them loose the senses. Another option is attenuating energy projectile (AEP), an alternative to taser, which is much safer and more effective. Other options include irritants, that temporarily blind the aggressor which can be deployed locally. Finally, in worst cases, there could be use of rubber bullets, water cannon etc. 
So, given the history of the British policy, the level of firearm incidence, and poor co-relationship between increasing arming of police and overall safety, control of crims and a general proclivity of the society of England, to have unarmed police, continuing with the tradition of unarmed police officers is the best policy action. While, it is true that, recently the threat of increased terrorist and gang related violence has increased in UK, to counter them, other alternatives must be explored such as firearm alternatives, trained firearm specialists. 
Police is the most visible arm of the government and has a profound effect on how citizens experience government and develop a perception about it. In fact, a harmonious and trust based relationship between the citizenry and the police forms the foundation of the policing and arming police have a deleterious affect on the relationship. British citizens have high degree of trust and faith on the British police, given almost no cases of Police brutality or unwanted action by the Police. So, this positive relationship must be maintained, and alternative solutions must be investigated rather than arming the police. 


References
Farmer, C. & Evans, R., 2020. Primed and ready: does arming police increase safety? Preliminary findings. Violence and gender, 7(2), pp. 47-56.
Gunderson, A. et al., 2021. Counterevidence of crime-reduction effects from federal grants of military equipment to local police. Nature human behaviour, 5(2), pp. 194-204.
Hutchinson, B., 2020. Providing police with military gear does not reduce crime or protect officers: Studies. [Online] 
Available at: https://abcnews.go.com/US/providing-police-military-gear-reduce-crime-protect-officers/story?id=74518923
[Accessed 2021].
Kelly, J., 2012. Why British police don’t have guns. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-19641398
[Accessed 2021].
Mummolo, J., 2018. Militarization fails to enhance police safety or reduce crime but may harm police reputation. national academy of sciences, 115(37), pp. 9181-9186.
Neal, L., 2018. Armed police: pros and cons. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.theweek.co.uk/98194/armed-police-pros-and-cons
[Accessed 2021].
Travis, A., 2016. Met police's decision to arm a further 600 officers is no game-changer. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2016/jan/14/met-polices-decision-to-arm-a-further-600-officers-is-no-gamechanger
[Accessed 2021].
Yesberg, J. & Bradford, B., 2018. Affect and trust as predictors of public support for armed police: Evidence from London. Policing and society.


