


Is it time to arm all Police Officers?


The argument as to whether all police officers should be armed with firearms is one of the contemporary issues at the forefront of modern-day policing.  Whilst there are multiple sub elements of this contemporary issue, both politically and ethically the media have a significant role to play in the advancement of the debate, with the increased public awareness likely to stem from media publications. This increased awareness is likely to influence public perception and the increase the probability of the issue being debated in parliament.

The current procedure for police to carry and use firearms outlines that officer’s responsible for carrying these firearms must be suitably trained and therefore competent using firearms. Within each police force, there are specialist teams designated to the response of specialist incidents, one of which is the firearms unit. These firearms units have restricted guidelines and procedures to follow (Politics.co.uk, 2021). Within these specialist firearms units there are job specific police officers who vary in the type of incidents they respond to such as Counter Terrorism Specialist Firearms Officer (CTSFO), Armed Response Vehicle Officer, Specialist Firearms Officer (SFO) and a Rifle Officer (PFOA, 2021).  The behaviour and conduct of a firearms police officer are monitored and held accountable by the use of a legal regulation on Firearms Guidance and codes of practice (Politics.co.uk, 2021). Home Office (2021) highlighted that in the year ending 2021 there were 6,543 armed officers within England and wales, with a total of 18,262 firearm operations carried out. 34% of these operations were carried out by the Metropolitan Police Service and West Midlands Police. 

When contemplating arming all police officers within the UK, it is important to consider misconduct, which is an ongoing issue within modern day policing. Schedule 2 of the Police (Conduct) regulations 2020 sets a professional behaviour which is expected of police officers. The professional behaviours include Use of Force, Honesty, Integrity, Equality and Diversity (The Police (Conduct) regulations 2020). College of Policing (2014) highlighted that misconduct is a breach in the code of ethics. Misconduct can lead to management action or disciplinary action (Home Office, 2014). 

The case of George Floyd is a prime example of misconduct within the police force and how the media has had an impact on the public’s negative perception on police officers. George Floyd was an American Black Minority Ethnic who died due to a police officer’s act of misconduct, breaching the professional behaviour of Use of Force. Officer Chauvin arrived on scene after George Floyd was reported to have used a fake dollar bill. Officer Chauvin abused his powers by using unnecessary use of force by pinning Floyd to the floor whilst kneeling, applying pressure to Floyd’s neck, restricting him from breathing (BBC News, 2020). 

The recent George Floyd case was a significant case in recent history and has a significant impact on the portrayal of police officers by the public. The events were well publicised and drew attention from the world of media despite taking place in America, with BBC News (2020) covering the story discussing the unnecessary amount of force used. The case of George Floyd was published and discussed repeatedly with The Guardian (2021) publishing articles covering a range of elements, from Lebron James’ opinion to articles analysing the conviction of Officer Chauvin. It is clear that the media recognises current affairs which draw the attention of the public, increasing the likelihood of sales which leads to the repeated publication and coverage of stories in-particular debated subjects. 

Due to the coverage of the George Floyd story public emotions were heightened, leading to 140 cities in America carrying out protests with a further 21 states declaring riots (Taylor, 2021). Protests were seen to be carried out internationally with Mohdin et al (2020) highlighting the involvement of 210,000 people in the UK with the Black Lives Matter Campaign Protests. The incident of George Floyd is a prime example of the effects the media has on the perception of the public and the actions and events this can create. Due to the power and publication made by the media, the incident of George Floyd was made not only nationally, but internationally. On week 1, 31st May – 6th June an estimation of 15,000 people started to protest in Manchester’s Piccadilly Garden. By the 13th June, Brighton had joined the protesting with an estimation of 10,000 people marching (The Guardian, 2020/0. It is clear to see how the role of media can have such a significant impact on the public’s perception and actions. 

IOPC (2020) highlighted that 536 complaints were made by the public in relation to police corruption out of a total of 28,223 complaints in 2019/2020 within England and Wales. Whilst the 536 complaints of corruption against police officers seems a significant amount, when put into context against the 12 million crimes committed, it highlights the proportion of complaints to be minimal in relation to the number of cases. It shows that as a whole, police officers are primarily conducting themselves in an acceptable manner.

The public awareness comes primarily from media sources thus creating a perception heavily dependent on the means of which the media publish headlines and stories (Juliano, 2017). BBC News (2020) captured the public attention by describing how armed police carried out a raid found to be the wrong house, labelling the events as ‘terrifying’. These headlines with minimal background information create potential for the public to perceive police officers as untrustworthy. It can be argued that this lack of trust is based on a lack of understanding of statistics and the difficulties police officers face. Home Office (2021) recorded a total of 37,000 incidents of assault on police officers in comparison to the 28,223 complaints made against police officers. The media fails to publicise these statistics which would create an accurate representation of the ratio of improper behaviour of police officers against the unwarranted victimisation of officers. This insinuates that although any corruption is unacceptable, as a whole police officers are primarily conducting themselves in an acceptable manner. If the cases of assault and increased risk to both the public and police officers were more widely publicised with accurate statistics, then it could be argued the public become less biased towards the medias negative coverage and create grounds for an educated and fair debated on arming all police officers. 

In conclusion, the debate as to whether all police officers should be armed is a topic which deems in depth consideration to all sub elements of the debate. The initial concern for safety which is arguably the most discussed concern when debating whether all police officers should be armed stems from an element mistrust of police officers as a result of dramatic and biased reporting. The George Floyd case provides evidence that the media has a prevalence of repeatedly reporting and publishing articles on dramatic cases which capture the public’s attention in lieu of accurately reporting a fair proportion of cases where exemplary police conduct has been present. Whilst it can be understood that dramatic cases increase sales for the media, hence increased coverage of dramatic cases, there is minimal indication or explanation as to why the statistics of the assault of police officers receive little coverage in comparison to cases of misconduct. It can be argued that if the difficulties and dangers police officers face daily were widely published, including these statistics of assault on police officers, the public would have improved trust and factual understanding of the ratio of misconduct in comparison to the difficulties faced. This improved perception of police officers is likely to significantly impact the opinion of the public when debating whether all police officers should be armed, creating fair and informed grounds for debate.
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