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F or generations, law-enforcement 
professionals have faced the 
conundrum of drawing a weapon 

in an arrest situation; or being threatened, 
obstructed or attacked by one or more 
apparently unarmed bad guys. What actions 
should they take?

After a spate of shootings by police in New 
York City in 2000, this question was brought 
to the attention of the American community 
and, to a lesser extent, the Australian 
community. At that time, there was a push 
for law-enforcement officers to “reach for 
tactics, not for guns” (Boston Globe headline, 
5 April 2000). Moreover, officers in probation, 
parole and pre-trial services are becoming 
increasingly concerned about their safety. 
As a result, in order to give officers a varied 
arsenal of response choices beyond weapon 
use, US police departments were offering 
intensive training in judo, karate and various 
combinations of these non-firearm defences.  

There are several problems that arise 
once an officer draws his/her firearm. Apart 
from police officers shooting assailants 
without either intending or wanting to, police 
officers themselves are often injured. Also, 
many police officers find themselves in a 
situation where once they have drawn their 
weapon, they realise they cannot use it. The 
firearm becomes like a dead weight in their 
hand, and they can’t protect themselves and 
their weapon at the same time. It’s trite to 

say, but it’s accepted widely by law-enforcers 
that in close proximity, a knife is faster to 
deploy than a gun.

An officer may not be able to obtain a 
gun or other safety equipment at the time 
of an attack, however, an officer trained 
in martial arts will always have access to 
the equipment he/she needs. Furthermore, 
knowledge and training in martial arts will 
provide the officer with mental preparedness, 
knowledge of appropriate force, increased 
confidence, improved balance, coordination 
and general fitness and a greater 
understanding of their own physical strengths 
and weaknesses. 

An officer facing a violent law-breaker 
can maintain control of the situation without 
back-up and without resorting to high levels 
of force if he has sufficient martial arts 
training. Jim Weiss and Mary Dresser wrote 
in their article ‘Hand to hand: Israeli style 
combat’ in US Law and Order magazine 
(December 2001): “Mastery of martial arts 
technique earns the individual dignity and 
respect, and a firm grasp of any situation. 
Learn how to fall, how to apply pressure on 
sensitive areas and how to use bodyweight 
to cause the adversary hurt. However, this 
‘hurt’ is only a threshold toward obtaining 
the true purpose of the encounter, which is 
to exercise control over the law-breaker.” 
Thus self-defence skills are among the most 
important skills a law-enforcement officer 
could learn.

While martial arts systems clearly provide a 
wealth of information that can be adopted into 
police programs, making a sound decision 
for the purposes of law-enforcement can be 
difficult. Techniques can be incorporated into 
handcuffing procedures, weapon-retention 
and baton use. Stanley White, a New Jersey 
defensive tactics instructor, suggested in 
Law and Order (June 2001) that, regardless 
of which martial art system or combination 
of systems is selected, some basic details 
should be applied, including:
•  Remembering most martial arts were 

originally developed for the battlefield and 
not to arrest suspects. Thus, the martial 
art must be modified accordingly. 

•  All techniques chosen must be 
defendable in court and not excessive. 

•  All officers trained in the chosen techniques 
must be able to effectively execute them 
regardless of gender, strength or size. 

•  Once the core curriculum has been 
established, officers should not 
supplement other techniques from outside 
sources without consulting their trainers 
and use-of-force policies. 
An officer is never justified in using more 

force than necessary to control an assailant 
and/or to minimise or eliminate the danger of 
serious harm to the officer. The officer does 
not determine how much force is used, but 
responds only to the attack with sufficient 
force to control the threat and prevent injury 
to him/herself. When the assailant is no 
longer a threat, the officer reduces his/her 
level of force accordingly. Force should never 
be used to punish someone.

It is important for officers to know how to 
use an array of control techniques quickly. 
Some experts say that techniques must be 
practised thousands of times to make their 
use instinctive. Although a high number 
of repetitions may not always be possible, 
mentally rehearsing techniques is proven to 
have great learning benefits. Another important 
training approach is to conduct regular 
scenario training, role-playing through mock 
confrontations and overcoming the threat.

Law-enforcement officers are constantly 
facing violent confrontation, and it’s no 
wonder that new techniques are being 
sought after, employed and evaluated for 
their practical effectiveness and success in 
the field. However, it’s somewhat ironic that 
law-enforcers often look to traditional martial 
arts for techniques, as traditional martial 
artists seldom employ those very techniques 
in any reality-based scenario to work out 
what works and what doesn’t.  
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