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Abstract 

In 1990 the United Nations published a guideline for law enforcement agencies and 

governments, in which they directed that police forces should develop a range of less-lethal 

weapons. In 2020 the Icelandic police has a limited range of less-lethal weapons at their 

disposal, most notable are batons and pepper spray. The question posed in this thesis is: Are 

less-lethal weapons a luxury, an indulgence, or a necessity for the Icelandic police? A 

systematic literature review was conducted, where a range of less-lethal weapons were 

examined, together with consideration of human rights, Icelandic media reporting of police use 

of force and procedural justice. The conclusion is that there can be identified a gap between the 

less-lethal weapons available to the Icelandic police and firearms. The National police 

commissioner and the Ministry of Justice need to actively pursue new less-lethal weapons to 

close the gap. The recommended less-lethal options to be considered for the Icelandic police 

force are conducted energy devices (Tasers) and police dogs. 
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Ágrip 

Árið 1990 gáfu Sameinuðu þjóðirnar út leiðbeiningar um valdbeitingu og notkun skotvopna 

löggæsluyfirvalda. Þar er þeim tilmælum komið á framfæri að lögreglulið þrói og taki í notkun 

fleiri tegundir vopna sem minni hætta stafar af en skotvopnum (e. less-lethal weapons). Nú, árið 

2020 hefur íslenska lögreglan fáa kosti þegar kemur að skaðaminni vopnun en þar ber helst að 

nefna piparúða og lögreglukylfur. Markmið þessarar ritgerðar er að skoða hvort skaðaminni 

vopn séu lúxus, undanlátssemi eða nauðsynleg fyrir íslensku lögregluna. Ritgerðin byggir á 

fræðilegri samantekt um slík skaðaminni vopn og fjallar um tengsl notkunar þeirra við 

mannréttindi, fjölmiðlaumfjöllun og réttláta málsmeðferð. Niðurstöður rannsóknarinnar eru 

þær að of stórt stökk sé frá skaðaminni vopnum þeim sem notuð eru á Íslandi yfir til skotvopna. 

Dómsmálaráðuneytið og Ríkislögreglustjóri þurfa að beita sér fyrir innleiðingu nýrra 

skaðaminni vopna hér á landi til að framfylgja tilmælum Sameinuðu þjóðanna. Lagt er til að 

rafstuðtæki (Taser) og hundar þjálfaðir til valdbeitingar verði tekin í notkun í þeim tilgangi.   
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1 Introduction  

Law enforcement officials are in the unique situation that they are authorized to use force on 

behalf of the state. The police do not only rely on their physical strength and power of 

persuasion in use of force encounters; they, however, often rely on weapons to protect citizens, 

themselves and other officers. Lethal force carried out by law enforcement officers is generally 

in the form of use of firearms (Mesloh et al., 2008). In 1990 the United Nations adopted the 

Basic Principles on the Use and Firearms by Law Enforcement Officers. The second article of 

the general provisions states: 

Governments and law enforcement agencies should develop a range of means as broad 

as possible and equip law enforcement officials with various types of weapons and 

ammunition that would allow for a differentiated use of force and firearms. These should 

include the development of non-lethal incapacitating weapons for use in appropriate 

situations, with a view to increasingly restraining the application of means capable of 

causing death or injury to persons… (United Nations, pp. 1-2) 

The United Nations discuss non-lethal weapons as an alternative for firearms and 

differentiated use of force. Non-lethal weapons may be considered to be a misnomer since the 

weapons can be lethal and have caused fatalities. These weapons have likewise been called sub-

lethal, less than lethal and less-lethal weapons, the last mentioned is the term that will be used 

in this discussion. Less-lethal weapons are designed and intended to incapacitate individuals 

without causing permanent or lethal injuries (Fidler, 1999). Less-lethal weapons thus decrease 

the likelihood of lethal injury. Less-lethal weapons give officers an alternative option to lethal 

force to handle dangerous situations (Mesloh et al., 2008). There has been significant 

development in the field of less-lethal weapons since the adoption of the Basic Principles in 

1990. Weapons such as batons that have been a part of law enforcement since its establishment 

are classified as less-lethal weapons. Many less-lethal weapons have been developed and 

implemented by law enforcement agencies around the world, including Iceland. The 

development of less-lethal weapons has rapidly expanded, making it difficult to keep track of 

all the weapons available (United Nations, 2017). 

Less-lethal weapons offer an alternative to firearms to incapacitate offenders without 

having to resort to lethal force or only having to rely on the physical power of the officers 

themselves. Human rights organizations have, however, criticized the use of less-lethal 

weapons and argue that not all developments in the field of less-lethal weapons have been 

positive. Some less-lethal weapons do, contrary to the aim of less-lethal weapons, increase the 
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risk of injury. Other less-lethal weapons, which can lead to less injury, can cause death or 

serious injury if they are misused or used in illegitimate ways. They state that less-lethal 

weapons are open to abuse and may not be used in accordance with human rights standards. 

Amnesty International has reported that less-lethal weapons have been used in violation of 

human rights, including torture and ill-treatment in custody, and excessive, arbitrary and 

unnecessary use of force been associated with less-lethal weapons. Amnesty International and 

other human rights organizations, however, acknowledge that less-lethal weapons are important 

in order to decrease the risk of death and injury associated with police use of firearms and other 

existing weapons, such as batons. They stress that the weapons must be used in accordance with 

human rights and international standards for law enforcement (Amnesty International, 2015b). 

In this thesis, less-lethal weapons will be explored through different perspectives. The focus 

of this discussion is the examination of less-lethal weapons in an Icelandic context. As 

mentioned before, the United Nations have directed that governments and law enforcement 

agencies should develop various less-lethal weapons in order to minimize injury and lethal 

force. Human rights organizations have, however, put question marks regarding the use of less-

lethal weapons and want to advance cautiously regarding their use. The question this thesis 

seeks to answer is: Are less-lethal weapons a luxury, an indulgence, or a necessity for the 

Icelandic police. In order to answer the question a systematic literature review was conducted, 

where peer-reviewed articles, official documentation, policy guidance, laws and human rights 

declaration and conventions were examined, together with media reports and court cases from 

Iceland and the European Court of Human rights to offer context to the discussion. 

 In chapter two, the regulation about police use of force and the use of firearms and less-

lethal weapons are explored. This offers a context in what circumstances police officers can 

utilize use of force and weapons. Each step of the use of force continuum will be explained. 

Chapter three will give a historical overview of how police weapons have evolved in Iceland. 

A brief comparison is made of how this development has been in the United Kingdom. 

Chapter four contains a discussion about human rights. Human rights and use of force go 

hand in hand. Police officers must be mindful of human rights standards when they practice 

their profession, especially when they exercise use of force. Different human rights standards, 

guidelines and codes are discussed in this chapter. Much focus will be on necessity, legality, 

accountability and proportionality since they are especially significant with respect to less-

lethal weapons. Unfortunately, police officers sometimes fail to adhere to human rights and 

legal standards when exercising the use of force. Therefore, domestic court cases and cases 
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which the European Court of Human Rights has ruled on regarding police use of force will be 

discussed. 

Chapter five will outline different types of less-lethal weapons. Less-lethal weapons which 

are currently authorized and in use by the Icelandic police will be discussed, as well as less-

lethal weapons that have not been used in Iceland. The less-lethal weapons that will be 

discussed are batons, chemical weapons, police dogs, conducted energy devices, acoustic 

weapons, kinetic impact projectiles, directed energy weapons, and barriers and entanglements. 

Special focus will be put on conducted energy devices, also known as Tasers, since there has 

been a discussion in Iceland whether they should be implemented by the police. They have also 

sparked some controversy, where some believe they are a crucial less-lethal option for police 

while others believe their use can have serious consequences. 

Chapter six will focus on media coverage of the use of force incidents by the Icelandic 

police. The media coverage of the use of force shapes the public’s opinion and Hougland et al. 

(2005) claim when the perceived level of force by the police increases, the public support at the 

same time significantly decreases. The public’s perception of the police has in a historical light 

been negatively impacted by police use of force. Therefore, it is interesting to see how 

traditional and social media report on police use of force. Chapter seven will then introduce 

procedural justice model of policing and how it might be beneficial in terms of police use of 

force. 

  



10 

 

2 Use of Force Continuum 

According to article 14 of the Police Act no. 90/1996, the police are authorized to use force 

when executing their duties. The police are, however, restricted in the way they may use this 

force. Rules about police use of force and use of firearms and less-lethal weapons were 

published on 22 February 1999. These rules prescribe the legality of use of force, which 

weapons are authorized, and under which circumstances their use is justified (Reglur um 

valdbeitingu lögreglumanna, 1999). Every police officer must be familiar with these rules and 

know under which circumstances they are authorized to use force and weapons. The first article 

of the rules is highly significant, as it states that police officers shall only use force if necessary, 

and the use of force should be proportionate to the situation. Each police officer must be aware 

of their strengths and consider possible consequences as a result of the use of force. Police 

officers must always consider the circumstances and necessity of the action (Mennta- og 

starfsþróunarsetur lögreglu, 2017). 

The police are authorized to use incremental use of force depending on the situation. This 

continuum is categorized into seven steps. The steps are as follow: 1) commands, 2) physical 

control, 3) restraints, 4) police dogs, 5) tear gas, 6) baton and 7) firearms. If a dog is used as a 

threat against a person, it is considered to be a lower stage of use of force than tear gas. 

However, if it is used against a person, the use of force is considered equal to batons. Police 

commands are, therefore, the lowest step in the use of force continuum and firearms the highest. 

A police officer must not go through each step to be allowed to continue to the next. The steps 

are intended to guide the officer what might be the appropriate response to a threat or a situation. 

The officer might, therefore, suddenly have to move to another step in the continuum. Police 

officers must choose their use of force according to the step they consider necessary and 

justified, each time they have to resort to the use of force (Mennta- og starfsþróunarsetur 

lögreglu, 2017). 

According to the use of force, continuum police commands are classified as a use of force. 

Commands are the lowest step in the use of force continuum. No physical contact is required 

for the use of commands; thus, police commands are traditionally not defined as a use of force. 

However, citizens are required to obey police commands (Article 19 of Police Act 90/1996). If 

citizens do not obey police commands, they can expect to receive punishment according to 

Article 44 of the same law. Police commands, therefore, carry significant power and not 

obeying them carries repercussions for citizens. Police commands consequently are considered 

as a use of force.  
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The second step in the use of force continuum is physical control. This means physical 

techniques used when arresting a suspect. The physical control used by the police must be 

certified by the national police commissioner (Ríkislögreglustjóri). Self-defense and moves to 

get free from an offender are likewise classified as physical control. The technique used by the 

Icelandic police today is known as the Norwegian Method. This method was adopted by the 

police in 2010. Another method was used from 1993-2011. The earlier method was adopted in 

1993 when an instructor from the Danish police came to Iceland and trained Icelandic 

instructors. The method had at that point been used by the Danish police for twelve years. This 

arrest method is thought to have been successful in Iceland, but it was thought to be time to 

update police arrest methods (Mennta- og starfsþróunarsetur lögreglu, 2017). 

When the police were looking to update their arrest methods, they looked to the other 

Nordic countries. The basis for the methods in the Nordic countries is similar in many ways. 

However, there are differences to the methods, especially those in Denmark, Sweden and 

Finland. Those differences arise as the police in the beforementioned countries are routinely 

armed, and their techniques are influenced by the need for defending their firearm. The 

Norwegian police are not routinely armed, and their method is centered on that fact. Therefore, 

it was thought that the Norwegian method would be suitable for the Icelandic police. Once the 

decision had been made, police instructors from Norway trained Icelandic instructors in the 

method in 2010. Additionally, the Icelandic police got access to the Norwegian textbook on 

arrest methods. The Norwegian method is the system currently used in Iceland; however, 

techniques are continually developing, and small changes are regularly made to the method 

(Bernharðsson & Ásgeirsson, 2017). 

Restraints are the third step in the police use of force continuum. The national police 

commissioner decides which restraints are authorized to be used by the police. The restraints 

that are currently authorized are handcuffs, flexicuffs and leg irons. The rules about police use 

of force and use of firearms and less-lethal weapons place restrictions on when and how these 

restraints can be used. The rules for the use of handcuffs are as follows (Reglur um valdbeitingu 

lögreglumanna, 1999): 

1) Handcuffs shall be used on an arrested person or a prisoner if there is a reason to 

believe that he/she will try to escape, be violent or cause harm to themselves or 

another.  
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2) Handcuffs shall be used if the arrested person or prisoner is unruly or aggressive, 

or it can be expected that their safety or the safety of others cannot be secured by 

other measures.  

3) Handcuffs shall be used if a proper search has not been conducted of the arrested 

person and it is suspected that they could carry items which can be used as 

evidence or an item that shall be confiscated.  

4)  As a rule, a suspect shall be handcuffed with their hands behind their back with 

palms facing out. A person shall not be handcuffed to a police officer or another 

individual. A person shall, likewise, not be handcuffed to an object unless special 

circumstances demand it.  

5) There should be two officers present when transporting a handcuffed individual. 

When a handcuffed individual is transported in an automobile, an officer should sit 

next to the individual. A handcuffed individual should never be left unsupervised. 

(p. 1) 

 

The same rules apply to flexicuffs as to handcuffs. Additionally, flexicuffs should only be used 

on suspect’s legs if there is sufficient reason to do so, like if the suspect is aggressive or unruly 

and is a danger to themselves or others. The rules about the use of leg irons are twofold: 1) 

when absolutely necessary, the use of leg irons is authorized in police jails or another place 

where the police decide. Shift supervisor makes the decision about their use. A prisoner in leg 

irons shall be checked on every fifteen minutes. 2) It is authorized to use leg irons at 

transportation as a safety precaution if there is great cause for its use (Reglur um valdbeitingu 

lögreglumanna, 1999). 

Police dogs are authorized as a use of force instrument. Police dogs are specially trained by 

the police as a use of force instrument against humans, both as a threat and to subdue dangerous 

individuals. Like mentioned above, it differs what step they belong to depending on how they 

are used. If dogs are used as a threat against an individual, they belong to the fourth step of the 

use of force continuum. If they, however, are used against an individual, it is considered to be 

equal to the use of a baton. They, therefore, belongs to the sixth step (Mennta- og 

starfsþróunarsetur lögreglu, 2017). The use of police dogs as a use of force situations involves 

that the dogs are used as a weapon by the police (Reglur um valdbeitingu lögreglumanna, 1999). 

The fifth step in the use of force continuum is tear gas. This step covers a range of spray 

incapacitation weapons which contain tear gas, such as CS and OC spray. Tear gas is to be used 

to subdue individuals at a close range. The police are authorized to use tear gas when lesser 
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means are not sufficient to subdue an individual who is resisting arrest. If the use of a baton is 

authorized, so is the use of tear gas. The police are required to provide first aid after the use of 

tear gas. Police officers must always be able to justify their use of tear gas, and it needs to be 

clear that lesser means of force were not sufficient (Reglur um valdbeitingu lögreglumanna, 

1999). The tear gas that is used by the Icelandic police is OC (Oleresin Capsicum), that is pepper 

spray that police officers carry on them, and CS gas which is used in riot control (G. Ásgeirsson, 

oral citation, lecture, 6 April 2017).  

The use of baton is the second-highest step in the use of force continuum. A baton is defined 

as an impact weapon that is used to subdue individuals or to defend against an attack. When 

using a baton, the police officer must be careful not to cause more harm than necessary. Police 

officers should try to hit arms or legs. Officers are not authorized to strike individuals in the 

head, neck, chest, kidney area or the spinal column. Striking ligaments should likewise be 

avoided. It is not authorized to use a baton in a stabbing motion (Reglur um valdbeitingu 

lögreglumanna, 1999). Batons are high in the use of force continuum as there is more risk of 

serious and permanent damage to individuals (Mennta- og starfsþróunarsetur lögreglunnar, 

2017). Batons used by the Icelandic police can be classified into two categories, shorter 

collapsible batons which police officers carry with them on their duties, and bigger batons 

which police officers use when they can expect dangerous situations or in riot control (Reglur 

um valdbeitingu lögreglumanna, 1999). 

The highest step in the use of force continuum is firearms. Police officers in Iceland are 

routinely unarmed, and strict rules apply regarding the use of firearms. The firearms which are 

authorized for police use are pistols, shotguns, machine guns, and rifles. Firearms are to be kept 

in a locked compartment at a police station or in a police car. Bulletproof vests and helmets 

shall always be kept next to the firearms and police officers shall wear the protections when 

they are armed. Police officers are authorized to carry firearms when: a) it is thought necessary 

to carry firearms because of an assignment, such as if police have to deal with an individual 

who they have reason to believe is armed, b) the National Commissioner has authorized police 

officers to carry weapons on special assignments, such as in security missions. If police must 

carry firearms, at least two officers must be armed. Police officers may only use firearms against 

an individual if lesser means are not sufficient and it is necessary: a) for the police officer to 

defend a life-threatening attack against them self or against a third party, b) subdue and arrest 

offenders who are considered a danger to people’s life or the safety of the state, and c) stop 
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serious violence against individuals or that serious damage is caused to vital state interests or 

organizations (Reglur um valdbeitingu lögreglumanna, 1999). 
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3 Historical Overview of Law Enforcement Weapons  

3.1 Icelandic Police 

The formation of the police in Iceland is tied to urbanization in Reykjavík. In the year 1752, 

Reykjavík was a small urban area with fewer than one hundred inhabitants. In 1752 a private 

industry company called Innréttingarnar began operations in Reykjavík. With this company 

urbanization in Reykjavík properly began, and the population increased continuously. A 

predecessor to the modern police in Iceland is considered to be the watchmen who were hired 

by Innréttingarnar. The earliest source of the watchmen is a contract of employment dated back 

to 1778. Two watchmen were hired, and they were to keep watch in the nighttime in Reykjavík 

(Jónsson, 1938).  

The reasons for hiring watchmen is considered to be twofold. First, there was a large fire 

in the factory houses in 1764. The second reason was that there was a prison built in Reykjavík 

in 1764 (a partially open prison) and the prisoners often committed thefts and broke into 

people’s houses. The watchmen’s duties included patrolling Reykjavík and to be on the lookout 

for fires, thefts and everything out of the ordinary. The watchmen carried a lantern, an hourglass 

and a weapon called morningstar. The morningstar was a long club with a spikey knob at one 

end. The watchmen were employed by Innréttingarnar until 1791. There were no watchmen in 

Reykjavík for the next four months until a prisoner escaped and threatened the villagers. 

Following this event, a few citizens took it upon themselves to pay for a watchman in 

Reykjavík. This watchman was, like the old watchmen, equipped with a morningstar (Jónsson 

& Guðjónsson, 1997). 

The first real police officers in Iceland were appointed in Reykjavík in 1803 when two 

Danish police officers were employed. Their task was to uphold law and order in Reykjavík. 

The police officers’ uniforms were based on their Danish counterparts (Jónsson, 1938). Judging 

from drawings of the earliest police officers, they carried a baton. Photographs of police officers 

from the beginning of the twentieth century likewise often show police officers carrying batons. 

In writings by Guðlaugur Jónsson, a police officer, states that in 1919 he received a gift from 

the chief constable. The gift included a short police baton made from heavy dark hardwood. He 

also received handcuffs which were to be used on prisoners if needed. These were the only 

weapons and protection that police officers of the time carried on them. In 1946, rules about 

batons and police whistles were approved by the police administration in Reykjavík. The police 

commissioner likewise announced then that he had received twelve batons and whistles. The 

rules for the whistle, for example, directed that police officers should always carry a whistle 
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and if they needed help, they should make two long noises and one short noise (Jónsson & 

Guðjónsson, 1997).  

New Year’s Eve was traditionally a busy night for the police in Reykjavík. People crowded 

together, and anti-social behavior was normal during the night. The police routinely had to 

resort to using their batons to scatter the crowds. A meeting of the police administration from 

1947 decided that the police should use big batons and shoulder straps during the night. This 

indicates that the police department in Reykjavík had smaller batons which the police officers 

usually carried and additionally could use bigger batons when they expected confrontations 

with the public (Jónsson & Guðjónsson, 1997). The police likewise had other tools at their 

disposal. A newspaper article from 1943 reports on a special car, the “water cannon”. The water 

cannon was supposed to be equipped with a water tank and pumps and be able to squirt powerful 

water flows in order to make people disperse (Vatnsbifreið lögreglunnar, 1943). The water 

cannon was first used at New Year’s Eve in 1947. It, however, did not work properly as there 

was freezing temperature outside, and the pump was not powerful enough. The water therefore 

only reached the hood of the car, where if froze (Jónsson & Guðjónsson, 1997).  

In a newspaper article from 1943, it is explained that the police had a few years earlier 

received firearms and gas weapons (Vatnsbifreið lögreglunnar, 1943). Firearms were purchased 

by the police in 1932. The police then had access to pistols that were both semi-automatic and 

full-automatic. In 1941 the police likewise purchased machine guns. The police also acquired 

various gas weapons in the inter-war years and during the second world war. Those included a 

tear gas baton, gas bombs and a tear gas gun, which was purchased in 1941 (Jónssson & 

Guðjónsson, 1997).  

The latest addition to the weapons readily available to the police officer is capsicum spray 

or pepper spray. Pepper spray was first authorized for police use on 25 March 1991. The pepper 

spray was stored in a locked storage in police cars or at the police station, where police officers 

could access it if needed (Teljum táragasið hafa sannað gildi sitt, 1993). Pepper spray was first 

used by police in Iceland in a fight between multiple persons in Ísafjörður in 1993. Only one 

police officer responded to the fight and did not have any back up. He successfully stopped the 

fight by using pepper spray on the brawlers (Kristjánsdóttir, 1993). This event was thought to 

be proof of the effectiveness of pepper spray. Following this incident, there was a regulation 

change on 4 March 1993, where police officers were authorized to carry pepper spray on their 

duty belts (Teljum táragasið hafa sannað gildi sitt, 1993).  
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3.2 Comparison to the United Kingdom 

The evolvement of weapons available to police officers in Iceland has mostly followed the same 

direction as other Western European countries, to which Iceland often compares. The police in 

the United Kingdom was, for example, like the Icelandic police established in the early 

nineteenth century or 1829. When the Metropolitan Police was established its founding father, 

Robert Peel, wanted to disassociate the police from the army. A part of that dissociation was 

that police officers should not carry firearms, and instead, they were equipped with a baton 

(Smith, n.d.). The police officers also had at their disposal handcuffs which were to be kept 

concealed along with the baton (Greater Manchester Police Museum & Achieves, n.d.). For the 

first years, the police additionally carried a rattle in order to call for assistance. Later, in the 

1880s, the rattle was replaced with a whistle (Old Police Cells Museum, 2015).  

Much like Iceland, English police officers are not routinely armed, but firearms have been 

available to police officers ever since the 19th century (Smith, n.d.). Tear gas was authorized 

for police use in the British empire in 1936 (Makoo, 2019). Around the same time, the Icelandic 

police force was acquiring such weapons. The use of incapacitant spray for police use was 

likewise authorized in the 1990s both in Iceland and the UK, where it was first approved for 

testing in 1996 (Tyler & King, 2000). 
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4 Human Rights  

After the second world war, there was a significant change in attitudes towards human rights, 

which gained greater awareness and importance. This significant leap was taken with respect 

to human rights when the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (hereinafter the Declaration) 

was adopted on 10 December 1948. The Declaration contains central human rights which are 

to be universally upheld and protected (United Nations, n.d.). The Declaration is not legally 

binding under international law it however holds great moral and political significance with 

respect to human rights throughout the world. The third paragraph of the preamble of the 

Declaration states that human rights should be protected by law (Crawshaw & Holström, 2008). 

In addition, a revision was made to the Icelandic constitution in 1995, where fourteen 

amendments to the human rights section in the constitution were passed (Stefánsson, 1996). 

These amendments to the Icelandic constitution were modeled on the European Convention on 

Human Rights (ECHR) which was also adopted into Icelandic law in 1994 (Act on European 

Convention on Human Rights no. 62/1994). The police force is entrusted to uphold the law of 

the state, consequently it is their obligation to respect and uphold human rights (Crawshaw & 

Holström, 2008).  

The police force is certainly not exempt from the Declaration and must respect human rights 

in their every action. The police are empowered with the use of force on behalf of the state 

(Police Act no. 90/1996). Therefore, the police must be mindful to uphold human rights. Police 

legitimacy is important with respect to human rights. Police legitimacy centers on how the 

police are perceived by the public. Citizens must view the police to be fair and they must be 

willing to cooperate with the police and comply with the law (Noppe et al., 2017). If citizens 

believe that the police are legitimate, they are more likely to comply with the law, and cooperate 

with officers. If the public believes that the police are fair, neutral, decent and respectful, it is 

likelier that they believe that the police are legitimate. The citizens continually evaluate the 

police and if they believe that the police no longer behave in the beforementioned manner their 

legitimacy may be decrease (Bradford et al., 2017).  

Some articles in the Declaration are of high importance with respect to police work. The 

following articles particularly relate to the police: 

Article 1 – All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are 

endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit 

of brotherhood.  
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Article 5 – No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading 

treatment or punishment.  

 

Article 7 – All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination 

to equal protection of the law. All are entitled to equal protection against any 

discrimination in violation of this Declaration and against any incitement to such 

discrimination  

 

Article 9 – No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention or exile (United 

Nations, 1948) 

 

The European Convention on Human Rights (European Court of Human Rights, 1950) likewise 

contains articles which are highly relevant to police work: 

Article 2 - Right to life 

Everyone’s right to life shall be protected by law. No one shall be deprived of his life 

intentionally save in the execution of a sentence of a court following his conviction 

of a crime for which this penalty is provided by law. 

 

Deprivation of life shall not be regarded as inflicted in contravention of this Article 

when it results from the use of force which is no more than absolutely necessary: 

(a) in defence of any person from unlawful violence; 

(b) in order to effect a lawful arrest or to prevent the escape of a person lawfully 

detained; 

(c) in action lawfully taken for the purpose of quelling a riot or insurrection. 

 

Article 3 - Prohibition of torture 

No one shall be subjected to torture or inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment 

(pp. 6-7) 

 

The police cannot use their power in order to diminish the rights and freedom of other people, 

and the police cannot hold excessive powers. (Alderson, 1984). If police officers do not comply 

with human rights standards, it will make the task of law enforcement more difficult. If the law 

enforcer breaks the law, it creates an obstacle to effective policing. However, if the police 

respect and upholds human rights, it enhances their effectiveness (United Nations, 2002). A 

fully operational and functioning police force is essential for human rights to thrive in every 
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state. Police agencies must, therefore, be effective, lawful and humane in order for human rights 

to be realized for every citizen (Crawshaw & Holström, 2008). 

Consideration of human rights is especially important for police officers. Special guidelines 

and codes have been published by international human rights organizations with regards to law 

enforcement. One of those is the United Nations Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement 

Officials which was adopted 17 December 1979. In the General Assembly Resolution on the 

Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement (1980), it is recognized that the nature of law 

enforcement is the protection of public order and how this function is exercised has a great 

impact on the lives of individuals and society. It also states that there is a potential for abuse 

when the duties of law enforcement are exercised. Publishing code of conduct for law 

enforcement is therefore important to protect citizens’ rights and interests. In Article Two of 

the Code it is stated that “in the performance of their duty, law enforcement officials shall 

respect and protect human dignity and uphold the human rights of all persons” (p. 2). Article 

Three moreover states that “law enforcement officials may use force only when strictly 

necessary and to the extent required for the performance of their duty” (p. 3). The commentary 

following Article Three expands upon this and explains that use of force should only be 

exercised when necessary, and under exceptional circumstances. It is likewise stated that the 

use of force by law enforcement officials should always be proportional. The commentary also 

explains that: 

The use of firearms is considered an extreme measure. Every effort should be made to  

exclude the use of firearms, especially against children. In general, firearms should not be 

used except when a suspected offender offers armed resistance or otherwise jeopardizes the 

lives of others and less extreme measures are not sufficient to restrain or apprehend the 

suspected offender. In every instance in which a firearm is discharged, a report should be 

made promptly to the competent authorities. (p. 2) 

The commentary requires that less extreme measures should be used, if possible, rather than to 

use firearms. A possible alternative to firearms is the use of less-lethal weapons. It seems it 

would be in conformity with human rights to use less-lethal means as it offers a better chance 

of survival for the suspect (Smith, 2009). 

In addition, the ECHR has published a handbook for police officers on human rights and 

policing. The objective with the publication of the handbook is to enhance the professionalism 

of the police. The police are empowered with coercive powers and are authorized to use force 
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to perform their duties. The handbook states that abuses of human rights have historically, and 

will be probably still, be performed by the police in the future. Still, that protection of human 

rights should be a fundamental objective. If police officers need to use force, the force must be 

the minimum necessary, and it must also be lawful and accounted for. The use of lethal force 

is only justified when used for a legitimate purpose; otherwise, it would go against human 

rights, as the sole lawful purpose for the use of lethal force is when it is necessary to protect the 

life of an individual. One of the fundamental human rights is the right to life (Article 3 in the 

Declaration). The police must, therefore, do everything in their power to protect life (Murdoch 

& Roche, 2013). In the light of the essential role of police officers to protect human rights, 

including protecting the right to life, the United Nations has set Basic Principles on the Use of 

Force and Firearms by Law Enforcement Officials, which was adopted in 1990. The Principles 

directs that the use of firearms and force should be in conformity with human rights standards 

(United Nations, 1990). 

Police officers are always responsible for their actions even though they often must make 

decisions ‘on the spot’. As stated in a court case ruling in Canada (Chartier v. Greaves): “It is 

one thing to have the time in a trial over several days to reconstruct and examine the events 

which took place… It is another to be a policeman in the middle of an emergency charged with 

a duty to take action and with precious little time to minutely dissect the significance of the 

events, or to reflect calmly upon the decision to be taken” (Cyr, 2016, p. 670). Police incidents 

that result in use of force often occur under stressful, rapid and dynamic conditions. The 

decisions police officers make under these conditions can have serious consequences. Decisions 

can lead to injuries and even death. Police officers are personally liable for every decision that 

they make under these circumstances (Hine et al., 2018). Every police officer must, therefore, 

be conscious of legislation regarding the extent of their legal powers and how they can be 

exercised. Police often have no other option other than to use force in each circumstance, and 

they must make sure that their action is reasonable. If possible, firearms should not be used if 

other lesser measures are available. Human rights should always be considered when making 

such decisions about public and officer safety (College of Policing, 2018). Police officers must 

be mindful that the use of force can result in injury and even loss of life. Hence, it is necessary 

to follow human rights laws and show accountability for their actions (United Nations Office 

on Drugs and Crime, 2017).  

Furthermore, when using force, police officers must be in accordance with the core 

principles of necessity, legality, accountability and proportionality. If police officers use force, 
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then the underlying element must always be the legality of the action. The use of force can only 

be justified when it is used with the aim to reach a lawful enforcement objective. The domestic 

law of each state must provide police officers with laws and regulations on when they may use 

force and for what purpose (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2017). Force may, 

therefore, never be used in a discriminatory manner, as a form of extrajudicial punishment or 

against a person who does not offer any resistance (Casey-Maslen & Connolly, 2017). Article 

14 of the Icelandic Police Act (no. 80/1996) gives the police the authorization to use force in 

the course of executing their duties. The rules about the use of force are then further expanded 

on in the rules about police use of force and the use of force instruments and weapons. The law, 

therefore, recognizes that there are circumstances where the use of force by police officers is 

necessary. However, the responsibility for the use of force is with the individual police officer 

who uses this force (College of Policing, 2013). 

 Therefore, when the use of force used by a police officer is not deemed legal, the individual 

police officer can expect to be held accountable for their action. In the Icelandic Landsréttur 

court (case no. 84/2018) a police officer received a suspended prison sentence for assaulting a 

prisoner. The incident occurred in a police jail when the police officer was escorting the prisoner 

to court. The prisoner was handcuffed in the jail when he expressed many obscene words to the 

police officer. The police officer responded by grabbing and pushing him up against a wall. 

Then the police officer took the prisoner down to the ground, raised the prisoner, and then took 

him back down to the ground, causing the prisoner to hit his head on the floor. Following this, 

they both stood up and moved a few meters to a wall, where the prisoner fell to the ground 

again. The police officer then grabbed his neckline and dragged him across the hallway with 

the prisoner sitting on the floor. While this was going on, the prisoner was handcuffed and 

offered no resistance. The court explained that the prisoner was restrained and defenseless in 

the hands of the police officer, and the use of force was therefore without a cause and the actions 

of the police officer were not lawful (Ákæruvaldið v. Sigurður Árni Reynisson, 2018). 

Tied in with legality, is the principle of necessity as use of force is only necessary when 

carried out for a legitimate reason. Necessity is laid out in Article 3 of the Code of Conduct for 

Law Enforcement Officials where it is directed that “law enforcement officials may use force 

only when strictly necessary and to the extent required for the performance of their duty” 

(United Nations, 1979, p. 1). Police officers must only use force when it is used to reach a 

legitimate objective. Moreover, if possible, police officers should always use methods which 

do not require the use of force. Use of force should, therefore, never be used without the strictest 
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necessity. If a police officer is to use force, they must be satisfied that other intervention tactics 

have been tried and been proved unsuccessful, are unlikely to succeed or are impractical or 

unsafe to attempt. Use of force must not always be a last resort, however, there must be no other 

reasonable alternative in the situation. If these principles are followed, the use of force by the 

police should be considered necessary in a given situation (Cyr, 2016). When the use of force 

is no longer necessary, it should be ceased. The principle of necessity hence does not allow for 

the use of force to intimidate or to extract information or against a suspect who is under police 

control. Likewise, additional force against an individual already restrained is unnecessary and 

unlawful (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2017).  

The Icelandic Supreme Court case no. 477/2003 is an interesting case when it comes to 

evaluating what constitutes necessary use of force. The case involved, among other things, the 

use of pepper spray in a chaotic crowd situation as police officers were leaving a scene where 

arrests had been made. While the court acknowledged that members of the crowd had behaved 

in a threatening manner, it also found that there had been no impending assault on the police 

officer and that the use of the pepper spray had not been necessary (Ákæruvaldið v. Þórjón 

Pétur Pétursson & X, 2004). 

The use of potentially deadly force carries its own added consideration regarding Article 2 

of the ECHR regarding the right to life. The case of Leonidis v. Greece in the European Court 

of Human Rights involved the fatal shooting of an 18-year-old man by a police officer who was 

carrying out an arrest of the man. This police officer did not intentionally fire his weapon at the 

man, but he held a loaded gun in his hand with his finger on the trigger as he was attempting to 

handcuff the man. A shot was discharged when the man jabbed his elbow into the officer’s side. 

The court found that this situation involved a violation of Article 2 of the ECHR as the principle 

enshrined in the article had to be construed in a strict manner so that the use of force by security 

force must be absolutely necessary and proportionate to the situation. This is particularly true 

when it comes to lethal force. 

The accountability principle means that police agencies and officers are responsible for 

inappropriate use of force (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2017). Therefore, police 

officers can and will be held accountable if they misuse the power entrusted to them. 

Supervisors who give illegitimate orders to their subordinates are likewise accountable for those 

actions. Police agencies are also accountable for actions not in compliance with the law. In 

order to ensure accountability, relevant measures must be implemented within the police force 

and external checks (Amnesty International, 2015a). The police are accountable to the criminal 
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law, that is if police officers use excessive or unnecessary force, they may be brought to court 

to answer for their actions. In addition, police officers and agencies may be sued for damages 

and compensation in a private court (Wood, 2004). Individual police officers are accountable 

for their actions in Iceland and have faced both criminal prosecution and civil damages in 

Icelandic courts, as seen by the court cases discussed before.  

Finally, the principle of proportionality is highly important and significantly entwined with 

the topic of use of force. Article 14 of the Icelandic Police Act, which gives the police authority 

to use force directs: “Those who exercise police authority may use force in the course of 

executing their duties. At no time, however, may they use force to a greater extent than is 

necessary on each given occasion” (Police Act no. 90/1996). This is the basic understanding of 

the proportionality principle, that is police officers should not use greater force than needed. 

This principle assesses the balance between the harm that is caused by the use of force and the 

benefits achieved. If use of force causes more harm than advantages, the use of force becomes 

disproportionate and may need to be reconsidered (United Nations, 2017). Proportionality does 

not mean that police officers have to respond to the suspect at an even playing field, that does 

not exceed the use of force the suspect uses. It, however, is a lawful use of force in accordance 

with the present threat. The threat the suspect poses or the seriousness of the crime determines 

the maximum level of force that the police may use (Casey-Maslen & Connolly, 2017).  

Icelandic case law about the use of force by police usually comes down to the principle of 

proportionality. In these cases, there is no dispute that police officers may have had the duty to 

intervene but that the methods used to carry out an arrest overstepped the boundary of 

proportional use of force. Supreme Court case no. 102/2014 (Ákæruvaldið v. Kristján Örn 

Kristjánsson, 2014) involved the arrest of an intoxicated woman who had spit in the face of a 

police officer. The court found that the arrest had been lawful, but that the police officer in 

question had used greater force than necessary to carry it out than would have been proportional 

in a situation where the offender offered no resistance. In contrast with this, there are cases 

where The Director of Public Prosecutions has decided to not pursue criminal prosecution of 

police officers where complaints have been made against them for disproportionate use of force. 

The distinguishing factor in these cases if the officer could reasonably believe that there still an 

ongoing threat. 

The question of proportionality has also been considered by the European Court of Human 

Rights such as in the case of Rachwalski and Ferenc v. Poland in which the applicants 

contended that Article 3 of the ECHR regarding torture and degrading treatment had been 
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violated by the police. The court found that although the situation had been tense, there had not 

been resistance by the applicants or any plausible threat to the police officers that could justify 

the use of the baton in this case and it was disproportionate to the situation. 

While national laws and international conventions prescribe the fundamental rights of 

citizens that the police must respect and uphold, police ethics describe a more specific set of 

rules and expectations that apply to all aspects of the profession of policing. Many police 

departments now have a written Code of Ethics which are meant to guide the behavior of 

everyone in policing and provide a model of what good policing looks like, and how ethical 

police officers behave in the course of their duties (College of Policing, n.d.). The Icelandic 

police do have a Code of Ethics that was issued by the National Commissioner in 2016. This 

document emphasizes not only the duty of the police to uphold national laws and international 

obligations but also “good policing practices” in the widest sense, including guidance on 

professional behavior of officers towards, not only suspected criminals but also to their own 

colleagues, regardless of rank, and to the public at large (Ríkislögreglustjóri, 2016). 

Having considered the legal and human rights framework for the use of force by police 

officers, the next session of this thesis will explore the range of less-lethal weapons that are 

available to law enforcement and police agencies.  

  

https://www.college.police.uk/What-we-do/Ethics/Pages/archive_DO_NOT_DELETE/Code-of-Ethics.aspx
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5 Types of Less-Lethal Weapons 

As stated previously the less-lethal weapons, the Icelandic police force has as its disposal 

include police dogs, tear gas (CS and OC spray) and batons. There are, however, many more 

less-lethal weapons available to law enforcement which are used by Iceland police but are 

lesser-known by the public. In addition, many less-lethal weapons exist in the world and are 

used by law enforcement but have not been implemented in Iceland. There is continually 

development around the world to design less-lethal weapons. If an ideal less-lethal weapon 

existed it would incapacitate offenders and facilitate their safe arrest with minimal risk of injury 

or death, either to the offender, police officer or bystanders (Bleetman et al., 2004). In this 

section, some of the better known less-lethal weapons will be discussed along with those which 

are not as well known.  

5.1 Batons  

Police batons are one of the oldest and best known less-lethal weapon known to law 

enforcement. The baton has mostly been a part of the police arsenal since its establishment and 

has evolved since its introduction to law enforcement. The first police batons were straight 

wooden clubs, through the history they have also been made out of plastic, rubber and metal 

(Ayoob, 1978). The batons Icelandic police officers carry on them today are collapsible batons 

which means that they expand when they are swung in a powerful hand motion. The expandable 

baton allows officers to carry the baton on their duty belt or uniform without too much 

inconvenience (Mesloh et al., 2008). The collapsible baton currently used in Iceland is the 

Monadnock Autolock baton, which is made out of steel, weighs 620 g and is 55 cm long. 

Additionally the Icelandic police uses straight batons which are mainly used for riot control (G. 

Ásgeirsson, oral citation, lecture, 6. April 2017). 

Batons are impact weapons which means that they are weapons used to induce compliance 

(Brandl, 2018). Batons can be an extremely useful tool for law enforcement and are carried by 

almost all police officers in the western world. The baton’s main purpose is to strike specific 

target areas of offenders. The optimal target areas are large muscles such as in the arms and 

legs. The goal is gain control or compliance by causing dysfunction or pain to the offender 

(Mesloh et al., 2008). Batons, for example, preserve the officer’s hands, which could be injured 

if used for striking, and they can be used defensively for against blows (PoliceOne.com, 2016). 

Batons can cause considerable physical harm to individuals struck by it, especially if they are 

struck in areas such as the head, neck, throat, spine, loins and abdomen. If individuals are struck 

in these vulnerable areas it can result in damage to vital organs and even lead to death. 
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Considerable training and practice is, therefore, required in order to deploy the baton correctly 

and not strike vulnerable areas (Payne-James, 2016a). If used correctly the baton can offer the 

officer considerable protection with minimal injury to the opponent (Ayoob, 1978). However, 

serious injury and even death has occurred from police use of batons (Payne-James, 2016a).  

5.2 Chemical Weapons  

Chemical weapons or tear gas is another class of less-lethal weapons which is available to the 

Icelandic police force. They are an irritant which attacks the eyes, nose and skin and 

consequently impairs or disables the offender’s ability to function. Capsicum spray or pepper 

spray is the chemical weapon which police officers in Iceland routinely carry on their duty belts. 

For the greatest effect pepper spray needs to be aimed at the facial area of the offender. Its effect 

is that it causes the eyes to tear, making it is hard to keep the eyes open, mucus leaks from the 

nose, and breathing becomes labored as the bronchial passages constrict. Pepper spray has been 

found to be at least as effective as the baton in stopping offender’s resistance, with the advantage 

that the majority of offenders do not require medical treatment afterwards (Mesloh et al., 2008). 

Pepper spray has not been linked with increased risk of death. Payne-James (2016c), however 

states that incapacitant spray is under-researched and cases where death has resulted as a result 

of its use may be found. First aid as soon as possible is essential in reducing potential long-term 

effects (Payne-James, 2016c). A disadvantage to pepper spray is that may have cross 

contaminate and affect the officers themselves. Pepper spray does also not have the desired 

effect on everyone and some may be able to fight through it (Mesloh et al., 2008). A police 

department in Minnesota in the US has launched a pilot program to equip officers with so called 

PepperBall launchers. PepperBall launchers have a similar effect as pepper spray, but they are 

projectiles that can be launched from a considerable distance, around 18 meters. PepperBalls 

have been used successfully by the beforementioned police department to subdue offenders 

(Police Executive Research Forum, 2020). 

CS gas is likewise used as an incapacitating agent for law enforcement. CS gas requires a 

means of disbursement as it is stable when heated and has a low vapor pressure. CS gas can, 

for example, be in the form of a grenade or canister. When the gas is released it generates a 

smoke or a fog and disperses fine powder. CS gas is mainly used in riot control, when having 

to disperse a large group. The gas has similar effects as OC spray though not exactly the same, 

effects include eyes tearing, difficulty in keeping eyes open, chest tightness, coughing, nasal 

running, mouth stinging, chest burning, skin irritation, nausea, vomiting and headache. It has 

been reported that CS gas will disperse the majority of rioters in less than one minute. Upon 
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exposure to fresh air recovery is normally fast, usually less than thirty minutes (National 

Research Council, 2014). However, toxic deaths have occurred from the use of CN gas 

following exposure (Payne-James, 2016c). 

5.3 Police Dogs 

Police dogs are considered as a less-lethal weapon and it is a part of the use of force continuum 

in Icelandic law enforcement. Police dogs are specially trained dogs that are used as a use of 

force weapon. A dog’s bite can be very forceful and therefore the potential of severe physical 

harm is great. Resulting injuries from a police dog bite can be deep punctures, large rips and 

crush damage (Mesloh et al., 2014). Although the use of police dogs is authorized for Icelandic 

law enforcement, no use of force police dogs exist today. The only police dogs in Iceland are 

used for detection, such as drug and explosive detection (Arnardóttir, 2018). Police dogs are 

used in almost every country in Western Europe as use of force instruments. To take examples 

from the Nordic countries, in 2012 Denmark had 425 dog teams classified into three categories, 

that is patrol dogs, drug detection dogs and explosive dogs. The patrol dogs are, among other 

things, trained in apprehending suspects and defending their handler and other police officers. 

The Finnish police have about 300 dogs in their service, the dogs are trained in use of force and 

protection (Allsopp, 2012). 

5.4 Conducted Energy Devices 

Another less-lethal weapon used by law enforcement is conducted energy device (CED), 

electric-shock weapon, or more commonly known as Tasers. Tasers are a brand name which 

people have started to use synonymously for CEDs. As described by the College of Policing 

(2018): “A CED is a less-lethal weapon system designed to temporarily incapacitate a subject 

through use of an electrical current which temporarily interferes with the body’s neuromuscular 

system and produces a sensation of intense pain”. Although CEDs can cause significant 

discomfort to an individual to which it is applied it is not designed as a pain compliance weapon, 

its purpose is however to incapacitate an offender using an electrical charge that overrides the 

central nervous system and causing brief loss of neuromuscular control (Ready et al., 2008). 

CEDs are used by many police forces around the world, for example Finland, the United 

Kingdom and the United States (Amnesty International, 2004). The CEDs which are most 

commonly used among police departments have a laser-sight and uses cartridges which are 

attached to a cartridge bay at the front of the device. A pair of probes shoots out of the device 

which are connected to insulated wires. The two probes are aimed at a subject, when in contact 
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it delivers an electrical discharge for five seconds cycles (College of Policing, 2018). CEDs can 

also be used in drive-stun mode where the weapon itself is placed in direct contact with the 

body. In drive-stun mode the weapon is a pain compliance weapon, meaning it causes localized 

pain but no paralysis of muscles (Brandl, 2018). The police in the UK has two different CEDs 

available to specially trained police officers, both are from the Taser registered brand. Those 

CED devices, respectfully, have a range of 6,4 meters and 7,6 meters. Therefore, making it 

possible to incapacitate an offender from some distance (College of Policing, 2018). This 

greater distance between officer and offender which CEDs offer results in officers rarely 

receiving injuries themselves when CEDs are used. Other benefits to CED use are that 

individuals recover relatively quick after being subjected to a CED. Additionally, CEDs in 

probe mode do not implicitly rely on pain to induce compliance and therefore they can prove 

more effective than pepper spray on offenders who have high tolerance for pain. This can prove 

particularly helpful in subduing individuals under the influence of drugs or alcohol (Brandl, 

2018). 

A person who has been exposed to a CED charge in probe mode typically loses some 

voluntary muscle control and experiences involuntary muscle contractions. Other effect of 

being subjected to a CED discharge include that the individual will not be able to control their 

bearing resulting in a risk of falling over and injury. The individual’s leg may go rigid which 

can be misinterpreted as them kicking. Convulsion, spasming, curling in a fetal position, and 

stiffening are also known effects of CEDs. The individual may suffer tremendously, call out 

and make involuntary noises. It may not be possible for the individual to respond to commands 

after they have been affected by the CED. After the exposure to the effects of CED they may 

feel extremely exhausted. The effects of the CED may wear of quickly and the muscle 

incapacitating effect, in the majority of cases, only lasts while the electrical charge is being 

delivered. Therefore, it is vital to apprehend and control offenders while they are incapacitated 

and before they can continue with their previous behavior (College of Policing, 2018).  

It has been documented that there is a 65% reduction in injuries when CEDs are used 

compared to batons, physical control and pepper spray. In addition, data from the United States 

suggests that fatality rate connected to arrests where the offender shows resistance is 1 in every 

1000 cases without CEDs compared to 1 in every 3000 cases where CEDs are used (Kroll et 

al., 2019). CEDs can, however, have serious health effects and have had lethal consequences. 

According to a research by Kroll et al. (2019) eighteen deaths have occurred from falls resulted 

from CED use and eight deaths from fume ignition. An uncontrolled fall to the ground can lead 
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to serious head and neck injuries. Sixteen of the fall injuries resulted in brain injury and two 

resulted in cervical fractures. Fume ignition means that the probes have caught on to flammable 

propellants, such as petrol and methane, and consequently ignited a fume. There have eight 

instances been reported where this has resulted in fatal burns. Claims have been made that 

individuals have been electrocuted after having been subjected to CEDs. The researchers 

suggest that the risk of electrocution is very low and cases where electrocution has been claimed 

all fail several diagnostic tests for electrocution. They claim that penetrating eye injury appear 

to be the major non-lethal complication resulting from CED use.  

Human rights organizations have raised concerns over fatalities due to heart failure after 

individuals are subjected to a shock from CEDs. They claim that CEDs may exacerbate a risk 

of health failure in cases where individuals have an underlying health condition, such as heart 

disease, are agitated, or under the influence of drugs (Amnesty International, 2007). A study by 

Kroll et al. (2014) researched reported cardiac arrests. Of over three million CED applications, 

there are twelve published cases where a potential cardiac arrest is linked to its application. 

Kroll et al., however, state that the authors of those reports did not consider important factors 

which are better understood now. The findings of the study are that cardiac arrests as a result 

of CED use are extremely unlikely, if not zero. They suggest that a connection between CED 

application and cardiac arrest appear to be speculative. Lastly that the role of several non-CED 

factors that can explain cardiac arrests are not accounted for in the case reports. The conclusion 

of the study is therefore that incidents where CEDs are reported to be the cause of a cardiac 

arrest are unreliable.  

Most guidelines regarding the use of CEDs allow officers to use CEDs on an aggressive 

offender when other de-escalation tactics which are lower in the use of force continuum are not 

viable in the circumstances. CEDs objective in law enforcement is to provide officers with an 

additional less-lethal tool to deal with violent offenders (Brandl & Stroshine, 2015). It differs 

where in the use of force continuum CEDs are placed. In the United States, for example, there 

is no constancy in where CEDs are placed in the continuum between different police 

departments. Some departments place them at the lower end and thus authorized to use them 

against passive resisters. Other departments place them higher on the spectrum, close to lethal 

force, or firearms, on the continuum. Most police departments place CEDs on the same level as 

other less-lethal weapons, such as pepper spray (Brandl, 2018) A study examined the 

effectiveness of Tasers found that it proved effective to incapacitate and take into custody 

without further incident in 85% of cases (White & Ready, 2007). A report gathered about CED 



31 

 

use among Finnish police officers suggest that 88% of cases where CEDs were used transpired 

without injuries to individuals and without property damage. In addition, it suggests that the 

desired effect was attained in 25% of cases just by threatening to use a CED. CEDs or tasers 

can therefore be effective in closing the gap which exists between police use of firearms and 

other less-lethal weapons, such as the baton and pepper spray (Rikander, 2017). 

A study carried out among police officers in the United States investigated whether and 

how officers equipped with a Taser use it in comparison to other less-lethal force. Officers were 

assigned to two groups, one group was equipped with a Taser while the other was not. The 

results of the study indicates that officers equipped with a Taser were less likely to use pepper 

spray or a baton in response to physical resistance. This indicates that when officers are 

presented with an option on which less-lethal force to choose, Tasers are the preferred choice. 

The reason for this could be that officers might find it easier to apprehend an offender with 

Tasers rather than using pepper spray. Altercation with the offender may be more likely when 

pepper spray is used and officers may want to avoid the unwanted cross contamination of 

themselves being affected by the pepper spray. Tasers likewise have the added benefit over 

batons, of officers being able to maintain a safe distance from the offender. The study also 

found that officers were less likely to use their firearms when confronted to potentially lethal 

resistance. The Taser may therefore be a good choice for officer when the offender does not 

have a firearm and when the situation has not escalated so far that deadly force has become 

necessary (Sousa et al., 2010). 

Another study carried out in England and Wales regarding the use of Tasers found that 

the presence of a police officer equipped with a taser is linked to a significant increase in the 

use of force. This suggests that a phenomenon known as the weapons effect applies to less-

lethal weapons much as lethal weapons (Ariel et al., 2018). The weapon effect results in 

individuals having increased hostility or a higher inclination towards aggression, individuals 

who have seen a weapon will behave more aggressively than individuals who have not 

(American Psychological Association, n.d.). The conclusion made in this study is that the 

presence of Tasers may lead to increased aggression. Therefore, Tasers should be concealed 

when officers are equipped with them, removing them from the view of the public and still 

being available to officers when necessary, is advised (Ariel et al., 2018).  

A backlash to the use of CEDs has come forward in the form of criticism of its use by 

human rights organizations, such as Amnesty International. It has been pointed out that CEDs 

are used too frequently and that they can have serious heath related repercussions. (Ariel et al., 
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2018). Amnesty International has raised concerns over CED related deaths in the United States. 

They suggest that there is a lack of independent and rigorous study into health effects related 

to CEDs. They are likewise critical that CEDs are used as a routine force tool and not only used 

as a last resort, CEDs should never be used when the threat is considered to be low or 

intermediate. Their view on CEDs is that they should only be used when police would otherwise 

use firearms (Amnesty International, 2006). Amnesty International (2015) further claims that 

there is a human rights concern with CEDs: 

They are inherently open to abuse as they are easy to carry and easy to use and they can 

inflict severe pain at the push of a button without leaving substantial marks. The 

capacity to use such weapons close-up as ‘touch stun’ weapons, often when individuals 

are already in custody and under control makes them even more prone to abuse which 

may amount to torture. The capacity of these devices to inflict repeated and/or prolonged 

electric shocks could amount to torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment 

or punishment. (p. 21) 

The use of CEDs would thus be in contradiction to the United Nationals Declaration on the 

Protection of All Persons from Being Subjected to Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or 

Degrading Treatment or Punishment (1975). It is therefore imperative for police departments 

to develop rules and procedures for the use of CEDs. Misuse of CEDs must be avoided and 

CEDs must not become the default response to every risk situation (Banks, 2017). 

CEDs are not available to police officers in Iceland but there has been a discussion about 

whether they should be added to the police arsenal. The discussion about CEDs in Iceland was 

at its height around 2007 to 2008. In 2007 the National Commissioner issued a report where a 

study on CEDs, especially the Taser X26, was discussed. The study was to evaluate if Tasers 

could increase police and public safety. The National Commissioner decided that the special 

forces unit should test the effectiveness of Tasers and they were to be equipped with Tasers for 

a trial period. Every member of the special forces units received training in the use of Tasers, 

the training involved how to operate the device and to be subjected to a shock from it. The 

report claims that the special forces unit has traditionally tested new weaponry before they are 

authorized for the patrol police. The special forces unit was, for example, equipped with pepper 

spray for a few years before other police officers. A workgroup was assembled to determine if 

there was legal authority for Tasers to be used by the police. The workgroup concluded that 

present rules about police weaponry could account for the addition of Tasers. It is pointed out 

in the report that arming patrol officers with Tasers would carry significant cost, both because 
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of expenses from buying the device and training officers in its use. In addition, it is suggested 

in the report that the special forces unit would be called to the majority of cases where Tasers 

would be used. The National Commissioner furthermore expresses fear if Tasers would be 

available to more officers than the special forces units it could have negative consequences, if 

it would be used as a tool to demand obedience, like experience from the United States shows. 

It could lead to the public losing trust in the police and thus making the police’s job more 

difficult (Ríkislögreglustjórinn, 2010). 

In 2008 a member of parliament asked the Minister of Justice a question about the use 

of CEDs among police officers. In the answer given by the minster it is stated that the National 

Commissioner is gathering an inquiry into CEDs and if they should be added to the weaponry 

available to the police. The Minister further claims that experts with the National Commissioner 

are gathering data into possible dangers and medical research into the effects of CEDs. 

Following this inquiry, the National Commissioner should issue a report into the effectiveness 

of CEDs for law enforcement. The Minister states that assessment into CEDs in the initial stages 

and no decision has been taken whether they will be implemented to law enforcement or in 

what instances they would be used (Parliamentary Document 533/2007-2008. Svar 

dómsmálaráðherra). In 2008 the National Commissioner issued the report and a few proposals 

to the Minister of Justice about a limited use of Tasers. The National Commissioner concludes 

that after examinations into Taser’s effectiveness on police and public’s safety that it has 

considerable benefits as a use of force technique with limited risks. The benefit of officers being 

able to subdue an offender from a considerable distance, which most other use of force weapons 

to not offer. It is not recommended to equip all police departments with Tasers yet. It is, 

however, recommended that the special forces unit will have Tasers in its arsenal as an 

alternative to firearms (Ríkislögreglustjórinn, 2008).  

In recent years the discussion about the use of CEDs in law enforcement has slightly 

faded out. In 2015 a news article was published that included an interview with the President 

of the Police Union. The President expressed that it is important that CEDs are available for the 

police. The gap from less-lethal weapons, such as batons and pepper spray, to firearms is too 

great. He states that it is important to add this device to the use of force continuum as it causes 

less physical damage to individuals. He further states that the special forces unit has for the last 

years tested two different CEDs. The device has, however, only been intended for training and 

never been used out in the field. He claimed that the Director of Health has issued a report about 

the use of CEDs and nothing stands in the way of them being implemented for police use. In 
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addition, a survey was carried out among police officers in 2012 where the results showed that 

the majority of police officers wanted access to CEDs (Guðjónsson, 2015). 

5.5 Acoustic Weapons 

Acoustic weapons, also known as sonic weapons, involve a directional beam of powerful 

acoustic energy with the aim to incapacitate or disorientate one or more individual. The effect 

of sound waves depends on the frequency, sound pressure level and duration. The effect of 

sound waves may likewise differ from one individual to another. The desired effect of acoustic 

weapons is to exert a psychological effect without damaging hearing (Davison, 2009). Acoustic 

weapons are generally divided into three different categories; infrasound weapons, noise 

weapons and ultrasonic weapons. Infrasound weapons emit an infrasonic wave and can make 

an individual go insane, induce general malaise and incapacitate the individual’s fighting 

capacity. Noise weapons generate powerful sound pulses which cause temporary loss of 

hearing, dizziness, nausea, and loss of self-control and orientation ability. Ultrasonic weapons 

release a sonic wave and thus make strong air pressure which results in physiological reactions 

such as nausea and blurred vision, this may result in weakened fighting capacity or that fighting 

capacity may be completely lost (Jiang et al., 2016). 

Law enforcement agencies have utilized an acoustic weapon called acoustic hailing devices 

or commonly referred to as sound cannons. These devices have primarily been used in crowd 

and border control. It has been reported that these devices can produce harmful, pain inducing 

tones over a considerable distance, and that they can even damage the ear and cause permanent 

hearing loss. The Long Range Acoustic Device (LRAD) belongs to this group of acoustic 

weapons. It was originally produced for military use but has recently been used by law 

enforcement (Brehm & de Courcy Wheeler, 2018). It was, for example used by the police 

during a protest in New York City. Individuals subjected to the device during the protest 

subsequently reported that they had suffered physical injuries, such as migraines, dizziness, 

facial pressure, ringing in ears, sinus pain and sensitivity to noise. A federal judge later ruled 

that the sound could be considered a form of force, that it is not different from other use of force 

weapons that have the potential to be used either safely or harmfully (Moynihan, 2017). 

Flash-bang devices or stun grenades are considered another type of acoustic weapons used 

by law enforcement. They contain fast-burning propellants and pyrotechnics and when 

deployed they produce a loud bang and a bright flash of light. They are generally deployed from 

shotgun cartridges or by hand. Flash-bang grenades cause individuals to go temporarily blind, 
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be disorientated and dizzy. The majority of such devices produce a high level of sound and can 

thus result in hearing impairment or damage (Brehm & de Courcy Wheeler, 2018). Flash-bang 

devices are one of the use of force weapons that are authorized to be used by the Icelandic 

police, according to the rules about police use of force and use of firearms and less-lethal 

weapons. Only specially trained members of the special forces unit are authorized to use these 

weapons. They can only be used under especially dangerous situations or if an operation cannot 

be completed otherwise without endangering officers (Reglur um valdbeitingu lögreglumanna, 

1999).  

5.6 Kinetic Impact Projectiles 

Kinetic impact projectiles (KIPs), also known as less-lethal munitions, are generally rubber or 

plastic bullets which are used to subdue individuals by inflicting pain and are intended to 

minimize serious or fatal injuries (Haar et al. 2017; Payne-James, 2016b). Different kind of 

projectiles are used and they are generally made out of rubber, plastic or lead enclosed in a 

fabric sack (NUSTL & Homeland Security, 2019). KIPs are larger and fired at a lower velocity 

than normal bullets and they are made of materials of lower density (Payne-James, 2016b). 

Some KIPs target one subject at once by shooting a single projectile, other can target a group 

of people by scattering multiple projectiles. KIPs can cause penetrative and blunt injuries which 

can range from bruises to organ damage and even death (Haar et al., 2017). Firearms are adapted 

to fire impact projectiles and they are generally launched from a 12-guage shotgun, 37 mm 

launcher or a 40 mm launcher (Davison & Lewer, 2006).  

There are problems associated with the use of KIPs for law enforcement. In order for the 

KIPs to be effective officers need to be relatively close to the subject. One shot is often not 

enough to incapacitate a subject and several shots are often needed. The person who is being 

targeted by the KIPs can protect themselves by making a makeshift shield of various things, 

thus making the KIP less effective. Many individuals, especially those under the influence of 

drugs or alcohol, have a high tolerance for pain and can therefore tolerate to the pain caused by 

the devices. KIPs can also have serious health effects to individuals subjected to them as it is 

recorded that KIPs have caused serious injuries and deaths (Police Executive Research Forum, 

2020).  

A study carried out by Haar et al. (2017) conducted a review of available literature on 

deaths, injuries and permanent disability from KIPs. They found 1984 cases of injuries related 

to the use of KIPs, out of those 53 died as a result of their injures, 71% received injuries which 
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were considered severe and 300 individuals suffered permanent disabilities. Strikes to the head 

and neck was the cause of the majority of the severe injuries and permanent disabilities, or 48% 

of deaths and 87% of permanent disabilities. The muzzle velocity (the velocity of a projectile 

as it leaves the muzzle of a gun) of KIPs is comparable to lethal ammunition and serious 

physical damage occurs when projectiles are shot to vital organs at close range. Most guidelines 

regarding KIPs use instruct officers to use the weapon from a safe distance and to aim at soft 

musculature of the lower limbs in order to avoid serious injury. That is however not always 

effective as safe shooting distances can vary among weapons, countries and manufacturers and 

in practice the use of KIPs may occur from closer distances than deemed safe. Rubber-coated 

metal projectiles and projectiles with composites of plastic and metal seem to be more lethal 

than projectiles solely made from plastic or rubber.  

KIPs firearms were authorized to be used by the special forces unit on 12 April 2016. They 

are thought to be lower on the use of force continuum than firearms and at the same level as the 

baton. KIPs can be used when it is absolutely necessary and lesser means have not worked. A 

chief superintended with the National Commissioner’s special forces unit states that the special 

forces may use the KIPs to prevent an assault on an officer or another individual, or to arrest 

dangerous offenders. They can likewise be used when someone is trying to prevent an arrest, 

tries to obstruct officers, or to compel obedience to an order that has not been obeyed (Helgason, 

2016). The projectiles used are rubber balls at the size of a golf ball which are shot at a high 

velocity. The ball can subdue a dangerous offender up to a 45-meter distance with great 

accuracy, they are, however, generally used at a shorter distance, or around one to ten meters. 

According to an interview given in the summer of 2017 by a superintendent at the National 

Commissioner the weapon has been used against a dangerous offender who was threatening to 

use knives against police officers and did not obey orders to put the knives down. After being 

shot with the rubber ball the offender dropped the knife and the police were able to subdue him. 

The special forces unit is not routinely equipped with the weapon, they, however, evaluate each 

case if the weapon may be needed (Sindradóttir, 2017). A superintendent in the Reykjavík 

Metropolitan Police suggests that it is likely that patrol officers will someday also have access 

to these weapons (Haraldsson, 2018). 

5.7 Directed Energy Weapons 

Directed energy weapons (DEWs) can be defined as “a beam of concentrated electromagnetic 

energy or atomic or subatomic particles, which is used as a direct means to incapacitate, injure 

or kill people, or to incapacitate, degrade, damage or destroy objects” (de Courcy Wheeler, 
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2017, p. 1). DEWs can be considered kinetic devices because they emit energy, blunt force, in 

order to achieve an effect, or pain. These devices, however, deliver energy in an aimed direction 

without a physical object, such as projectiles. DEWs can be employed at the speed of light and 

some types can even be engage targets from great distances (Weapons and Protective Systems 

Technologies Center, 2010). Lasers are the most common form of DEWs and they can be used 

against individuals to temporarily blind or disorient them (de Courcy Wheeler, 2017).  

Laser Dazzlers are used by law enforcement agencies, for example in the United States, 

and they impair the vision of the subject. They are usually engaged at a target from some 

distance. Different forms of Laser Dazzles exist, they can be handheld devices, much like 

flashlight, and there are also rifle-mounted models. Another type of DEWs are millimeter waves 

systems, also called active denial system (ADS), developed by the US military. These devices 

use an antenna to deploy a focused energy beam. The beam emits energy on targeted 

individuals. The effect is that the target experiences pain, as the energy penetrates the skin and 

experiences a burning sensation (Weapons and Protective Systems Technologies Center, 2010). 

This intolerable heating sensation causes a reflexive response to escape. The pain will 

immediately cease when the individuals moves away from the beam or when the beam is turned 

off. The US military claims that there is minimal risk of physical damage because the beam 

only penetrates the skin on a shallow level or about 0,5 mm (U.S. Department of Defense, 

2016). There are however concerns that the ADS can cause skin burns, blisters, and prolonged 

pain, likewise that sensitive areas such as the face and eyes could be at more risk for injury 

(Physicians for Human Rights & Inclo, 2016).  

5.8 Barriers and Entanglements 

Barriers used by law enforcement can be considered a less-lethal device. Barriers have for a 

long time been used to control the movement of individuals and vehicles. Barriers are mainly 

passive in the meaning that once they are in place, they do not require action from officers and 

are activated by the actions of an individual or an individual’s vehicle. Barriers can, however, 

be active, that is when officers form human barriers for example during crowd control. 

Entanglements, much like barriers, are used to restrict the movement of individuals or vehicles. 

They are active in the sense that they generally need to be activated by an officer. Vehicle 

entanglements are used to ensnare the vehicles wheels, axles or drive shafts with the intention 

to stop their movement. Some vehicle entanglements encapsulate the whole vehicle. Spike 

strips are likewise used to stop vehicles, they are laid on the ground for an intended vehicle to 

drive over it and thus burst the vehicle’s tyres (Weapons and Protective System Technologies 
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Center, 2010). Spike strips are used in Iceland and have been used successfully by the police 

(Fréttablaðið, 2010). 

There are in development other ways to restrict the movement of individuals. One of those 

is the Bola Wrap. It is small and can fit inside a person’s pocket, when activated it fires out a 

Kevlar cord which wraps around the individual in order to restrict mobility. The Bola Wrap can 

be used at a distance of approximately three to eight meters. Its use is intended for individuals 

in crisis or on those who are non-compliant. Its limitations are that it is difficult to use in a 

crowd, on individuals who are moving or placed in a corner. The device is already being used 

by law enforcement agencies in the US. Another entanglement device is the Net Gun which is 

designed to capture offenders at a distance of approximately four to 11 meters. The device is 

not much bigger than a flashlight and it fires out a net. The Net Gun is used by law enforcement 

agencies in fifteen countries (Police Executive Research Forum, 2020). According to a chief 

superintended with the National Commissioner Net Guns are under development for police use 

in Iceland (Helgason, 2016). 
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6 Icelandic Media Coverage of Police Use of Force  

Media coverage of police use of force can greatly affect the opinion of the general public of the 

police. The media regularly reports on misconduct and abuse by police officers. Positive news 

about the police rarely receive as much attention as the negative reporting. Therefore, the public 

can get a violent impression of the police as a whole. The perception of police officers is that 

the media greatly affects the public, even to the extent of impacting crime rates. Negative media 

perception can likewise increase officers’ odds of believing that the public’s opinion toward the 

police has gotten worse, it has an impact on legitimacy. Police officers, likewise, fear that media 

coverage can have the impact of false allegations are likelier to be lodged against them (Nix & 

Pickett, 2017). In a recent study carried out in the United States eight out of ten police officers 

expressed that high-profile cases that had significant media coverage had made their job more 

difficult. The officers claimed that the media coverage influenced their job performance, 

resulting in them being more fearful of being accused of misconduct. This could result in 

officers being hesitant to use force even when it is justified (Pew Research Center, 2017). 

Videos of police use of force has greatly increased over the last decade. The video footage 

is then often disseminated in various media sources ranging from news reports to social media. 

The media therefore plays a significant part in shaping attitudes about the police. This has 

resulted in greater public scrutiny of police practices. Police departments have changed their 

departmental policies on reasonable force and have for example increased their use of non-

lethal weapons, de-escalation strategies and implemented body worn cameras or more 

commonly known as body-cams (Miethe et al., 2019).  

Negative media coverage of the police has had an impact on police legitimacy in the United 

States. That means that the public trusts the police less and are less willing to accept their 

decisions (Nix & Pickett, 2017). Trust in the police in Iceland is generally very high. The 

public’s trust in organizations is measured yearly in Iceland. In 2019 trust in the police was 

83% and was the second highest among organizations, only coming behind the Coast Guard 

(89%). The trust has been very constant around 80% over the last decade, being lowest 74% in 

2016 and the highest of 85% in 2017 (Gallup, 2019). It is interesting to speculate why the trust 

dropped in 2016. One possible explanation for the drop in trust that year is media coverage on 

the police use of firearms which started in the last months of 2014 and continued through 2015. 

The beginning of the media coverage was that the police received a gift from Norway which 

consisted of 150 used MP5 guns. This sparked a negative discussion about the police use of 

firearms, ranging from social media and to the parliament. The media coverage about this issue 
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resulted in the police having to give the guns back (mbl.is, 2015). As seen by this example it is 

possible that media coverage may have an impact on the public’s opinion of the police.  

Several use of force incidents by police officers in Iceland has had significant media 

coverage. One case of police use of force has received noteworthy attention in Iceland. The 

incident happened on July of 2013 in the city center of Reykjavík. A bystander shot a video of 

the arrest of an intoxicated woman and published it on social media. The video shows a heavily 

intoxicated woman standing in front of a police car making it impossible to drive forward. The 

woman then moves to the driver’s side of the car and seems to spit through the open window at 

a police officer. The police officer responds by stepping out of the car, grabbing the woman and 

taking her down to the ground. The woman hits a bench when the officer is taking her down. 

When the woman is down on the ground the police officer drags her a short distance on the 

ground. The woman offers no resistance while she is being arrested (KiddiGold, 2013). This 

incident caused outrage among the public in Iceland, accusing the police officer of unjust use 

of force. Opinions were however split between people, some believed that the police officer’s 

action had been justified and that it had only been an accident that the woman hit the bench. 

The case went to the supreme court where the police officer was sentenced for having used 

unproportionate force during the arrest. The officer received a suspended prison sentenced for 

thirty days and had to pay 400,000 krónur in compensation to the woman. The police officer 

lost his job as a result of the court case (Ákæruvaldið v. Kristján Örn Kristjánsson, 2014). This 

is one of the most recognized police use of force incident which has been covered in the media 

in Iceland and shows the significance of video footage taken by bystanders. 

The last few years have seen a series of high-profile cases regarding police use of force that 

have garnered a great deal of attention in both traditional media as well as on social media. In 

February of 2020 news reports about alleged police brutality made media coverage in Iceland. 

A police officer was accused of having taken an individual down to the ground resulting in the 

individual’s broken jaw and six broken teeth. In a news report by Fréttablaðið it was reported 

that the individual had been filming the police doing an arrest in downtown Reykjavík when he 

was tackled to the ground by police. A video of the incident went viral on social media and the 

individual in question shared a doctor’s note that stated that he had suffered a broken jaw and 

several broken teeth and that this was a consequence of the arrest (Hall, 2020). This case 

generated a lot of discussion, mostly condemning the police action in the situation. However, 

the police soon took the unusual step of releasing a statement on the situation, claiming that 

body-cam video footage from the scene made it clear that the individual’s injuries were already 

https://www.visir.is/g/2020200219205/madur-um-tvi-tugt-liklega-kjalka-brotinn-eftir-ad-gerdir-log-reglu-manns
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present when the police arrived at the scene and could not have been inflicted by the arrest 

(Lögreglan, 2020).  

A recent case involving media coverage of police use of force is where a police officer was 

charged for unproportionate use of force and not using lawful techniques during an arrest. The 

officer in question had arrested an individual in downtown Reykjavík in March of 2019. 

Following the arrest, the suspect had been placed into a police car for transport to the police 

station. The police officer was charged for having hit the suspect in the head when placing him 

in the police car, then having hit him twice in the face, pushed his knee on the neck and head 

of the suspect and forced the suspect’s arm when handcuffed in a painful position when he laid 

on the floor on the police car. The incident was caught on CCTV cameras and eyewitness 

camera inside the police car. The police officer received a suspended prison sentence for 45 

days in the District Court. This case received significant coverage in Icelandic media, not least 

for the reason that the police officer in question had filed a complaint against the suspect in this 

case for disobeying lawful police orders and resisting arrest, however the District Prosecutor 

decided to not press any charges against the suspect and instead made the decision from the 

video evidence to instead pursue prosecution of the police officer for disproportionate and 

unnecessary use of force. This situation thus revealed a wide gap in perception by some 

members of the police force on one side and outside observers on the other when it comes to 

the legitimacy and necessity of the use of force. This case gathered significant attention from 

traditional media at different points, first when the decision was made to prosecute the police 

officer and then later when the judgement was passed. In addition to the coverage by traditional 

media, the modern media landscape also includes social media where the opinions of members 

of the public appear unfiltered by any traditional media editorial process. An example of this is 

the comment section attached to news stories where readers can voice their opinions. In this 

case, the feedback from the public was almost entirely negative towards the particular police 

officer with many comments also being negative to the police as an institution (Sæmundsdóttir, 

2020). 

Another high-profile case that garnered a significant media attention recently involved the 

tragic death of a young woman. Emergency services had been called when the woman was 

suffering from a psychotic episode following drug use and police was dispatched to the scene. 

The woman ran away when police arrived and was chased by two police officers into the back 

yard of a nearby residence. The woman resisted arrest and was restrained by the police officers, 

during the struggle she became unconscious and suffered cardiac arrest. Resuscitation was 

https://www.visir.is/g/2020200129764
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attempted and initially successful, but the woman was declared dead in hospital a few hours 

later. There were no eyewitnesses to what happened (although a person in the house overheard 

the altercation) and no video footage. The forensic medical examiner who carried out the 

autopsy believed the woman had been in a state of excited delirium when she died and the way 

that the police officers handled her had contributed to her death. Despite this, the district 

prosecutor decided to not pursue criminal charges against the police officers as there was no 

evidence that they had taken any unjustified actions in the situation that could be linked to the 

woman’s death. This case drew a lot of attention in Icelandic media, including an in-depth 

segment on the news magazine show Kompás (Yaghi, 2020). 

In May of 2019, police responded to a call about a drunk driver in a rural area in southern 

Iceland. The driver did not heed signals by police to stop and a high-speed chase ensued where 

the driver recklessly endangered the public. The chase came to an end when an officer in a 

police car rammed the suspect’s vehicle repeatedly in the back which caused the suspect’s car 

to exit the roadway at a high speed and tumble over, causing serious injuries to the driver. In 

this case, the district prosecutor did decide to press charges against the police officer on the 

grounds that he had overstepped the boundaries of necessary and proportional use of force. This 

decision and the ensuing trial gathered significant media attention, especially to the fact that the 

police union as well as individual police officers protested vocally against the prosecution as 

they considered it unfair as the method used to force the suspect off the road had been suitable 

for occasion. The police officer was acquitted in the District Court (Halldórsson, 2019). This 

case is different to the others discussed with the respect that the public opinion was overly in 

favor of the officer and condoned his action. Most of the comment section attached to the news 

articles were in support of the officer (Vísir.is, 2020). 

  

https://www.visir.is/g/2020200119453/misstu-dottur-sina-eftir-atok-vid-logreglumenn
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7 Procedural Justice 

Procedural justice is an important issue to contemporary law enforcement and links in with 

legitimacy, trust and confidence. Procedural justice means that officers must treat citizens in a 

fair manner. Public behavior depends largely on how fair the processes legal authorities use 

when dealing with civilians (Tyler, 2003). Fairness makes people feel included and valued, 

while unfairness promotes denigration and exclusion. People must see the police as right and 

proper, especially because of their authorization to use force on behalf of the state (Antrobus, 

2019). The police must therefore be transparent, explain their actions and respond to community 

concerns (Wood et al., 2020). If the police act in a procedurally just manner citizens are more 

likely to view the police as a legitimate power and consequently more likely to cooperate and 

comply with the police (Antrobus, 2019). People comply to the law for different reasons, for 

example because if they do not, they may expect to be sanctioned. Another reason people 

comply to the law is because of an internal feeling that people feel it is the right thing to do. 

The implementation of procedural justice to law enforcement agencies helps to strengthen 

authorities to encourage individuals to regulate themselves (Jackson, et al., 2012). 

As described previously, in the section about media coverage of police use of force, 

incidents where police officers use force may have a significant impact upon public perceptions 

of the police. Consequently, if there are many incidents where citizens perceive that the police 

behave in an unjust and unfair manner it can result in them being less willing to comply with 

the law. Therefore, it could be helpful to introduce and train officers in procedural justice. In a 

recent study by Antrobus et al. (2019) police recruits in Australia undertook a short training 

program on procedural justice designed to improve officers’ interactions with citizens. The 

study examined if the training increases procedural justice in interactions with citizens as well 

as if it would change the recruit’s attitudes toward citizen encounters. The results indicate that 

the training had positive effects on officer attitudes and behavior. Ratings of procedurally just 

behaviors in citizen interaction were generally higher for the recruits who had received the 

training compared to the control recruits. The procedural justice training increased confidence 

and trust in the police, and therefore the legitimacy of the police increased as well. This study 

suggests that training programs on procedural justice are feasible and can potentially improve 

officer’s interactions with citizens. 

Another study, from the United States, attempted to encourage officers to implement 

procedural justice policing strategies. Officers were trained in procedural justice, strategies of 

respect, neutrality and transparency were encouraged as well as providing civilians 
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opportunities to explain their side of the event. Following the training there was a 10% reduction 

in complaints against the police and a 6,4% reduction in the use of force against civilians, this 

effect lasted for at least two years after the training. This indicates that training officers in 

procedural justice practices may decrease harmful policing practices. These results further 

demonstrate that training officers in procedural justice can improve upon officer and civilian 

communication. It likewise shows that it might be beneficial to change the command and 

control style of policing, which is dominant in the United States, due to its association with 

distrust and the use of force. The command and control style has likewise been associated with 

mistreatment of individuals, such as demeaning treatment and excessive use of force. On the 

other hand, policing based on procedural justice may result in heightened legitimacy, increased 

acceptance of police authority and in individuals being more willing to cooperate with the police 

(Wood, et al., 2020).  

Police officers who utilize their use of force power excessively, arbitrary or in an unjust 

manner practice procedurally unjust policing. Part of procedural just policing is to respond in a 

proportional manner, thus it can be considered procedural justice by equipping and utilizing 

less-lethal weapons. Officers have to balance their duty of maintaining control of citizen 

encounters while also treating citizens with dignity and respect. If police officers cannot achieve 

that it can lead to decreased legitimacy. If citizens view the police as illegitimate and they are 

less likely to obey the law and comply with the police (Terrill et al., 2016). 
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8 Discussion 

The aim with this thesis is to examine if less-lethal weapons are a luxury, indulgence or a 

necessity for police officers in Iceland. In order to answer this question a literature review of 

relevant materials was conducted. This provides an opportunity to examine what information 

about less-lethal weapons are already available and how it can be applied to the context of 

Icelandic law enforcement. At the start of the thesis it was introduced that United Nations have 

directed that law enforcement agencies and governments should develop broad range of less-

lethal weapons to minimize the use of lethal force and force that can lead to injuries. Iceland 

has developed and introduced some less-lethal weapons to its arsenal, and it is interesting to 

examine how Iceland has responded to this demand made by the United Nations thirty years 

ago.  

In order to offer context to the rules and regulations regarding the use of force and weapons 

by the Icelandic police, the use of force continuum was explored and explained in chapter two. 

Currently there are seven steps in the use of force continuum, that is: 1) commands, 2) physical 

control, 3) restraints, 4) police dogs, 5) tear gas, 6) baton and 7) firearms. There seems to be a 

quite a large gap in between step 6 and 7, or batons and firearms. The use of firearms has serious 

consequences and therefore it might be beneficial to introduce a less-lethal option which comes 

between batons and firearms. Since officers in Iceland do not routinely carry firearms, and they 

are kept in locked compartments, it might likewise be beneficial for officers to have a less-

lethal option which they can carry on them and is easily accessible to them. 

As discussed in chapter three police weapons are in constant development. Police officers 

have gone from only being equipped with a baton and a whistle to modern police officers being 

equipped with less-lethal options, such as pepper spray. Law enforcement agencies should 

never stagnate and should constantly be on the look out to develop and introduce new use of 

force options, like they have in the past. Pepper spray is a relatively new less-lethal option 

offered to police officers, only being introduced to the Icelandic police in the 1990s. Today it 

is hard to imagine officers without pepper spray, this can prove to be the case with other less-

lethal options which have yet to be introduced to the Icelandic police.  

In chapter five human rights associated with police use of force and police weapons are 

discussed. The use of weapons, even less-lethal, by the police can have serious consequences 

and even lead to death. Therefore, it is of vital importance for every police officer to be aware 

of human rights with respect of their use of force. Many guidelines, codes and rules exist 

regarding this issue. Police officers should not abuse the power they are entrusted with, as it not 
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only has consequences for the individual subjected to arbitrary or abusive use of force, but also 

undermines the police as a whole. Legitimacy decreases if the police do not behave in a fair 

manner. According to human rights standards, as set forward by the United Nations for 

example, firearms should be considered as an extreme measure and only be used as a last resort. 

In order for that to be realized police officers must have an option of appropriate less-lethal 

weapons.  

When use of force is exercised by police officers they must always be mindful of that their 

actions must be proportionate, legal, necessary and accountable. Each officer, therefore, must 

choose the appropriate use of force weapon for each situation and not use more force than 

necessary to subdue the offender. Use of force by officers must have a legal basis, force, may 

for example, never be used in a discriminatory manner or against an individual who does not 

offer any resistance. Use of force should only be exercised if lesser means are not sufficient and 

every use of force incident has to be absolutely necessary. As soon as use of force is no longer 

necessary it should be ceased. Officers are accountable for their actions and if they misuse their 

use of force power, they can expect to be prosecuted. As discussed in chapter four, officers have 

been prosecuted and found guilty of misusing their power, both by domestic court and the 

European Court of Human Rights. Moreover, if police officers do misuse their power and are 

prosecuted or sanctioned for their actions or covered in media, it has a negative effect on the 

trust and confidence of the public and it consequently impacts the legitimacy of the police. This 

emphasizes the importance of procedural justice in the work of police officers, since people are 

more likely to view the police as legitimate if they practice procedural justice. 

In chapter five less-lethal weapons which are currently used or in development for law 

enforcement agencies around the world were introduced. Some of the weapons discussed are 

well known and in use by the Icelandic police, while others may sound like they come from 

science fiction. Batons are perhaps the best known less-lethal weapons known to law 

enforcement. It is hard to imagine police officers without picturing them with batons. Batons 

can be effective in subduing offenders at close range that, however, is one of the weaknesses of 

batons. Officers have to be very close to the offender and can therefore put themselves in 

considerable danger, since keeping a distance can offer some protection to officers. Even 

though batons are considered and intended as a less-lethal weapons, it can and has in some 

cases caused death or serious injuries through misuse or by accident. The officers can be liable 

for injuries suffered if they do not use the baton correctly.  
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Pepper spray is the newest less-lethal option which police officers in Iceland routinely 

carry. Pepper spray has many advantages over batons, such as that it can be used at a greater 

distance and less physical effort is needed. Pepper spray does usually not result in injury and is 

therefore lower on the use of force continuum than batons. Pepper spray can, however, have 

undesired side effects as the officers may be contaminated and become incapacitated 

themselves. It may also not have the desired effect on every individual as some are not affected 

by it. PepperBalls can offer an opportunity, if they prove to be effective, since it allows officer 

to keep greater distances to offenders. CS gas is highly beneficial in a crowd control situations 

since it can disperse groups effectively. Like with most other less-lethal weapons the use of CS 

gas has caused deaths, therefore, officers must always be mindful of possible consequences 

when using it.  

Dogs can be trained as a use of force instrument for law enforcement. Their use is very 

common in the Western world, including the Nordic countries. Police dogs are only used for 

detection in Iceland and not as use of force dogs, although they are authorized for use of force. 

Police dogs can be very effective use of force instrument, as they can subdue offenders without 

officers having to put themselves at risk, since they can keep some distance to the offender. 

Injuries from police dog bites can be severe, but not as lethal as firearms. There are 

opportunities in training use of force dogs for the Icelandic police, since there is already a legal 

basis for their use and they have proved effective in neighboring countries.  

Conducted energy devices (CEDs) are becoming a common use of force weapon in law 

enforcement agencies around the world. They are not used by the Icelandic police, but they 

have gone through a trial period with the special forces unit. CEDs offer the advantage that 

officers can keep a considerable distance from the offender, which most other less-lethal 

weapons do not offer. CEDs can effectively subdue offenders without having to result in a 

physical altercation between the officer and the offender, therefore it is less likely to result in 

injuries for the officer. CEDs can likewise bridge the gap between less-lethal options, such as 

the baton and pepper spray, and firearms. CEDs can be used in instances where firearms would 

otherwise been used and can therefore reduce lethal force used by the police. Human rights 

organizations have criticized that police officers use CEDs too frequently and they suggest that 

CEDs should only be used in instances where firearms would otherwise be used. It is, therefore, 

vital to implement rules about when CED is authorized, if they were to be implemented to the 

Icelandic police. It would be possible to place CEDs at the same level as firearms on the use of 

force continuum or place it between batons and firearms, thus being authorized in serious 
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incidents, although firearms would not be used in those situations. Concerns have been raised 

over health consequences following individuals being subjected to CED shock. Concerns have 

been raised that cardiac arrests have been linked to its application. Studies, have however, 

suggested that these claims seem to be incorrect and cardiac arrests as are extremely unlikely. 

CED can lead to serious health effects and even death. Therefore, CED use must always be 

used with caution and officers must be aware of possible complications. Officers must be 

mindful to only use CEDs if it is absolutely necessary. If lesser means are sufficient, CEDs 

should not be used, officers cannot use greater force than is necessary at each time. This means 

that officers must be especially aware of the core principles of necessity and proportionality 

when they use CEDs, as well as other less-lethal and lethal weapons.  

Acoustic weapons are designed to exert a psychological effect and temporary pain, without 

resulting in permanent injury. Weapons such as The Long Range Acoustic Device offer new 

opportunities to crowd control management but perhaps there has not been enough experience 

with its use to start trials with it in Iceland. It may be better to wait for further research on its 

effectiveness and results of its use in other countries first. 

Kinetic impact projectiles (KIPs) are one of the fastest growing fields of less-lethal options 

in law enforcement today. KIPs incapacitate offenders by inflicting pain or injury. KIPs do not 

inflict as serious injuries as firearms. They, however, can result in severe injuries and even 

death, if shot at vital organs. They are also not always effective as people can have high 

thresholds for pain or make themselves shields from objects nearby. Icelandic special forces 

unit has used KIPs effectively and they may be introduced to patrol officers soon. KIPs are 

placed at the same step as batons in the use of force continuum and can therefore provide many 

opportunities for use.  

Directed energy weapons emit energy and are intended to subdue individuals by subjecting 

them to pain. They are designed not to result in permanent injury. Active denial systems are 

highly controversial. They were designed by the United States’ military and has not gone 

through enough testing to be considered for use by Icelandic law enforcement. It is, however, 

an interesting idea for crowd control situations and could be worth to explore the technique 

once it has been gone through more testing and research.  

Barriers and entanglements can offer a relatively low-tech solution to use of force 

situations. They are cost efficient and can be effective in subduing individuals. The Bola Wrap 

can fit inside an officer pocket and be used to subdue an offender at some distance. The NetGun 

offers a similar solution but can be used at an even greater distance. There are however, 
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disadvantages, to the use of these entanglements, it is difficult to use them in a setting where 

there is a crowd or the offender is in a corner. The Bola Wrap and the NetGun appear to be 

options worth exploring for the Icelandic police, with the NetGun already being considered an 

option for the Icelandic police. 

In chapter six media coverage of police use of force in Iceland was examined. Police 

officers are constantly monitored by the media and media coverage can affect the opinion of 

the public. Negative media coverage of police use of force can reduce police legitimacy and 

therefore it has significant consequences how police are portrayed in the media. Several 

incidents of police use of force have had significant media coverage in Iceland and few of those 

were discussed. The cases discussed above all involve situations where police officers have 

been accused of disproportionate and/or unnecessary use of force, but they are all different in 

terms of resolution within the justice system. Some have not resulted in criminal prosecution 

while others have not and those that have been prosecuted have ended both with sentencing and 

with acquittal. Each situation is different and for the public, the only way to receive the 

information needed to form an opinion is through the media. Media coverage on the 

beforementioned cases is generally factual but there is often the case that the police are reluctant 

to comment on these cases, especially when it is early and there is an ongoing investigation and 

that may lead to a one-sided coverage. Discussion of these cases on social media generally has 

a much more negative tone where individual police officers or the police as an institution is 

condemned for alleged brutality. Considering the high level of trust towards the police 

demonstrated in surveys of the Icelandic public, it may be that those that are more sympathetic 

to police in these situations are less vocal about their opinions on social media. 

Lastly, procedural justice was discussed, put simply it involves police officers behaving in 

a fair and just manner towards citizens. Training officers in procedural justice has proven 

effective to improve upon encounters between officers and the public, even to the point that it 

reduces use of force incidents. As explained before use of force should always be a last resort 

and use of force can have serious consequences both for the officer and the offender. Studies 

which have researched procedural justice have shown great benefits to training officers in 

procedural justice. Therefore, it would be highly beneficial to train Icelandic police officers in 

procedural justice. If the training leads to a reduction in use of force, it could consequently lead 

to a reduction in negative media coverage of use of force incidents. If police officers are trained 

and apply the principles of procedural justice to their work then it might lead to a reduction in 
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use of force by Icelandic police officers and, consequently, the use of weapons might be 

reduced. Hence, procedural justice is extremely important to contemporary law enforcement.  
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9 Conclusion  

Having reviewed the relevant literature, connected to the topic of less-lethal weapons, the 

conclusion to this research work is that less-lethal weapons are a necessity for police officers 

in Iceland. It is necessary for officers to have access to a range of less-lethal weapons 

appropriate for the use of force situations. Less-lethal weapons cannot be considered a luxury 

since it would go against human rights standards not to equip officers with appropriate less-

lethal weapons. Similarly, less-lethal weapons are not an indulgence, but it could be 

counterproductive to introduce too many less-lethal options since officers have to act quickly 

and cannot be overloaded with options.  

It is exactly 30 years since the United Nations required law enforcement agencies and 

governments to develop a range of less-lethal weapons. Iceland has introduced several less-

lethal weapons, such as pepper spray since. Today there can, however, be identified a 

considerable gap in the options available for officers to respond reasonably and proportionately 

to some use of force situations. There is a significant escalation going from pepper spray or 

batons to firearms and there may be a good idea for Iceland to explore new options which can 

fill that gap. Several types of less-lethal weapons have been discussed here. Some, like acoustic 

weapons and directed energy devices, may be too novel and it would be hard to justify its use 

to the Icelandic public. Recently kinetic impact projectiles have been used by the special forces 

unit, they are, however, not used by the patrol police.  

Based upon a systematic review of the literature and the critical analysis of the current 

options available to the police in Iceland, it is recommended that the National police 

commissioner and the Ministry of Justice actively investigate how to narrow the gap in the 

range of lethal and less-lethal weapons. The two less-lethal options that may be the best options 

based on the discussion are conducted energy devices (Tasers) and use of force police dogs. 

Much of the research has been conducted in the use of effectiveness of Tasers and police dogs. 

The public might also be more willing to accept these weapons since they are well known and 

already in use in neighboring countries. 

Limitations of this study is that it is a review of the current literature and no new data was 

collected through empirical means. In addition, only the most common forms of less-lethal 

weapons were explored as there may be more obscure less-lethal weapons that were not 

discussed. Future research in this area might interview police officers about their experiences 

regarding the weapons which are available to them and what less-lethal weapons they want to 

have access to during their duties.  
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The Icelandic police and government must respond properly to the demand United Nations 

published in 1990. Currently police officers do not have an appropriate way to respond to use 

of force situations, since the gap between the less-lethal weapons available and firearms is too 

great. It is the year 2020 now, how long can this situation be maintained? 
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