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Knife crime has been, and remains, one of the most hotly debated problems facing the Scottish 
Parliament, Scottish Government and society in general.  This briefing provides information on: 

 criminal offences and other legal provisions relating to knives 

 initiatives seeking to tackle problems associated with knife crime 

 statistics on knife crime and the response of the criminal justice system 

 a selection of recent relevant research 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Legal provisions 

In relation to knife crime, relevant offences include ones which sometimes involve knives (eg 
murder and assault) as well as a number of offences specifically relating to knives.  The latter 
include a prohibition on the carrying of knives in public places. 

Initiatives to tackle knife crime 

Various initiatives taken by the Scottish Government, police, prosecution and others have 
sought to reduce knife crime and violence in general.  They include measures seeking to 
educate potential offenders and change attitudes, as well as strategies based on enforcement. 

Statistics 

The 2009-10 Scottish Crime and Justice Survey states that victims of violent crime reported the 
use, or threatened use, of a weapon in 30% of cases.  A knife was the most common weapon. 

Police recorded crime figures disclose 7,042 instances of a person handling an offensive 
weapon in 2009-10.1  This is the lowest since 1997-98 and is 22% less than that recorded in 
2008-09.  Strathclyde police recorded a disproportionately high level of such offences. 

Court statistics indicate that 2,855 people were convicted of handling an offensive weapon in 
2009-10 (19% less than the previous year).2  Those convicted (94% male) were most likely to 
receive a community sentence (34%) or custodial sentence (32%), although significant 
proportions were also fined (23%) or received some other form of sentence (11%).  Recent 
court statistics also disclose a substantial increase in the length of custodial sentences imposed 
for handling an offensive weapon, with the average custodial sentence rising from 111 days in 
2004-05 to 274 days in 2009-10 (an increase of 247%). 

According to health service statistics, 1,245 adults were discharged from hospital in 2009 
following an emergency admission resulting from assault with a sharp object.  Homicide 
statistics highlight the use of a sharp instrument as the most common method of killing in 
homicide cases (44% of homicides in 2009-10). 

Research 

Relevant research suggests that measures to tackle knife crime based on enforcement alone 
are not sufficient, and that multi-agency strategies which address the reasons why people carry 
and use weapons are also needed. 

 

                                            
1
 For the purposes of these statistics, the category of “handling an offensive weapon” covers the prohibition on the 

carrying of knives in public places, as well as other offences placing restrictions on knives and offensive weapons. 
2
 The figures relate to cases where handling an offensive weapon was the main charge. 
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LEGAL PROVISIONS 

A range of offences, including murder and assault, may involve a knife or other form of weapon.  
In addition, there are a number of offences specifically relating to knives.  These include 
offences prohibiting: 

 the sale of flick-knives (section 1 of the Restriction of Offensive Weapons Act 1959) 

 the sale of knives to people under the age of 16 and the sale of knives which are not 
designed for domestic use to people under the age of 18 (section 141A of the Criminal 
Justice Act 1988)3 

 the carrying of knives (and other articles with a blade or sharp point) in public places 
without reasonable excuse or lawful authority (section 49 of the Criminal Law 
(Consolidation) (Scotland) Act 1995)4 

 the marketing of knives in a way which indicates that they are suitable for combat 
(section 1 of the Knives Act 1997) 

In relation to the carrying of knives in public places, the maximum custodial sentence which may 
be imposed on conviction was increased, with effect from 1 September 2006, by the Police, 
Public Order and Criminal Justice (Scotland) Act 2006: 

 where a person is convicted under summary procedure the maximum custodial sentence 
was increased from six months to 12 months 

 where a person is convicted under solemn procedure the maximum custodial sentence 
was increased from two years to four years5 

There is no requirement that a custodial sentence (or any other minimum sentence) is imposed 
by a court where a person is convicted under the above provisions.  During stage 2 
consideration of the Criminal Justice and Licensing (Scotland) Bill (introduced in March 2009 
and passed in June 2010), an amendment lodged by Richard Baker MSP (Labour) sought to 
make a custodial sentence of at least six months mandatory, unless exceptional circumstances 
existed, for any adult convicted of carrying a knife in a public place.  An alternative amendment 
lodged by Bill Aitken MSP (Conservative) sought to establish a custodial sentence of at least 
two years as the norm.  Although the Labour amendment was agreed at stage 2 by a majority of 
Justice Committee members, the provision was subsequently removed from the bill by further 
amendment at stage 3 (agreed by a majority of the whole Parliament).  Thus, it remains the 
case that there is no minimum sentence for such offences. 

Other recent legislative changes in this area include provisions, inserted into the Civic 
Government (Scotland) Act 1982 by the Custodial Sentences and Weapons (Scotland) Act 
2007, establishing a local authority run licensing scheme in relation to the sale of non-domestic 
knives (and certain other items).  The scheme has, since June 2010, required a “knife dealer’s 
licence” to be held by those carrying on business as a dealer in such items. 

                                            
3
 The minimum age of 18 for sales of knives which are not designed for domestic use results from an amendment 

to the Criminal Justice Act 1988 made by the Police, Public Order and Criminal Justice (Scotland) Act 2006. 
4
 The prohibition on carrying knives does not apply to folding pocket knives where the cutting edge of the blade 

does not exceed three inches/7.62 centimetres.  Section 47 of the Criminal Law (Consolidation) (Scotland) Act 

1995 sets out a similar prohibition in relation to offensive weapons. 
5
 Solemn procedure involves the most serious cases and may ultimately lead to a jury trial before a High Court 

judge or a sheriff.  Summary procedure is used for less serious offences, with any trial held before a sheriff or a 

bench of one of more lay justices of the peace.  Summary trials are conducted without a jury. 
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INITIATIVES TO TACKLE KNIFE CRIME 

In addition to legal reforms, various other initiatives have sought to tackle problems associated 
with knives and with violent crime more generally.  Some of the initiatives taken forward in 
recent years are outlined below. 

Scottish Government 

No Knives, Better Lives 

The No Knives, Better Lives website describes it as: 

“a national youth engagement initiative aimed at educating young people about the 
dangers of carrying a knife and the devastating personal consequences it can have 
on their future, as well as on their family and friends”. 

It was launched as a pilot in Inverclyde in June 2009 and has since been extended to a number 
of other target areas (Clackmannanshire, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Renfrewshire and West 
Dunbartonshire).  It involves partnerships between the Scottish Government and other 
organisations (eg police and local councils). 

CashBack Anti-Violence Fund 

Using funds recovered from the proceeds of crime, the CashBack Anti-Violence Fund provides 
money for projects aimed at addressing the perception or experience of violence in Scotland 
among young people aged 10 to 19 who are at risk of becoming involved in violence (including 
knife crime and gang violence).  The fund is administered by YouthLink Scotland and more 
information can be found on its website under the heading of “Anti-Violence Fund”. 

Police 

Violence Reduction Unit 

In January 2005 Strathclyde Police established the Violence Reduction Unit (VRU) to target 
violent behaviour, in particular knife crime and weapon carrying among young men in the 
Glasgow area.  In April 2006 its remit was expanded by the then Scottish Executive to become 
a national centre of expertise on tackling violent crime.  It is headed by Detective Chief 
Superintendent John Carnochan and works in partnership with Scottish Government officials in 
the Community Safety Unit. 

The VRU adopts a public health approach to the problem of violence and has been involved in a 
range of initiatives across health, education, early years and parenting, and enforcement.  It 
aims to reduce violent crime and behaviour by: (a) working with partner agencies to achieve 
long term societal and attitudinal change; and (b) developing enforcement measures to contain 
and mange individuals who are involved in violence or carry weapons.  Major programmes in 
which it is involved include the Community Initiative to Reduce Violence (CIRV) – a multi-
agency initiative designed to reduce gang violence across Glasgow. 

Further information on the work of the VRU is set out in its ten year strategic plan (2007) and on 
its website (eg under the heading of “What is Being Done?”). 

http://www.noknivesbetterlives.com/
http://www.youthlinkscotland.org/Index.asp?MainID=7263
http://www.youthlinkscotland.org/Index.asp?MainID=11868
http://www.actiononviolence.co.uk/
http://www.actiononviolence.com/CIRV
http://www.actiononviolence.com/sites/default/files/documents/10%20year%20plan.pdf
http://www.actiononviolence.com/what-is-being-done


 6 

Operation Rose 

Operation Rose, introduced by Strathclyde Police in 2009, seeks to reduce crime and antisocial 
behaviour through targeted checks on people travelling into Glasgow.  For example, by using 
portable metal detectors at bus and underground stations to deter and detect people carrying 
knives when entering the city centre.  The Strathclyde Police website provides further 
information under the heading of “Operation Rose Detects and Deters Weapon Carriers in City”. 

Crown Office & Procurator Fiscal Service 

Guidance on the Prosecution of Knife Crime 

In 2006 the then Lord Advocate issued new guidance to police and prosecutors in relation to the 
prosecution of knife crime.  It covered matters such as prosecution policy on: 

 whether a person who is charged with carrying a knife in public should be granted bail or 
remanded in custody pending trial (eg policy that the prosecution will oppose bail where 
the accused has a previous conviction involving possession or use of a knife) 

 whether knife crime cases should be prosecuted under summary or solemn procedure 
(eg presumption in favour of prosecuting under the more serious solemn procedure 
where the accused has a previous conviction for a similar offence) 

Further information on the guidelines is set out in the Scottish Executive news release “New 
Guidelines on Knife Crime” (2006). 

Other 

Medics Against Violence 

Medics Against Violence (MAV) was set up by three surgeons in a bid to reduce the numbers of 
young patients they see as a result of preventable violence.  It was officially launched in 
November 2008 at Glasgow’s Southern General Hospital.  Its first action was to develop an 
initiative to reduce youth violence.  Dozens of schools across Strathclyde have now received 
inputs from MAV, with medics going into classrooms to talk to young people first-hand about the 
outcomes of violence, all on a voluntary basis. 

MAV works in partnership with the Violence Reduction Unit (see above) and was affiliated with 
the World Health Organization’s Violence Prevention Alliance in 2008. 

STATISTICS 

Weapons used in crime 

The 2009-10 Scottish Crime and Justice Survey (SCJS) provides some information on the use 
of weapons in crime, with the Main Findings report (Scottish Government Social Research 
2010, p 50) indicating that: 

http://www.strathclyde.police.uk/your_community/Glasgow_Central_and_West/Local_News/Operation_Rose_Detects_and_Deters_Weapon_Carriers_in_City/
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/News/Releases/2006/05/22091049
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/News/Releases/2006/05/22091049
http://www.medicsagainstviolence.co.uk/
http://www.who.int/violenceprevention/en/
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/11/01090437/0
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 where the victim saw or had any contact with the offender(s), the victim reported that the 
offender(s) had something they used or threatened to use as a weapon in relation to 30% 
of violent crime 

 in relation to the above segment of violent crime where use of a weapon was reported, 
the following weapons were identified: 

o knife = 42% of relevant cases 

o bottle = 22% of relevant cases 

o stick/club or hitting implement = 16% of relevant cases 

o gun = 1% of relevant cases 

Handling of knives and offensive weapons 

The Scottish Government statistical bulletin Recorded Crime in Scotland, 2009-10 (2010a) 
states that the police recorded 7,042 instances of a person handling an offensive weapon in 
2009-10.  This figure is the lowest recorded since 1997-98 (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Crimes recorded by the police – handling an offensive weapon 

Year 1996-97 1997-98 1998-99 1999-00 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 

Crimes 6,513 6,191 7,102 8,084 8,070 9,039 9,362 

Year 2003-04 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 

Crimes 9,278 9,545 9,628 10,110 8,989 8,980 7,042 
Source: Scottish Government 2010a, table 1 (and earlier statistical bulletins from the same series) 

For the purposes of the statistical bulletin, the category of “handling an offensive weapon” 
covers the prohibition on the carrying of knives in public places (section 49 of the Criminal Law 
(Consolidation) (Scotland) Act 1995), as well as other offences placing restrictions on knives 
and offensive weapons.  Unless the context indicates otherwise, references in this section of the 
briefing to the handling of offensive weapons use this broad definition. 

Comparing the figures set out in the above table for the last two years discloses a 22% 
reduction in the number of handling offensive weapon crimes recorded by the police.  
Determining whether or not this points to a sustained reduction in the carrying of knives and 
offensive weapons will require statistics for further years and other relevant data (eg information 
on the level of police resources directed towards the enforcement of relevant offences).  
Additionally, for a more rounded picture, data relating to the level of knife carrying should be 
considered in conjunction with information on injuries caused by knife assault (see below under 
the subheading of Assault). 

Of the 7,042 offences recorded in 2009-10, over 60% were located in the Strathclyde police 
force area.  Although it serves the largest population, Strathclyde police did record a 
disproportionately high level of such offences (see Table 2).  The above mentioned statistical 
bulletin notes that the number of crimes of handling an offensive weapon recorded by 
Strathclyde police fell by 21% between 2008-09 and 2009-10,6 and that: 

“Strathclyde police have identified this area of crime as a key priority and have 
introduced Operation Rose, which primarily targets individuals who carry knives and 
other dangerous weapons in public.” (Scottish Government 2010a, p 11-12)7 

                                            
6
 This reduction is similar to the 22% fall in such crimes for Scotland as a whole. 

7
 Information on Operation Rose is set out above, under the heading of Initiatives to Tackle Knife Crime. 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/09/07084606/0
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Table 2: Recorded crime by police force area per 10,000 population (2009-10) 

Police Force Handling an 
offensive weapon 

Serious assault 
etc8 

Minor assault 

Central 10 8 128 

Dumfries & Galloway 8 5 108 

Fife 8 5 136 

Grampian 8 7 134 

Lothian & Borders 11 7 125 

Northern 11 9 119 

Strathclyde 20 17 157 

Tayside 7 6 117 

Scotland 14 11 139 
Source: Scottish Government 2010a, table 4b 

The three council areas with the highest recorded rates of offensive weapons offences in 2009-
10 were (Scottish Government 2010a, table 8):9 

 Glasgow City – 35 per 10,000 population 

 West Dunbartonshire – 26 per 10,000 population 

 Inverclyde – 23 per 10,000 population 

Table 2 above also sets out information on recorded rates of serious and minor assault per 
10,000 population.  Although Strathclyde police recorded the highest rates for all three 
categories of offence in 2009-10, the degree to which rates were higher was less marked in 
relation to minor assault.  Comparing the rates recorded by Strathclyde police with the next 
highest, the rate in Strathclyde was: 

 handling an offensive weapon – 1.8 times the rate in both Lothian & Borders and 
Northern 

 serious assault etc – 1.9 times the rate in Northern 

 minor assault – 1.2 times the rate in Fife 

Crime statistics for earlier years also highlight a distinction between recorded rates for: 

 handling offensive weapons and serious assault – where Strathclyde figures were 
substantially higher than any other police force area 

 minor assault – where Strathclyde figures were more similar to and sometimes lower 
than those in one or more other police force areas 

One possible explanation for the above distinction is that the relatively high incidence of carrying 
knives and other weapons in Strathclyde means that, where there is an assault, it is more likely 
to be a serious assault. 

Figures provided by Scottish Government officials point to a substantial increase between 2005-
06 and 2006-07 in the number of people remanded in custody (rather than being granted bail) 
where the main offence was handling an offensive weapon (see Table 3 below).  It is likely that 
this increase was, at least in part, brought about by the change of Crown Office policy in relation 
to opposing bail for persons facing knife crime charges (see above).  The level of remands then 
plateaued before falling back by 20% between 2008-09 and 2009-10.  This reduction is in line 
with the 22% fall in relevant recorded crime figures (see Table 1) and 19% fall in persons with a 
relevant charge proved (see Table 4) during the same period. 

                                            
8
 This category includes murder, attempted murder, culpable homicide and serious assault. 

9
 All three councils lie within the Strathclyde police force area. 
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Table 3: Remand receptions – handling an offensive weapon 

Year 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 

Receptions 1,530 1,628 2,322 2,146 2,245 1,806 
Source: Scottish Government officials (February 2011) 

Another Scottish Government statistical bulletin Criminal Proceedings in Scotland, 2009-10 
(2011a) indicates that 2,855 people were convicted of handling an offensive weapon (where this 
was the main offence) during 2009-10.10  In relation to those 2,855 people:11 

 94% were male and 6% were female 

 32% were aged under 21, 39% were aged 21 to 30 and 30% were aged over 30 

 32% received a custodial sentence, 34% received a community sentence (mostly 
probation and community service orders), 23% were fined and 11% received some other 
form of sentence (mostly admonished) 

In relation to the 32% who received a custodial sentence (916 people):12 

 16% received a sentence of up to 3 months 

 38% received a sentence between 3 months and 6 months 

 46% received a sentence of more than 6 months 

Additional Scottish Government statistics relating to people convicted during 2009-10 of 
handling an offensive weapon (where this was the main offence) indicate that:13 

 15% were prosecuted in the sheriff courts under solemn procedure 

 85% were prosecuted in the sheriff or stipendiary magistrate courts under summary 
procedure 

Other figures set out in the above statistical bulletin, and reproduced in Table 4, show how the 
number of people convicted of handling an offensive weapon has changed in recent years.  As 
indicated in the table, the most recent figures disclose a 19% reduction in relevant convictions 
(comparing 2009-10 with 2008-09).  The same period also saw a 22% reduction in relevant 
recorded crime figures (see Table 1 above). 

Table 4: Persons with a charge proved – handling an offensive weapon 

Year 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 2004-05 

Persons 2,340 2,633 2,771 2,875 3,447 

Year 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 

Persons 3,500 3,550 3,422 3,541 2,855 
Source: Scottish Government 2011a, table 4(a) 

Figures in the statistical bulletin also indicate that the courts have, in recent years, been more 
likely to impose a custodial sentence for such an offence – see Table 5. 

                                            
10

 For the purposes of the statistical bulletin, the category of “handling an offensive weapon” covers the prohibition 

on the carrying of knives in public places, as well as other offences placing restrictions on knives and offensive 

weapons. 
11

 See Scottish Government 2011a, tables 6(a), 6(b), 8(a) and 8(b). 
12

 See Scottish Government 2011a, table 10(a). 
13

 See Scottish Government 2011b, tables 3 to 6. 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/01/20092640/0
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Table 5: Percentage of persons with a charge proved receiving a custodial sentence – handling 
an offensive weapon 

Year 2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 2003-04 2004-05 

Percentage 27% 24% 26% 22% 22% 

Year 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 

Percentage 26% 30% 29% 30% 32% 
Source: Scottish Government 2011a, table 9 

Recent figures also disclose a large increase in the length of custodial sentences imposed for 
handling an offensive weapon, with the average length of sentence rising from 111 days in 
2004-05 to 274 days in 2009-10 (an increase of 247%) – see Table 6. 

Table 6: Length of custodial sentence – handling an offensive weapon 

Year Percentage of custodial sentences Average length 
of sentence 

(days) 
up to 3 months over 3 months 

to 6 months 
over 6 months 

2004-05 56% 40% 4% 111 

2005-06 54% 41% 6% 117 

2006-07 45% 36% 19% 160 

2007-08 33% 32% 35% 217 

2008-09 22% 37% 41% 263 

2009-10 16% 38% 46% 274 
Source: Scottish Government 2011a, table 10(a) (and previous equivalent bulletins) 

It is likely that the above increase in sentence length was, in part, caused by the rise in 
maximum custodial sentences for the carrying of knives in public places brought about by the 
Police, Public Order and Criminal Justice (Scotland) Act 2006.14  Given that the changes to 
maximum allowable sentences took effect from 1 September 2006, they might be expected to 
have had most direct impact in relation to the sentencing statistics for financial years 2006-07 
and 2007-08. 

Other factors which may have contributed to longer sentences include the guidance issued by 
the Lord Advocate in 2006 on the prosecution of knife crime,15 as well as continued public 
concern about knife crime. 

Table 6 above shows how the proportion of custodial sentences falling into the shortest 
category (up to three months) has fallen significantly in recent years.  Looking forward, it may be 
noted that provisions in section 17 of the Criminal Justice and Licensing (Scotland) Act 2010, 
creating a presumption against imposing short custodial sentences of three months or less, 
were brought into force on 1 February 2011.  This presumption is not restricted to sentences for 
particular offences. 

It may also be noted the Criminal Justice and Licensing (Scotland) Act 2010 provides for the 
creation of a Scottish Sentencing Council comprising both judicial and non-judicial members.  
The council would be tasked with preparing and publishing sentencing guidelines for the 
criminal courts.16  Although any work of the council would not be limited to knife crime, the 
Justice Secretary has indicated that: 

“our proposed Sentencing Council can take a considered look at sentencing for knife 
offences – taking into account the views of the public, victims, and police”. (Scottish 
Government 2010b) 

                                            
14

 The increases in maximum custodial sentences for the carrying of knives in public places are considered above, 

under the heading of Legal Provisions. 
15

 The Lord Advocate’s guidance is outlined above, under the heading of Initiatives to Tackle Knife Crime. 
16

 Any guidelines would only take effect following endorsement by the High Court. 
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The provisions of the Criminal Justice and Licensing (Scotland) Act 2010 dealing with the 
proposed Scottish Sentencing Council have not yet been brought into force. 

Criminal Proceedings in Scotland, 2009-10 (Scottish Government 2011a) also provides figures 
on the use of various police and prosecution disposals which may be used instead of 
prosecution through the courts.  In relation to handling an offensive weapon, it indicates that:17 

 out of 8,226 police formal adult warnings issued in 2009-10, ten people were given one in 
relation to handling an offensive weapon 

 out of 35,615 fiscal fines issued in 2009-10, nobody was given one in relation to handling 
an offensive weapon 

In relation to the Children’s Hearings System, a report published by the Scottish Children’s 
Reporter Administration (SCRA) in 2010 includes information on the number of alleged offences 
of carrying an offensive weapon referred to the Children’s Reporter – see table 7 of SCRA 
Statistical Analysis 2009/10.  It notes that 938 such offences were referred in 2009-10.  The 
table also includes figures for 2006-07 to 2008-09.  These highlight a large fall in the number of 
alleged offences of carrying an offensive weapon referred – 49% less in 2009-10 compared with 
2006-07.  However, comparing the same years, there was also a 41% reduction in the total 
number of alleged offences referred to the Children’s Reporter.  Thus, it is probable that factors 
affecting all offence referrals played a large part in the reduction of offensive weapon referrals.  
In this context, it is worth noting that various recent initiatives have sought to ensure that 
children are only referred to the Children’s Reporter where this is the appropriate course of 
action.  The SCRA (2009) research report Early and Effective Action Screening Groups states 
that: 

“Until 2006‐07, there was a trend of increasing numbers of children being referred to 
the Reporter on both offence and care and protection grounds.  Many of these 
children did not require compulsory measures of intervention.  This resulted in a 
range of initiatives being introduced to aim to facilitate decision making across 
agencies to identify appropriate routes of action to take when there are concerns 
about a child, including whether to refer to the Children’s Reporter.  (…) 

The pre‐referral screening processes, in this research, are having an impact in 
reducing referrals to the Reporter – consequently proportionately more of the children 
referred to the Reporter are those who require compulsory measures of supervision 
and are referred to Children’s Hearings.” (p 3) 

Assault 

Regular statistical bulletins, published by the Scottish Government, setting out police and court 
information on crimes such as assault (which may or may not involve a knife or other form of 
weapon), do not generally indicate whether a weapon was used.18  However, various other 
sources provide some indication of the level of knife assaults in Scotland.  For example, 
statistics published by ISD Scotland include figures for the number of emergency hospital 
admissions for adults (aged 15 and over) as a result of assault by sharp object.19  Figures for 
calendar years 2000 to 2009 are reproduced in Table 7 (with figures broken down by year of 
discharge). 

                                            
17

 See Scottish Government 2011a, tables 21 and 24 to 28. 
18

 Such information is available in relation to homicide statistics (see below). 
19

 ISD (Information Services Division) Scotland is part of NHS National Services Scotland, and provides health 

information, statistics and IT services. 

http://www.scra.gov.uk/home/index.cfm
http://www.scra.gov.uk/home/index.cfm
http://www.scra.gov.uk/cms_resources/Online%20Statistical%20Analysis%202009-2010%20web.pdf
http://www.scra.gov.uk/cms_resources/Online%20Statistical%20Analysis%202009-2010%20web.pdf
http://www.scra.gov.uk/cms_resources/Early%20and%20Effective%20Action%20Screening%20Groups%20-%20SCRA%20Research%20Report.pdf
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Table 7: Adult emergency hospital admissions as a result of assault by sharp object 

Year 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

Discharges 1,298 1,481 1,897 1,486 1,444 

Year 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

Discharges 1,217 1,320 1,329 1,337 1,245 
Source: ISD Scotland, Assault by Sharp Object 

The above figures are not necessarily an accurate reflection of the number of knife assaults.  
For example, a knife attack may not result in an injury to the victim, and not all of those which do 
result in injury will lead to an emergency hospital admission.  On the other hand, the figures 
include admissions following attacks with sharp objects other than knives. 

Comparing the figures set out in the above table for the last two years discloses a 7% reduction 
in the number of relevant emergency hospital admissions.  This is much smaller than the 22% 
reduction, between 2008-09 and 2009-10, in the number of handling offensive weapon crimes 
recorded by the police (see Table 1 above).  In addition, in relation to hospital admissions, one 
does not need to go back as many years to find a smaller number.  Ignoring the differences in 
periods covered by the two tables (one dealing with calendar years and the other financial 
years), a number of factors may dilute any tendency for changes in knife carrying to be reflected 
in numbers of knife assault injuries (eg only some knife assaults involve knives which are 
carried in public places).  Other possible considerations include the question of whether 
strategies which are successful in reducing total knife carrying might be less successful in 
changing the behaviour of those who are more likely to both carry and use a knife. 

Homicide 

As noted above, statistics published by the Scottish Government on offences such as assault, 
which may or may not involve a knife, do not generally state whether a weapon was used.  
However, homicide statistics (covering murder and culpable homicide) do contain such detail. 

Figures in the Scottish Government statistical bulletin Homicide in Scotland, 2009-10 (2010c) 
highlight the use of a “sharp instrument” as the most common method of killing in homicide 
cases.  The next most common method in recent years has tended to be “hitting and kicking”.  
Other recorded methods include shooting, blunt instrument and strangulation.  Statistics relating 
to the use of a sharp instrument and hitting and kicking are set out in Tables 8a and 8b. 

Table 8a: Number of homicide victims by main methods of killing 

Year 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 

Sharp instrument 72 34 54 55 57 35 

Hitting and kicking 14 24 16 15 10 10 

All methods 137 94 119 115 99 79 
Source: Scottish Government 2010c, table 7 

Table 8b: Percentage of homicide victims by main methods of killing 

Year 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 

Sharp instrument 53% 36% 45% 48% 58% 44% 

Hitting and kicking 10% 26% 13% 13% 10% 13% 

All methods 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Source: Scottish Government 2010c, table 7 

Although the above figures indicate that the use of a “sharp instrument” is the most common 
method of killing, they do not distinguish between cases where the perpetrator had been 
carrying a knife in a public place and situations where, for example, the perpetrator picked up a 
knife at the scene of the crime.  Other statistics set out in the above statistical bulletin provide 
information on the location of homicide cases.  For example, by far the most common locations 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/12/10110553/0
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in 2009-10 were “house, dwelling etc” (47 cases) and “street or footpath” (22 cases).20  The 
bulletin does not, however, include figures showing method of killing in different types of 
location.  In addition, although a stabbing in a house might involve a knife taken from that 
location, it could also involve a knife which is regularly carried in public by the perpetrator. 

RESEARCH 

Recent commissioned research reports on gangs and youth violence, published by Scottish 
Government Social Research, include: 

 Troublesome Youth Groups, Gangs and Knife Carrying in Scotland (Bannister et al 2010) 
– reports on the nature and extent of youth gang activity and knife carrying in Scotland 

 Gang Membership and Knife Carrying: Findings from the Edinburgh Study of Youth 
Transitions and Crime (McVie 2010) – provides an insight into the lives of young people 
who associate with youth gangs and get involved in carrying knives, based on 
longitudinal data from the Edinburgh Study of Youth Transitions and Crime 

 Youth Violence in Scotland: Literature Review (Fraser et al 2010) – draws on available 
data from administrative sources (eg recorded crime, criminal proceedings and school 
exclusions) and the Scottish Crime and Justice Survey to construct a picture of what is 
known about youth violence and effective interventions 

The World Health Organization, in conjunction with Liverpool John Moores University, published 
a series of briefings on violence prevention in 2009 – Violence Prevention: the Evidence.  
Particular issues addressed by the briefings include: 

 the development of life skills in children and adolescents – indicates that evidence 
supports the effectiveness of programmes aimed at building social, emotional and 
behavioural skills in preventing youth violence 

 reducing access to knives and other sharp objects – indicates that authorities have 
generally focussed on similar measures to those used in relation to firearms (eg minimum 
purchase ages, stiffer enforcement and amnesties), but that the impact of such 
approaches is unclear.  The findings indicate that an effective strategy should include 
measures to reduce socioeconomic factors underlying the violent of use such items 

Research and evaluation reports published by the Centre for Crime and Justice Studies include: 

 Young People, Knives and Guns (Silvestri et al 2009) – findings include: (a) multi-
agency/focus strategies concentrating on high risk youths are more successful in 
reducing violence than single focus interventions; (b) policies to disarm weapon carriers 
only deal with symptoms unless they also address reasons for carrying/using weapons 

 Street Weapons Commission: Guns, Knives and Street Violence (Squires et al 2008) –
analyses patterns of gun and knife crime in the UK, with a particular focus on London, 
Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool and Glasgow 

 Knife Crime: a Review of Evidence and Policy (Eades et al 2007) – includes 
consideration of the impact of knife amnesties, enforcement powers, increased prison 
sentences and education on knife crime 

A report published by the Wave Trust considers initiatives aimed at young children with the goal 
of preventing the development of a propensity to violence – Violence and What to Do About It 

                                            
20

 See Scottish Government 2010c, table 4. 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/09/09143042/0
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/09/09115209/0
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/09/09115209/0
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/10/07105517/0
http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/violence/4th_milestones_meeting/publications/en/index.html
http://www.crimeandjustice.org.uk/youngpeopleknivesandguns.html
http://www.crimeandjustice.org.uk/c4streetcrime.html
http://www.crimeandjustice.org.uk/knifecrime.html
http://www.wavetrust.org/key-publications/reports/wave-report-2005-violence-and-what-do-about-it-0
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(Hosking and Walsh 2005).  It highlights the importance of measures supporting the parent-child 
relationship with the aim of ensuring that children are reared in an environment that fosters the 
development of empathy 
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