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Background

The law in the UK on carrying knives has been tightened in recent years and the police have increased their vigilance in response to recent well-publicized instances of serious crime involving these weapons. BLS members have expressed concern over the possible illegality of carrying knives to collect samples in the field.

Current law makes it illegal to carry any knife with a blade exceeding 3" or 7.5cm (as well as many other sharp objects), in a public place without good reason. However, possession of folding knives with blades smaller than these dimensions (such as many “Swiss Army” type knives) is considered to be acceptable. The website  http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/CrimeJusticeAndTheLaw/Typesofcrime/DG_181675 provides basic rules on knives and these are abstracted here (as of 11 January 2012).

Basic rules on knives

If you’re planning to buy or carry a knife, it’s important to know the rules. Anyone found breaking these laws can face up to four years in prison. 

These include:

· it is a crime to carry a knife in public without good reason – for example, if you work as a chef 

· knives with folding blades, like Swiss Army knives, are not illegal as long as the blade is three inches long (7.62 cm) or less 

· if any knife is used in a threatening way (even a legal knife, such as a Swiss Army knife), it is regarded as an 'offensive weapon' by the law 

· any sharp instrument – even a screwdriver – can be viewed by the police as an illegal offensive weapon if you do not have a good reason for carrying it

· the maximum penalty for an adult carrying a knife is four years in prison and a fine of £5000 

· it is illegal to carry, buy or sell any type of knife banned by the government (the list of banned knives is given on the Government website) 

· it is illegal for any shop to sell a knife of any kind (including cutlery and kitchen knives) to anyone under the age of 18 

Recommendations

The BLS considers that a small folding knife that complies with extant guidelines is a legitimate item of field equipment. Nevertheless, there have been recent instances of biologists being arrested for carrying knives. It therefore advises the following precautions to ensure that lichenologists stay within the law, and that requirements, as on the above website, are checked for any changes:

· Ensure that your collecting knife has a blade shorter than 3”, and that it is of the folding type. Some penknives have folding blades with a locking button that needs to be pressed in order that the blade can be stowed. These are undoubtedly safer for the user, but be aware that these DO NOT comply with the regulations and therefore carry an increased risk of arrest.

· Carry your knife in your rucksack, not openly on your person

· Make sure that your knife is folded at all times except when actually being used to gather samples

· When collecting be able to demonstrate that your activities give you 'good reason' to carry a knife. e.g. being part of an organised activity (such as a BLS Field Meeting); being able to show a copy of written permission to collect; and look the part of a lichenologist with your hand-lenses, packets, field guides etc.

· Garden secateurs are recommended by some for slicing specimens off bark as well as taking twig specimens, but take extra care not to let the blades slip. 

