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Press release






16 December

Minister for London hails undercover operation to reveal

extent of under-age knife sales

The number of London stores found to be selling knives to under-18s in a recent undercover operation compares favourably with the results from other similar, but smaller-scale, exercises, according to figures announced today. 

In the operation – the largest of its kind yet mounted, and the first to cover an entire region – local authority Trading Standards Services carried out 799 test purchases in the capital between 20 October and 10 November. Of these, 19 per cent (148) resulted in sales. While still too high, this is a much smaller proportion than recorded by most similar operations carried out in the last two years in individual local authorities in different parts of the country
. It suggests that changes in the law on knife sales are increasingly being heeded by retailers.
The test purchases were made at shops and stores across London, using teenage volunteers, including police cadets. Of the sales, 32 per cent were from recognised high-street chain stores.
The start of a complementary exercise, on Internet knife sales, was also announced during the press conference at New Scotland Yard.
To find out how young people are able to purchase knives, and to help reduce their availability to under-18s, Government Office for London (GOL) is working on the two operations with London Trading Standards (LoTSA) and the Metropolitan Police Service (MPS). The retail operation was funded and run in partnership with GOL and the MPS’s Blunt2 campaign.
Speaking at the press conference, Minister for London Tony McNulty said: “The tragic stabbings of young people are among the most terrible things we see in London. I fully support these operations and am confident they will ultimately lead to fewer knives being carried by teenagers on the capital’s streets. The stores that sold these knives, many of them well-known chains, must also be made aware that they need to play their part in ridding the streets of weapons and know that we will take strong enforcement action against them where appropriate.” 
The types of knives sold during the retail operation depended on what was attempted, but ranged from kitchen knives (which constituted the majority) to, in one instance, a machete sold to a 14-year-old. 

The most common reaction from sellers when told they had just sold to an underage child was “concerned and apologetic”, but others variously:

· were unco-operative and denied that the sale had taken place;
· were unconcerned;
· ran away;
· or said they were not aware the sale was illegal.
MPS Commander Mark Simmons said: “We are pleased that retailers are becoming aware of the changes to legislation regarding the sale of knives and operations such as these will act as a reminder to those individuals who continue to flout the law that they will be caught and prosecuted. Our Volunteer Cadet Corps play a crucial role in bringing these individuals to account, and by working with Trading Standards we will continue to prevent dangerous weapons being sold to young people.”

The retail operation has been recognised as national best practice and the London partnership model will be replicated across the other Home Office Tackling Knives Action Programme (TKAP) areas.
These operations are designed to encourage retailers to play their part in reducing knife crime by promoting existing legislation and providing their staff with appropriate training and guidance in relation to the sale of knives.
LoTSA Chairman Peter Davenport said: “Trading Standards Services will actively assist businesses that are determined to bring their staff and procedures into compliance with the law, and many already have information campaigns in place to support legitimate business in this way. The public needs to understand that there are many legal and procedural steps that TSS are obliged to comply with before a prosecution for these types of offences can be started, but Trading Standards will act resolutely against those who make illegal sales of knives, with all the related risks of violent crime and disorder that can result. “
For the online operation, lasting three months, LoTSA will trawl Internet sites that sell knives, carrying out test purchases and advising, monitoring and prosecuting sites that unlawfully sell to under-18s. The purpose of the operation, the largest of its kind to date, is to reduce online access to knives for under-18s, while gathering evidence as to how easy or difficult it currently is for a young person to purchase a knife online.

Notes to editors
1. Both the retail and online test purchasing operations are funded by the Home Office and carried out by local authority Trading Standards Officers. 
2. Where test purchases resulted in sales, the stores involved cannot be named because of the risk to any subsequent prosecution. The Home Office is working with all retailers on how they can continue to support the reduction of knife crime.
3. A selection of the knives purchased during the operation were displayed at the press conference.
4. In the online operation, Trading Standards Officers from Lambeth and Southwark will work together to:

i) attempt to buy knives using a debit card that either has been, or could have been, acquired by an under-18 year old and, as far as the retailer knows, the buyer could be under-18;
ii) Work with under-18 year olds and supervise them as they try and buy knives themselves from the internet.

They will provide a final report and best practice toolkits for use by both Trading Standards Services and online retailers.

5. LoTSA represents the 32 local authority Trading Standards Services in the London region, and is one of 11 such regional groups covering the UK. For more information, see www.lotsa.org.uk  
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� For example: i) young volunteers helping Rochdale Borough Council Trading Standards Officers were able to purchase knives from one in three outlets across the borough. 
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