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POLICE

Wired for 
sound
The Journal talks to a Lancashire Constabulary firearms 
officer about his team’s, very specific, communications 
requirements while operating on the frontline

Of all police operational areas, arguably the most-high profile – and 
certainly one of the most hazardous – are those involving the use 
of firearms.

As well as being unique in an operational sense, however, firearms 
officers also require very specific kit while on the frontline. This obviously 
includes firearms themselves, but also communications technology, with 
the rigours of the job requiring not just reliable voice, but also noise 
protection as well as heightened situational awareness. 

That being the case, in this article we are going to focus on a key part of 
this comms ecosystem, specifically the headset piece. In the first part, we’ll 
be talking to kit provider JUMA about the direction of this niche market, 
followed by an interview with a Lancashire firearms officer about their 
specific operational requirements while on the frontline. 

Directional microphones
Andrew McLachlan is the managing director of JUMA, which describes 
itself as “a leading manufacturer of professional audio accessories for the 
UK and European PMR/DMR and TETRA radio markets.” A key area 
for the company is in the realm of tactical operations, and particularly 
armed policing. 

Discussing the requirements of the latter, he says: “We have become 
well known for providing customised solutions for firearms officers, 
who obviously have very specific operational needs. That could range 
from simple earpieces worn under the helmet to tactical headsets 
which provide hearing protection, while at the same time amplifying 
ambient sound.”

According to McLachlan, the latter – which is provided to the company 
by an American manufacturer called OTTO – functions via the strategic 
positioning of microphones on the device in order to artificially enhance 
sound coming from the outside world. This is necessary because of the 
aforementioned hearing protection, which, as might be expected, dulls all 
external noise, not just loud bangs. 

Describing a typical set-up, McLachlan continues: “The solution we 
provide is designed to be plugged into a radio and tactical PTT system 
worn on the body. At the point when hearing protection is required, the 
officer will unplug the normal semi-acoustic tube earpiece and replace it 
with the tactical headset. 

“What officers have sometimes been doing up until now basically 
involved using a simple hearing protection headset, then just sticking 
the earpiece acoustic tube underneath. It gave them adequate 
communications but broke the ‘seal’, meaning that they were contravening 
health and safety guidelines. Our solution makes that unnecessary.” 

Going into greater detail about the ‘ambient noise’ functionality, 
McLachlan says that it works via the microphones’ ability to detect 
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“directional sound”, with the information fed through an algorithm. 
He was understandably reticent to provide any further information 
that might compromise the product, but did provide material from 
OTTO itself mentioning ‘signal processing circuitry’ and ‘40mm dual 
voice coil speakers’. 

Asked about the evolution of the technology, one thing he was 
prepared to speak about was its origins as a product originally 
intended for the use by the military. Or, as he says, development and 
adoption has been “top down”, with military requirements eventually 
“trickling down to policing”.

“Firearms offi  cers actually use quite a lot of equipment originally 
designed for the military,” he continues. “Ballistic helmets would 
be one example of that, alongside the headsets we’ve been talking 
about. In terms of our bespoke work with customers, we don’t 
change the headsets at all, just customise the connectivity.” 

Spatial awareness 
Operational fi rearms commander David Scott has been involved in 
this area of policing with Lancashire Constabulary for about a decade. 
He has been integral in a recent trial of the above technology within 
the force. 

Discussing his background while at the same time providing some 
operational context, he says: “Firearms policing has grown massively 
over the past 10 years, particularly in relation to all the terrorist 
activity both in the UK and abroad.

“Regarding Lancashire in particular, we have around 100 fi rearms 
offi  cers spread out over six teams. They work 365 days a year on a 
shift pattern, so there’s always personnel available.”

He continues: “Among those 100 offi  cers, there are three key 
specialisms. That includes close protection offi  cers who, as well as 
general duties, protect politicians and royals within the county. We 
also have tactical rifl e offi  cers. Police snipers, in other words.

“At the same time, there are also offi  cers who specialise in 
hostage rescue as well as covert operations. Then, at a national level, 
there’s counter-terrorist specialist fi rearms offi  cers, who are based in 
network hubs in the major metropolitan cities. They’re the ones you 
occasionally see on the news dressed in grey.”    

Scott continues by describing what happens during a normal 
shout, starting with the call going into the control room. From there, 
the major force incident manager will assess the situation to see if it 
requires the deployment of armed offi  cers. 

According to Scott, these situations could be anything from an 
injured deer requiring to be destroyed to an incident so violent that 
fi rearms are needed in order to deal with it. He reiterates that this 
is a 24/7, 365-days-a-year endeavour: “At any time, there’s a team 
available with an operational fi rearms commander, who will carry out 
whatever tactics have been chosen by the boss.”

As mentioned, Scott has been heavily involved with the initial roll-
out of new headset technology across his team, as part of an ongoing 
eff ort to align personal protective equipment with operational tactics. 

Giving an overview of the comms set-up for Lancashire fi rearms 
offi  cers, he says: “Starting with the radios, the vast majority of 

the time we use TETRA, with the technology 
being deployed to run operations as well. The only 
diff erence between ours and everyone else’s is that 
we use an extra channel. Those devices are made by 
Motorola Solutions.”  

Moving onto the headsets, he continues: “My team 
used to use fairly simple ear defenders, like the kind of 
thing you might see on a building site. You were able to 
talk to each other while wearing them, but if there was 
a loud noise it would instantly shut down to protect 
the wearer’s hearing. They were reliable and we used 
them for years. 

“At the same time, we were aware that other 
solutions were being developed that might put 
us at a better advantage during an operation. You 
could hear everything with the old ones, but from a 
spatial awareness point of view, you couldn’t always 
necessarily tell where a noise was coming from.” 

Scott illustrates this with a discussion of an incident 
which took place in Blackpool. “There was a loud 
noise,” he says, ”which obviously you don’t want to 
hear on a fi rearms job. Colleagues at the incident who 
were wearing the old hearing protection couldn’t tell 
where the sound came from, but I knew it originated 
from behind us. It sounds like a minor point, but that 
kind of awareness is important.”

Another apparent advantage of the new gear 
is that it can be plugged directly into offi  cers’ 
TETRA radios, as well as another auxiliary device 
simultaneously. Speech is then activated by body-worn 
PTT functionality, with everything linked by what Scott 
describes as “really robust” wiring. 

With the interview drawing to a close, the subject 
inevitably turns to the future of the pilot. What 
happens now, and will other fi rearms offi  cers across 
the force area receive a similar roll-out? 

“The initial purchase was 24, which was just for the 
specialist fi rearms team,” says Scott. “We were really 
using that as a foot in the door, but it’s something we 
could potentially look at for the whole department. 
But that’s a purchase order above my pay grade.” 

Firearms policing is often a high-stakes endeavour, 
with those involved in it placing themselves in 
situations which could entail considerable risk. If the 
use of cutting-edge communications technology can 
help to ensure positive outcomes, that can only be a 
good thing. 
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"Colleagues at the incident couldn’t 
tell where the sound came from"


