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How “Less” is Less Than Lethal?

TL . .. It means less than lethal. It means not using

deadly force to bring a violent or noncompliant indi-
vidual into custody. It, however, does not always mean
that the individual is subdued without trauma or injury.

So just how safe, how effective, are LTL devices?

The National Institute of Justice (NLJ) is trying to
take some of the guesswork out of the use of LTL devices,
specifically incapacitating, nonpenetrating projectiles,
also known as blunt trauma weapons.

“It’s called our Blunt Trauma Program, part of our
Less-Than-Lethal Technology Program,” says Sandy
Newett, NIJ program manager. “We have funded studies
that are examining the effectiveness of blunt trauma
projectiles and the physiological impact they have on
the human body.”

There are a number of LTL devices on the market, but
manufacturers do not always include scientific validation
of the effectiveness or safety of their devices, Newett
says. One reason is that these types of studies can add
considerable development time and money to a device,
sometimes delaying its entrance into the commercial
market for years. Newett says, however, that according
to anecdotal information and some preliminary opera-
tional data, most blunt trauma instruments, such as rub-
ber bullets or bean bag rounds, work well. NIJ wants to
add to that level of confidence with the addition of stud-
ies that provide scientific, statistical, and operational
verification.

In one of these LTL studies, Sgt. Ken Hubbs of the San
Diego Police Department’s (SDPD’s) Special Response
Team is looking at the types of incidents in which blunt
impact projectiles are used. Hubbs has been following
the use of less-than-lethal devices since 1987—the result
of a number of officer-involved shootings in which the
subjects were armed with something other than a firearm,
such as a baseball bat, knife, stick, shovel, or some other
type of nontraditional weapon. SDPD wanted to find a way
to disarm these suspects without the use of deadly force.

After much research, testing, and study, the department
determined the type of low-lethality munition it preferred.

Hubbs, however, continued his LTL research. With
the help of NIJ funding, he teamed up with a criminology
researcher and has been collecting data from agencies
around the country to study the use and effectiveness of
blunt impact projectiles. With data from more than 600
incidents, this study will provide a database of informa-
tion, everything from the type of incident to the kind of
projectile used, to whether or not it worked, to type and
extent of injuries.

“They’re looking at whether the suspect was a 250-
pound man or a 100-pound woman, what happened dur-
ing the incident, whether alcohol or drugs were involved,
along with a variety of other factors,” Newett says. “Pre-
liminary data have revealed that about 61 percent of
the incidents in which a blunt impact [LTL] projectile
was used involved ’suicide by police.” This is when a
suspect attempts to force police [to use lethal means]
to kill him. More information will be available when the
study is published.”

In another study, a biomechanical surrogate devel-
oped by the automobile industry is being modified and
validated for LTL blunt trauma. N1J is focusing specifically
on the chest area to determine the level of trauma caused
by relatively high-velocity, low-mass blunt-impact projec-
tiles (automobile tests look at low-velocity, high-mass
impacts). In addition, research from the sports arena,
specifically baseball, is adding to the knowledge base.

“You can calculate the kinetic energy of a device,” she
says. “However, this may only give you a clue as to what
kind of injury you might get. And even then, it’s not been
validated scientifically or operationally. The biomechani-
cal surrogate will provide that information at a level of
confidence for blunt trauma weapons that hit the chest.
We can then provide the information to law enforcement
and corrections.”



Another NlJ-funded study is looking at the various
empirical and theoretical models that have been pre-
viously used to predict the probability of injury. This
study is building on similar work already done by the
military and will examine the strengths and weaknesses
of each model.

The final component to the Blunt Trauma Program,
Newett says, is the development of the ring airfoil pro-
jectile (RAP). (See “NlJ Takes the RAP,” in TechBeat,
Winter 1998.)

Created more than 30 years ago by a U.S. Army engi-
neer, this 2Y2-inch, 1-ounce rubber ring flies straight at
about 200 feet per second. Its impact on the body has
the feel of being hit by a fastball thrown by a major
league pitcher. The ring has cavities that can be filled
with pepper powder, which is expected to make the
device much more effective.

In its initial incarnation, the RAP was fired by a
launcher-adapter that fit over the barrel of a M16A-1
rifle and was propelled by a 5.56mm low-grain blank
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cartridge. NIJ’s work has been to create a new kind of
launch device. According to Newett, the engineering
on a pistol-grip launch system that fires the RAP from
a single-use cartridge is nearly complete and will be
ready for demonstration sometime this summer.

For more information on NIJ’s Less-Than-Lethal
Technology Program or the Blunt Trauma Program,
contact Sandy Newett, 202-616-1471. For a copy
of “NIJ Takes the RAP,” call the National Law
Enforcement and Corrections Technology Center,
800-248-2742, or log on to the center’s Web site,
JUSTNET, at www.nlectc.org.

This article was reprinted from the Spring 2000
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U.S. Department of Justice.

The National Institute of Justice is a component of the
Office of Justice Programs, which also includes the Bureau
of Justice Assistance, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Office of
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, and Office for
Victims of Crime.



www.nlectc.org




Accessibility Report





		Filename: 

		211820.pdf









		Report created by: 

		



		Organization: 

		







[Enter personal and organization information through the Preferences > Identity dialog.]



Summary



The checker found no problems in this document.





		Needs manual check: 0



		Passed manually: 2



		Failed manually: 0



		Skipped: 0



		Passed: 30



		Failed: 0







Detailed Report





		Document





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set



		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF



		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF



		Logical Reading Order		Passed manually		Document structure provides a logical reading order



		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified



		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar



		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents



		Color contrast		Passed manually		Document has appropriate color contrast



		Page Content





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged



		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged



		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order



		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided



		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged



		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker



		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts



		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses



		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive



		Forms





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged



		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description



		Alternate Text





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text



		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read



		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content



		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation



		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text



		Tables





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot



		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR



		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers



		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column



		Summary		Passed		Tables must have a summary



		Lists





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L



		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI



		Headings





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting










Back to Top

