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‘Use of Force: The Citizen’s Perspective’ 

When Can Citizens Use 
Force? 

The law establishes that rea-
sonable force may be lawfully 
used by citizens in the follow-
ing circumstances: 
 
• In self-defence;  
• To protect others who are 

facing an immediate threat 
to their safety; & 

• To protect one’s property 
 
A person who is attacked, or 
who honestly believes his/her 
life to be in danger, or that he/
she is in danger of serious bod-
ily injury, may use the amount 
of force that he/she believes is 
necessary to prevent or resist 
the attack.  

Excessive Use of Force 
 
No more force should be used 
than is necessary to protect 
yourself, other citizens, or your 
property. In simple terms, the 
force used must not be exces-
sive. If using such force leads 
to the injury or death of the 
attacker, the person who uses 
force to defend themselves 
should not be found  

guilty of a criminal offence. Un-
necessary or excessive force de-
stroys the defence of lawful self-
defence. 

It is NOT lawful to use force in 
response to a spoken threat or 
insult. Force also cannot be rea-
sonably used for the purpose of 
revenge, for example, after an 
attack or danger flowing from an 
attack has ended.  

 
Use of Force and Citizen Ar-
rests  
 
While citizens can arrest some-
one committing a major criminal 
offence (felony), the leadership 
of the JCF (Jamaica Constabulary 
Force) advises citizens against 
taking matters into their own 
hands.  

While sometimes born from a 
desire for protection or justice, 
citizens taking matters into their 
own hands can lead to legal ac-
tion being taken against them, 
potential injuries to innocent 
people, and increased social dis-
order.  
 
The safest thing to do is to 
observe, take notes, and in-
form the relevant members of 
the JCF of someone who 
has been suspected of commit
ting a major offence. Citizens 
must also remember not to: 

 

• Arrest a person who is armed 
with any weapon;  

• Arrest anyone if you cannot 

defend yourself from an at-
tack;  

• Restrain a suspect if you 
are not strong enough to do 
so; &  
• Attack or kill a person 

suspected of committing a 
major crime  

 

For further information feel free 
to contact us via the sources be-
low. 
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