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PREFACE
Methodology

This report contains the findings of a review by Amnesty International of deaths following
CED use in the USA from June 2001 to 31 August 2008, some 334 cases. Amnesty
International’s sources included a review of autopsy reports in 98 cases and other materials,
including media reports, information from families of the deceased or their attorneys, reports
of official investigations and other data. Amnesty International also reviewed policies and
practices on CED use by US law enforcement agencies and guidelines issued by standard-
setting bodies.

Dr Sidsel Rogde, a professor of forensic pathology from Norway, co-reviewed autopsy reports
for the organization and provided valuable insight and advice on aspects of forensic
pathology. The Omega Research Foundation, which researches the global trade in military,
security and police equipment and its impact on human rights, provided technical advice as
well as information on transfers and deployment of CEDs to countries worldwide contained in
Appendix D.

Terminology

In this document, use of the word Taser refers to one of more products of TASER
International under the TASER® trademark. Other CED technology is also on the market,
including products under the Stinger® trademark. The concerns documented in this report
apply to all such weapons.



1. INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

Coroner Dr Randolf Williams, speaking about the case of 21-year-old Baron Pikes, an unarmed man who was shocked repeatedly
while in police custody in Winnfield, Louisiana. The first six shocks were administered as he lay handcuffed on the ground and
failed to get up to walk to a police car. He was shocked again in the squad car and died before reaching the station. Cause of
death was given as “cardiac arrest following nine 50,000 volt electro-shock applications from a conductive electrical weapon”.

Thousands of US law enforcement agencies use Tasers: dart-firing electro-shock projectile
weapons which can also be used close-up as stun guns. Tasers are among a class of weapon
commonly described as “conducted energy devices” (CEDs).! They work by delivering a high
voltage, low current, electrical charge designed to disrupt the central nervous system and
cause uncontrolled muscle contractions, temporarily incapacitating the subject. The
manufacturers of CEDs and the agencies deploying them maintain that they are safer than
many conventional weapons in controlling dangerous or combative subjects and that Tasers
have saved lives by avoiding the resort by officers to lethal force.

There has been ongoing controversy surrounding the potential lethality of CEDs, especially
since the introduction in the past decade of more powerful new generation models.? Since
June 2001, more than 330 people in the USA are reported to have died after being struck by
police Tasers and 25 similar deaths have been reported in Canada.® In most cases coroners
have attributed the deaths to other causes, such as drug intoxication or “excited delirium”, a
term often used to describe someone who is in an agitated or highly disturbed state.
However, in at least 50 cases, coroners are reported to have listed the Taser as a cause or
contributory factor in the death. Medical examiners’ findings and the role of CEDs in deaths
continue to be the subject of dispute.

Amnesty International acknowledges the importance of developing non-lethal or “less-lethal”
force options to decrease the risk of death or injury inherent in police use of firearms or other
impact weapons such as batons. Such measures are encouraged under international
standards, which provide that non-lethal incapacitating weapons should be “carefully
evaluated” and their use “strictly controlled”.* However, Amnesty International has serious
concerns about the use of electro-shock devices in law enforcement, both as regards their
safety and potential for misuse.

Amnesty International believes that Tasers and similar conducted energy weapons are
inherently open to abuse as they are easy to carry and easy to use and they can inflict severe
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pain at the push of a button without leaving substantial marks. The capacity to use such
weapons close- up as “touch stun” guns, often when individuals are already in custody, and
to inflict repeated or prolonged shocks, makes them even more prone to abuse.

One of the organization’s concerns — documented in this and earlier reports — is that many
US law enforcement agencies deploy CEDs as a relatively low-level force option to subdue

non-compliant or disturbed individuals who do not pose a significant threat.® As described

below, such cases have included use of Tasers on schoolchildren; pregnant women; people
who are mentally ill or intoxicated; elderly people with dementia and individuals suffering

from the effects of medical conditions such as epileptic seizures.

Amnesty International considers that the use of electro-shock weapons in such circumstances
is inconsistent with international standards which require police to use force only as a last
resort, in proportion to the threat posed and in a manner designed to minimize pain or injury;
in many instances, police actions appear to have violated the international prohibition against
torture or other ill-treatment.

Amnesty International’s report contains an analysis of deaths following CED deployment and
a review of policies and standards for CED use. While not the main subject of the report, the
organization also reiterates its concern about the sale of Tasers to the public, which is
permitted in most US states without strict regulation or control. This report focuses on CED
use in the USA. However, Tasers and other CED products are reportedly deployed or
undergoing trials or evaluations in more than 40 countries worldwide (see Appendix D).
Amnesty International opposes the transfers of CED weapons to countries where there is a
substantial risk that the likely use of those weapons will facilitate torture or other cruel,
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, or will be used for arbitrary force or to cause
unwarranted injury.

Health risks regarding CED use: Amnesty International’s review of deaths

Amnesty International is concerned that Tasers have been widely deployed before the results
of rigorous, independent studies into their safety and potential health risks. Existing studies
(many of them industry-funded) have found the risk of direct adverse effects from CEDs to be
generally low in healthy adults, but they are limited in scope and have pointed to the need for
more understanding of the effects of such devices on vulnerable subjects, including people
under the influence of stimulant drugs or in poor health. While the electrical current from
Tasers and similar devices has been described by the manufacturers as too low to trigger a
direct fatal shock, some medical experts have suggested that the shocks can disrupt the
heart rhythm if the current is applied close to the heart or at a critical point in the cardiac
cycle. Recent independently-funded animal studies have found that CED shocks can cause
fatal arrhythmias in pigs, raising further questions about their safety on human subjects. It
was also recently reported that nearly 10 per cent of 41 Tasers tested in a study
commissioned by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) delivered significantly more
electrical current than the manufacturer said was possible, underscoring the need for
independent verification and testing of such weapons.® An overview of existing scientific and
medical research studies is included in this report.
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The need for additional research was highlighted in an interim report published in June 2008
by the National Institute of Justice (N1J). The report was issued as part of an ongoing
investigation by the US Justice Department into deaths following CED use. While the interim
report found “no conclusive medical evidence” of a high risk of death or injury from the
direct effects of Tasers or similar devices, it stated that “Many aspects of the safety of CED
technology are not well-known, especially with respect to its effects when used on
populations other than normal healthy adults”.”

The NIJ study noted that the risk of death or serious injury could be higher in certain
populations, including children, the elderly, pregnant women, people with heart disease and
other “at risk individuals”.® It recommended that police officers should avoid the use of CEDs
against these populations unless the situation excludes other reasonable options. The report
also noted that many deaths are associated with prolonged or repeated CED discharges.
While it found research in this area to be limited, and the role of the CED in such deaths to
be unclear, it called on law enforcement officers to exercise caution in using multiple
activations.

This report describes Amnesty International’s ongoing concerns regarding fatalities following
police CED use, based on information on reported deaths from June 2001 to 31 August
2008, including a review of more than 90 autopsy reports and other sources, including
media reports, lawsuits and reports of official investigations. All of the reported cases
involved the use of M26 or X26 Tasers. These findings update the concerns contained in
Amnesty International’s previous reports published in November 2004 and March 2006.°

Amnesty International’s review is not a scientific study, nor is the organization in a position
to reach conclusions regarding the role of the Taser in each case. It can be difficult to
determine through autopsy alone whether Taser shocks caused or contributed to a fatal
arrhythmia as there are often no direct pathological signs. Nevertheless, the autopsy findings,
and the reported circumstances in which Tasers were applied, raise serious concerns about
the safety of CEDs and highlight many of the potential risk factors cited in the NIJ interim
report and other studies. The findings underscore the need for more research, as well as for
much stricter limits on how such devices are deployed.

Amnesty International’s key findings include the following:

Most of those who died were agitated, disturbed and/or under the influence of stimulant
drugs, and a significant proportion had heart disease: potential at-risk categories cited by
ongoing studies. While similar factors are seen in custody deaths occurring without Tasers,
this does not reduce concern that such individuals may be particularly vulnerable to adverse
reactions from electro-shocks or that CED shocks may dangerously increase stress levels in
individuals already compromised by exertion, ill-health or drug abuse;

Many were subjected to multiple or prolonged shocks, often far more than the standard
five-second cycle, despite warnings for several years of the potential health risks of such

deployment;

In most cases, the deceased are reported to have gone into cardio-respiratory arrest at
the scene, shortly after being shocked. Some died at the scene and others were pronounced
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dead later in hospital after failing to regain consciousness. The close proximity of Taser
shocks to the deceased’s cardiac arrest in many cases raises concern that the shocks may
have triggered or contributed to the fatal collapse;

In some cases the deceased had no drugs in their system or underlying health problems,
and collapsed shortly after being shocked, raising further concern about the role of the Taser;

In a significant proportion of cases (43 per cent of the autopsy reports reviewed) the
deceased was shocked in the chest. Some cardiac experts have suggested that CED strikes to
the chest may carry a higher risk of disturbing the heart rhythm;

In many cases additional forms of restraint were applied, including methods known to
impair breathing or restrict the flow of blood to the brain, creating a risk of death from
asphyxia. They include hogtying (binding a subject’s wrists and ankles together behind
them), chokeholds (pressure to the neck), pressure to the diaphragm, and exposure to pepper
spray (which affects the respiratory system). Amnesty International believes that CEDs should
not be used in combination with other forms of restraint which can impair breathing, and that
dangerous restraint holds such as chokeholds or hogtying should be avoided in all
circumstances.

Amnesty International is further concerned that, while some individuals were highly disturbed
and combative, the vast majority (around 90 per cent) of those who died were unarmed, and
many did not appear to present a serious threat when they were electro-shocked and
subjected to other force. They include people who continued to struggle while in restraints;
who were intoxicated but not dangerous; or who walked or ran from officers during non-life
threatening incidents. Several individuals were shocked for failing to comply with commands
when they were already incapacitated from a first shock. Some were shocked by more than
one officer at a time. Examples include a mentally ill teenager who died after being shocked
repeatedly by four guards while he was lying naked and handcuffed on the floor of a jail. In
another case, a medical doctor who crashed his car when he suffered an epileptic seizure,
died after being repeatedly shocked at the side of a highway when, dazed and confused, he
failed to comply with an officer’'s commands.

In some cases, the levels of force used by police or jail officers appears to have amounted to
torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment, in violation of international law and
treaties ratified by the USA.1© Amnesty International believes that the levels of force
deployed by law enforcement officials, as well as the effects of CEDs should form part of the
government’s ongoing review of such weapons.

In presenting its findings, Amnesty International recognizes that all weapons carry some risk
of injury or death. However, the organization is concerned at the low threshold for
deployment of electro-shock weapons in the USA. Even if the risk is relatively low — and that
still needs to be evaluated, particularly in vulnerable groups — the organization believes that
no death should occur from unnecessary levels of police use of force, or from weapons which
are not thoroughly tested or controlled.

Amnesty International recognizes that law enforcement officials can face serious challenges
when dealing with individuals who are disturbed or intoxicated, who resist arrest, are
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combative, or who fail to comply with commands — all instances in which CEDs are
commonly deployed in the USA. However, Amnesty International believes that the use of
electro-shock weapons against individuals who do not pose an immediate threat of death or
serious injury to themselves or others is a disproportionate use of force which can constitute
ill-treatment. As the organization has noted in previous reports, measures such as stricter
controls and training in the use of force and firearms, and in dealing with the mentally
disturbed, have been found to be effective in reducing unnecessary deaths and injuries.!!

Based on the concerns raised in this report, Amnesty International believes that governments
and law enforcement agencies should either suspend using CEDS pending further studies or
set a very high threshold for their use, with rigorous training and accountability systems.
Amnesty International is calling on departments which deploy such weapons to limit their use
to situations where officers are faced with an immediate threat of death or serious injury that
cannot be contained through less extreme options, in order to avoid the resort to firearms.

All use of force by enforcement officials should be consistent with international standards set
out under the UN Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement Officials and the Basic Principles on
the Use of Force and Firearms, which require that force should be used only where “strictly
necessary” and in proportion to the threat posed. Law enforcement authorities should also
ensure that all officers’ actions are consistent with the prohibition against torture or other
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment.

Amnesty International’s detailed recommendations are contained at the end of this report.
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2. BACKGROUND

2 (1) CED PRODUCTS IN US LAW ENFORCEMENT

More than 11,000 law enforcement and correctional agencies in the USA are reported to be
deploying or testing Tasers.'? Most are supplied to local and state police forces and jails.
They are also used by federal agencies such as the US Marshall’'s Service and have been
purchased by the US military authorities for use in Iraq and Afghanistan.'® While some police
agencies issue Tasers only to specialised units or supervisors, more than 4,000 departments
provide them to every patrol officer, a trend which appears to be growing.!*

The most widely used CED models in the USA are the Advanced TASER M26 and the TASER
X26, produced by the Arizona-based company Taser International. They replaced earlier,
lower powered models that were first introduced in the 1970s.1®> The M26 was introduced
into US law enforcement in 1999 and the X26 model, which has slightly more power but is
smaller and lighter, in 2003. They are hand-held, battery powered devices, shaped like
handguns, which fire two darts (probes) propelled by compressed nitrogen from a replaceable
cartridge. The darts have barbs on the end designed to attach to the target’s clothing or skin;
once fired, they remain connected to the handheld unit by thin wires which have a range of
between 15 and 35 feet (4.5 and 10.6 meters).1® When the trigger is depressed, short pulses
of high-voltage, low amperage, electrical current pass down the wires to the barbs, delivering
an incapacitating shock.!” As noted above, the charge is intended to temporarily override the
body’s central nervous and skeletal system, causing the subject to collapse with
uncontrollable muscle spasms.

Both the M26 and X26 Tasers are programmed to be activated in automatic five-second
bursts, although the officer can stop the charge at any time by engaging the safety switch.
The charge can also be prolonged beyond five-seconds if the trigger is held down
continuously. The operator can also inflict repeated shock cycles with each pull of the trigger
as long as both barbs remain attached to the subject. The only technical limit to the number
or length of the electrical cycles is the life of the battery, which can be ten minutes or
more.!8

While the dart-firing function is designed to bring down subjects at a distance, Tasers can
also be operated close-up by being pressed directly against the body in what is known as
“touch stun gun” or “drive-stun” mode. Again, repeated or prolonged discharges can be
applied. When used in stun gun mode, Tasers do not have the capacity to override the body’s
central motor system as they are applied to only a small area of the body and are thus used
primarily as “pain compliance” tools.

Both the M26 and X26 models include a laser-beam function, to aid the officer in targeting
the subject, avoiding obvious high-risk areas such as the head. Each stun gun also has a
built-in computer chip which records the time and date of each discharge, which can later be
downloaded onto a computer for analysis. The X26 model also records the duration of each
firing cycle, a feature not available with the M26. Each cartridge has its own serial number
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and confetti-like tags are released from the cartridge each time the darts are fired, with the
serial number on each piece; this is intended to provide an “audit trail” which can be traced
back to the officer or department. The X26 models can also be fitted with an audio-video
recorder.

Another company, Stinger Systems (based in Tampa, Florida), has recently introduced a
similar projectile stun gun to the US market: the S-200. It fires two darts and is reported to
produce around 60% of the peak current of the X26 Taser; it can also be operated as a
touch-stun gun. According to the Stinger Systems website, the trigger of the S-200 can be
set so that the charge is controlled entirely by the officer or to deliver an automatic two or
four-second charge. According to company press releases, S-200s have been purchased by
police departments in various states, including lllinois, Missouri, Ohio, Texas, Washington
and Wisconsin.!®

Stinger Systems also produces other electro-shock products, including the “Band-It” stun
belt, a remote-controlled electrified sleeve which can be placed on the leg or arm and is used
for controlling prisoners during transportation or when they are in public places (such as a
courthouse). According to the company’s website, the belt “delivers an incapacitating electric
shock” using a wireless remote up to 175 feet (50 metres) away and can be operated
manually or be “set to go off automatically on movement”.?° According to the website, the
Band-It has been used on “tens of thousands of prisoners nationwide” by local and federal
law enforcement agencies, including the Federal Bureau of Prisons and the US Marshalls
Service.?! Amnesty International opposes the use of such devices as inherently cruel and
degrading because the wearer is under constant fear of being subjected to an electric shock
for the whole time the belt is worn.??

Taser International has developed another electro-shock projectile weapon, the Taser XREP
Extended-Range Electronic Projectile (XREP), in which the electrodes are contained within a
shell which can be fired wire-free from a standard 12-gauge shotgun.?® When the shell hits
the target, a probe pierces the skin or clothing and a wire falls from the capsule to create
another point of contact which unleashes a 20-second cycle of the same electrical output as
the TaserX26. The device was reportedly due to be piloted in 2008.2* Amnesty International
is particularly concerned by the 20-second default shock built into the XREP, given the
potential adverse effects from prolonged CED exposure.

The company has also developed the Taser Shockwave, described as an “area denial system”
which could be used for crowd control. The Shockwave, also due to be piloted in 2008,
consists of a unit of six Taser cartridges on a stand which can be fired remotely from up to
100 feet away using a control box. Units can be stacked vertically, or linked to form “chains”
— allowing an almost limitless number to be linked. Each unit can fire Taser cartridges singly
or multiply and can hit several targets at once when fired into a crowd. The cartridges deliver
a five-second electrical shock, which can be repeated at any time with the push of a button.?®
This multiple firing capacity, with its inherently indiscriminate effect, is also a cause for
concern to Amnesty International.
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2 (I1) SALES OF TASERS TO THE PUBLIC

Because they use compressed nitrogen rather than gunpowder to propel the darts, Tasers are
not classified as firearms by the US Federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and
Explosives (BATFE). They can therefore be sold to civilians without any controls, unless there
is a state or local law to restrict such sales. At present, only seven US states and the District
of Columbia prohibit the sale of Tasers to civilians, and several cities in other states have also
issued ordinances banning their use. %6 Most of the 43 states which allow the sale of stun
guns and Tasers to the public place no controls on such weapons.

Taser International introduced its first Taser projectile weapon into the US civilian consumer
market in late 2004; this was the X26C which is similar to the police Taser X26, with a
slightly lower output. It has a 15’ (4.5 meter) range and can be triggered several times to
create a 30-second cycle.?” In 2007, the company started selling the “C2 Personal
Protector”, a smaller, cheaper, stun device designed to have wider consumer appeal. Shaped
like a razor and small enough to fit into a handbag or pocket, the C2 comes in fashionable
colours and fires darts which can deliver a 30-second shock. A further feature was added to
the C2 in 2008 to incorporate an optional MP3 player and a leopard skin cover.

Amnesty International opposes the sale of electro-shock weapons to the public whose use of
the devices cannot be strictly regulated or monitored.?® There have been a number of reports
of Tasers and older model stun guns being used by civilians in the commission of crimes,
including cases of sexual assault and domestic violence.?® At least two deaths, including that
of a baby, have been linked in the past to stun guns used by civilians.3° Amnesty
International is concerned that mass marketing of stun devices such as the C2 could lead to
further crimes.

2 (I11) PAIN AND PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT OF ELECTRO-SHOCK WEAPONS

Although the peak voltage is high, the amount of electrical output delivered by CEDs is
described as well below the threshold normally required to directly trigger a fatal electrical
shock. While, as this report shows, serious questions remain concerning the safety thresholds
of such weapons, it is undisputed from the testimony of those who have experienced even a
short shock, including police officers, that they cause substantial pain.

One police chief, for example, who volunteered to undergo a two-second Taser shock during a
training session while being physically supported by two other officers, described the
experience as “very painful ...there are shock waves going through your body. It's a very scary
feeling”.3! Another officer described the pain as “By far, the most excruciating pain anyone
can feel”.32 A reporter who volunteered to be shocked said it was “like someone reached into
my body to rip my muscles apart with a fork”.3® Most officers or others who volunteer to take
a Taser “hit” are shocked for less than the minimum five-second charge usually applied in
the field. Some departments have reportedly stopped requiring officers to take a shock during
training, because of complaints about the effects and some injuries.3* In many departments
officers may now choose whether or not to be shocked during training.

The psychological effects of uncontrollable muscle contractions and collapse can be
distressing and frightening as well as painful. Taser International’s product warning bulletins
acknowledge that use of the Taser can cause “pain, stress, and/or panic” and that
anticipation of such exposure can cause “stress, trepidation, panic, and/or fear” which may
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be injurious to some people.3® These effects in Amnesty International’s view make such
weapons particularly inappropriate in the case of vulnerable individuals, such as children,
people with mental illness, the elderly or pregnant women, unless officers are faced with an
immediate threat of death or serious injury that cannot be contained by any lesser means. As
described below, however, CEDs have been used against such individuals when they were
reportedly not posing a serious threat.

2 (Iv) CONCERN ABOUT THE LOW THRESHOLD FOR USE OF CEDS IN US LAW
ENFORCEMENT

CEDs are promoted by the companies which market them as useful tools to control or
incapacitate dangerous, combative or high-risk suspects. US police departments deploying
them claim they reduce injuries and save lives by providing officers with a safer alternative
not only to firearms but other uses of force liable to result in injuries, including batons and
police dogs.

Tasers and similar devices are often promoted as being safer than many force options,
including other “non-lethal” options such as pepper spray (the effects of which can be longer
lasting and contaminate officers) or even hands-on force. Some departments report that
merely arcing3® or displaying the weapon causes suspects to become compliant without the
need to discharge the CED. However, Amnesty International is concerned that this has led to
Tasers being deployed unnecessarily and disproportionately. They are frequently used in
situations where firearms or other weapons would not be an option and they have sometimes
been used pre-emptively, at the first sign of even minor resistance. Far from preventing the
escalation of force, the use of electro-shock weapons in relatively low-level encounters, as
seen in many incidents, appears to have lowered the threshold at which force is used.

Such incidents include use of Tasers on unarmed individuals who do not comply immediately
with instructions or who argue with officers; who struggle while being placed in handcuffs;
who attempt to run or walk away from minor incidents or are intoxicated or verbally disruptive
but not committing, or threatening to commit, a serious crime. According to reports received
by Amnesty International, in many such cases the officers have not been found to violate
their departments’ policies.

The following are examples of reported Taser use in the past two years. Some of the incidents
came to light and generated further inquiries after video-footage was shown on the news or
internet websites.

In November 2006, video footage posted on YouTube website (www.youtube.com) showed University of
California, Los Angeles (UCLA), student Mostafa Tabatabainejad being shocked by a police officer at least
three times in the torso as he was escorted out of a university library for failing to show his ID card. He was
shocked when he dropped to the ground and twice more as he lay screaming on the floor. A subsequent
independent inquiry found that, while the university police policy permitted use of Tasers on “passive”
resisters, the repeated shocks and failure to de-escalate the situation were unjustified.’

In September 2007 an officer from Warren, Ohio, was filmed shocking and kicking an unarmed woman, Heidi

Gill. Heidi Gill had left a nightclub after an alleged altercation and was sitting in a car. The video showed the
officer fire his Taser at her, causing her to fall out of the car, then repeatedly shock her and kick her as she
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screamed and stumbled on the ground with the Taser darts attached to her body. He was seen shocking her
again in “drive stun” mode, as she lay unresisting on the ground after hitting her head on the back of the car.
The officer received a two-month disciplinary suspension in the case and was later dismissed over an
unrelated incident. He was not charged for his ill-treatment of Heidi Gill, although the federal authorities are
reported to be investigating the case. Charges against Heidi Gill of assaulting a police officer, resisting arrest,
disorderly conduct and unauthorized use of a motor vehicle were later dismissed. *

University of Florida student 21-year-old Andrew Meyer was shocked by campus police when he resisted being
removed from an auditorium after repeatedly questioning and interrupting US Senator John Kerry in September
2007. Video footage shows him being shocked as he lay on the ground. An investigation by a state law
enforcement agency held that the police had acted appropriately because Meyer had resisted orders to leave
the hall. The campus Taser policy was later changed to bar use of CEDs against “passive physical resistance”
or “as a response to verbal dialogue”, but it remained legal in cases such as Andrew Meyer's as he was
deemed to be “physically resisting”.*®

In November 2007, a Utah Highway Patrol officer used his Taser on a man who refused to sign a disputed
speeding ticket. The man released video footage of the incident from the police dashboard camera, which
showed the officer fire Taser darts at him when he refused to put his hands behind his back. The officer was
cleared of wrongdoing. The Utah Attorney General’s Office later agreed to settle a lawsuit in the case, although
it considered that the police officer had “acted reasonably to avert a volatile and potentially dangerous
confrontation” *

Video footage shows New Orleans police officers use Tasers on several people inside a City Council meeting in
December 2007; the meeting was due to vote on controversial plans to demolish public housing damaged by
Hurricane Katrina. Those attending the public meeting were seen calling on council members to let more
people in and pointing to empty seats. One African American man was shown being shocked several times
while surrounded by officers; although he was verbally protesting, he was not seen to engage in violent or
threatening behaviour.*!

In January 2008, a sheriff's deputy in California reportedly fired his Taser at a man he had stopped for riding
his bicycle without lights when the man jumped from his bike and tried to run away. Police said the officer’s
use of a Taser was justified.*?

In February 2008, police officers from Oakland, California, are reported to have used a Taser on an unarmed
16-year-old high school student during a school walk-out protest. The student was reportedly shocked in stun
mode and with Taser darts when he stepped between two officers who were trying to handcuff another student
when she refused an order to return to the school. He was taken to hospital to have the darts removed.®

In July 2008, officers from Ozark, Missouri, used Tasers 19 times on a 16-year-old boy who was lying next to a
highway, injured after apparently falling from an overpass; he was reportedly “refusing to cooperate” with
officers and shouting. His parents said he was unable to comply because of his injuries, which were reported
to be a broken back and heel. An investigation by the Missouri State Police and county prosecutor reportedly
cleared the officers of any wrongdoing in their use of stun guns on the boy, who they believed was under the
influence of LSD at the time.*
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Tasers are increasingly authorized for use by police in US schools. The authorities have
sometimes defended the practice by asking parents if they would rather their child was
shocked or shot.*> However, police officers do not routinely use firearms against
schoolchildren, nor would they generally use weapons such as batons, pepper spray or police
dogs to break up fights or to control other types of behaviour for which Tasers have been used
in schools.

“In Florida, you aren’t allowed to beat your Kid, but they can be tased in schools”
Parent on learning that Tasers would be re-allowed in Duval County, Florida, schools in August 2006.*

In March 2008, an 11-year-old girl with a learning disability was reportedly shocked after she punched a
police officer in the face; the officer had been called to the Orange County, Florida, elementary school after the
child had become disturbed, pushing desks and chairs and spitting at staff."”

An 18-year-old Ohio student was shocked when he ran naked through his high school canteen covered in oil as
a stunt; a police officer assigned to the school is reported to have fired his Taser twice, the second time when
the student tried to get up off the floor.*®

A 16-year-old boy in a Louisiana public school was shocked when he tried to retrieve his confiscated mobile
phone after school and allegedly threatened a police officer.*

A school police officer in Monroe, Ohio, used his Taser on a 17-year-old girl after she refused to leave a
classroom and remained at her desk; she was reportedly shocked several times when she started “wrestling”
with the officer and resisted being handcuffed.*

In North Carolina, police threatened to use a Taser on a 16-year-old schoolboy after he allegedly used a
profanity on the school grounds; and a 14-year old child with special needs was reportedly tasered four times
after she threw an officer’s radio on the floor and refused to return to her classroom.*!

Amnesty International considers that the use of CEDs in circumstances such as those
described above is contrary to international standards which provide that law enforcement
officials should, as far as possible, apply non-violent means before resorting to the use of
force and should use force only when strictly necessary and in proportion to the threat posed.

Amnesty International considers that the use or threat of painful electric shocks to subdue
non-compliant individuals who do not pose a serious, immediate threat to themselves or
others, is an unnecessary and disproportionate use of force which can sometimes amount to
torture, or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment.

International treaty monitoring bodies have also expressed concern about the use of electro-
shock weapons in law enforcement. In 2006, in its concluding observations on the
consideration of the report on the USA’s compliance with the United Nations (UN)
Convention against Torture or Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment,
the Committee against Torture (CAT) raised concern about the “extensive use” of electro-
shock devices by US law enforcement personnel and called for them to be used only as a
substitute for lethal force weapons.?
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The Human Rights Committee, reporting on the USA’s compliance with the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), expressed its concern “about information
according to which police have used Tasers against unruly schoolchildren; mentally disabled
or intoxicated individuals involved in disturbed but non-life threatening behaviour; elderly
people; pregnant women; unarmed suspects fleeing minor crime scenes and people who
argue with officers or simply fail to comply with police commands, without in most cases the
responsible officers being found to have violated their departments’ policies”. % The
Committee called for such weapons to be used only in situations where “greater or lethal
force would otherwise have been justified” and for all police use of force to conform to the
UN Basic Principles.

In 2007, the CAT expressed concern about the acquisition of the X26 Taser by Portuguese
police, commenting that use of the device “constituted a form of torture” by inflicting acute
pain.5

2 (V) REVIEW OF US POLICIES ON CED USE

There are no binding national standards on the use of electro-shock weapons and US law
enforcement policies vary. Although a number of departments have tightened their policies in
recent years, most continue to permit Tasers to be used at a level of threat well below that at
which officers would be authorized to use lethal force.

Amnesty International conducted a sample survey of more than 40 US law enforcement
policies in March 2008, and has reviewed information from other studies and surveys. 55
Under most of the policies on which Amnesty International obtained information officers are
allowed to use CEDs when they are faced with “active resistance” to a lawful attempt at
control. % While the definition varies somewhat among departments, “active resistance” is
generally understood to be physically evasive behaviour which includes such actions as
“bracing, tensing or pushing away” from an officer: relatively low-level resistance that does
not involve an act of assault or the threat of serious physical harm. While some policies now
specify that there has to be a perceived threat of harm at the same time, this is not always a
requirement. “Active resistance” generally falls at the low to mid range of the “use-of-force”
scale, just above “passive resistance” and the level at which officers may use simple “hands-
on” control. It is generally placed at the same level as Oleoresin Capsicum (OC) pepper spray.

Many departments now prohibit use of CEDs on “passive” resisters (non-violent individuals
who refuse to comply with an officer’'s commands but do not physically resist in any way).
Policy changes have sometimes resulted from concern generated by highly publicized cases,
such as the case of two non-violent environmental protesters in the town of Brattleboro,
Vermont, who were filmed in July 2007 being shocked by police when they refused to
unchain themselves from a barrel in a vacant lot.5” However, a significant minority of
departments still reportedly authorize CEDs against “passive resisters” or people who merely
“resist arrest”, including individuals who are sitting down or refuse to obey a verbal
command. Of more than 500 law enforcement agencies who responded to a recent survey,
19 per cent reported that Tasers were allowed in probe (dart-firing) mode in cases where non-
compliant subjects were sitting down or refusing to comply with commands; 6 per cent of the
responding agencies ranked CED use as a force option lower than “control holds” .58
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Of the policies reviewed by Amnesty International, less than a third placed the entry-level for
CED use higher than “active resistance”; usually this was one step higher, at the level of
“aggressive resistance” or “active aggressive resistance” to an officer, actions which involve
some form of physical threat by the suspect (but not necessarily a threat of serious harm).

CEDs are often promoted as saving lives and reducing officers’ need to resort to firearms; in
some jurisdictions police shootings as well as injuries to officers and suspects are reported to
have fallen after the introduction of Tasers, although such falls have not always been
sustained.5® Amnesty International acknowledges that there may be situations where CEDs
could be effectively deployed in order to avoid the resort to firearms/lethal force. However,
none of the policies seen by Amnesty International placed the entry level for Taser
deployment at the level where officers would be authorized to use firearms and, as noted
above, most place them well below this level. Several policies specifically stipulate that CEDs
are not a substitute for deadly force, and some prohibit officers from using CEDs where a
suspect is armed with a firearm.°

However, it appears that many departments authorize officers to use CEDs as an alternative
to lethal force in situations judged appropriate. A study of 82 US police departments by the
Police Executive Research Forum (PERF) in 2005 found that the large majority allowed
officers to deploy CEDs as an alternative to deadly force in appropriate circumstances,
including against a subject with a firearm or other potentially deadly weapon.®! The study
noted that, in most cases, the “tactical use of cover was a key factor in determining whether
the CED would be used in a deadly-force situation”.?

2 (V1) GENERAL SAFETY CONCERNS REGARDING CED USE: RECOGNIZED RISK
FACTORS

There are a number of recognized risks associated with CED use, unrelated to the controversy
surrounding the possible effects of CED shocks on the heart or respiratory system. Most
departments prohibit aiming Taser darts directly at sensitive parts of the body such as the
head or genitals or aiming the laser dot at the eyes.®® Most also prohibit activation of CEDs
around flammable substances, including alcohol-based OC (pepper) spray, because of the
risk of ignition from the electrical spark.

It is also recognized that the strong muscle contractions from Taser shocks can cause
injuries, including sprain-type injuries and compression fractures. Some of these concerns
came to light when officers were injured during training, and warnings about such injuries are
now included in Taser International’s product warning bulletins. The warnings note that such
injuries are more likely to occur in people with pre-existing conditions such as osteoporosis or
muscle, bone or joint damage. ®* However, a recent report in the medical literature describes
the case of a previously healthy 38-year-old police officer who suffered possibly permanent
damage from spine fractures after receiving a five-second Taser discharge during training.
The officer was supported by two other officers during the discharge to avoid his falling and
he did not sustain a direct shock to the injured area, but he immediately experienced severe
muscle spasms to his back. The article reported that the spine fractures almost certainly
“directly related” to the muscular contractions caused by the electrical discharge.®®

Some departments have introduced warnings against using CEDs on elderly people, except in
extreme circumstances, in recognition of the heightened risk of bone fractures or other types
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of injury described above.®® However, there have been several reports of Tasers being used on
people in their 80s or older who were not presenting a life-threatening risk, including on a
man suffering from dementia who was stopped by police for urinating in a park.5’” Many
departments place similar warnings or bar use of CEDs in the case of “young children”, who
may also be vulnerable to injury (there is also concern that children and people of small
stature may also be more vulnerable to the effects of the shocks themselves, see reference to
studies in Appendix C). In many of the policies seen by Amnesty International, an age limit is
not specifically defined although several set a lower age limit as young as seven, and some
restrict or ban use of Tasers on children under 14. Amnesty International has received several
reports of CED use on children aged 12 or under who did not appear to pose a serious
threat.%8

Most departments now ban use of CEDs on “visibly” pregnant women or restrict their use to
“exigent circumstances”; this appears to be mainly because of the risk of injury from the
woman falling, although Amnesty International is concerned that there is also a lack of clear
research on the effects of CED shocks on a fetus. A medical study concluded that exposure to
shocks from an earlier Taser model caused a woman to miscarry in a US jail.®°

Some of the risk factors cited above may not be apparent when police officers are dealing
with individuals in the field. There have been cases where police have used Tasers on
pregnant women but were reportedly unaware of their condition at the time. One woman
suffered a stillbirth a few hours afterwards; although the exact cause of the fetal death was
not conclusively established, the woman was awarded substantial damages in a subsequent
lawsuit.”® Other conditions such as heart disease, osteoporosis or prior injury, may not be
evident at the time of a police encounter and, as shown above, even healthy individuals may
suffer serious injury.”t Amnesty International is concerned that the low threshold for use of
CEDs in many policies could put individuals at risk of unnecessary harm.

In November 2007 a woman who had tried to leave her one-year old son at a police station in Trotwood, Ohio,
was electro-shocked when she started to walk out of the station with the child. The officer is shown on a
station video camera grabbing the woman by her coat and, after handing the child to another officer, forcing
her onto her stomach and shocking her in the neck with a Taser. The officer said he feared for the safety of the
child and did not know that the woman, who was wearing a large overcoat, was seven months pregnant. An
internal police investigation concluded that the officer was justified in using a Taser as the woman resisted
arrest, but that he violated policy by applying the shock to her neck and failing to get medical treatment or
photographs of her Taser injuries.”” The department’s policy allowed officers to use their discretion when using
Tasers on young children, elderly persons and pregnant women.

A civil rights lawsuit is pending in the case of Malaika Brooks, who a Seattle police officer shocked three
times in rapid succession in 2004 when she refused to sign a citation for speeding in a school zone while
taking her son to school. She was also seven months pregnant at the time. In ruling that the civil case
against the officer could go to trial, a federal judge wrote that “The facts before this court show that Ms
Brooks posed no threat to anyone”.”®

Some departments also warn officers against using CEDs in dangerous locations or situations
where there is a strong risk of harm from the loss of control caused by the shocks, such as in
the case of people in control of moving vehicles or in elevated positions. However, Tasers
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have been used in hazardous circumstances. As described in section 4 of this report, there
have been serious injuries, some resulting in deaths, from falls caused by CED strikes, and
two men died from drowning after being shot with a Taser while they were in water. There
have also been several reports of people catching fire after Tasers were used on them near
flammable materials and at least two people reportedly died from the burns (see section 4
(vii) on deaths from secondary injuries, below).

2 (VII) PEOPLE SUFFERING FROM SEIZURES

Police have used Tasers and other force on people suffering from epileptic or diabetic
seizures, sometimes after reportedly mistaking the symptoms for non-compliant, combative or
intoxicated behaviour.”* Amnesty International is concerned that use of electro-shocks in
such cases, apart from being an inappropriate use of force, could cause serious harm. In
several cases individuals suffering from seizures died after being shocked and subjected to
other force (see death cases section below); other examples are given below.

In July 2007, a 16-year-old boy was reportedly shocked at least 12 times in “drive stun” mode by a Texas
police officer, when he started flailing around while being strapped onto a stretcher. Paramedics were called
after the boy had an epileptic fit while getting ready for a football match and started to panic after coming out
of the seizure.” Photographs taken afterwards reportedly showed 24 separate burn marks from the Taser gun
on his body. According to the police report provided to the boy's lawyer, the officer “drive stunned” the boy as
he was being tied to the stretcher, and again in the ambulance, “to gain compliance”.”®

In Lakewood, Washington, a 63-year-old man was reportedly shocked twice with a police Taser when he
refused medical aid and became “hostile” after coming round from an epileptic fit at the store where he
worked as a clerk. A lawsuit he filed against the police department was settled out-of-court for $90,000 in
January 2008, without the department admitting any wrongdoing.”

In February 2006, in Eulass, Texas, a diabetic man was reportedly sprayed with pepper spray and stunned
three times with a Taser after he became hypoglycaemic in his car at the side of the road, and officers thought
he was intoxicated. According to reports, the police did not realise he had low blood sugar until paramedics
checked him later in jail.” Several similar cases have been reported elsewhere in the USA; they include a case
in Ozark