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delusional woman, armed with
scissors locks herself in a bath-
room, When officers arrive, she
stabs at them as they attempt 1o
ubdue her. Even pepper spray
does not affect her. When she finally leaves
the bathroom, she rushes at police who
then shoot her with a Taser gun and take
her into custody without further problems.

This incident was part of the first-ever
Canadian Law enforcement fiedd study of
the Taser pun, an dlectrical stunning device.
Headed by Sgt. Darren Laur of the Victoria,
B.C. Police Department, the six-month
study (Dec. 15, 1998 1o June 15, 1999
came about due 10 an initiative $0 find alter-
native, kess lethal options for officers
dealing with unstable people.

“In these situations, a lot of people were
armed with a knife or blunt object,” says
Laur, “We had full control in each situation.”

The Taser was developed in the late
1960 by Jack Cover, who came up with
the idea as a result of hearing about a LS.
commission which was looking into non-
lethal ways police could deal with violent
offenders. Cover based the Taser on a kind
of stun gun he had read abowt in the Tom
Swift tantasy’ stonies of his childhood, thus the
acronym, “Thomas A. Swilt Electrical Rifle’.

First used by the Los Angedes Police
Department in 1976, the Taser is now used
by hundreds of police depantments in the
US. And, as a result of the Victona study,
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almost all B.C. provincial police depart-
ments are using the Taser, as well as four
RCMP detachments. The RCMP s also
moving 1o adopt the gun nationally.

The M26 (cument madel used by Vicionda
police) Taser gun shools two dans 10 3 range
of 21 feet. The dasts dediver 50,000 volts and
just 26 watts of electrical cument which can
penetrate two inches of clothing, The effecs
are immediate. i totally overmides the nenvoos
systern of the person hit, and that person Glls
10 the: ground, but fully recovers within minutes

The Taser abso uses 2 laser-sighting system,
much like a laser pointer. Police can aim
the Taser at a person, illuminate the target
area with a red dot and tell them they are
about 1o be shot with 50,000 volts. “Every-
one has an innate fear of electrical current.”
savs [Laur, citing that in most cases upon
hearing this, people become compliant right
Iy "M s increasingly sale for the officer and
the: sulyect we're Irying t0 control ™ he sas.

Unionunately, there are a ot of myths
surrounding the Taser, which s why it has
been so difficult 1o get it approved heve in
Canada. One such rmyth is the assumption
that being shot with electrical current will
result in people suffering heart attacks or
seizures. “People are often horrified when
they hear 50,000 volts, but it's the amper-
age or watts that kill, not the volts,” says
Laur. Myths were also the reason for the
B.C. provincial Attorney General's initial
refuctance to sanction the gun's use.

Laur firmiy reassures that people are not
being electrocuted by the Taser, 2 fact that is
backed up by countless research studies
done in the United States which have been
thoroughly reviewed by the University of
(Mtawa Heart Institute. The Taser's darts may
puncture a person’s skin, producing a small
red burn mark, but the sone will usually heal
within a few days. Secondary traumas are

FOR

POLICE!

Taser technology ko includes a way of
recoeding the number of times the gun has
been used and in what situations, so
accountabylity is also pan of the package.
“Ii a police officer uses the Taser inappro-
priately, they will be held responsible for
their actions,” says Laur,

Cnther typical non-lethal methods of police
control include pepper spray. the baton, and
bean bags, but as Laur points out, these
methods may not be effective: if a person is
pain-resi which can be the
case when someone is under the influence
of drugs. alcohol or s in a stale of psychoss.

Richard Dolman, provincial British
Columbia Schizophrenia Society board
member and a lounding member of the
Police Mental Health Commitiee of the B.C.
Association of Chiefs of Police says the
provincial BCSS branch voted earlier this
year 10 suppon the Taser as a less lethal
aption for police dealing with the mentally
I *The key is there’s no lasting injury
involved,” says Dolman, The branch has
also recommended the use of Tasers
throughout B.C. by year end. “We have
been pressing our sister organizations o
take a similar stand,” he says.

The Schizophrenia Society of Canada is
currently sxamining the Taser, but does not
have 3 formal policy on it as yet. “We're
looking at or trying 1o encourage the least
violent or terminal end to any kind of dis-
pute with police and persons with schizo-
phrenia or any mental iliness,” says Bamy
Boyack, Executive Directior. “From what I've
heard so far, it's less damaging in terms of
other methods, so its worth investigating.”

A simple four-hour training program s
used to instruct Victoria officers in the use
of the Taser, Presently there are two Tasers
per watch here. “My goal would be to see a
Taser in every patrol car,” savs Laur, who
hopes 10 have all members of his depart-
ment trained within the next year

Laur reports that since his initial field
study, additional police departments in
Canada as well 2s other commonweaith
couniries are also looking at abtaining the
Taser a5 pant of their useol-donce options.
“This 15 something that makes me feel very
good,” he says, “because | know this
weapon will save Iiws"
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