Groups rally against stun guns 

13 May 2006 

	



Police should not be trusted with taser stun guns in light of recent controversy over possible abuses of pepper spray, human rights groups say. 

In February, police announced plans to test the stun gun, a weapon that has been linked to more than 150 deaths in the United States in the past five years. 

The taser, which fires barbed darts carrying a 50,000-volt shock, is to be trialled in North Shore/Waitakere Rodney, Auckland City, Counties Manukau and Wellington districts from September. 

About 90 frontline police and armed offenders squad members will take part. Use of the guns will be covered under existing laws and guidelines on the use of force. The objective of the trial is to have trained staff available around-the-clock in selected police districts. 

However, the spokeswoman for the newly formed Campaign Against the Taser, lawyer Marie Dyhrberg, said with the rising public unease over police use of pepper spray, a "full independent inquiry" was needed before tasers were considered for use in New Zealand. CATT, whose supporters include the Human Rights Foundation of Aotearoa New Zealand, Global Peace and Justice Auckland, the Peace Foundation and Auckland University Law School's Equal Justice Project, will hold a public meeting in Auckland on June 6 to discuss the issue. 

Ms Dyhrberg, a former president of the Criminal Bar Association, said the public did not support routine arming of police. 

"Certainly, before we even begin to contemplate introducing a dangerous weapon like the taser in this country, there should be a full independent inquiry and a robust public debate. "The police should not be allowed to get away with introducing, by press release, fundamental changes to the way policing is conducted here." 
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Pepper spray was already being "misused by individual police officers, in ways never anticipated by New Zealanders when it was introduced", she said. 

On Tuesday, union campaigner Simon Oosterman launched a bid for $50,000 in damages from police after being pepper-sprayed in Rotorua in January. 

His action came two days after police started an inquiry into an officer shown on TV footage pepper-spraying North Shore businessman Scott MacDonald as he was lying handcuffed on the ground outside the Fight For Life in west Auckland. 

Ms Dyhrberg said police had "not remotely established a sufficient justification for their move to introduce the taser. All current proposals should be halted till they have been independently inquired into and fully justified, both to the New Zealand public and also to Parliament." 

The group has written to the police commissioner and the police minister about its concerns, and demanded to see trial protocols and proposed operating and training procedures. 

According to Amnesty International, in the past five years about 156 deaths in the US have been linked to the use of stun guns. Many who died were high on drugs, mentally ill or otherwise agitated. 

The Police Association says the gun will be useful in New Zealand when police are confronted by methamphetamine-fuelled offenders, on whom pepper spray – the present means of subduing unarmed but aggressive offenders – is ineffective. 

Police also point to overseas research showing a decrease in assaults on officers and in complaints by the public of excessive use of force. – NZPA and staff reporter 

