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10 July 2006

Graham Hill 

Clerk of Committee
Health Select Committee

Parliament Buildings 

WELLINGTON

Dear Mr Hill
On 2 June 2006 the College of Mental Health Nurses released a position statement calling attention to health concerns related to the police decision to introduce Taser stun guns into frontline policing following an initial trial scheduled for September this year. The Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists has also published a statement expressing concern at this development. Our specific concerns relate to the fact that the police have identified people in mental health crisis as a group which may be targeted for the use of Tasers. (Another group is people who have taken recreational drugs.) 
Both Colleges are concerned at the targeting of people in mental health crises, and call for the trial to be deferred. We note that the College of Mental Health Nurses’ position statement has since been supported by the Mental Health Nurses Special Interest Section of the New Zealand Nurses Organisation, the Public Service Association, and by the College of Nurses of Aotearoa.
Persons in an acute mental health crisis are by definition ill. To use an offensive weapon against them in the guise of attempting to help them is certain to be countertherapeutic. Furthermore, we have concerns about the unresolved safety issues related to use of Tasers. In the United States, where the model of Taser implementation is similar to that proposed for New Zealand, Amnesty International has reported over 150 deaths in custody following the use of Tasers. There is very little medical evidence of safety, but there are concerns about unknown safety risks. 
We suspect, although there is no experimental data to support this suspicion (and nor can there be), that the mentally ill person in crisis is at greater risk of adverse effects from the use of Tasers. This is based on the high level of autonomic arousal in such persons and the known risk of sudden unexpected death in such circumstances. The consequences of the addition of the effect of the use of Tasers is unknown, but is unlikely to be benign.
An approach to the Minister of Health has so far been referred back to the police. There has so far been no consultation with health professional groups over the proposed introduction of Tasers. The Police currently have a memorandum of understanding with the Ministry of Health in relation to emergency mental health response. The Police are currently considered by mental health professionals to do a good job in mental health crises, and there has been no call for changes in operational procedures. 

The College of Mental Health Nurses, together with the Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists now seeks an inquiry by the Health Select Committee into the potential health implications of the Police decision to introduce Taser stun guns into frontline policing in New Zealand. At this stage it appears to us that only through the mechanism of such an inquiry can the health issues be adequately addressed.

We would hope that following such an inquiry, that appropriate steps would be taken to reconsider a decision that we believe will inevitably impact adversely on the health of New Zealanders. 
The Colleges call upon the Health Select Committee to consider this issue with a view to calling a Select Committee inquiry.

Yours sincerely

Anthony O’Brien
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President
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