
Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Thursday, 14 October 2010] 

 p7740b-7741a 
Hon Giz Watson 

 [1] 

TASER USE — POLICE OFFICERS 

Statement 
HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [5.41 pm]: I want to make some comments on the use of Tasers in 
Western Australia, particularly in light of the report that was recently tabled in this place by the Corruption and 
Crime Commission titled “The Use of Taser Weapons by Western Australia Police”. Members will be aware that 
Taser weapons were provided for general use to WA police officers in June 2007, although there was some use 
of Tasers in the state prior to that. The report that was recently tabled in this Parliament—it has received 
considerable public attention—was based on an analysis of the use of force reports from 2007 to 2009. It notes 
that Taser weapons are carried by all police officers to minimise injury to themselves and members of the public 
when confronted with violent situations. When Tasers were introduced in this general way for police officers to 
carry, I remember that there was a strong expectation that they would be used wisely to minimise the use of 
firearms and to reduce injury to members of the public and police.  

In the publicity that has surrounded the tabling of this report, we have seen video footage reminiscent of the sort 
of scenes that we would see in Abu Ghraib prison with an unarmed, unthreatening member of the public refusing 
a strip search order, surrounded by nine police officers, two of whom used Taser weapons. They were shocking 
scenes. I agree with the Premier that it is of great concern that these activities have occurred in Western 
Australian lockups. I am very pleased that the Premier has expressed his outrage about this.  

The CCC found that although most of the use of Taser weapons was found to be reasonable and that Tasers are 
an effective tool to assist police, it also found that one in 14 times there was potential misuse, which is a 
considerable number of times. Tasers have been used for compliance when they were never intended to be used 
for compliance. Indeed, the police guidelines for the use of Taser weapons explicitly say that they will not be 
used for compliance. The use of Taser weapons against Aboriginal Western Australians has nearly doubled from 
16 per cent to 30 per cent of cases. That is a very alarming trend. Taser weapons are being inappropriately used 
against people suffering from mental illness, which again is something that needs to be emphasised, particularly 
during Mental Health Week. It should be of concern to all Western Australian citizens. The use of weapons in 
this manner is contrary to the intention of the WA Police policy and their specific guidelines. The CCC report 
specifically said that Taser weapons are causing injury and there is a risk that Taser weapons will lead to a death, 
as I note they have done in New South Wales and Queensland. There have been a number of deaths in Australia 
following the use of Taser weapons by police.  

Taser weapons are being used in situations for which they were not intended and where use is potentially 
excessive or improper. This appears to be an increasing trend. This is not what I am saying; this is what the 
report states — 

• firearm use has increased since the introduction of Taser weapons, and injuries to police 
officers have remained the same; 

So it is not achieving the outcome of reducing the rate of injury to police officers and neither has it reduced the 
frequency of the use of firearms.  

The report goes on to say over-reliance on Taser weapon use means that non–weapon based policing skills can 
be lost, such as verbal de-escalation and physical crisis management skills. I have noted the case of the man who 
was detained in the East Perth watch-house who was tasered 13 times while being tended to by no less than nine 
police officers. Another case that has been brought to my attention involved allegations that an 18-year-old 
Aboriginal woman, who was seven months pregnant, was tasered up to eight times, also in WA.  

The report recommended there needs to be better training, reporting and monitoring and review of usage in light 
of the findings. The CCC says that this would simply bring Western Australia into line with other Australian 
jurisdictions in terms of the level of control that is imposed on the use of Tasers.  

The report made 10 recommendations; all of them seemed reasonable in light of the findings. The preamble to 
the recommendations says — 

The following recommendations have been developed after considering of national and international 
trends and are aimed at: 

• decreasing the potential for mission creep of Taser weapon use; 

• preventing excessive or improper Taser weapon use;  

• maintaining public confidence in Taser weapon use; and — 
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I might add: thereby ensuring public confidence in the police service as well. It does not say that, but I assume 
that is also an objective that we would like to see —  

• reducing the risk of serious injury or death of both police and members of the public during 
violent confrontations. 

To me, a number of the recommendations are pretty basic. The first recommendation is that WA Police include 
in its Taser weapon policy an acknowledgement that Taser weapons have the capacity to cause death or serious 
injury. I would have thought that was actually a fact; it could not even be disputed. It is disappointing to see that 
in WA Police’s response to that it did not find the evidence in the CCC’s report “sufficiently compelling” to 
support this recommendation; that is, to actually put a statement of fact about how dangerous Tasers are within 
the police policy document.  

The recommendations go on to suggest that the threshold for Taser use be increased and that it be reserved for 
only those situations where no other option would bring about a safe resolution. WA Police again disagreed with 
that recommendation.  

The third recommendation was — 

An officer is prohibited from deploying a Taser weapon unless the officer is satisfied, on reasonable 
grounds, that: 

• no lesser force option has been, or will be effective in eliminating the imminent risk of serious 
injury; and 

• de-escalation and/or crisis intervention techniques have not been or will not be effective in 
eliminating the imminent risk of serious injury.  

Again the police did not support this recommendation.  

Recommendation 5 is about certain situations in which Tasers should not be used. Although WA Police accepted 
the majority of the circumstances in that recommendation, it did not accept that Tasers should not be used in 
secure environments. That was the case with Mr Spratt, who was in the East Perth watch-house. The criticism 
there was that use of Tasers was inappropriate, not only because they were being used to force him to comply 
with a police order, but also because it was in a secure environment. It is very disappointing to see that Western 
Australia Police has at this stage indicated that it does not support the majority of the recommendations of the 
Corruption and Crime Commission. Indeed, it is even more worrying to see the comments from the President of 
the Western Australian Police Union, who would like to see Taser weapons used in all cases to compel 
compliance. 

I am encouraged by the response from the Premier. I ask him to take a very strong stand on this. It is essential 
that we are about supporting good policing and coming down very hard on any abuse of police powers. We 
believe that criminal charges should be brought against the two officers in Mr Spratt’s case. I note that if Mr 
Spratt had been the offender in this case, he would have been automatically jailed for six months under the 
provisions that we have in this state. This report coming to light and indicating excessive use of police force is 
particularly concerning when we are about to debate in this place additional police powers to stop and search. If 
we do not have confidence in the police, and we have a police service that is saying that it does not accept the 
recommendations about the misuse of Tasers, how can we trust them with additional powers to stop and search 
members of the public who are not even suspected of committing any offence. 
 


