
 

 

 

February 18, 2011 

 

San Francisco Police Commission  

Thomas J. Cahill Hall of Justice 

850 Bryant Street, Room 505 

San Francisco, California 94103-4603 

 

Re: Opposition to the Use of Tasers by the San Francisco Police Department on 

Behalf of Equal Justice Society, La Raza Centro Legal, San Francisco Day Labor 

Program, Coalition on Homelessness, Causa Justa/Just Cause, San Francisco La Raza 

Lawyers Association and the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights 

 

Dear Commissioners, 

 We write in opposition to the San Francisco Police Department’s proposal to 

arm police officers with Tasers, a potentially lethal weapon.  We are deeply 

concerned about the impact that arming San Francisco’s officers with Tasers will 

have on communities of color.   

 As the Commission is well aware, Tasers can seriously injure, and even kill, 

their targets.  Roughly 400 suspects who have been stunned by Tasers have died.
1

As the American Medical Association’s Council on Science and Public Health 

concluded, Tasers are used “too frequently” by police, and the devices “may 

contribute to the death of suspects, directly or indirectly.”
2
  Notably, a University of 

California San Francisco (“UCSF”) study found that law enforcement agencies that 

utilize Tasers typically experience an increase of in-custody deaths in the first year of 

use.
3
  Particularly troubling was the USCF researcher’s hypothesis that in some 

instances, the use of Tasers may actually escalate situations, resulting in the officer’s 

deployment of a gun.   

 In particular, we are troubled that Tasers are likely to be employed 

excessively in communities of color.  A 2008 audit on Taser use in Houston found 

that African American and Latino residents were disproportionately impacted by the 

utilization of Tasers.
4
  The audit also found that white and Latino officers were more 

likely than African American officers to use their Tasers on African American 

suspects.
5
    

We are also concerned that Tasers will be used in circumstances where non-

deadly force could and should be used.  For example, this past month near 

Sacramento a 130-pound African American woman was thrown to the ground and 

tased by police officers when she was mistakenly identified as a suspect in a 

convenience store robbery.
6
  The woman, who had the receipt for her candy purchase, 

explained, “[i]t was pretty bad.  I was knocked down on the ground.  I was in a choke 

hold and then while I was laying on the ground I was tased.  Tased while I was on the  



ground and with my hands behind my back."  Incidents like this are all too common in cities that 

have adopted the use of Tasers. 

We question the assertion by some that the addition of Tasers would save the city money 

now spent defending against litigation.  Tasers do not prevent officers from using excessive or 

unlawful force, or other harmful actions which give rise to litigation.  As demonstrated by a recent 

$750,000 settlement arising from the wrongful use of Tasers by police in Antioch, the unjustified or 

excessive use of Tasers may actually expose the city to increased liability.
7
     

We are troubled by the Department’s interest in moving forward with Tasers when its focus 

should be on initiatives that both build trust with community members and result in better outcomes.  

For example, the recent decision to implement a Crisis Intervention Team is a step in the right 

direction.  We hope that the Commission’s unanimous vote to adopt a crisis intervention model 

signals to officers that engaging in effective communication, rather than drawing a weapon, is 

critical to successful policing.  Yet, voting in the same month to arm police officers with a new, 

potentially deadly weapon will send precisely the wrong message to officers.  And, it will damage 

the Department’s relationship with communities of color, as community members are increasingly 

subjected to unnecessary pain, humiliation, and potentially lethal force.   

In sum, we renew our strong opposition to the use of Tasers by the San Francisco Police 

Department.  We urge the Commission to consider the impact that the use of Tasers is likely to have 

on both the city at-large and communities of color when making the decision on whether to authorize 

their usage.  As experience has shown, the optimistic projections offered by the proponents of Tasers 

are often at odds with the disturbing realities of how Tasers are actually employed in practice, 

especially when officers are not fully trained.  This Commission should not discount the serious risk 

of injury and death that may result from the use of Tasers.    

 

Sincerely,  

 

Ifetayo Belle       Lateefah Simon  

Thurgood Marshall Civil Rights Fellow   Executive Director 

Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights    Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights 

  

  

Eva Paterson         Genevie Gallegos 

President         Executive Director  

Equal Justice Society        La Raza Centro Legal  

 

 

Xochitl Carrion        Renee Saucedo  

President        Attorney/Organizer  

San Francisco La Raza Lawyers Association   San Francisco Day Labor Program 

 

 

Jennifer Friedenbach       Maria Poblet 

Executive Director       Executive Director  

Coalition on Homelessness     Causa Justa/Just Cause  
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