
  
505 Fifth Ave. Suite 901, Des Moines, Iowa 50309 

www.aclu-ia.org  
 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: October 20, 2014 
 
Contacts: 
Nathan Miller,  
319-335-9023; nathan-j-miller@uiowa.edu 
 
Veronica Lorson Fowler, Communications Director 
515-451-1777; veronica.fowler@aclu-ia.org 

 
Iowa Law Enforcement Lacks Policy on Taser Use 

 
Des Moines and Iowa City, IA — A two-year study of taser policies released today has found that 
Iowa law enforcement policies on these potentially fatal devices are woefully inadequate in 
providing clear, dependable instruction to officers in the field who must act quickly in often 
tense and sometimes dangerous situations. The policies also do not effectively protect the public 
from abuse. 
 
The study was conducted by the American Civil Liberties Union of Iowa and the University of 
Iowa College of Law Clinic. It is based on Open Records Requests sent to all 99 Iowa counties 
and key municipalities. The report includes a county-by-county chart of taser use policies in 
each county.  
 
Key findings of the report include:  
 • Of the counties in Iowa that reported having taser policies, only eight (less than 10 
percent) outright prohibit the use of a taser on a woman known to be pregnant.  
 • Only one policy prohibits tasing an elderly Iowan.  
 • Only 2 percent prohibit the use of tasers on young children. 
 • Only seven policies prohibit tasing a person who is already restrained. 
 
"Taser policies in Iowa show profound variation and lack of consistency in regulating officer 
behavior," said ACLU of Iowa Legal Director Rita Bettis. "Some are far better than others, but no 
single policy in the state is adequate." 
 
Nathan Miller, an assistant director of the University of Iowa Center for Human Rights and 
professor in the College of Law legal clinic, says "The risks inherent in taser use demand careful 
and uniform regulation in Iowa. However, no law in our state requires comprehensive uniform 
policies or governs the content of taser training and reporting." 
 
Many policies did not provide any mention of vulnerable populations with known health and 
safety risks from tasers; of those policies that did, most failed to adequately protect those 
vulnerable Iowans. 
 
Tasers should not be deployed unless absolutely necessary for safety of officers, others, or the 
subject (meaning that tasers are the least forceful safe and effective alternative).  



 
Vulnerable populations are:  
 • The elderly 
 • Young children and people with low body weight 
 • Pregnant women 
 • Individuals with so-called "excited delirium" as a result of substance abuse  
 • People who are already restrained  
 • People who have already been tased (because the risk of medical harm and risk of 
 death increase with multiple tases) 
 • People with mental health problems 
 • People with seizure disorders and other medical conditions that prevent their      
 compliance with police 
 
In Iowa, at least two people have died immediately after law enforcement used tasers on them. 
Nationally, since 2001, at least 500 people have died from the use of tasers, according to 
Amnesty International.  
 
More than 265 Iowa law enforcement agencies are currently using tasers, and that number is on 
the rise. State agents under the jurisdiction of the Iowa Department of Public Safety will soon 
also carry tasers. 
 
Only five policies in Iowa prohibit the use of tasers on sensitive body parts. These sensitive 
body parts are the head, face, eyes (where tasers can cause neurological damage and permanent 
damage including blindness), and genitals and female breasts (where tasers cause permanent 
damage to the structure and function of the body). The use of tasers on sensitive body parts was 
allowed with some restriction by 35 policies; 29 policies make no mention of these most 
sensitive body parts, providing no information, guidance, or rules for officers.  
 
The report finds a troubling lack of uniformity or consensus about placement of a taser on the 
use-of-force spectrum, which law enforcement uses to specify how much physical force may be 
reasonably used on a person.  
 • For example, at least one policy places tasers on the same place in the spectrum as 
 "soft hands."  
 • At least four policies place tasers in between "soft hands" and "hard hands. 
 • At least seven place them between "hard hands" and "chemical weapons. 
 • At least 16 policies list them as equivalent to "chemical weapons.  
 • At least five place tasers between "chemical weapons" and "lethal weapons." 
 
To view the complete report, go to: 
 http://www.aclu-ia.org/iowa/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Oct-19-2014-FINAL-Taser-Report-wappendix.pdf  
 
The ACLU of Iowa is a private, non-partisan organization that fights to advance civil liberties for all. It is the state 
affiliate of the national American Civil Liberties Union. The ACLU prides itself in upholding everyone’s civil 
liberties, no matter who they are or what they believe. We work to assure the rights of all Iowans—from atheists to 
devout Christians, from labor unions to businesspeople and more—to make sure the constitutional rights of all are 
preserved. For more information, please go to www.alclu-ia.org  
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