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White 

Good evening.  Tonight what happens when a man’s best friend doesn’t quite come up to 

expectations? 

 

Clip  

I think like a lot of people I viewed guide dogs as being a cross between Lassie and Google 

maps. 

 

White 

We hear about the anatomy of a doggie divorce.  But first an incident last Thursday evening 

in greater Manchester has reopened the debate about the use of Tasers by the police.  They 

are used as a way of immobilizing someone in what’s seen as a threatening situation but this 

was the second case of their being used on a visually-impaired person in the North West of 

England in recent years.  Here is part of a press release issued by Greater Manchester Police 

the day after the incident. 

 

Press release 
Two witnesses, as well as our firearms officers, believed the man was acting in an 

agitated manner and in the dark the folded cane appeared to be a gun.  An initial 

review of the incident leads us to believe the experienced firearms officers carried out 

a suitable risk assessment and with the information he had available at the time made 

what appeared to be an appropriate decision.  The man was uninjured during the 

incident and today officers have been with him and have now apologised for what 



happened.  The man has accepted our apology and doesn’t wish to make a complaint 

and the man acknowledged that his behaviour could have led to people being 

concerned.  We regret that a Taser was used on an unarmed person and will continue 

to review our training in light of this incident. 

 

Well we did approach Greater Manchester Police to put someone up to discuss this case on 

the programme – they were not willing to do so and so far haven’t responded to our request 

for any update on the incident.  Meanwhile their original statement hasn’t been enough to 

reassure the visually-impaired people who have been contacting us to express their shock 

about this case.  Amongst them Ken McClyment from Dudley in the West Midlands who’s 

been talking about the case with a number of blind and partially sighted people in his area. 

 

McClyment 

We have a meeting in Dudley which was launched last month for visually-impaired people to 

come to, to discuss any issues that they’ve got and we usually have a speaker.  We’d had the 

speaker and were then going on to discuss other issues and somebody said – Oh, did you hear 

about that poor man last week that got tasered by the police?  And we then got on to 

discussing who needed a white stick – was it the man or was it the policeman – after all if you 

think a white stick that’s folded up is a gun it’s very worrying.  And one of our young ladies 

actually works for West Midlands Police and she said – Well I’d be happy to take it to the 

police.  And I said it would be very good if the group could work with the local police to find 

a way forward so that this doesn’t happen in our area. 

 

White 
Can you give me a sense of the overall feeling of the meeting about this and the fact that it 

had happened? 

 

McClyment 
Shock, I think in one word Peter, and this sadly isn’t the first time that this has happened.  It 

happened in a neighbouring force in Lancashire.  So I’m hoping that the North West 

constabularies aren’t trigger happy with their Tasers towards visually-impaired people for 

any reason. 

 

White 

Well it’s a concern which is shared by Solicitor-Advocate, Sophie Khan.  She’s currently 

representing several other members of the public who have been tasered in the past.  She also 

represented the blind man in Chorley. 

 

Well I asked her what her concerns were about this case. 

 

Khan 
My main concern is the policy, is the policy strong enough to safeguard against these kind of 

incidences in the future?   

 

White 
But the policy does not at any point say that Tasers can’t ever be used on people who are 

vulnerable but there are rules about how it should be done. 

 

Khan 



Well it says that if someone is vulnerable and the police officer believes they are and there’s 

reports that they are, the circumstances show that they are, then it is the last feasible option to 

use the Taser.  So it has to be no other option available before the Taser is deplored.  And 

obviously in these circumstances we’ve only got a very limited amount of information from 

the police, who have done an initial review and said that they were looking to the training but 

that’s all we’ve got, we don’t know what the circumstances were outside of what they have 

told us. 

 

White 
Now do you accept that there are situations in which the police need this when they’re faced 

with a situation that they feel is dangerous for the public? 

 

Khan 
Yes, when someone’s got a weapon which they’re going to use to cause life threatening 

incidences firearms officers, I would agree and accept, that they would need to carry a Taser 

with them as… 

 

White 
And of course that’s what they said that they thought in this case, that’s the – I mean they 

admit now it was a mistake but that’s what they thought at the time, that the cane was a 

weapon. 

 

Khan 
Yes I know but we haven’t got the background as to how and why they would come to that 

conclusion without any kind of review or investigation, independent investigation I’m calling 

for, we’ll never know whether that was a reasonable thought or reasonable suspicion to have 

that a folded up walking stick was a gun. 

 

White 
Sophie Khan.   

 

Listener Lesley Young was also shocked by this incident.  Her late father was a totally blind 

man who had been a regular commuter in that area of Manchester.   But it was a development 

the day after the incident which particularly upset her, when Steve White, the Chair of the 

Police Federation of England and Wales, tweeted this comment: ‘Blind man tasered as cane 

mistaken for gun in Levenshhulme, must ask why is this news?  Great response by G M 

Police.’ 

 

Well Lesley emailed to say: 

 

Young 

This typifies how out of touch the police are.  The man who boasts of having 28 years 

policing experience and boasts of representing 122,000 police men and women is clearly 

oblivious to the ramifications of this incident for thousands of blind and partially-sighted 

citizens of this country, that he and his colleagues are paid to protect.  He probably speaks for 

the rest of the police force, highlighting that any lessons from the previous Chorley incident 

have not been learned or applied to modern policing tactics. 

 

White 



Well Steve White, Chair of the Police Federation, agreed to join us on the programme to 

answer some of the points our listeners have been making and I began by asking him how he 

defended a tweet which had clearly caused great offence to some blind people. 

 

Steve White 
And I certainly regret that and of course it’s one of the dangers of Twitter in that you’ve only 

got 140 characters in order to put a point across.  And of course the tweet that I sent in fact 

mostly quoted the BBC news headlines.  And the point that I was making was this:  There 

had been an incident that had been appropriately responded to by the police service, it was 

regrettable that a gentleman who was visually-impaired and blind was tasered.  However, the 

local police recognised that at the conclusion of the resolution, offered an immediate apology 

and dealt with the gentleman in an appropriate way… 

 

White 
But even… 

 

Steve White 
…who claimed that he didn’t want to take – make a complaint or take any further and indeed 

recognised that his behaviour could have been interpreted as being threatening.  That was the 

point that I was making.  But I certainly accept that in 140 characters that’s sometimes 

challenging. 

 

White 
Well it looks as if the police are uncaring about it because you refer to the fact that it was a 

blind man and had you been talking about concern about tasering that might have been 

acceptable but you make it look as if the police don’t care that a blind man has been tasered. 

 

Steve White 
No and that’s not true at all.  And indeed when you’re looking at the officers – these were 

highly trained officers who were armed response officers as well in the way that they respond 

and the training that they have in terms of assessing risk.  Unfortunately they don’t have the 

luxury of spending an awful lot of time in terms of determining exactly what they are dealing 

with, they’re faced with a threat and in this particular case there were two members of the 

public and police officers who assessed the threat to be of sufficiently a high enough level in 

order to deal with it with the deployment of Taser.  What I think is important though is to 

recognise that thank goodness that we do have a less than lethal option in relation to Taser 

because before the advent of Taser I think the outcome could have been very different. 

 

White 
But Steve I carry a white cane, it is very hard to understand how police officers could mistake 

it for a gun. 

 

Steve White 
And I think in the vast majority of cases it is clearly very clear.  And these cases are very few 

and far between, let’s not – let’s not overreact and of course officers are faced with threats, 

they’re faced with information that has come in from the public and they have to deal with 

that. 

 

White 



You mention the training, is there really enough training over, for example, how blind and 

partially sighted people might be likely to react and why some methods of actually warning 

people wouldn’t work – visual warnings, for example, or indeed just a shout in the night 

which could have come from anywhere? 

 

Steve White 
Yes of course and you’re absolutely right.  And we’re constantly reviewing the way that we 

train officers and make them tactically aware.  We’re never going to get it 100% right all of 

the time unfortunately and of course you would absolutely expect officers to make the 

appropriate risk assessment, given the luxury of time and to be able to assess well how is this 

person behaving, what is that they’re holding, could it be something else.  Of course all of 

those things have to happen and regrettably sometimes there are mistakes. 

 

White 
Sophie Khan, who’s the solicitor who represented the blind man in Chorley in Lancashire, 

who was tasered, she says that lessons have not been learned from that case and that the 

training methods need to be tightened up. 

 

Steve White 
No, well I disagree, it’s under constant review and in fact the British Police Service have the 

longest and most comprehensive training package in relation to the use of Taser than any 

police service in the world…. 

 

White 
It’s an 18 hour course I believe and I wonder how much of that time is actually spent on 

awareness of disability. 

 

Steve White 
And that’s a very good point and certainly in terms of assessing risk, to a certain extent yes of 

course officers have got to take into account could this be someone who has a disability but 

equally they have to deal with threat and that’s what happened up in Manchester. 

 

White 
But you don’t think then that it does need tightening up, you think it’s good enough as it is? 

 

Steve White 
No, I think that we constantly need to learn the lessons and as I’ve said earlier undoubtedly 

from this incident at Manchester there will be lessons to be learned about it and we constantly 

strive to make sure that we get it right every time.  

 

White 
Will you be laying off the tweets in future? 

 

Steve White 
Well because I’m there to represent our members and I’m also there to make comment and in 

my view the fact that there was an incident that was successfully brought to a conclusion and 

no one made a complaint wasn’t newsworthy. 

 

White 
Steve White.  



 

Well we will of course be interested in your views about this case and whether it affects your 

sense of safety.   

 

But now something of a change of gear.  Writer and climber Red Szell has been reporting to 

In Touch on his rather uneasy journey towards becoming a guide dog owner.  Red’s made no 

secret of the fact that he is not a doggie person but after much thought and conversations with 

the Guide Dogs organisation he decide to take the plunge.  He has been telling me what 

happened. 

 

Szell 
Fairly early on I was a bit wrong-footed by just how bouncy she was, clearly a very 

intelligent dog but she was just into everything, wanted an awful lot of attention and if we got 

to the front gate of the house she was straining to head off to the park to go for a run rather 

than actually paying attention to the fact that I was wanting to turn left to go to the shops.  So 

it was always a bit of a struggle to get her on message, even after I’d slipped on the harness.  

And also I have to confess that because she was needy I got to understand exactly what the 

expression dogging someone’s tracks means, she was at my heels all the time wanting 

attention and to be perfectly honest I need to switch off, I need to forget that I’m blind 

sometimes and from the moment I woke up to the moment I went to bed she was a constant 

reminder of my blindness and my need for a dog. 

 

White 
And was that something you weren’t expecting – I mean she is a guide dog after all, so the 

idea is that she is with you? 

 

Szell 
Never having grown up with dogs I wasn’t quite prepared for how strong the bond from her 

to me was in her eyes.  When I talked to the Guide Dog association they did explain that they 

do select dogs who have a degree of neediness to an extent, because that means that they 

form the bond with their owner a lot better.  But I think part of the problem is that I like 

friendship and one of the good things about friendship is it tends to be on equal footing, I’m 

just not cut out to be anybody’s god and I think the fact that the dog did think that I was god, 

I just found a bit disturbing to be honest. 

 

White 
I also gather that there were particular situations that she didn’t like. 

 

Szell 
Yes, I’d take her to yoga and although she was good at demonstrating the downward dog 

position she would howl all the way through, so I couldn’t take her there anymore.  And I go 

swimming in the men’s pond on Hampstead Heath and she would go and stand at the end of 

the jetty like the French Lieutenant’s Woman and howl until I came back.   

 

White 
Now I think you’ve said that the trainers did everything they could, is there anymore that 

could have been done, in a way, to prepare you for the experience? 

 

Szell 



The Guide Dog instructors actually couldn’t have worked harder to keep the two of us 

together, they were brilliant and a lot of what they did try did work.  But I think the problem 

is I probably had a bit of an underlying trust issue with trusting my life to a dog and I never 

really felt the love that I know she was craving I suppose.  It is a relationship, it’s an arranged 

marriage and I think either we just weren’t the right pairing or I have issues about being a dog 

owner that I will probably never overcome.  So certainly I don’t see any fault on either side, 

it’s just I don’t think we were the right couple. 

 

White 
What were you expecting? 

 

Szell 
I think, like a lot of people, I viewed guide dogs as being a cross between Lassie and Google 

maps but at the end of the day she was an animal and she was fallible.  And I think the 

problem is, as a blind person, when you do get led into a wheelie bin by a guide dog that’s 

been distracted by a cat your trust does suffer.  And maybe my expectations were too high.   

 

White 
How have people reacted to what you’ve done? 

 

Szell 
I think there have been a fair amount of people who suspect that I’ve been too hasty, even 

though it was eight and a half months, and that I should have worked harder at it.  In fairness 

they don’t tend to be dog owners and they don’t tend to be other visually-impaired people, 

they tend to be the people who looked at her and thought what a beautiful dog, I’d love one 

like that.  Unfortunately they probably wouldn’t want the blindness that went with it.  And 

one of the real treats of being a guide dog owner is that I’ve been introduced to the dog 

owning fraternity and sorority and what a lovely bunch of people.  I was really afraid that 

they would now treat me as a pariah for having dumped my dog but actually they’ve been the 

most understanding people, they’ve just gone – the dog wouldn’t have been happy if the 

relationship wasn’t working properly.  And I was getting to the stage where I was beginning 

to resent Ella’s presence. 

 

White 
How did the family react? 

 

Szell 
We were all upset to see her go, she had occupied quite a place in the house for the previous 

eight and a half months, but actually all of us were quite relieved to see her go.  She was 

rather like one of those large destructive toddlers who just rushes around and breaks 

everything and she was always in everybody’s face.  And yes I think we’re quite happy to 

return to business as usual. 

 

White 
But you’ve also talked on this programme about some of the hazards that you face, you’ve 

fallen into ponds, you’ve walked into things, what’s it been like going back to the cane? 

 

Szell 
Hard, I had got used to people getting out of my way, that’s the one thing I really did 

appreciate about having a guide dog, there are two of you and people do just spring out of the 



way.  Yes it’s been a bruising experience.  Ella was also a very fast walker and actually I 

always felt slightly nervous trying to keep up with her and it’s been really nice to walk slowly 

round the local streets again and it’s been nice to stop and have conversations with people.  I 

had somebody come up to me last week and say – I haven’t spoken to you for six months – 

and I’m back in charge of my own life.  The odd thing about her was I actually felt my 

independence was less with her because of her dependence on me and the fact that I had to be 

on the lookout all the time for what she was up to.  And it really is quite a relief being in 

charge of my own destiny, even that’s a little bit more bruising than it was with a dog. 

 

White 
Red Szell.  And just to put Red’s experience into perspective Guide Dogs tell us that of the 

partnerships currently formed between dog and owner 92% are still operating a year later.   

That’s it for today.  You can call our Action line on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the 

programme or email intouch@bbc.co.uk.  From me Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat and 

the team goodbye. 
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