Dealing with Members of the Public Who Are Blind
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The first thing to remember is that most blind people have a little vision. Legal blindness is defined as seeing up to 20/200 or central visual acuity of 20 degrees or less in the better eye with correction. Any one who is carrying or using a cane that is mostly white or who is accompanied by a service animal  with a rigid harness undoubtedly considers himself or herself blind. But lots of legally blind people travel alone without using aids of any kind.

When addressing a blind person, begin by identifying yourself as a police officer. You might offer to hand the person your hat as identification since your uniform may well not be clearly visible to him or her. 

Speak directly to the blind person, not to any near-by sighted person. You may need to identify the person: “Sir, you with the white cane (or dog guide).” Always resist the temptation to address a sighted companion just because you can make eye contact. If you look directly at the blind person and stand close enough for him to tell that he is being addressed, most blind people will understand that you mean them. As a last resort touch the person on the shoulder or hand. Never try to guide a blind person by grabbing the white cane or by placing your arm around him or her.

How Does the Cane Work?

Very short white canes are intended for identification only. People conspicuously carrying such canes only want motorists and other pedestrians to know that they do not consider themselves responsible for their actions or travel decisions.

Rapid and efficient cane travelers choose canes that come to the shoulder or above—sometimes to the top of the head. The longer the cane, the faster the person walks. 

The long white cane is intended to be both a probe and a bumper. The user describes a shoulder-width arc with the cane tip on or just above the ground. The person steps forward with the left foot and taps to the right. When the right foot swings forward, the cane tip taps to the left. A competent, confident traveler looks relaxed and keeps control of the cane. She does not wave it around, and the arc is regular and balanced in its sweep to each side. The object is to use the cane to check for obstacles far enough ahead of the user to stop before contacting them or stepping off a curb or down a hole. Do not intervene if you see that the cane is about to strike an object. Once the traveler finds an obstacle, he can avoid it. Do not expect a blind cane traveler to walk a perfectly straight line. Walking straight requires one to focus on something at some distance and walk toward it. Since by definition a blind person cannot focus far ahead, he will drift to one side or the other until the cane or sound cues convey the information that drifting has occurred. Do not be alarmed if a blind traveler drifts toward or even slightly into the on-coming parallel traffic when crossing a street. The traffic sound will warn the person of what has happened in time for him or her to make the correction and step up onto the curb. If you are in shouting distance, calling the information that “the sidewalk is on your right (or left)” would provide useful information. Just be sure to say the correct direction. Remember that, if you are facing the traveler, the correct direction is opposite to the way you would have to move.

How Does the Human/Guide Dog Partnership Work?

Never distract a working guide dog by petting or talking to it. Speak to the user, not the dog. The person gives the dog commands which the animal is supposed to follow. The handler may have to correct a dog that is not following commands. If the command is dangerous, the dog is trained to disobey. If the command “Forward” will take the pair into oncoming traffic, the dog will refuse to move. A good handler will stop to consider why the dog has refused the command. You could be helpful by telling the handler what the problem is. He or she will be grateful to know that the dog has performed as trained. If you see a dog sniffing or being distracted by other animals or people, expect to see the handler jerk the chain and say “Phooey!” with some sharpness. No responsible handler ever beats a dog or otherwise abuses it. Reputable guide dog training schools want to know about abusive handlers and will intervene if appropriate, so it is appropriate to contact the school that trained the dog and user.

The dog does not read signs or traffic signals. It follows commands from its human partner. That is why you should never try to direct the animal. On familiar routes dogs often assume that they know where the user is going, and frequently they do. But sometimes, when the handler is departing from the expected route, you may observe him or her having to overcome the dog’s reluctance to depart from it. 

Crossing Streets

Blind travelers may take advantage of audible traffic signals when they are available, but mostly they depend on their ears to tell them whether the parallel or perpendicular traffic has the right of way. Mostly this is the safest way of crossing the street. It is better to know what traffic is actually doing rather than what it should be doing. However, without an audible signal, the blind pedestrian has no way of knowing when the “Walk” portion of a light cycle is lit. Right turn on red is an annoying feature of traffic signals for all pedestrians and especially blind travelers. A blind traveler may observe several red/green light cycles in order to have an idea of how long the cycle lasts and how many streets are converging at the intersection. It is always appropriate to offer assistance to a blind person crossing a street, but do not press your help on a person who courteously refuses assistance. He may be waiting for a ride, or she may be studying that intersection.  

Do’s and Don’ts

Don’t grab a blind person and haul or shove him across the street, down the steps, or anywhere else.

Do invite the person you are assisting to take your arm, just above the elbow. This is the approved way of guiding a blind person. He or she will walk a step behind you, and your arm will convey information about turns, step-downs, step-ups, pauses, and arrival at the destination. If you are showing the person to a chair, place the hand of the arm guiding the blind person on the back of the chair and pat it saying, “Here is the chair.” The person can then slide her  hand down your arm to determine where the seat is and move around the chair to sit down.

If you and the blind person you are guiding come to a flight of steps, more important than counting the number of steps for the blind person is communicating the direction of the flight of steps up or down. 

Do not be insulted if the blind person with whom you are walking continues to use the white cane. This is a good indication that he or she is an excellent traveler and is continuing to take responsibility for traveling safely while leaving choice of rout and avoiding puddles and obstacles to you.

When Is a Blind Person in Need of Assistance?

Members of the public often call the police when they see single blind people traveling alone in areas where they consider a blind person to be unsafe: crossing streets, in a parking lot, walking along a busy street with no sidewalk. A dispatcher receiving such a call should ask if the blind person is obviously hesitant or actually walking in traffic. If the person seems to be using the cane or dog confidently, all is probably well. If an officer is dispatched to check on the situation, he or she should offer assistance after identifying himself or herself as a police officer. Most blind travelers are good at communicating uncertainty nonverbally by hesitating, looking around, and acting puzzled. Adult blind travelers are adults. If they say that they do not need assistance, take them at their word, as you would any other adult. State White Cane Laws and the Americans with Disabilities Act grant blind and other disabled people access to places of public accommodation and the right to travel independently. People who use long white canes or guide dogs efficiently have been trained and generally know what they are doing and how to ask for assistance when they need it.

