Dealing with Members of the Public Who Are Blind
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Most blind people have some vision.

A person carrying or using a white cane recognizes that he or she needs it for safety.
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A person accompanied by a service animal wearing a special harness with a

handle has learned to work with the animal for safe travel.
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Some people carry very short white canes to identify themselves as unable to see well. Some legally blind people unfortunately give no visible indication that they cannot see.
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Always identify yourself to a blind person as a police officer. Remember that he or she may well be unable to identify your uniform. Offer to show your hat to the person. 

Speak directly to the blind person, not to a sighted companion.

Never try to lead a blind person by pulling on the cane.
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How the Cane Works

The long white cane is a probe that identifies a clear path or an obstacle to be avoided.

It contacts objects, steps, and holes so that the user will not find them the hard way.

The user steps forward on the left foot and taps to the right.
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When the right foot swings forward, the cane taps to the left.

A long cane provides stopping distance so that the user can work through any problems discovered by the cane.

If you believe that a warning is necessary, shout, “Stop!” or “Wait.” “Watch out!” is much less informative and is likely to be disregarded.

The longer the person’s cane is, the faster and more confidently he or she is likely to walk.
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It is impossible for a blind person to walk in a straight line. He or she may miss the curb when crossing the street, but the sound of traffic will help him or her correct direction and step up on the curb. You can call advice like “The curb is to your left (or right).” Just be sure that you remember to reverse the direction if you are facing the person.
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The guide dog is trained to respond to aural commands from the human partner unless doing so would be unsafe. A responsible user will stop to investigate why his command was not obeyed. If a dog is clearly distracted or is not following commands, the user will jerk the chain and administer an aural reprimand. This does not hurt the dog. A responsible user never beats a dog. It is appropriate to notify a school of animal abuse.
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Blind travelers may use audible traffic signals, but it is always better to listen to traffic to know what it is actually doing. A blind pedestrian may stand at an intersection for several cycles of lights to get an idea of how long the cycle is and how many streets are converging. Do not assume that a blind person standing at an intersection needs help. She may be waiting for a ride, or he may be studying the traffic pattern. 
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Do not haul or shove a blind person across a street or up or down a flight of steps.

Offer your arm. He will grasp it above the elbow and walk a step behind you. Do not be surprised if he continues to use the cane. A person using a guide dog may ask to follow you through a complex area.

When approaching a flight of steps, be sure to tell the blind person whether the steps are going up or down. This is much more important than trying to count the steps.

A blind person needs assistance if she is walking in traffic at some distance from an intersection. If she looks puzzled or is obviously hesitating before crossing a busy street. 

Do not assume that a blind person is in trouble because he is traveling alone. It is appropriate to ask if assistance would be helpful, but listen to the answer. Be sure to announce that you are a police officer at the outset of the conversation.

