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Although our officers are already 
motivated to ensure their personal 
well-being, the devastation of the 
unseen enemy COVID-19 is cause 
for us to renew our focus on the 
health concerns presented by one of 
our fundamental tools—handcuffs.

Even before the impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis, this piece of essen-
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tial equipment could be considered 
as a potential threat to the welfare of 
officers and others. Although I wrote 
a previous article for American Jails 
(March/April, 2013) on the subject,  
contemporary conditions and 
concerns immersed in a potential 
climate of complacency demand that 
it be addressed again.

Now more than ever, in order to 
prevent the presence of biohazards 
(herpes, HIV-1, tuberculosis, known 
or novel viruses/organisms, etc.), 
we need to either maximize an 
existing program or immediately 
initiate one—institutionally at best, 
but individually at least—to system-
atically disinfect these devices and 
their components.
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Three Priority Steps

After every use and when safety allows, handcuffs 
should be decontaminated thoroughly with a disposable 
cleaner/disinfectant “wipe” and readied for the next 
application. The handcuff holder should be subject to 
this same sanitation regimen.

On a weekly basis, each device, 
their keys, and other associated 
components need to be immersed 
into a “bleach bath,” allowing them 
to soak for 10 minutes in a 10:1 
ratio of water/bleach solution.
Note: The ratio of bleach to water 
is 1 part bleach to 10 parts water. 
This ratio is critical. The bleach 
solution may cause nickel fin-

ish to cloud or tarnish. Remember that decontamination is the safety goal, 
even though a device could lose its luster. This method is not recommended 
for black oxide finishes or other devices with internal parts that are subject 
to bleach decay or discoloration. Keep in mind that additional products of 
restraint may be on the market with parts, features, etc., that are adversely 
affected by some cleaning agents and their methods, so caution should pref-
ace practices. Contacting the manufacturer of the device is recommended.

After a thorough decontamination, it is crucial that the 
device be completely dry to prevent rusting and corro-
sion. Any source of heated air under 300 degrees (hair 
dryer, air blower, etc.) can be used to accomplish this 
purpose. Once the entire process is completed and 
the handcuffs have been thoroughly dried, a minimal 
amount of light oil can be applied to specific areas of 
the handcuffs to enhance operation and prevent rust 
formation. These specific areas include the entire outer 
surface, swivel points, key hole, double-lock slide 
accesses, etc.

Note: Because of the porous nature of most handcuff carrying cases (leather 
or fabric), the threat of contamination cannot be eliminated. Therefore, these 
traditional carrying pouches need to be replaced with a nonporous strip 
of plastic and subject to previous cleaning criteria. Additionally, if other 
restraints are stored, they and their ambient environment must be frequently 
sanitized to avoid the safety risks surrounding us.

Concluding Thoughts
In the words of the experts, “We don’t know what we don’t know” when 

it comes to the perils presented by any virus. However, we have always 
known that the safety of our officers mandates a message of positive preven-
tion. This is critical to overall wellness. 
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