CCTV Cameras and the Growing Surveillance Society
Video cameras, or closed-circuit television (CCTV), are becoming an increasingly familiar feature of American life.  Fears of terrorism and the availability of ever-cheaper cameras have accelerated the trend even more. The use of sophisticated systems by police and other public security officials is particularly troubling in a democratic society.   The impulse to blanket our public spaces and streets with video surveillance is wrong both because it will make us less free and because it will make us no safer.  The bottom line is that surveillance systems, once installed, rarely remain confined to their original purpose. Once the nation decides to go down the path of seeking security through video surveillance, the imperative to make it work will become overwhelming, and the monitoring of citizens in public places will quickly become pervasive.
· Cops - not cameras - fight crime.

In short, evidence simply does not support the hypothesis that CCTV reduces the crime rate. At most, what it does is to displace criminal activity to areas outside the range of the cameras. One of the features of current surveillance practice is that the cameras are often installed in high-rent commercial areas. Crime may be merely pushed from high value commercial areas into less affluent residential areas. Video surveillance is bad deal for neighborhoods because running these systems will be expensive - soaking up resources that could be better used for community policing. A cop, not a camera, makes far more sense.

· CCTV is susceptible to abuse
One problem with creating a video surveillance system is that experience tells us it will inevitably be abused.  There are five ways that surveillance-camera systems are likely to be misused:

Criminal abuse: Surveillance systems present law enforcement "bad apples" with a tempting opportunity for criminal misuse.  

Institutional abuse: Sometimes, bad policies are set at the top, and an entire law enforcement agency is turned toward abusive ends.  That is especially prone to happen in periods of social turmoil and intense conflict over government policies.   

Abuse for personal purposes: An investigation by the Detroit Free Press, for example, showed that a database available to Michigan law enforcement was used by officers to help their friends or themselves stalk women, threaten motorists after traffic altercations, and track estranged spouses.

Discriminatory targeting: Video camera systems are operated by humans who bring to the job all their existing prejudices and biases. In Great Britain, camera operators have been found to focus disproportionately on people of color.  

Voyeurism: Experts studying how the camera systems in Britain are operated have also found that the mostly male (and probably bored) operators frequently use the cameras to voyeuristically spy on women.  

· Once established these systems will inevitably be expanded.

Unfortunately, history has shown that surveillance technologies put in place for one purpose inevitably expand into other uses.  And with video technology likely to continue advancing, the CCTV systems will pose an increasingly danger to our liberties.

Do we want the authorities installing high-resolution cameras that can read a pamphlet from a mile away?  Cameras equipped to detect wavelengths outside the visible spectrum, allowing night vision or see-through vision? 

· Video surveillance will have a chilling effect on public life. 

The growing presence of public cameras will bring subtle but profound changes to the character of our public spaces.  When citizens are being watched by the authorities - or aware they might be watched at any time - they are more self-conscious and less free-wheeling.  As syndicated columnist Jacob Sullum has pointed out, ""knowing that you are being watched by armed government agents tends to put a damper on things. You don't want to offend them or otherwise call attention to yourself.""  Eventually, he warns, ""people may learn to be careful about the books and periodicals they read in public, avoiding titles that might alarm unseen observers. They may also put more thought into how they dress, lest they look like terrorists, gang members, druggies or hookers.""  Indeed, the studies of cameras in Britain found that people deemed to be ""out of time and place"" with the surroundings were subjected to prolonged surveillance. 

