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[1°S YOUR RIGHT TO FILM THE
POLICE. THESE APPS CAN HELP

Police in riot gear push back on media and a crowd gathering in the street after a 10 p.m. curfew
went into effect Thursday, April 30, 2015, in Baltimore. bAVID GOLDMAN/AP

ON APRIL 12 police in West Baltimore took
25-year-old Freddie Gray into custody, where he
sustained a fatal spinal injury that led to his death.
On Friday, the Maryland DA charged the six police
officers involved with manslaughter, false
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imprisonment, and in the case of one officer,
homicide. Since Gray’s death, the city of Baltimore
has been at the center of renewed public outrage over
the role of racial discrimination and violence in the
criminal justice system, and specifically, fatal
interactions between black residents and police
officers.

And like the shooting death of Michael Brown by a
policeman before this, and the choking death of Eric
Garner before this, and most recently the murder of
Walter Scott in South Carolina, justice in the case of
Freddie Gray seems to hinge upon camera evidence
from bystanders.

With smartphones, we the citizens have in our
pockets the power to hold our government
responsible. Apps are cropping up to make it easier to
videotape incidents like this. And organizations like
the Electronic Frontier Foundation and National
Lawyers Guild are working to make sure we, the
people with cameras in our hands, know our rights
under the law.

First of all, it’s important to state up front that it is
completely within a US citizen’s constitutional rights
to record interactions with police officers, according
to the ACLU. The EFF has created a guide for knowing
your legal rights to digital property. Unless you are
on private property, you have the right to
photograph, film, or record anything in plain sight.
Officers are not allowed to confiscate this
material—or even search your cell phone—without a
warrant. Yet, law enforcement frequently confiscates
these recordings, while harassing, detaining, and
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arresting those who fail to comply.

It is also true that if you film a crime, you may
inadvertently become part of the investigation, and
E— may become subject to attention from police

SH ARE yourself.
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Take, for instance, the individual who filmed the
choking of Eric Garner, Ramsey Orta. Orta has been in
and out of Rikers since that tragic day. Speaking with
VICE, Orta, who was friendly with Garner, decided to
start documenting police misconduct in the summer
of 2014 around his heavily-policed neighborhood of
Staten Island. But since Garner’s death, Orta and his
family allege that police have zeroed in on him,
following close family members as well as his
girlfriend. Police charged Orta with gun and drug
possession as well as armed robbery. On April 6, the
Free Thought Project wrote about Orta’s
imprisonment. His case went viral, and soon a
GoFundMe campaign had collected over $54,000 to
free him. Orta was released on April 10.
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If an individual is already marginalized in society, or
lacks resources, the implications are huge: On
Thursday, for instance, Mashable reported that police
had arrested a transgender woman who was filming
the Baltimore protests, and then forced her to stay in
a male holding cell, remove her bra, and wear men’s
clothing. Her bail is currently set at $100,000.

Apps for Witnesses

In 2012, the ACLU created an app that allowed anyone
to film interactions between police and citizens and

3 of 5 2016-12-18 9:15 PM



[t’s Your Right to Film the Police. These Apps Can Help | WIRED https://www.wired.com/2015/05/right-film-police-apps-can-help/

SHARE

524

153

4 of 5

upload footage to the ACLU’s website. Similar apps
have cropped up since then, with new features
allowing for quick and automatic upload to the Cloud
or to YouTube, in case of confiscation or destruction
of your device.

Duncan Kirkwood’s app, “Hands Up 4 Justice,” allows
people to discreetly record interactions with police
officers during traffic stops, etc. The app integrates
emergency contacts and GPS, uploads to YouTube or
a Dropbox account, and is available for download in
the 1iTunes store. Inspired by his own experience at a
traffic stop, Kirkwood wanted to make it easier for
people of color (who are disproportionately stopped
by police on US highways) to record their
interactions without fear of intimidation.

Inspired by Occupy Wall Street, “I’m Getting
Arrested,” is a free Android app that instantly sends
texts to emergency contacts that you’ve
pre-programmed into your phone.

Other apps like “The Swat App,” “Five-0,” and “Stop
and Frisk Watch” allow you to report police
misconduct as well as educate yourself about your
rights and connect with other users via community
feeds. All of these were modeled after social justice
movements like Occupy and Ferguson, but their
founders developed them as a result of personal
experience with police brutality.

Reports and recordings via apps like these, or
stand-alone camera footage, might be the only piece
of evidence to stand against an officer’s account of
events. If it were not for that video of the fatal
shooting of Walter Scott in South Carolina, the
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officer might never have been charged with murder.
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