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host of law enforcement 
agencies in the Bay Area 
and around the country to 
equip officers with body 
cameras, a move aimed at 
providing transparency 
and accountability as well 
as protection for police ac­
cused of excessive force. 

Most Bay Area police 
agencies use the technol­
ogy. San Jose police started 
wearing cameras last sum­
mer, and Campbell was an 
early adopter in 2008. 
Oak­land began equipping 
its of­ficers in 2010 and 
has seen a dramatic drop 
in use-of­force complaints 
- fom 1,945 
reported incidents the first 
year to 611 in 2014. 

But body cameras are 
far less common for jail 
guards, according to crimi­
nal justice experts. 

"It is unusual," said 
Jef­frey Schwartz, a 
Santa Clara County-based 
public safety consultant 
who has examined jails 
and prisons around the 
nation. "They are being 
tested in a fair number of 
places, but it is mostly on 
an experimental basis to 
see how it goes." 

The cameras will be 
rolled out for use over the 
next year, with a review 
coming back to the board 
after they are in use for six 
months. About 1,142 officers 
will eventually be 
outfit­ted with the 
cameras, and the five-year 
contract with Taser 
International for the 
equipment will cost nearly 
$4 million. 

Simitian proposed the 
cameras, initially just for 
patrol deputies, after a 
cop's fatal shooting of Mi­
chael Brown in Ferguson, 
Missouri, in August 2014 
spawned nationwide 
pro­tests, but he wanted a 
sur-

veillance privacy ordinance 
that would set clear terms 
for their use before the 
board approved the tech­
nology. 

After the August 2015 
beating death of mentally 
ill inmate Michael Tyree, 
allegedly by three guards 
charged with his murder, 
county officials looked to 
equip correctional deputies 
with cameras as well. 

The deputies' union as 
well as civil rights advo­
cates remain concerned 
about the plan. Roger Win­
slow, vice president of the 
Deputy Sheriffs' Associa­
tion, said many worry that 
video might contradict of­
ficers' recollections, calling 
their credibility into ques­
tion. 

"It remains a fact that 
there will be differences be­
tween body-worn cameras 
and the perception and re­
call of deputies," Winslow 
said. "That's an important 
issue which has not been 
yet addressed." 

For civil rights advo­
cates, a recurring concern 
is that the camera is not 
always on, giving the officer 
discretion when to activate 
it. That happened in 2015, 
when Alameda County 
Sherifrs deputies were 
caught by a surveillance 
camera beating a car-theft 
suspect after a high-speed 
chase. None of the 11 depu­
ties at the scene had turned 
on their body cameras. 

Simitian said the Santa 
Clara County policy has lan­
guage mandating that the 
deputies have their cameras 
on to record such things as 
detentions, vehicle stops, 
pedestrian stops, probation 
and parole searches. 

"Ultimately the policy 
leans heavily toward engag­
ing people with the camera 
on," Simitian said. "The pol­
icy outlines that the camera 
'shall' be activated, not just 

'turn it on when you think it 
will be useful.' But we still 
have to balance that with 
the consideration of privacy 
rights." 

Another issue revolves 
around when officers can 
review the tape before 
making a statement - in 
general that's allowed, but 
not for incidents such as an 
officer shooting a suspect. 

In that case, deputies 
would have to give an initial 
statement to investigators 
before viewing video, but 
they would be allowed to 
see the recording afterward 
and make a supplemental 
statement. 

"Most policies around 
the nation allow the officer 
to look at the footage," Si­
mitian said, "and there are 
debates on whether that 
allows someone to conform 
the report to the tape. Oth­
ers say if the camera is a 
tool, why not allow the of­
ficer the best tools to make 
the best report? We split 
the difference on that one." 

Civil rights groups dis­
agreed, and said the no­
view policy should extend 
to all situations of possible 
misconduct, otherwise it 
can be a "tool for cover-up," 
states a letter penned by the 
American Civil Liberties 
Union, Electronic Frontier 
Foundation and Council 
on American-Islamic Rela­
tions. 

Fixed cameras are be­
coming more common in 
jails, but they don't record 
everywhere because of pri­
vacy concerns. Schwartz 
said the body cams can fill 
in that gap. 

"It is a way to increase 
accountability both for in­
mates and staff," he said. 
"There's no way to have 
fixed cameras cover every 
inch of an institution." 

Contact E
r

ic Kurhi at 

408-920-5852.
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