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Should Police Officers 
Wear Body Cameras?

BY LAURA ANASTASIA, WITH ADDITIONAL REPORTING BY VERONICA MAJEROL

I n August 2014, Michael Brown, 
an unarmed black teenager, 
was fatally shot by a police 

officer in Ferguson, Missouri. Some 
witnesses confirmed the officer’s 
account that he shot Brown in self- 
defense. Others said Brown had 
posed no threat and that the shoot
ing was unjustified. The officer 
wasn’t charged with a crime.

But what if he’d been wearing a 
camera that had taped the encoun

ter? Perhaps our understanding of 
the interaction would be clearer— 
and the outcome different.

Brown’s death, and other trag
edies involving unarmed civilians, 
many of them black, and law 
enforcement over the past year, has 
sparked a national conversation 
about whether police should wear 
body cameras.

In May, the Obama adminis
tration launched a $75 million

program to test their effectiveness. 
“The community wants to know 
what police are doing,” Lindsay 
Miller, of the Police Executive 
Research Forum, notes. “Body 
cameras are a good way to 
show that.”

Critics say the devices cost too 
much, invade people’s privacy, and 
aren’t properly regulated.

Should officers record their time 
on duty? Our experts weigh in.
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The footage 
cameras provide 
can serve as 
valuable evidence 
when police and 
civilian accounts 
of events differ.

Proponents of body cameras say that 
they help eliminate he-said, she-said 

situations. Their footage can provide valuable 
evidence in cases where police and civilian 
accounts of events differ. “In court, the jury can 
see what exactly happened,” explains Richard 
Beary, president of the International Association 
of Chiefs of Police. “It’s a very factual depiction of 
what transpired.”

This can help to 
protect police officers 
and police departments 
from costly lawsuits.
“There are a lot of false 
accusations, and the 
videos prove the officers 
right about 99 percent of 
the time,” Beary says.

That’s one reason 
Jason Parker, head of
the police department in Dalton, Georgia (where 
some officers have been strapping on body cams 
for four years), believes the majority of law 
enforcement officials in the U.S. are in favor of 
body cameras. “They [want to] demonstrate to the 
public that they’re doing things in a professional 
manner and that by and large, they are using a 
great deal of restraint.”

Supporters of body cameras, including Tony 
Farrar, the chief of police in Rialto, California, 
also point to evidence that the devices may help 
positively influence officers’ behavior. Farrar’s 
106-person force has been studying the effects of 
body-worn cameras for three years. Officers wear
ing the recording devices are 66 percent less likely 
to use force, the data show. Rialto also receives up 
to 88 percent fewer complaints about police con
duct when officers clip on cameras.

Police officers aren’t the only ones who are 
more mindful when they’re being recorded,
Farrar notes. The devices can also help civilians 
keep their cool. “We will tell them, ‘Just so you 
know, you’re being recorded,’ and that tends to 
de-escalate some situations,” he explains.

Body cameras will record a lot more 
than controversial encounters between 

civilians and police, say critics. For instance, an 
officer walking down a busy city street could 
document thousands of people and interactions in 
just a single afternoon.

“Cops show up at a call for a domestic distur
bance and little kids are running around in their 
underwear in the background,” notes Jeff Roorda, 
business manager for the St. Louis Police Officers 
Association in Missouri. Such recordings raise 
huge privacy concerns, especially because in some 
states, anyone can access them.

Washington State citizens, for example, have 
the right to file a request for body camera record
ings. But handling individual requests can be 
time-consuming and expensive. So in Seattle, 
where a dozen officers started wearing the devices 
in a pilot program last December, the department 
has come up with a cheap and easy way to share 
the videos with the public: It uploads them to a 
YouTube channel with no privacy protections.

The cost of the technology is another concern. 
“Just to equip the 100 largest police departments 
in the country would 
be well over a billion 
dollars,” Roorda says.
Departments would also 
have to pay for software 
updates, storage, and 
personnel to manage the 
recordings.

Also, critics say, 
the devices are being 
rushed into service with
out clear guidelines for their use. For instance, 
some people, like Trevor Timm, executive direc
tor of the Freedom of the Press Foundation, are 
concerned that many police departments lack 
regulations about when officers can press stop. “If 
[they] don’t immediately get fired for turning off 
the camera” before they do something they don’t 
want recorded, Timm says, “police officers are 
going to turn their camera off.”

Recordings raise 
huge privacy 
concerns. In 
some states, 
anyone can 
access the videos.
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