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Street camera use draws worry, support
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In Boulder, the Flock camera system helped authorities locate the car of the suspect in the firebombing
that killed a woman and injured 29 others in June last year. The car had contained explosives, authorit-

ies said.

ck to track down a porch pirate — only, it turned out, the

In Columbine Valley, authorities used Flo
woman was innocent. \;a’@

Over the past few years;two narratives have emerged over the use of street cameras. On the one hand,
it has proven indisoe{;tb/le‘ to law enforcement departments, which characterize the street cameras as
force multipliers4nd credit them for reducing crime.

On the other hand, some policymakers and advocates worry about their implication for privacy rights,
even as others charge that data from the cameras have been shared with federal authorities. The latter
charge is happening against the backdrop of elected officials and their allies saying the data should not
be used for immigration enforcement.

Meanwhile, state lawmakers from both parties said they have heard the same worry from their con-
stituents — they want to know who’s watching them, what information is being gathered and how it is
being used.

Automatic license plate readers like Flock’s have been at the center of controversy in Colorado for the

past several years, notably in Denver. The city ended its contract with Flock earlier this year after some
quarters raised charges of mass surveillance and accusations that the database would be used for
immigration enforcement. The city has since approved a one-year contract with Flock competitor

Axon for 50 new cameras.
Flock itself had insisted it does not work with immigration authorities and the data ito]lect
is controlled by the client — be it a city, school or a private organization. @




On its website, Flock said its license plate reader cameras provide real-time alerts to law enforcement,
including license plate numbers and other identifying characteristics, through a central server.

The servers then log that information into a searchable database and compare results with the National
Crime Information Center, state, and local police watchlists and alert law enforcement if there is a
match. |

Jessica Dotter of the Colorado District Attorneys’ Council said automatic license plate readers have been
used in Colorado to solve crimes, such as motor vehicle theft, human trafficking, vehicular homicide,
and hit-and-run cases.

“The reality is that they use these cameras to keep more law enforcement off the street,” Dotter said,
referring to a proposal. “If we take away the ability to have the cameras, we need to have people on the
street to witness or see this or be ready to respond, and I don’t think that aligns with what a lot of the
proponents of the bill would want, and it would cost a lot more money.”

A ‘delicate dance’

The debate over cameras in the public square has reached the state Capitol, where Sen. Lynda Zamora
Wilson, R- Colorado Springs, sponsored a pair of bills on surveillance technology.

One of them, Senate Bill 070, which she authored alongside Sen. Judy Amabile, D-Boulder, would have
prohibited law enforcement from accessing databases containing vehicles’ “historical location inform-
ation,” like Flock and Axon.

Sen. Dylan Roberts, D-Frisco, voted against SB 070 in the Senate Judiciary Committee, saying he didn’t
want to take away law enforcement’s ability to solve and prevent crimes through surveillance techno-
logy. W oK

“I think there may be a more targeted way to protect against any misuse of persghal data while not
sacrificing the ability to quickly respond to crime and keep people safe,” he said. “I look forward to see-
ing how those conversations evolve over the legislative interim period.”

The bill failed in the 2026 session. While they have different political views, Zamora Wilson and
Amabile said they — and their constituents — are extremely concerned about what law enforcement
might be doing with surveillance data.

“The technology does help solve crimes very quickly, and we want them to use it for public safety, but
we want to protect citizens’ privacy,” said Zamora Wilson. “It’s this delicate dance of putting up guard-
rails that, No. 1, optimizes law enforcement to do their job, but also optimizes for the citizens.”
Amabile noted that U.S. Rep. Lauren Boebert, R-Colo., too, is leading an effort in Congress to require
that all government-initiated searches and surveillance activities be supported by a warrant.

“People in Colorado and the United States do not want us to be setting up this mass surveillance state,
and that’s what we’re doing,” said Amabile. “The rate at which this is growing is scary — every time
you look around, there are more cameras.”

She noted a recent incident in Columbine Valley, in which a woman was accused of stealing a package
from someone’s porch based on Flock camera footage.

Chrisanna Eller said the police showed up at her door and told her they had video of her car stealing the
package, according to a report from CBS News. In the CBS report, Eller said that, when she asked to see
the video, the officer replied, “If you’re going to deny it, 'm not going to extend you any courtesy.”
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Eller ultimately found the video footage on Nextdoor, which showed a woman much younger than her,
according to the news report. Ironically, she ultimately proved her innocence using video footage from
her vehicle, which showed she was nowhere near the home when the theft occurred, the report said.

“I think most people think, ‘Well, 'm not doing anything anybody cares about. I haven’t done anything
wrong, I have an uninteresting life,” said Amabile. “I'm sure that’s what that woman with the porch pir-
ate thing thought, but she doesn’t think that anymore.”

On the other hand, Boulder law enforcement said Flock cameras have helped to solve cases, including
high-profile ones.

“Flock was one of the ways we were able to very quickly — exceedingly more quickly than without
Flock — locate the car of the suspect in the June 1 antisemitic terror attack on the Pearl Street Mall,”
Jennifer Ciplet, a city spokesperson, told Boulder Reporting Lab. “The car did have other explosives in
it, and Flock was also able to help us see if there were any additional cars involved, and to see if the sus-
pect’s car had been casing other locations to potentially attack additional sites.”

The suspect pleaded guilty to more than 100 state charges and was sentenced to life in prison, plus
2,128 years last month.

In a social media post last November, the Boulder Police Department said the Flock system helped in
the arrest of a “repeat offender” with an “extensive criminal history” that “included nearly 80 prior
arrests related to crimes ranging from driving under the influence to drug possession to domestic viol-
ence, motor vehicle theft and burglary.”

The state’s 23 district attorneys opposed Senate Bill 070, arguing it would inhibit law enforcement’s
ability to solve crimes.

The Colorado District Attorneys’ Council said that “limited-use technology” such as automatic license
plate readers and police observation devices, has resulted in a 40% reduction in auto theft in Castle
Rock and more than 350 arrests in Denver.

A few years ago, Colorado’s car theft was among the highest in the country, and the public pressure
forced the state legislature to modify its laws, which previously tied the penalties to the value of the car.
Under pressure from Gov. Jared Polis, legislators changed the law to make all car thefts a felony. Many
have attributed the drop in car thefts to that statutory change.

Meanwhile, the Aurora Police Department said its Real Time Information Center, which deploys Flock
license plate readers and drones to provide real-time historical data and information and “enhance
officer response” to in-progress emergencies and ongoing investigations, has helped r@{uce crime in
the city by nearly 25% compared to the same time last year.

“This progress reflects first and foremost the dedication and commitment of our officers, who work
every day to protect those we serve,” said Aurora Police Chief Todd Chamberlain. “But technology has
also been a critical force multiplier in our public safety efforts, and we will continue using every avail-
able tool to strengthen community safety and protect the people of Aurora”

An expectation of privacy
At the center of the debate over surveillance technology is the Fourth Amendment, which protects cit—

izens against unreasonable searches and seizures and requires warrants supported by probable cause.
Case law already holds that the Fourth Amendment does not apply when there is no reasonable expect-
ation of privacy. The debate centers on what constitutes a reasonable expectation. @




Reps. Ken DeGraaf, R- Colorado Springs, and Assistant Majority Leader Jennifer Bacon, D-Denver,
argued that law enforcement should not be allowed to purchase certain personal data from a third
party. They introduced a measure on the matter, House Bill 1037, which morphed into a ballot proposal
before ultimately being shut down in the House Judiciary Committee.

This is where interpretations of “reasonable expectation” vary. iy
Bacon and DeGraaf said the information that consumers provide to a company — whether through an
app, a magazine subscription, or a cellphone carrier — should not be publicly accessible.

“They don’t think consumers have an expectation of privacy,” Bacon told Colorado Politics. “They
believe all of my information that I gave to Black Girl Hair Magazine could be considered public
information, and if that’s the case, then what we’re saying is that you do, in the state of Colorado, ha\ij
an expectation of privacy.”

Dotter said law enforcement often pays for subscriptions to online databases to conduct research, not
to look into specific individuals.

“To think that that’s how law enforcement is spending their time and that we have enough police
officers to just sit there and stake out in front of cameras to watch people to see if they do bad things is
shortsighted in understanding the strapped resources we have for law enforcement and what they do,”
Dotter said. “They don’t just sit around looking for crime. They get cases, and then they seek to solve
them.”

The district attorneys’ group opposed both HB 1037. Amabile and Zamora Wilson later asked their Sen-
ate colleagues to kill the measure before final votes were taken.

“On the one hand, we could’ve put together a watered-down bill, but many of my colleagues rejected
that,” Amabile said. “We could’ve had a more robust bill, but that also was rejected. At the end of the day,
we decided that we need to come back and live to fight another day, and that is what we intend to do.”
Amabile told Colorado Politics she plans to introduce a similar bill next session, arguing companies like
Flock should also want guardrails in place so they can earn the public’s trust.

‘Responsible safeguards that preserve the investigative tools’

The Colorado Association of Chiefs of Police, which also opposed the bills introduced by state law-
makers, said it supports strong privacy protections and accountability measures, but emphasized that
public safety depends on giving law enforcement access to practical, lawful tools that help solve crimes.
That extends to recovering stolen vehicles, locating missing people, and identifying suspects before
violence escalates.

“We appreciate lawmakers’ decision not to advance Senate Bill 26-070 this session,”’ the group said. “As
written, the bill would have imposed rigid timelines that could have prevented officers from accessing
critical leads. In many investigations — especially those involving violent crime, sexual assault, organ-
ized theft, and missing persons — leads develop over days or weeks, not just hours.”

- The chiefs added that concerns about privacy, data security, and public trust are real and deserve
thoughtful debate. They said Colorado police leaders remain committed to working with lawmakers on

solutions that protect both privacy and public safety.
“Coloradans should not have to choose between the two,” the chiefs said. “The goal must be respons-
ible safeguards that preserve the investigative tools that help keep communities safe.”
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