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Testimony on 23-0379
Facial Recognition Technology

To: Chair McCray and members of the Health, Environment and Technology Committee

From: Gretchen M. Tome

My name is Gretchen M. Tome, and I am a resident of District 13.  I am submitting written testimony on 23-0379: Facial Recognition Technology.  I urge you to vote NO on Facial Recognition Technology (FRT) in Baltimore.  When crime is actually or perceived to be on the rise, it can be tempting to give in to “try it all” or “whatever it takes” proposals to make our city safer.  Without taking the time to learn about the proposals and consider the actual benefits to safety and our community, we are at risk of doing things that not only don’t make us safer but are in fact dangerous.  FRT is one example of this.  I am calling on you, as a leader in our city with the power to make decisions impacting all of us who live here, to do the work of identifying what actually keeps us safe and giving a firm and solid “No” to everything else.
There is a significant body of research showing that FRT is significantly less effective at correctly identifying Black and Brown people, which can have terrible consequences in the hands of the police.  Given that our police department is currently under a consent decree for violating civil and human rights – a process that they consistently complain about since it seems that holding them accountable to civil and human rights ties their hands to operate in the way that they would like – I have full confidence that, if given the opportunity, they will continue their unconstitutional policing practices using this technology.  I urge you to not give them this opportunity.  
If you are still considering a “yes” vote, be sure to get answers to these questions, as proposed by the ACLU:
1. Does the technology work? What is the failure rate and can we trust that information?
2. How effective is the technology?  Even an algorithm that is nearly 100% effective can be defeated by things like baseball caps, masks, or sunglasses.
3. How big is the danger the technology will allegedly reduce?  How serious are the bad things the technology claims to prevent, and how frequent or likely are those things?
4. What are the negative side-effects of the technology?  As mentioned, these can include the loss of privacy, possibility of abuse, chilling effects on creativity and freedom of expression, and disparate racial impacts that worsen existing social injustices.
5. What are the opportunity costs of spending resources on the technology?  Every dollar spent on high-tech surveillance is a dollar not spent on other community improvements that likely do much more to improve life and safety.
6. Does the community want it? Don’t just listen to people within BPD or other public servants – prioritize the people who will be most impacted, both by the problem you’re looking to solve and by the negative side-effects of your proposed solution.
Thank you for your time and consideration.  I urge you to get the answers to the above questions and to vote NO on Facial Recognition Technology.
