Special meeting of the SSCO Safety Committee

July 8, 2008, at 1925 Nicollet Ave

PRESENT   Richard Evans and Ken Strobel, co-chairs; Robert Lilligren, Ward 6 City Council; Eddie Frizell, Minneapolis Police 5th Precinct; Josie Shardlow, Whittier Alliance; Bonnie Bona, Arlene Storandt, Cleveland Brogdan, Eddie Chambers, David Crockett, Sue Crockett, Dee Tvedt, Becky Olson, Jerry Paulson, and SSCO safety coordinator Dave Delvoye

A POLICE SAFETY/SECURITY CAMERA SYSTEM FOR NICOLLET AVE – Lieutenant Eddie Frizell and City Council Member Robert Lilligren

Lt Frizell presented a summary of the police safety/security camera systems which are already in place in areas in the 1st, 3rd, and 4th Precincts; A+ Systems Group provides the cameras and software.  He said that each camera costs $20,000, which includes permits, parts, labor, and power installation.  Frizell said that it costs $1,867 to operate a camera for a year, which includes power and maintenance.  He provided technical information about the camera and the system, which transmits high quality video via a number of methods to a police precinct where it can be monitored and stored.  Frizell said that public access kiosks are being installed at the precincts which have camera systems so that anyone can find video data, which is all public information, by searching for a specific date, time, and location.  He said that, since the neighborhood has met the criteria established by the City for a camera system, the next step is to request a feasibility study which will look at camera placement and type, costs, and other factors.  Frizell said that, for example, some cameras could be permanently installed at specific locations, while others could be movable and shifted depending on criminal activity in the area.

Chambers said that the camera systems already in use have produced a 100% conviction rate in cases where video evidence has been used in court.  Bona said that portable cameras would be useful.  Frizell said that the study would determine which combination would work best, acknowledging that crime moves from place to place when pressure is applied.  Tvedt asked about keeping camera costs down by partnering with other neighborhoods planning similar projects.  Council Member Lilligren said that there were no other plans underway in the 5th Precinct, and that the costs are probably based on the number of cameras used citywide.  Frizell said that the technology is getting cheaper all the time.  Shardlow said that she has spoken with staff at some 3rd Precinct neighborhoods about how their camera systems were funded, which included a mix of Weed & Seed, NRP, prviate business, and City dollars (which came from grants).  Shardlow asked if the feasibility study looked at the economics of the project.  Frizell said that the study looked at everything, including multiple funding sources and City funds.  Lilligren said that the study would produce a matrix of scenarios with specific costs which the community could compare and use to make a decision.  He said that the City has established standard procedures for implementing camera systems, and that all of the conditions have been met in this area.  Lilligren said that the study would identify City and other funds which might be available for the project.  Evans asked if the system was similar to the red light cameras which were installed a couple years ago.  Frizell said that it was a completely different system, and that the way the red light cameras were used to ticket the owner, rather than the driver, of a vehicle was found to be in violation of state law.  

Brogdan asked how many cameras would be installed.  Frizell said that the study would determine the number and location of the cameras.  Shardlow asked who would monitor the cameras at the precinct; she said that the downtown neighborhoods seemed to be pleased with the monitoring there, but some 3rd Precinct neighborhoods had complaints and concerns.  Frizell said that police would address that issue.  Lilligren said that it was part of a larger discussion about how to organize the work, especially looking at ways to use others besides sworn officers to monitor the cameras and to move toward the use of more sophisticated software to pick up on suspicious activity.  Delvoye said there was a possibility that community volunteers could be recruited for some of this work.  

Shardlow said that the Whittier Alliance and Business Association have asked for a security camera feasibility study around Franklin & Nicollet.  She asked about the effectiveness of a camera system in deterring and reducing livability crimes, especially the kind of alcohol, drug, and prostitution offenses which are common in this area.  Frizell referred to the 100% conviction rate, but said he would have to check the numbers to answer the specific question about livability crimes.  Shardlow said that the experience in some 3rd Precinct neighborhoods is that the cameras don’t stop the crime, but just move it to a different location.  Frizell said that downtown, livability crimes are the biggest problem during daytime hours and that the cameras have been part of a very effective strategy.  Lilligren said that the genesis of the original camera system downtown came from the business community’s search for ways to address, prosecute, and deter livability crimes, and that the system has worked well.  He said that the problems are different in the 3rd Precinct, where crack dealing and the accompanying violent crime are more prevalent; the cameras moved these problems onto side streets and police shifted their enforcement.  Chambers said that you can’t deny that the cameras work.  Frizell said that the cameras give police and prosecutors a technological edge.  David Crockett asked about how easy it was to move the portable cameras.  Frizell said that he will check on that, but that it hasn’t been difficult to move them in the 3rd Precinct.  Lilligren said that it’s not necessarily bad for people to know where the cameras are and when they are being moved.  Chambers agreed that criminals pay attention to such things and adjust their behavior.  

Sue Crockett asked about the other factors which drive crime and bring it into the neighborhood, and whether this needs to be addressed at a different level.  Delvoye said that law enforcement and the neighborhoods have identified the factors which attract criminals to the area, and that a camera system would be one of many different strategies used to address the problem.  Lilligren mentioned the SSCO Alcohol task force, and its work to find ways to reduce drinking-related problems here, as a successful example of this kind of partnership.  He said that history and tradition also play a role in determining the level and kinds of crime here; he said that, in conversations with neighborhood probation officers, he has learned that a number of chronic offenders feel comfortable here.  Sue Crockett said that citizen involvement plays an important part in keeping the neighborhood safe.  Delvoye asked if a camera system would jeopardize the assignment of beat officers to the neighborhood.  Frizell said that both he and Inspector Arneson strongly support the use of beat officers here, and that the beats would not be eliminated just due to the installation of a camera system.  Lilligren said that this is a factor which could be examined in the feasibility study, and suggested that staff raise that question.  Evans asked if the neighborhood is more vulnerable to crime compared to other areas nearby which have camera systems.  Lilligren said that, for example, after some areas in Phillips installed cameras, crime declined there and increased in some areas south of Lake St, where there were no cameras.  

There was a discussion about who performs the feasibility study.  Delvoye said that Deputy Chief Allen, at a meeting last October, stated that the City’s Business Information Services would conduct the study if the criteria were met.  Lilligren agreed.  Frizell said that he would ask Dave Roth of Business Information Services to contact SSCO staff to make arrangements.  Tvedt asked if there were any statistics which show how many cases involving evidence from cameras resulted in guilty pleas instead of going to trial.  Frizell said that he would ask 5th Precinct community prosecutor Lisa Godon about that.  Delvoye said that Godon, in a previous meeting, mentioned the value of video evidence in convincing juries, which have come to expect the kind of high tech evidence seen on popular TV programs.  He passed around copies of a message from neighborhood resident Michele McGaughey in support of a feasibility study.  Delvoye said that he had spoken repeatedly about this issue with most of the owners or managers of businesses along or near Nicollet from 18th to Franklin over the past ten days, and that all expressed support for a camera system (without knowing any of the details) and interest in attending this meeting, although none were in attendance.  

Lilligren said that he was surprised that people had not raised civil rights concerns about a camera system; he said that, in Ward 6, many more people seem to be interested in being safe than are worried about government intrusion.  Chambers compared the effect of cameras to insect repellent, and said that law abiding citizens have no reason to be concerned about cameras in public places.  Strobel said that there is very little expectation of privacy in public areas.  David Crockett said that as along as everyone has access to all of the images recorded by the cameras, it is the same as standing on a public street and watching people all day long: no one’s rights have been violated.  

Strobel asked if there were any more questions and, hearing none, asked if there was a motion.  Delvoye explained the voting eligibility rules per the SSCO bylaws.  On a motion by Dee Tvedt, seconded by Eddie Chambers, the committee recommended that SSCO ask the City to conduct a feasibility study of a police safety/security camera system for Nicollet Ave from 18th St to Franklin Ave.  

Shardlow said that Whittier’s motion is similar, focusing on the area of Franklin & Nicollet.  She said that it could be difficult for neighborhood groups to write grants to fund cameras which would be owned and operated by the City.  Tvedt said that she’s not opposed to expanding the area covered by a camera system.  Frizell said that if SSCO and Whittier Alliance collaborate on this request, it could lead to a better opportunity for both neighborhoods.  Shardlow said that, on behalf of Whittier Alliance, she would advocate for extending the camera system to 24th St.  Delvoye said that the language in the motion is the area which was recommended by Inspector Arneson, and that SSCO had agreed to abide by her recommendation.  He said that the feasibility study could expand or change the area.  David Crockett asked about the odds of funding a camera system here.  Lilligren said that the City is studying the ongoing structural financial deficiency in the police department, and said that this could determine how much money the department should be spending on camera systems.  Bona said that there are many problems around the liquor store and that prostitution is common at 22nd & Nicollet.  Lilligren said that it makes perfect sense to extend the area of the camera system to deal with these problems.  Tvedt asked if private entities, such as businesses, could opt into the camera system.  Frizell said he would check on that.  Lilligren said that there have been discussions about unifying private and public camera systems, and that concerns have been raised about staffing the video monitors and storing the data.  Strobel asked about the timeline for the feasibility study.  Frizell said that Dave Roth of Business Information Services should be able to answer that.
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