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TECHNOLOGY Tech Talk

SENIOR POLICE MANAGERS ARE 
NO LONGER STRUGGLING WITH 
THE QUESTION OF WHETHER THEY 
NEED TO INCORPORATE VIDEO 
TECHNOLOGY INTO THEIR AGENCY’S 
INFRASTRUCTURE.

That train has left the station. Today, 
the question focuses on how agen-
cies can effectively integrate video 
capabilities into all aspects of their 
policing services. Police executives 
who understand the frailties of digital 
video evidence know that the success 
of integration is solely dependent on 
how effectively they develop video 
literacy among their investigators. 
Most investigators, prosecutors, and 
even judges still consider video to be 
the “silent witness that speaks for itself.” 
That antiquated adage may have had 
some validity when the medium was 
analog and all motion-video evidence 
was recorded to a single videotape 
format. But, today, the migration from 
analog to digital is complete, and most 
experts agree that the new “digital video 
witness” requires translation. Due to 
the proprietary nature of digital video 
encoding, the medium has evolved 
from a single format to thousands of 
very different ones. The vast majority 
of digital video recovered from crime 
scenes today contains compression 
errors that can alter the perception of 
speed, force, color, and shapes. In a 
digital world, the silent witness theory is 
based on a dangerous lack of knowledge.
Video literacy among police is consid-
ered to be such a priority that the FBI 
National Academy, the FBI National 
Executive Institute, and the FBI Law 
Enforcement Executive Development 
Seminar program all incorporate 
video-centric content for senior police 
managers. “I was awestruck by what I 
did not know about video before I took 
the training,” says Memphis, Tennessee, 
Police Director Michael Rallings, who 
attended one of the FBI courses earlier 
this year. “I’ve made decisions about 

use-of-force cases with the assumption 
that video evidence is always accurate. I 
now know that digi- 
tal video must be interrogated like any 
other eyewitness.” Director Rallings was 
so concerned about how video can be 
easily misinterpreted by the untrained 
investigator that he himself enrolled in 
a two-day hands-on video examination 
class specifically designed for major 
crime investigators. He wanted to know 
what his investigators might be missing.

This is training every investigator 
should receive. After the class, I 
immediately instructed my IT 
chief to incorporate a video lit-
eracy training program for our 
500 investigators. There is not an 
investigator in our city that doesn’t 
touch video almost daily. We owe it 
to our community to get it right.

The most prolific source of evidence 
available to police today is video images. 
Agencies throughout North America have 
recognized the significant advantages of 
leveraging the ubiquitous camera cover-
age of public streets and turned to video 
as the first target of evidence acquisition 
and analysis during critical events. Within 
hours of the Dayton, Ohio, mass shooting 
that left 9 dead and 27 injured this past 
summer, police had already recovered 
dozens of video files from a gauntlet of 
private digital video surveillance cameras 
in the area of the shootings. Just a few 
days later, Dayton Police Chief Richard 
Biehl released to the public a unique and 
visually accurate timeline of the suspect’s 
movements before and during the 
shootings. A meticulously constructed 
visual record of the shooter’s movements 
by trained video investigators quickly 
helped to determine that the suspect 
was a lone actor who came prepared to 
perpetrate an attack. “This was a plan 
well before he got to the Oregon District,” 
Biehl said. The video not only gave in- 
vestigators a visual record of the events, it 
also helped to reassure the public that the 
threat was over.

The Chicago Police Department (CPD), 
which serves 22 patrol districts with 
more than 13,000 sworn officers, 
including 1,000 detectives, recognizes 
that investigators examine digital video 
evidence in most criminal investigations. 
“We went from the Stone Age to the 
Space Age very quickly in our ability 
to handle digital video evidence,” says 
Detective Michael Chiocca, the architect 
of CPD’s Area Technology Centers (ATCs). 
According to Chiocca, about 80 percent 
of all cases encountered by the agency 
involve video evidence. Despite having 
an array of city-controlled cameras 
that make up its jurisdiction’s coverage 
program, the vast majority of visual 
evidence still comes from proprietary 
digital video recording systems from 
private businesses. “One of our biggest 
issues is training,” maintains Chiocca.

We insist that our investigators treat 
video with a certain level of respect, 
because we know that video should not 
be considered as the “silent witness.” It 
is much more complicated than that.

In an effort to gain the most from video 
evidence, CPD has integrated specialized 
video analysis technologies in each 
of its three ATCs. Chiocca explains, 

We were fortunate to find a single tool 
that has satisfied our need to play 
almost all proprietary video and to 
share that evidence with the State’s 
Attorney’s Office, and with other 
investigators in an interoperable 
workflow. This has been a complete 
game changer for us. With additional 
training, we’re ensuring that our 
investigators have the knowledge, skills, 
and tools to do their job in a video age.

Building Video Literacy 
for Police Investigators

BY

Grant Fredericks, Director,  
Law Enforcement Training, iNPUT-ACE
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Even smaller agencies are dedicating 
valuable training time and resources to 
digital video interpretation for police 
investigators. “We don’t know what we 
don’t know,” maintains West Jordan, 
Utah, Police Chief Ken Wallentine. 

One of the dangers is that street officers 
and detectives think that what they see 
on YouTube or on TV is accurate and 
reliable. When they get to court, they 
can’t answer technical questions about 
how the video was encoded and their 
ignorance is easily demonstrated.

Wallentine recently hosted a two-day 
hands-on training and video interpre-
tation course for his investigators, and 
he invited area agencies to participate. 
He reports, “Investigators’ jaws dropped 
when they saw how digital video was 
actually created. It was an awakening for 
them.” As a result of the training, West 
Jordan Police Department has integrated 
digital video player technology into its 
network infrastructure, giving instant 
access to proprietary video evidence 
to every investigator. “We are living in 
a digital age, and we are determined to 
build a more robust and reliable service 
for our community,” pledges Wallentine.
In California, the state legislature has 
forced the timetable for many agencies 
to establish video competency among 
investigators. Senate Bill 1421, deal-
ing with the Public Records Act, and 
Assembly Bill 748, regulating disclosure 
rules for use-of-force cases, require 
agencies to release relevant video to 
the public within 45 days. The new 
legislation creates concerns for agencies 
that understand the frailties of digital 
video, and they fear for the potential 
public confusion caused by the inevi-
table misinterpretation of video by the 
media. Commander Chris Marks of the 
Los Angeles County, California, Sheriff’s 
Department heads an upcoming 

program to equip approximately half 
of its 10,000 officers with body-worn 
cameras. “Over the last 30 years, we’ve 
adapted to video with the assumption 
that when our deputies step out of a 
patrol car, someone is recording their 
activity,” explains Marks. “Most force 
events will be recorded.” Marks, who 
is aware through outside training that 
digital video can be easily misinter-
preted, says that with the introduction 
of body-worn video into his agency, 
investigators will be required to inter-
rogate video for accuracy “like they 
would any eyewitness to an event.” 

Our investigators will be trained so 
that they have a level of awareness to 
detect errors in video, ensuring they 
know when to elevate the examination 
to our forensic teams. Our investigators 
need to be cautious. They need to 
know their limitations. It all comes 
down to training. We understand not 
to take digital video on face value.

Canada’s Toronto, Ontario, Police 
Service, the largest municipal police 
agency in the country, has embarked 
on an ambitious training program to 
teach every investigator who examines 
video how to accurately use the visual 
evidence. “Toronto is a digital city, and 
this program is part of our way for-
ward,” says Detective Constable Darryl 
Branker, who leads the agency’s drive to 
educate investigators about the power 
and pitfalls of digital video evidence.

We’ve launched a Forensic Video 
Analysis Unit within our Homicide 
Squad. We have already started 
training homicide investigators 
about both the limitations and 
advantages that digital video 
evidence brings to their cases.

Through hands-on classes, Toronto Po- 
lice Service has already trained dozens 

More information on the survey 
mentioned in this article can be found 
at https://bit.ly/2lqr68g.
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of major crime investigators on how to 
gain easy and accurate access to com-
plicated proprietary digital video files. 
“We’ve taken a unique and innovative 
approach,” says Branker. 

Video is so prolific in police work today, 
it is now a necessity that our investi-
gators embrace the need to develop 
video examination knowledge and 
skills. It is the new reality of policing.

In a recent survey of almost 400 state 
and local agencies, questions related 
to a commitment to building video 
literacy among investigators were put to 
senior police managers. Sixty percent of 
respondents reported that their agencies 
use body-worn or in-car video systems 
or both. More than three-quarters (78 
percent) of all respondents who do not 
currently deploy body-worn cameras 
state that they expect to purchase cam- 
eras in the future. Over 83 percent 
indicated that they have interview room 
cameras. However, despite the use of 
digital video and the expected growth 
of video evidence, only 2 percent of 
agencies reported that their investiga-
tors have received training to accurately 
interpret digital video evidence.




