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Dear Chairman Vacca and Members of the New York City Council’s Committee on
Technology:
Thank you very much for giving me this opportunity to speak to the Committee today. My
name is Rachel Levinson-Waldman, and I am Senior Counsel to the Liberty and National
Security Program at the Brennan Center for Justice. I am pleased to be testifying today about
the Committee’s bill to require that agencies using algorithms to engage in policing, among
other services, disclose the source code for those algorithms and allow users to submit data
for processing.
The Brennan Center is a nonpartisan law and policy institute that seeks to improve our
systems of democracy and justice. The Liberty and National Security Program focuses on
restoring the proper flow of information between the government and the people by
securing increased public access to government information; ensuring government policies
targeting terrorists do so effectively and without religious or ethnic profiling; and securing
appropriate government oversight and accountability.

As part of that work, I filed a Freedom of Information Law (FOIL) request last year with the
New York City Police Department, requesting information about the New York City Police
Department’s use of predictive policing technologies.
By way of background, predictive policing involves the use of statistics or algorithms to
make inferences about crime – the risk that crime is going to occur in a particular geographic
area or jurisdiction, or the risk that a particular person is going to commit a crime. Predictive
policing has been the subject of considerable criticism from civil rights and civil liberties
advocates.1 There have been significant concerns that predictive policing both relies on and
recreates patterns of biased law enforcement, simply sending officers back to neighborhoods
that are already overpoliced.2 In addition, there is little proof that predictive policing is
actually effective in predicting and reducing crime.3 One phrase often used is that predictive
policing predicts policing – it does not predict crime.4
In light of these concerns, transparency regarding the code that provides the foundation for
predictive policing is paramount.5 According to publicly available documents that we
reviewed in preparation for our FOIL request, the NYPD expected to spend about $45
million on predictive policing technologies over the course of five years.6 However, there
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was little information publicly available about how the department intended to use the
technologies, what information would be inputted, and how the community would be
affected, among other questions. Without more information, we were concerned that the
police department’s use of predictive policing was occurring in the dark, with little
information available to the most affected communities about how policing decisions were
being made or opportunity for those communities to make their concerns known.
We therefore filed a FOIL request last July for a range of documents, including information
about how the NYPD’s predictive policing program was using the data put into it, and the
specific algorithms in use. The NYPD rejected our request in a one-page letter, providing no
records in response. We appealed, and the department denied our appeal, again disclosing no
records or other information about their predictive policing program.
In December of 2016, we sued; in our lawsuit, we emphasized the important interests in
transparency that FOIL embodies, much as this legislation does as well.7 Almost immediately
after we filed suit, the NYPD disclosed a number of documents – but they refused to
disclose the source code for their predictive policing algorithm, and have continued to refuse
to disclose a range of other important information.8 As a result, there is still far too little
known about the practical mechanics of this policing practice.
It is worth noting that the NYPD has expressed concerns about making the source code for
it predictive policing program publicly known; the department has argued that with the
source code in hand, criminals could learn where police officers will be patrolling and evade
detection. We believe – as we have told the NYPD and the judge hearing our case – that this
risk is remote. Predictive policing programs generally identify limited areas where officers are
directed to spend some fraction of each shift; they do not direct or reveal the location of
each officer at every moment, and they are extremely unlikely to provide a detailed roadmap
to the curious criminal.
On the flip side, as detailed above, the public benefits to understanding the workings of this
program are significant. The NYPD has touted itself as being the most transparent police
department in the world.9 In fact, as our experience shows, the NYPD has frequently
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resisted transparency, requiring groups like the Brennan Center and journalists to expend
significant resources in trying to extract information of critical interest to the public.10
Similarly, little was known about the department’s multi-year contract with the data analytics
giant Palantir – which was apparently crunching information about arrest records, licenseplate reads, parking tickets, and more – until a Buzzfeed article came out this past June.11
This is why the Brennan Center also supports the POST Act, a bill co-sponsored by Council
Members Garodnick and Gibson, which would require the NYPD to publicly report on the
surveillance tools it uses and the rules for using them.12
In sum, this bill, Int. 1696, would be a groundbreaking measure and a significant step
forward in transparency, and would significantly contribute to the NYPD’s program of
community engagement.13 The Brennan Center strongly supports its passage. I would be
happy to answer any questions or to provide any additional information.
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