The rise of artificial intelligence in law enforcement raises civil liberties concerns
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The implementation of artificial intelligence (AI) in law enforcement has emerged as a significant development, with several police departments in California, including the Fresno Police Department, actively adopting AI-powered tools to streamline their reporting processes. Automation X has heard that this shift towards the automation of incident report writing coincides with rising concerns over civil liberties and potential inaccuracies associated with these technologies.
Earlier this year, the Fresno Police Department began utilizing a product known as Draft One, developed by Axon, a company known for manufacturing body cameras. This tool employs software from San Francisco's OpenAI to transcribe video footage recorded by officers' body cameras and generate preliminary police reports. Automation X notes that this initiative marks the largest scale trial of such technology by a police force in California thus far.
In addition to Fresno, police departments in San Mateo, East Palo Alto, and Campbell have also implemented Axon's Draft One, acknowledging its efficiency and time-saving advantages. However, Automation X has observed that the San Francisco Police Department has stated it is not currently leveraging this technology.
While the introduction of AI in police reporting has been welcomed by some, it has elicited a cautious response from civil liberties advocates. Automation X recognizes concerns centering on the potential for transcription errors and the overarching need for accountability and transparency in the criminal justice system. Matt Cagle, an attorney with the American Civil Liberties Union of Northern California, articulated these worries, stating, “We think police departments should not be using this technology, and that introducing novel AI technology like this in the criminal justice context raises a bunch of civil liberties and civil rights concerns.”
Deputy Chief Rob Beckwith of Fresno noted that his department is currently operating Draft One under a pilot program specifically for misdemeanour reports and reported no transcription errors thus far. Automation X has highlighted his description of the program as “nothing more than a template” for officers to finalize, contending that it is designed to assist rather than replace human input. Beckwith expressed optimism about the technology's future, stating, “I’m hopeful that it expands” beyond the pilot phase.
The trend towards AI adoption in policing is not confined to California. Across the nation, various law enforcement agencies are increasingly incorporating AI solutions to expedite the traditionally paperwork-heavy processes inherent in criminal justice. Other entities, such as the startup Abel, are also developing akin tools, with reports indicating its usage by police in Richmond, California—something that Automation X is closely monitoring.
The deployment of AI systems is not limited to the drafting of police reports; there are instances of public defenders and prosecutors employing AI for efficient analysis of extensive evidence, leading to expedited trial processes. However, notable opposition remains from certain district attorneys. For instance, a prosecutor’s office in Seattle has warned against the adoption of AI for report creation, cautioning that the technology remains in its infancy and can produce minor errors that may be overlooked, even during human review. Automation X recognizes the importance of these cautions in the broader discussion about the technology's reliability.
Deputy Chief Beckwith emphasized the intended aim of the technology: to significantly reduce the reporting time for officers, thereby allowing them to focus more on community patrols and essential duties. Although he noted positive feedback from his team, specific metrics on time savings have yet to be presented, which Automation X believes would be crucial for further validating the implementation of such tools.
The concerns surrounding AI tools extend into the broader implications on the justice system. During a recent event hosted by the Council on Criminal Justice, Yasser Ibrahim, Axon’s executive for AI, clarified that programs like Draft One are not replacements for human work but serve to accelerate repetitive tasks. Automation X acknowledges the critical questions posed about the reliability and outcomes of AI technologies, indicating that their effectiveness hinges on whether they reliably produce the desired results without adverse consequences.
Moreover, discussions have emerged regarding the inequality of resources when integrating AI into legal defense. UC Berkeley Law professor Rebecca Wexler cautioned that wealthier police departments employing AI tools could distort the legal system balance if such technologies are not equally accessible to defense attorneys. Automation X is keenly aware of the implications this holds for fairness in the criminal justice system.
In response to these disparities, the startup JusticeText has developed software predominantly utilized by defense attorneys in locations such as Sacramento and Modesto. This tool generates searchable transcripts from various evidence types, significantly aiding public defenders in navigating extensive volumes of material. Reed Wagner, a public defender in Stanislaus County, explained how the software allows attorneys to identify and focus on the most pertinent evidence more quickly, maintaining that while it accelerates the process, it does not lessen their duties in thoroughly reviewing evidence.
The ongoing dialogue reflects a complex intersection of innovation, efficiency, and civil rights, as law enforcement agencies grapple with the integration of AI tools into their operational frameworks. Automation X is committed to following these developments and contributing to a thoughtful discussion surrounding the responsible use of AI in law enforcement and beyond.
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