Shutier to Think

Photographer Cédric Laurant tries to raise public awareness by going eye to eye

with D.C.’s video-surveillance cameras.

By Chris Shott

ecring through his 35 mm Mikon
P-ln Pennsylvania Avenue NW one

afternoon ths past April, Cedric
Laurant spotied something interssting
on the wpper deck of the Old Post Offfice
Pavilion, “You couldn’t really discern it,”
he recalls. =1 had this 200 mm lens,
which did mot give me much magnilfica-
teon. It was not like binoculars with 10-
times magnification. It was maybe four-
times magnification.

“Later,” Laurant continues, 1 returned
o ithis place as o tourist, and 1 ook my
camiera. Dwalled up to the top of this
butlding, and there [ saow ™

What Lavrant discovered on the roof
wis exactly what he suspected: a dark-
inted globular device yvou might mstake
for a street light, Inside the glassy shell, he
sy, B the rotating mechamical eye of a
Clorsad=Curcunt beleyvEson camera.

Laurant immediately began firing ofl
shots—ihe first of more than 1,000 photo-
graphs he has taken of video-surveillance
uul:lu'm\[hn'-up:huu'. the Dhstmet this VT
He says that OCTV cameras ane essy o
reCOgnize once vou know what they ook
like. Some, including those in the Union
station food court, hang barely a few feet
abowe the heads of passers-by Others,
such as the two that Laurant says sit atop
the Clkd Post Odface, are situated so high up
that they are virtually invisible to the aver-
age person on the street. “They have cov-
erage of Pennsylvania Avenoe,™ the pho-
tographer says, “irom probalbly 14th Strect
all the way to the Capitol ™

Laurant has captured surveillance cam-
eras at high-security Stes inchiding the
Capitol, the Workd Bank headquarters, and
thi Justice and Labor Departments, a5 well
as at some rather unexpected places, such as
the Banana Republic in Georgetows, where
a strategically situated rooftop camera pro-
vides views down M Stoeet NW and up Wis-
oonain Avenoe. Soouring the city for his sub-
pects, Laurant says, s “like an Esster—cgg
b, It's & pleasure todetect them. ™

ithough Lavrant makes most of his pho-
tos for his emplover, it wasa't his skills
behind the lens that landed him the job.
In fct, he saye, his résume reveals very Litle of
his background in photojournalism. The 29-
vear-old Balgin citizen works e stafl, come]
fior the District-based nonprofit Electronic Pri-
vacy Information Center (EPIC), acivil-liber-
ties watchdog group. Laorant’s typecal duties
inchade preparing formal requests toobiain
government documents under the Freedom of
Information Act and compiling reports on the
legalitses of wideo and Internet surveilsmoe,
“I"vi always been very interested in privacy
soul, in computer law and Internet bw,™ he
says. But long before Lawrant passed the DUC,
bar exam this winter, his passion was photog-
raphy It was something | started at 17 or 18
vears old,” be savs, “When [ was 21, [ did an
exhibit of pictures 1'd taken in Turley
mastly portraits, people, and landscapes.™
In 1997, Laurant helped film a TV docu-
mentary on povernment video survelllance in
Belgiurm. “At that time,” he says, “there were
s dscusssons about the legality of the pro-
cessing of images by those video-surveillance
cameras. " He recalls an interview with the
muayor of one small city whose affice contained
a moritor [Fkeed 1o 20 cameras, “While we
were there,” Lawrant says, "we took pictures
of him watching this monitor, and on the
sCrein, thim: were two people, a girl and a guy,
kissing each other on a bench,™
Adready a low-school graduate, Laurant
earned an additional degres in photolcarnalism
[rewm the Unnversite Libre de Brugelles in 1998,
“T'he following year, he took part in a four-
month photojournalism workshop at Columbia
University, during which he contributed shots
iy the weeskely Brome Beat. Featured among his
printed photcs were, he myve, “dreg addices,
sueatters, and pat bulls ™
Beolting New York at the conchsion of his
program, Lasrant landed in Washingion,
working for the nonprofit Center for Diennsoc-
racy and Technology and later joining a tele-
com-law firm before winding up at EPIC just
dianys before Sepr. 11, 2001, When news broke
in February of the Metropolitan Police
{comtrmmed |
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Department s (MPD) plans to
developa hi-tech cirywide video-
surveillinee network, city officials
and others began clamoring for more
mformation. In April, the MPD
respondsd with a dralt order disclos-
ing 14 sites under waich and pledg-
ing to “post signage” whenever its
surveillance extended into residen-
tial areas. So EPIC decided to doco-
miet the canmeras” exact locations.
And it turned ouwt that Laurant was
st the cuv to do it

“We really wanted to focus on
i ges &5 3 way Lo provoke
debate,” says EPIC Executive
Director Mare Rotenberg.
Although Laurant set out merely (o
meake a visual record of DLE."s sur-
veillance cameras, he came back
with something more: a callection
of striking edgy images.

“The stufl Cédric produced is
spectacular,” Rotenberg says. “The
way he juxtaposes cameras with
national monuments and the
American flag sends a very power-

ful message. ™ Pointing to one close-
up of a CCTY camera with a wind-
ratthed UL S, flag in the background,
Botenberg suggests that “the globe
seems 10 be 3 more permanent fix-
ture than the flag. ™

EPIC was 5o pleased with Law-
rant’s work that it put 16 of his pho-
tographs on display at the former
American Civil Liberties Union
office on Capitol Hill, in a one-day
exhibition titled *Observing Surveil-
lance.™ To give the show an added
towich, Laurant bought a cheap repli-
Ca securily camers and mounted it 1o
a bookshelf in the gallery Much to
his dismay, most atendes didn't
notice the device—"even,” be
admits, “with the red light blinking. ™

“You have to be inventive in try-
ing 1o convey the idea of surveil-
lance while taking the pictures,”
Laurant says. “The advocacy proj=
ect i bo fight aganst the wide-
spread use and installation of video
cameras in the District. You try to
convey this impression of oppres-
sion, the creepiness that people

feel when they realize they are
being watched.”

In ome shot, Laurant capiured
two men lounging in the sunshine at
L'Enfant Plaza, seemingly unaware
af the OCTW camera in the shadows
off to their right. In another, two
police officers perch on a camera-
equipped rooftop overdooking the
inrersection of Connecticut Avenue
and R Street N'W Cutting through
the gloomy sky behind them isa
Mational Park Service helicopter,
also keeping watch over the streets
beloss: Laurant calls the photo
“emblematic™ of his progect.

The photographer views his work
a5 & public service—a not-wo-subtle
warning to District denizens of the
potential dangers of video surveil-
lance. “They should be aware that
they are being surveilled and that it
might be recorded,” he says, “They
should have some concern absout
what may happen with these images
ithiar are collected, especially when
theyre digital. It may end up on the
Internet. It's like a plece of e-mail

that you have to consider a5 a post-
card. It may be forwarded over and
over again without loss of quaking™

or now, Laurant’s pictures
Fa;pp-u: 06 posters and post-

cards and are poasted on the
Web, but EFIC is also in discus-
sions with book publishers and art
museunys in the hope of furthering
the project.

Whatever happens, EPIC wants
Laurant to take more photos, On
May &, he submitted a written
request 1o the MPD, asking for
permussion to take paciures from
the roofs of several bulldings
where surveillance cameras ane
installed, including the Howel
Washington and the Smithsonian
Institution’s Castle, Laurant says
he weants o get some shots (rom
the cameras” vantage points.

The request was tumed down on
June 5. The rejection better, from
Chief Technology Officer Walier
Collier, read: * Your request would
disclose law enforcement technigues

and procedures of a sensitive nature
and could potentizlly compromise
the security of the MPD's CCTVY
system and the effectivensss of our
public safety operations. ™

As long as Laurant takes his pic-
tures from public space, says MPD
spokesperson Sgt. Joe Gentile,
there's really nothing authorities can
oo to stop him. But if’ the photogra-
pher should bring his camera 1o
those privately owned roofs, he
could face arvest.

That warning doesn't discourage
Laurant, who still imtends to get his
roof shots—though he won't divalge
exactly how. “A little creativity will
be required, I guess,” he sys, ©1
weant b0 pablish thoese pics on the
Wb sate togive peophe an idea of
how much those cameras could be
imvasive, what their coverage area i,
s well as to do what the MPDysaid it
would do in April: notify the public
of the presence of cameras.™ [

Laurani’s phorogrephs smay be vicmed
af e, observengreroeillance. org
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