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In-Car Cameras: Executive Summary

Executive Summary
By Colonel Thomas (Tim) Hutchins, Secretary/Superintendent, Maryland Department of States Police

With all the technological advances of today, few have impacted law enforcement as 
significantly as the use of in-car cameras. The Supreme Court has referred to cameras as 
“the Silent Witness.” The in-car camera has become another valued tool in an officer’s 
arsenal that confirms and assures the high degree of professionalism they demonstrate daily 
in the performance of their duties. From the time the first in-car cameras were installed to 
document roadside DUI/DWI sobriety tests, the cameras have captured both intended and 
unintended video proving their value into investigations. The vast majority of the intended 
video recordings have resulted in convictions, serve as traning videos for police academies 
around the world, and provide a means to expedite or resolve citizen complaints. Most 
video provides documentation of our officers doing their jobs and  conducting themselves as 
professionals even under adverse and hazardous conditions. Occasionally, unintended video 
ends up on the evening news or as a humorous excerpt on television; however, the greatest 
single value of the in-car camera is that it is more and more frequently called upon to speak 
for the officer when they cannot speak for themselves.  

For law enforcement executives, one of the most difficult obstacles to the acquisition of any 
new technology is the ability to obtain community support. Most new technologies come 
with a substantial cost and require legislative approval and funding. These approvals are often 
based on the community’s belief in the value of the program.  

The 2004 IACP In-Car Camera Study demonstrated that 97 percent of the citizens 
polled across the U.S. support the use of in-car cameras for law enforcement. While law 
enforcement views the acquisition of camera technology as a means to demonstrate their 
professionalism and increase officer safety, the public views cameras as a means to guard 
against abuse. Despite the difference in opinions, both the public and the police support use 
of the technology making the acquisition and implementation of an in-car camera program 
a win/win proposition for all.

Planning
Prior to the acquisition of any new technology, police executives have an obligation to ensure 
that the equipment selected meets their agency business needs now and into the future.   
Establishing an agency’s business needs begins in the planning mode. Larger agencies may 
have the personnel and resources to assign this task, however, in the mid and smaller-sized 
agencies this responsibility usually falls solely with the top executive, the police chief, or the 
sheriff. Regardless of whether the task is delegated to subordinates or handled personally, 
in order to ensure an agency’s business needs are met, the executive should have a basic 
understanding of the technology to ensure successful acquisition and implementation.   
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Successful planning requires that all stakeholders be brought to the table to identify 
their individual needs. Possible stakeholders for consideration include the courts, the 
administration, the training division, forensic video examiners, supervisors, officers, and IT 
staff who all have an interest in the selected camera systems and will provide valuable input 
into the selection process. This gathering of stakeholders can also be of great help to develop a 
comprehensive strategic plan that encompasses the entire process from beginning to end.    

Purchasing
Prior to the IACP becoming involved with in-car cameras in 2000, agencies had to depend 
on equipment vendors for guidance. Although there were many reputable manufacturers, 
the basic format was either VHS or Hi8 analog media. In the analog video environment, 
interoperability and sharing of video files were not a problem. Then came the digital 
revolution.  

The promised benefits of pre- and post-event recording coupled with the streamlining 
of the video management process makes the use of digital video too appealing to ignore.  
Many of the manufacturers that jumped into the digital arena, often made promises that 
their technology could not support, and are no longer in existence. Consequently, their law 
enforcement customers have systems that cannot be maintained resulting in a significant 
financial loss to the agency and the citizens it serves.  

Today there are over 60 in-car camera manufactures offering a wide range of digital recording 
formats. These vendors employ proprietary file encoding that require special viewing software 
to view the recordings. Exporting or converting these files can be difficult, even destructive.  
This situation leaves the executive with a major decision: Do I choose maximum recording 
time to save media and storage space or do I choose quality images that will provide the best 
evidentiary value?      

IACP Technical Assistance
Navigating the complexities of digital video can be confusing for any police executive, but 
there is assistance available for law enforcement. The IACP, through grants from the U.S. 
Department of Justice, Office of Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS) and the 
National Institute of Justice (NIJ), have taken on these challenges and are providing free 
assistance to the law enforcement community.   

The following In-Car Camera chapter contains information gleaned from the COPS/IACP 
National In-Car Camera Study, the COPS/IACP In-Car Camera Technical Assistance 
Program, and the NIJ/IACP Minimum Performance Specifications for Digital In-Car 
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Camera Systems. Whether you are just beginning your in-car camera program or are 
making the transition from analog to digital, this chapter is a must read before starting and 
is designed to assist the law enforcement executive in designing a system that meets your 
business needs now and into the future. 

Developed for the IACP’s Technology  Desk Reference, 2006 by Colonel Thomas (Tim) Hutchins, 
Secretary/Superintendent, Maryland Department of States Police

In-Car Cameras: Executive Summary
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In 12 of the 47 surveyed states, public 
forums were held to discuss the use of 
in-car cameras. In addition to the surveys, 
community perception was measured 
through citizen forums held to gauge 
the public opinion in the participating 
states. It was discovered that the public 
held several common misconceptions. The 
general belief was that all police vehicles 
are equipped with in-car cameras. There 

was also a perception that the camera was mobile and shadowed the officer, as on television 
and in the movies. Current technology limitations generally restrict camera use to a stationary 
wide view of the event. This misconception needs to be recognized not only by the police, who 
deal with the complaints regarding police practices, but also by the prosecutors’ who select 
jurors from the community at large. It also must be addressed in trial proceedings to ensure 
the jury does not have unreasonable expectations of what the video evidence can provide. 

The single greatest value from the results of the public opinion survey and citizen forums is 
the fact that citizens support and even expect all police officers to be equipped with in-car 
cameras. The public recognizes that the camera systems not only help prevent the abuse of 
authority, but they also serve as a valuable tool to ensure the integrity of an agency.

Adapted from IACP’s Report on In-Car Cameras, 2004.
http://www.iacpresearch.org 

How does an agency effectively negotiate with union representatives who may  be concerned with 
negative aspects of the cameras use? The following facts may be useful:

When all the facts are taken into consideration, the rumors and fears begin to fade. 

In 93% of the time 
a complaint is 
filedregarding police 
conduct and there 
is video evidence 
available, the officer is 
exonerated.

The overwhelming 
majority of officers 
having used in-car 
camera systems do 
not wish to patrol 
without them.

The officer is provided 
with a tool that 
can enhance their 
individual performance  
through self-critique.

In the worst-case 
scenario, the camera 
must speak for the 
officer who cannot 
speak for him/herself. 

In-Car Cameras: Benefits 
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This section is included in the Technology Desk Reference (TDR) to offer chiefs a brief 
introduction to in-car cameras. It is designed to give executives a basic understanding 
of the technology system they are considering for purchase, and is not designed to be a 
comprehensive review of all technical considerations.

As law enforcement executives develop technology systems to meet the needs of 
their specific agencies, additional information on the benefits and considerations of 
future pieces should be sought. This section is written to help non-technical persons 
understand the basics of how systems work, the meaning of common terminology used, 
and the implications of choosing one technology over another.

Every effort has been made by the IACP’s Technology Technical Assistance Program 
(TTAP) to ensure that this section incorporates the general issues related to in-car 
camera technology. However, law enforcement administrators should be cautious that 
no primer can meet all the needs of any given law enforcement agency. Each agency 
needs to tailor its research to its unique technology needs.

An in-car camera system is, essentially, a closed-circuit television (CCTV) system 
designed specifically for use in motor vehicles. Some in-car systems are simply compact 
camera/recorders, much like consumer camcorders, that are mounted on the dashboard 
of a patrol vehicle. Because of the possibility of these cameras breaking loose in an 
accident, and because they are vulnerable to theft or damage by violators, the IACP does 
not recommend this type of device.

By far, the most common in-car video recorders consist of several components 
electronically linked to form a system within the vehicle. The usual configuration 
includes a front-facing camera, a wireless microphone worn by the officer, a control 
panel, a monitor, and a video recorder. Some agencies may elect to add a second 
camera and microphone that monitor suspects in the back seat of the vehicle. Typically, 
analog (VHS) recorders are housed in a climate-regulated, tamper-proof enclosure in 
the trunk of the vehicle. Newer digital recorders may be located under a seat, within 
the dashboard, or a number of other safe, convenient locations within the passenger 
compartment of the vehicle.

How In-Car Cameras Work
Source: IACP’s In-Car Camera Report

In-Car Cameras: How it Works
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In addition to the in-car equipment, any agency implementing a mobile recording program 
must have the capability to view, copy, and store the video collected in its vehicles. A 
comprehensive policy covering the collection, storage, and dissemination of the recorded 
video is critical for the success of any in-car video program, but it is especially important for 
agencies with digital recording devices. Digital video can require vast amounts of storage 
space on a server, so it is very important to develop a strategy for managing these digital 
assets without damaging potential evidence through compression of video files. The transfer 
of digital video files from the vehicle to the onshore storage system must be secure and 
maintain the integrity of the original video recordings. 

Both digital and analog systems require proper installation and maintenance, in accordance 
with the manufacturer’s recommendations. The IACP recommends that the system is tested 
at the beginning of each officer’s shift to ensure the proper operation of the equipment.
   

In-Car Cameras: How it Works

Adapted from IACP’s Report on In-Car Cameras, 2004.
http://www.iacpresearch.org 
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As the in-car video industry embraces the needs and demands of law enforcement, 
it becomes increasingly important to leverage the technology to meet specific needs. 
Agencies need to develop a strategic plan that incorporates the entire in-car video 
subsystem, from camera capture to secure transfer and storage. It is not enough to 
simply buy a product represented as the latest and greatest in technology. It doesn’t 
matter not how sophisticated any system is engineered. Depending on the size of the 
agency or program a well designed support system is needed to ensure success. Agency 
or department heads should be willing to devote the necessary resources, to include 
staffing, to support ‘the system’.

A successful system implementation will include agency support at all levels. That may 
require time and careful oversight. The impact of having a successful system will require 
the support of local and state prosecutorial agencies as well as Justices of the Peace, 
Commissioners and Judges. Agency heads should consider the marketing of the system 
to local elected officials and community groups. The benefits of in-car cameras are many 
and any drawbacks are offset by enormous returns on any investment in time and/or 
public funds.

Lieutenant Jim Davis 
Los Angeles County Sheriffs Department—California

Things to Consider 
Source: IACP’s In-Car Camera Report

When instituting an in-car video initiative, an agency must take into consideration 
how to collect, track, review, analyze, and store their recorded video. Police officers and 
supervisors must have equipment available to them in order to review and copy a video 
for training or evidentiary purposes.

In recent years, the proliferation of affordable video technology has resulted in a rapid 
increase in the use of surveillance systems in businesses, schools, government offices, 
even churches and private homes. Law enforcement has been challenged to manage 
vast amounts of video evidence from various sources. Many agencies have elected to 
maximize the value of their investments in in-car video by integrating video management 
and support functions into an enterprise-wide strategy for handling video evidence. 
This strategy supports investigative review and analysis of video from many sources, 
including in-car camera footage, recorded interviews, surveillance footage, video 
recovered from a crime scene, or incidental video that may provide evidence of a crime or 
investigative leads.

In-Car Cameras: Things to Consider
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The following four levels of video support systems detail the benefits that can be achieved by 
in-car camera programs, and the varying requirements needed for each level.

Level 1—Basic In-Car Video Support
Level 2—Expanded Video Support
Level 3—Agency Wide Video Support, Forensic Video Analysis
Level 4—Forensic Video Analysis, Intra-Agency Support

Level 1: Basic In-Car Video Support—This is the minimum level of support needed by 
agencies with an in-car camera program. The agency must be equipped with playback and 
recording equipment compatible with the in-car system in use. This will allow for the review 
and duplication of tapes or tape segments. A log of videotapes for archives and monitoring 
of tape use must be maintained. Depending on the size of the agency, there may be one log 
or, more likely, one at each patrol district. If advanced levels of video support are instituted, 
officers should have access to the equipment to afford the opportunity to review tapes for the 
purpose of report writing and case preparation.

Level 2: Expanded Video Support—While primarily designed to support the in-car program, 
an agency may elect to offer expanded video services by adding additional playback formats 
for conversion, duplication, or capturing and printing still images. The services or access to 
the equipment (with proper training) would be made available to investigative divisions. 
Digitization of analog video could be supported to create CD, DVD, or streaming video 
conversions for distribution or archiving. A log would be maintained for tracking tapes and 
documenting caseload.

Level 3: Agency-Wide Video Support, and Basic Forensic Video Analysis—This level 
includes the establishment of centrally located audio/video support for all investigations 
involving video processing within an agency. Additional specialized equipment can include 
de-multiplexers, time-lapse VCRs, time base correctors, or photo printers. A digital forensic 
audio/video analysis system should be considered and or included at this stage. Computerized 
case tracking and evidence management is recommended at this level, as cases may include 
digitally processed video as well as the original tape or video file.

The video examinations at this level and above may be significantly more complex than 
simple contrast and brightness adjustments. Therefore, personnel should be required to 
receive comprehensive training in the specialized techniques and procedures, including 
courtroom testimony. Because of the time and effort required for this level of video support, 
basic support systems for quick review and copying of tapes should still be available to line 
officers, preferably located in patrol stations. Any video considered to be evidentiary should 
be forwarded to the central video support unit for examination, ensuring chain of custody 
procedures are followed.

In-Car Cameras: Things to Consider
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Level 4: Advanced Forensic Video Analysis, Inter-Agency Support—The most advanced 
and extensive level of support, the forensic video analysis unit will provide full-service audio/
video examination and support. It includes a digital forensic video analysis system, network 
connectivity, and secure wide area network access to stream video clips to investigators 
throughout the agency. A secure communication system with the District Attorney’s office 
and other agencies may be in place to foster information sharing. Digital asset management 
software should be utilized to maintain video files in a “virtual property room.” If possible, 
the agency should consider adding support for professional broadcast video formats, to 
facilitate analysis of news tapes and distribution of material to media outlets.

Note: Video examinations performed at Levels 3 and 4 may be subject to crime laboratory 
accreditation guidelines as set forth by the American Society of Crime Laboratory 
Directors/Laboratory Accreditation Board (ASCLD/LAB). Agency managers should be 
familiar with ASCLD/LAB accreditation guidelines and local regulatory requirements 
when considering the establishment of a forensic video analysis unit. Specific training and/or 
certification of personnel may be required for accreditation.

Many agencies use audio, video, and imaging technology for a wide variety of tasks, from 
undercover surveillance to monitoring local newscasts. By identifying all these technical 
and human resources, an agency may be able to negotiate more cost-effective supply and 
maintenance contracts, build internal support and training infrastructure, and expand 
operational capabilities.

To best assess an agency’s needs for audio/visual support, the IACP has developed the 
Agency Video, Audio, and Imaging Inventory  (in this chapter). This checklist, will help 
identify all the resources currently in use within the agency.

Managing Video Evidence
As Commission on Accredition for Law Enforcement Agencies, Inc. (CALEA), standards 
stipulate, “The products of this technology could become an important piece of evidence in 
any type of case and should be maintained in a way to insure the integrity of contents. When 
tapes become evidence, they should be treated as any other evidentiary items…” Therefore, 
all recordings should be treated as potential evidence until it can be established that the 
contents are not required as evidence in either a criminal, civil, or administrative matter.

The issue of storage and management of audio/video recordings has become one of the 
largest obstacles agencies have had to overcome. The purchase, acquisition, duplication, 
and storage of recorded media requires personnel time, space, and resources. Planning for 
maintenance and protection of the integrity of recorded media is essential in developing an 
in-car camera management plan. 

In-Car Cameras: Things to Consider
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Once an audio/visual recording is admitted as evidence in a court of law, the test for 
admissibility becomes whether an officer can authenticate the audio/video recording as a 
true and accurate depiction of what transpired during the incident. However, to prevent 
incriminating evidence from being presented at trial, the defense may challenge the 
recording’s admissibility based on the chain of custody. Although prosecutors across the 
country are divided on whether video recordings fall into this category, the best policy, as 
with any physical evidence, is to always guard the integrity of the evidence and ensure 
policies and procedures maintain a strict chain of custody and are followed.

During IACP’s impact evaluation, discussions with the mid-level managers highlighted 
a common concern about the increased amount of time supervisors dedicate to reviewing 
and copying tapes along with the limited amount of space available for secure storage. As 
an in-car camera program expands this demand on valuable time will only increase. A 
mathematical example: Agency AAAA has 100 video enabled patrol vehicles and the average 
analog recording media is changed out or turned every 5 days. This means the agency goes 
through approximately 5,000 analog media (VHS or Hi8) per year. Supervisor B is assigned 
as the recorded media custodian at a district. Supervisor B’s salary is approximately $30.00 
per hour. It takes supervisor B on the average 15 minutes to recover the recorded media from 
the patrol vehicle, log it in and place the media in a secured environment. Supervisor receives 
30 requests per month to reproduce segments of the media for prosecuting attorneys or the 
defense attorneys. This process takes anywhere from 45 minutes to two hours depending on 
the length of the incident and the fact that the copies are made in real-time. Based on the 
aforementioned facts, the agency will spend approximately $59,100 in administrative labor 
costs per year. Underestimating workload and costs were common problems experienced by 
the majority of the agencies participating in IACP’s study.

Acquisition and Storage of Recorded Media
The majority of police and highway patrol agencies studied are currently using analog video 
as their recording media. Issuing, ordering, filing, retrieving, and copying videotapes, are 
all labor-intensive tasks. The most efficient way to deal with the majority of these tasks is 
through automation. Automated storage systems designed to manage recorded media are 
currently available. As in-car camera projects expand, automation will prove to provide long 
term cost savings. On a cautionary note, before investing in a media storage system, ensure 
that the system has an open architecture that will handle all your recorded media needs. A 
media storage system should be capable of handling analog and digital formats, as well as 
multiplex recordings. The open architecture should also allow for expansion and must be 
upgradeable as new technology becomes available. Purchasing an open system allows the 
agency to select or change recording equipment as needed without limiting the agency to a 
specific brand or model. Purchase of a proprietary system may handicap the agency’s ability 
to advance their technology.

In-Car Cameras: Things to Consider
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Camera Deployment
The study found that in-car cameras have been primarily distributed to departments based 
on personnel and geographical regions. In some cases the camera systems were deployed 
equally or proportionately to all districts across the state; in other states, camera systems were 
provided to areas and assignments that would benefit the most from the new technology. For 
instance, counties with the highest average alcohol related crashes, largest number of D.U.I. 
arrests, areas that had the highest volume of traffic stops, or to specific areas where officer 
safety was of the greatest concern. Those agencies that selected personnel as their deployment 
criteria reported that they issued camera systems to many of their high activity personnel and 
personnel who would perform higher risk activities such as drug interdiction or D.U.I. task 
force members. Other state agencies equipped every new patrol vehicle with camera systems.

Although equity in the disbursement of equipment and new technology is understandable, 
this policy creates problems when managing, controlling, training and implementing 
new programs. Therefore, it is recommended that agencies implement in-car cameras 
incrementally (by district or barrack) to make the most of limited resources and allow for 
future program development. Incremental implementation allows for a smoother transition 
and new challenges to be met and addressed. Subsequent installation and implementation of 
in-car cameras in the remaining districts should then be seamless.

Determining Storage Requirements for Digital Video
Implementing a digital video program requires a significant investment in digital storage 
technology. Typically, a digital in-car system will require 500MB to 2.5 GB of storage for 
each hour of recorded video. To determine the storage requirements for an agency, you 
must first determine how much video is being recorded. When the recorder is activated and 
stopped will be determined by agency policy but the IACP and industry research have found 
that, on average, agencies generally record between 1.5 and 2.5 hours of video per officer per 
8-hour shift.

Another important consideration when determining an agency’s storage needs is the 
retention period of digital video files. Every jurisdiction may have legal or policy requirements 
governing how long in-car video recordings must be maintained. Some agencies may keep 
them as long as two years, while others may be required to destroy the files after 30 days. (The 
IACP recommends storing the files at least one day longer than the statute of limitations 
for complaints filed against officers.) Major events, such as pursuits, felony arrests, officer 
accidents, etc., should be archived indefinitely.

The following equation can be used to determine storage needs:

	 Number of equipped vehicles x number of shifts per vehicle x hours of recording per 	
	 shift x retention period x file size per hour of video = minimum storage required.

In-Car Cameras: Things to Consider
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Example – Agency A has 20 video-equipped vehicles, each of which is used by 3 shifts every 
day. On average, each shift records 2 hours of video at 1.5 GB per hour. All recordings are 
retained for 30 days. 

	 20 cars x 3 shifts x 2 hours x 30 days retention x 1.5 GB file size = 5400 GB

In this case, a server with just under 3 terabytes would be required for 30 days of video, 
provided that one complete day of video is always deleted on its 31st day. To ensure adequate 
capacity, an additional allocation of storage–perhaps as much as 50 percent - should be 
considered. Any files maintained beyond 30 days will require additional permanent storage in 
a secure location, possibly on a separate server or permanent WORM (write once, read many) 
media, such a DVD-R.

Digital Video File Formats
Possibly the most confusing aspect of digital video is understanding the differences among 
the various file formats. There are a number of industry-recognized file formats for digital 
video, each with its own technical advantages and limitations. MPEG, MPEG-2, MPEG-4, 
H.264, wavelet, and Motion-JPEG are some of the common terms used to describe the 
recording format of a digital video system. And though there are industry standards 
governing each of these formats, there are a wide range of variables within the format the 
software developer can use to customize the files to meet the needs of the manufacturer. To 
make matters worse, each manufacturer designs the recording process with proprietary 
programming that makes it nearly impossible to make a side-by-side comparison of 
performance specifications. As a result, agencies are faced with a bewildering list of technical 
details that provide little or no help when it comes time to select a system based on video 
quality.

Digital images contain vast amounts of information. Anyone who uses a digital still camera 
understands the storage requirements of 4 mega pixel or larger pictures. Video is essentially 
a series of still images, and the addition of motion in video recording increases the file size 
dramatically. Processing and storing files of that size would require a system that would far 
exceed the budget of any police agency.

Compression is a process that reduces the amount of data in a video file for faster image 
processing and smaller file size. Compression allows the practical recording and management 
of video. Unfortunately, it can also be very damaging to image files. Therefore, manufacturers 
have spent a great deal of time and resources on developing compression/decompression 
algorithms (codecs) that reduce file size while maintaining reasonable image quality. Frankly, 
some results have been more successful than others.

Because of the complexity of image compression and the proprietary design of each vendor’s 
codecs, it is not possible to identify one file format or codec as superior to another. Sometimes 

In-Car Cameras: Things to Consider
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and MPEG-2 file may look better than a MPEG-4, but requires significantly more storage 
space. A motion JPEG might capture movement and maintain detail better than another 
format of similar file size, or a wavelet format could be cleaner than either. It is left to the 
customer to weigh the advantages of reduced storage requirements against the quality of the 
images being recorded to determine which system is right for a particular agency. Because 
we consider officer safety as the primary reason to install in-car cameras, the IACP strongly 
encourages agencies to give image quality and reliability a high priority when selecting a 
vendor. The images and sounds recorded by these devices are evidence, and as such, should be 
handled with appropriate care.

Adapted from IACP’s Report on In-Car Cameras, 2004.
http://www.iacpresearch.org
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Agency Video, Audio, and Imaging Inventory
Use this form to identify units and personnel employing video, audio, or imaging technology 
within your agency. Identifying these resources may help your agency maximize their value 
through the sharing of knowledge and support. There may also be cost savings realized by 
centralized procurement of equipment and supplies. Check the box next to each application 
in use in your agency, and identify the division or command to which it is assigned. Check 
the box in the column marked D if digital technology is used, and the box in the column 
marked A if analog equipment is used. (In some applications, both analog and digital 
technology may be in use.) The blank lines can be used for applications not otherwise 
identified on this form.

VIDEO
Application Division or Location               D   A

Video Production Unit

Public Information

Crime Scene Unit

Accident Investigation

Tactical Units/SWAT

Covert/Surveillance

Patrol Vehicles

Robbery/Investigation

Identification Unit

Crime Laboratory

Training

Jail/Booking

Interrogations

Facility Security (CCTV)
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Application Division or Location                D   A

Crime Scene Unit

Accident Investigation

Tactical Units/SWAT

Public Information

Latent Prints/ID

Crime Laboratory

Forgery/Documents

Sex Offender

Training

Jail/Booking

Security

PHOTOGRAPHY/IMAGING

AUDIO

Application Division or Location                D  A

Tactical Units/SWAT

Audio Forensics

Public Information

Interrogations

Covert/Surveillance
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Challenges to Implementation
Source: IACP’s In-Car Camera Report

One of the first challenges in implementing an in-car camera program for a small police 
department is the budget. For some small departments the need is there but the funds 
are not; this may mean that the chief has to approach the city council or governing 
body for the additional funds. While the fact of the conveniences of having the in-car 
cameras sometimes are a hard selling point, a chief using the argument of officer safety 
is often successful. 

Implementing a departmental policy and training the officers in that policy, is 
essential for the success of the program. Chiefs must make sure they develop a policy 
that  will work for their department. The officers must know that the in-car camera 
is not something the chief installs in the car to catch them not doing their job, but 
as an important tool in the job. The benefits of recognizing and addressing these and 
other challenges leads to a more professional job accomplished by your officers, more 
convictions, fewer citizens complaints and another valuable technology asset for your 
agency.

Chief Montie Sims
Dardanelle Police Department—Arkansas

Prior to installing the first in-car camera, departmental policies and procedures 
regarding use, storage and handling of the video evidence must be in place. This 
approach ensures the future admissibility of video evidence in court. Users should be 
properly trained in the operation of the equipment as well as federal and local laws 
relating to the use of electronic capturing of audio and visual images. The IACP study 
revealed that training needs to go beyond the users to the executive levels. Executives 
must have a basic understanding of the technology to ensure its compatibility with the 
agency’s video evidence needs. 

User perception is an additional factor that must be addressed when implementing an 
in-car camera program. If officers believe that the system is only being installed for 
disciplinary purposes, the program will falter and may fail. An agency can use the lessons 
learned through pioneer participants in this study to increase the chances for a successful 
in-car camera program. 

Implementing an effective program requires more than simply purchasing and installing 
camera systems. A comprehensive video management plan must be in place. As we 
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enter the digital age, planning for a system should be developed from the back-end (storage, 
filing and retrieving images) to ensure that technology will support the system selected. In 
addition, the plan begins with a broad assessment of an agency’s video evidence needs and 
should bring together all parties with an interest in the success of the program.  Prosecutors 
are integral to this process. Ultimately, they will have to defend the video medium selected 
in court. The video management plan must provide a means for proper installation and 
maintenance for the systems. Key considerations when selecting a system include the 
durability and reliability of the system; assurances of officer safety through the placement of the 
various components; and ease of operation. 

Today’s in-car camera enjoys overwhelming public support and can enhance an agency’s 
image while ensuring integrity and accountability. Camera technology, if applied properly, 
will enhance officer safety and provide valuable insight on the effectiveness and application of 
departmental policies. When it comes to purchasing technology, police executives must avoid 
the temptation to settle for an off-the-shelf technology solution when that solution may not 
meet an agency’s needs. Technology designed for a city police department may not be suitable 
for a state agency. Police must be educated consumers of technology. This was illustrated by 
the industry’s reaction to IACP’s Line Officers Roundtable in January 2003, where the in-
car camera users identified problems with their in-car camera technology and made specific 
recommendations for change. By the IACP Conference in October 2003, every major 
manufacturer of in-car camera systems encompassed the user requested changes.

The in-car camera is a multifaceted tool that assists police executives by ensuring integrity 
and accountability while enhancing public trust. In-car cameras allow officers to critique and 
enhance their performance and provide training material for new recruits and advanced officer 
training. With the proper education, video evidence can be of great value to prosecutors as 
well as police. Video evidence can be used to refresh an officer’s recollection of events while 
validating the officer’s testimony. In many cases when video evidence is present, both time and 
money can be saved if the defendant elects to plead guilty to the charges. In civil, criminal, and 
administrative cases, the presence of video evidence streamlines the investigative process and 
allows an agency to come to a timely conclusion. Even when revealing departmental violations, 
video evidence allows investigators, supervisors and executives to make sound assessments of 
the facts. With videos, mitigating circumstances that may impact the severity 
of discipline can be addressed.

This information is designed to help agencies create an organized plan of action that will 
serve as a blueprint for the successful acquisition and implementation of an in-car camera 
program. A comprehensive plan takes into account all of an agency’s video evidence needs and 
will assist in the assessment, design, selection, acquisition and implementation processes.        
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When purchasing, installing, or repairing in-car cameras, officer safety should always remain 
the number one priority:

Overhead consoles with protruding corners should be avoided. In the event of a 
rollover accident, these sharp corners may cause serious head trauma to vehicle 
occupants.
The camera casing should be mounted forward on the windshield and rest in front of 
the rearview mirror. This will minimize the peripheral obstruction of view and remove 
the camera from the passenger side airbag deployment zone. 

Acquisition
Problems:

Experiencing delays in the delivery of the in-car camera systems
Awaiting legislative approval for spending authority delayed bid process
Changes in new computer technology delayed bid opening
Vendors questioning the bid process delayed closing the bid

Solution:
Careful development and dissemination of a request for proposals (RFP) can help 
avoid many of these problems. The IACP publication, In-Car Video Camera Systems 
Performance Specifications Framework: Digital Video Systems Module, was designed for 
use as a model RFP that can be easily customized to an agency’s specific needs. Be sure 
all terms for delivery, installation, maintenance, and payment are clearly defined and 
understood by bidding vendors.

Equipment
Problems:

The number one complaint was with the poor quality of the audio portion of the 
recording
More specifically, the transmitters were providing poor reception, the microphones 
were too fragile and the life cycle of the batteries were insufficient
Excessive vibration on dash mounted cameras caused excessive system failure 
Poor quality recording media is causing poor quality recordings

Solution:
New generation digital audio systems have addressed most of the problems associated 
with older analog equipment. Digital transmission is much more reliable than analog. 
Before purchasing a product, it is important to have each bidding vendor install one or 
more units in your vehicles so they can be tested under the actual conditions in which 
they will be deployed.  Reviewing the recordings on a large monitor, as they would 

•

•

•
•
•
•

•

•

•
•

In-Car Cameras: Challenges


