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Sheriff Parker should further revise policies to ensure freedom of dissent
Sheriff Jack Parker deserves credit for his review of Brevard County
Sheriff's Office policies on the surveillance of peaceful protests, and for
doing so within his first six months in office.
Parker's revisions, effective Monday, toughened up previous rules under
which deputies secretly spied on, photographed and created dossiers on
people peacefully protesting Bush administration policies. 
The policies were drafted by former Sheriff Phil Williams in the fear-filled
atmosphere following the Sept. 11 attacks.

But, said Parker, unjustified surveillance wastes taxpayer dollars, and
creates "a chilling effect" on free speech. He also consistently has stated
his conviction that dissent is a constitutional right that must be
protected.

That's why we strongly endorse additional recommendations by the American
Civil Liberties Union to balance safety with the protection of citizens'
rights.  And it's why Parker should do the same and make them part of the policy's
foundation.

Certainly, his policy revisions thus far make a good start.
They prohibit the sheriff's office from monitoring events unless there's an
identified "potential for threat," and require any monitoring to be OK'd by
the sheriff, chief deputy or commander.
They also require that intelligence records on citizens be closely guarded
by the sheriff's office, and if considered no longer active that they be
destroyed in one year.

But there is too much wiggle room in the vaguely defined terminology, too
much potential for subjective judgment in application that can trigger
abuse, and a lack of necessary penalties for wrongly sharing information.
Precise definition and penalties are critical, considering that under the
previous policy, a dozen peaceful demonstrations were subjected to secret
surveillance.  And that such spying violates the First Amendment guarantees of free speech
and peaceful assembly.

That's why Parker should adopt the ACLU proposals that:

* The sheriff's office collect information on beliefs, association and
activities of Brevardians only if relevant to gathering criminal
intelligence, and backed by credible evidence of criminal activity relevant
to the information gathered.  Also, that "criminal intelligence" be collected on demonstrations or
gatherings only with credible evidence of an imminent threat of violence.

* If counter-demonstrators create an imminent threat of violence,
information be gathered only on them and not on others legally
demonstrating. 

* Information on religion, political affiliations, sexual preference, race
and sex be gathered only when relevant to criminal activity.
 
* Sheriff’s office public records should be destroyed according to state
law, and three-month reviews should ensure reports on political activities
and associations are not being collected. 

* Investigators should be rigorously trained to ensure both public safety
and citizens' rights. 
The sooner these measures are put into place, the sooner Brevard residents
will know their constitutional guarantees are being protected.
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