Protect citizen rights

New rules restricting surveillance of Brevard protesters still require vigilance
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The new policy of the Brevard County Sheriff's Office on surveillance of peaceful demonstrators is a victory for all who respect the Constitution.
After months of negotiation between the department and the local chapter of the American Civil Liberties Union, the updated rules promise citizens need not fear speaking out.
It also requires training of deputies to ensure they understand the policy and know how to properly enforce it.
In light of abuses under former Sheriff Phil Williams -- in which innocent Brevardians carrying signs critical of Bush administration policies ended up videotaped, photographed or named in law enforcement dossiers -- the new policy is encouraging.
However, it took the ACLU and news media to uncover the situation, and ensure new rules included sufficient protection of people's rights.
Constant monitoring also will be required to guard against backsliding into the spying that undermines the free speech essential to democracy.
Under the new rules:
·  Deputies will monitor gatherings only when there is "an identified, credible, potential threat for violence." 
·  Senior command must authorize any such monitoring, and if there is no illegal activity, the sheriff's reports will not identify participants. 
·  Agents will no longer indiscriminately gather data on any protesters, regardless of affiliation. 
While we join Kevin Aplin, vice president of the Brevard ACLU, in applauding Sheriff Jack Parker's openness to the policy improvements, we're worried the terminology is still too subject to interpretation.
That means the proof will be seen when demonstrations and rallies occur, and subsequent public-records requests show no unwarranted monitoring, data-gathering or recording.
There's always reason for the public to be concerned in this post-9/11 era of the Patriot Act, which has given government chilling Big Brother powers.
And cause for concern goes far beyond what has been uncovered in Brevard.
The most recent report in a long record of FBI abuses of power was published Monday in the Washington Post.
It showed from 2002-04, the FBI conducted secret surveillance on dozens, perhaps hundreds, of citizens without the oversight that is supposed to protect constitutional guarantees.
Violations included gathering e-mail on an expired warrant, seizing bank records without authority and tailing a person for 15 months without notifying the Justice Department, as required.
That information was uncovered by the Electronic Privacy Information Center, a nonprofit advocacy group, under the Freedom of Information Act.
Details on the Brevard sheriff's surveillance, which otherwise would have remained hidden from the victims and the public, were obtained under Florida's open government Sunshine laws.
Such cases are important examples of why the people must have full and open access to public records -- and must use that right vigorously.
Throughout history, authority has tried to silence protest and criticism.
Only constant vigilance against such attacks will keep us a free people.
