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17 January 2005

Ms K. Curtis

The Privacy Commissioner

GPO Box 5218

Sydney, NSW 1042

Dear Karen

Re:  Numberplate Recognition Technology

We refer to a report in the Sun-Herald on 16 January, entitled 'Scanner to tackle surge of illegal drivers', at http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2005/01/15/1105582768065.html

We appreciate that, particularly being a Sunday newspaper, the details may be unreliable.  However it reports that N.S.W. Police are intending to deploy roadside devices using automatic numberplate technology, and that "Canberra police are already using the system".

This is a matter of very serious concern.  The technology may indeed have value in identifying number-plates that are currently unregistered.  But that promise needs to be balanced against concerns about accuracy, procedural fairness, and caution in the manner in which the Police use the information to intercept vehicles and question drivers.

Of much greater concern is the scope for retention of the data, function creep, and the emergence of automated vehicle surveillance.  This could easily begin as a 'personal dataveillance' mechanism, by means of a 'watch-list'.  It could just as easily be expanded into a 'mass dataveillance' mechanism, through retention and later analysis.  It could even be used as a basis for real-time tracking, of individuals, or of the population as a whole.

As the only APF Board Member resident in the A.C.T., I was unaware of any such trial, and am unaware of any public consultations on the matter.

Could you please advise:

-   whether A.F.P. and/or other agencies have been in contact with you on this matter;

-   whether you are aware of any public consultation processes;

-   whether you are aware of any legal authority for use in the A.C.T.;

-   whether you are aware of any P.I.A. having been conducted by A.F.P.;

-   whether you are aware of any controls relating to the deployment.

We presage the possibility that we may make a complaint to you under s.36 of the Privacy Act 1988 on behalf of those of our members and others who are affected by actions of the Australian Federal Police in the A.C.T. in deploying such technology.

The A.F.P. website appears to offer no contact-point for general privacy or FOI - just one for website privacy.  It would be very helpful if you could advise to whom in the A.F.P. we should address a communication in the first instance.

We are well aware that your Office is badly under-resourced, and have noted the serious delays that can occur in your Office's handling of even quite straightforward correspondence.  This matter is very urgent, and we accordingly would greatly appreciate a prompt response.  An email or phone-call would be fine.

Thank you for your assistance in this matter.

Yours sincerely

Roger Clarke

Board Member

On behalf of the Australian Privacy Foundation
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