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Date: October 27, 2025

To:  All Assembly Members, New York State Assembly; All Senators, New York State Senate;
Governor Kathy Hochul

From: The Legal Aid Society

Re:  Memorandum in Support of Law Enforcement Biometrics Ban (5.5609 Salazar/A.1045
Glick)

Since 1876, the Legal Aid Society has provided free legal services to New York City residents
who are unable to afford private counsel. Annually, through our criminal, civil, and juvenile offices,
our staff handles approximately 300,000 cases for low-income families and individuals. In addition to
representing individual clients, the Legal Aid Society works to advance systemic change through
affirmative litigation and policy advocacy.

The Legal Aid Society is acutely aware of the ways in which law enforcement’s use of biometric
technologies can prejudice our clients’ rights and make New Yorkers less safe. For example, facial
recognition technology is incapable of reliably matching faces, and yet law enforcement is using it to
attempt to identify criminal suspects and arrest people. We routinely see the NYPD using facial
recognition on still shots taken from bodega security cameras or other footage that is blurry, taken
from odd angles, or otherwise unable to accurately portray a person’s face. The NYPD sometimes
alters the still shots to make it more likely that their facial recognition technology will come up with a
match—which only compounds the risk that the wrong person will be selected as the criminal suspect.
Such alterations can include modifications to hair, head coverings, or make-up.' Officers have even
used photos of celebrities who they believe resemble a suspect to try to find a match using facial
recognition.

For our clients who have been wrongly arrested based on false facial recognition matches, the
consequences cannot be overstated. On top of the physical and emotional trauma of being arrested—
sometimes in front of their children or neighbors—they suffer extreme psychological distress and lose
professional licenses, job opportunities, and standing in their communities. These consequences are
falling disproportionately on our Black clients, because (1) facial recognition technology tends to be
less accurate in matching darker faces (as well as younger or older faces, female faces, and those with
disabilities or medical conditions that affect their facial features),” and (2) surveillance cameras whose
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footage can be run through the NYPD’s facial recognition are disproportionately concentrated in non-
white neighborhoods.*

Most wrongful arrests based on facial recognition are never disclosed to the public. Our clients
are often hesitant to talk to the press about the worst day of their lives, and sometimes we’re unable
to get the documentation we need to show exactly how and why the NYPD’s facial recognition
technology failed. But as law enforcement is increasingly relying on this unreliable and dangerous
technology, the number of wrongful arrests is increasing and some affected individuals are starting to
come forward.’

In February of 2025, a woman reported to police that she had been flashed by a 5-foot-6
Amazon delivery worker. The NYPD obtained surveillance footage and used facial recognition
technology to identify our client, Trevis Williams, as a possible match for the suspect. Mr. Williams is
8 inches taller and 70 pounds heavier than man described by the woman. And location data from his
phone showed that he was 12 miles away from the alleged crime. But instead of investigating further,
police went ahead and arrested Mr. Williams. Mr. Williams spent more than two days in jail because
the NYPD used unreliable technology to supplant traditional police work.® During his time in jail, M.
Williams feared the erroneous charges could place him on a sex offender registry, making it impossible
for him to continue his counseling work with autistic adults or even pick up his 12-year-old son from
school. He described feeling humiliated, terrified, and on the verge of panic attacks.’

In Detroit, Porcha Woodruff, an innocent Black woman, was wrongfully arrested and held in
jail for 11 hours—while eight months pregnant—after being misidentified by facial recognition and
falsely accused of robbery and carjacking.® Her time in jail caused serious medical complications,
including contractions and sharp pain, leading her to be hospitalized immediately upon release. Three
Black fathers, two in Detroit and one in New Jersey, were wrongfully arrested and jailed following
faulty facial recognition matches, and these cases each had devastating, lasting consequences.” In
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another particularly worrisome case, a Black man was wrongfully arrested in Georgia for a crime
committed in Louisiana and spent six days in jail, despite the fact that had never been to Louisiana."

Moreover, even if facial recognition technology became more accurate, it would still be an
unjustifiably dangerous police tool. Facial recognition technology allows law enforcement to
retroactively identify individuals who expect anonymity as they move about their daily lives. It has
been used to surveil, identify, and target protestors, chilling free speech and punishing New Yorkers
for exercising their constitutional rights."" This has been true for at least a decade. In 2015, the
Baltimore Police Department used facial recognition and social media images to identify individuals
who were protesting the death of Freddie Gray.'” In 2020, it was reported that the NYPD used facial
recognition to target Derrick Ingram for his leadership of a peaceful Black Lives Matter protest. Police
later surrounded Mr. Ingram’s home with more than 50 officers as part of a retaliatory raid.” And in
2024, the New York City Fire Department used facial recognition technology to identify a 21-year-old
protester so that the NYPD could artrest him."

Because of its documented biases, its replication of historically flawed police practices, and its
invasive nature, facial recognition is not suitable for law enforcement use. That’s why the Legal Aid
Society emphatically supports the Law Enforcement Biometrics Ban (A.1045/S.5609). This bill would
prohibit law enforcement in New York from using biometric recognition technology, including facial
recognition technology. It would also convene a state Task Force to examine the issue in depth and
propose a comprehensive set of standards for use of such technology in the future if it is to be allowed.

The longer New York waits to ban police use of facial recognition technology, the further
New York falls behind other states—including Maine, Vermont, and New Hampshire—that have
already passed bans to protect their populations from these unreliable, destructive tools.” Over twenty
cities or counties, including San Francisco, Boston, and Baltimore, have also recognized the severity
of the threat the technology poses in the hands of law enforcement."’
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Banning police use of facial recognition is necessary to protect New Yorkers from wrongful
arrest and over-policing, and to protect New Yorkers’ right to protest and exercise their constitutional

rights. We urge the legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, the Law Enforcement Biometrics
Ban (A.1045/S.5609).

If you have any questions, please contact Laura Moraff, Staff Attorney in The Legal Aid
Society’s Digital Forensics Unit: LMoraff(@legal-aid.org; (929) 536-1637.
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