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Bill Title:
A local law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to access to encrypted police radio communications

Submitted by:
Council Member Restler

Justification:
This legislation is needed to ensure improved transparency by the New York City Police Department (NYPD). 

Police radio transmissions are a vital tool for responding to emergency incidents. Using radio frequencies reserved for emergency use, members of law enforcement, and other first responders, are able to directly communicate about emergency incidents–such as through the dispatch of police, fire, or EMS responses to certain locations; and communications between personnel in the field.  Since this information is transmitted via publicly accessible radio waves, civilians have historically been able to monitor these communications using devices outfitted to receive radio signals on frequencies allocated for emergency use—colloquially known as “police scanners.” 

Members of the press can use information gathered from police dispatches to assist in covering emergency incidents and delivering breaking news. Members of the press have noted that this access is vital to the public interest, as it enables media to check police authority, ensure police accountability, and provide transparency on emergency incidents, or crimes. Volunteer ambulance companies also rely on monitoring 911 dispatch to guide ambulance deployment to local emergencies. 

Beginning in 2023, the NYPD began transitioning all department radio communications to encrypted channels—removing all access to communications that the public enjoyed.  The NYPD stating that radio encryption is essential for maintaining the integrity of police investigations, responding to in-progress crimes and managing large-scale events. 

This bill would require the New York City Police Department to adopt a written policy regarding access to encrypted radio channels.  Such policy will require real-time access to encrypted radio channels for professional journalists, and emergency service organizations, and time-delayed access to communications for the general public. 
