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introduction

These photographs are about CCTV in Brit-
ain. Most of them were taken in Manchester, 
but I could have taken them in virtually any 
city in the country.

The project has developed in several forms. 
There is this book. As I did the work I posted 
the ongoing results on a flckrstream at:

 www.flickr.com/photos/ddtv

The photographs were used to make sev-
eral short films, which have been shown on 
the BBC’s Big Screen and at photo events.  
You can find them with my other videos at:

www.vimeo.com/daviddunnico

A version of the essay printed at the back of 
this book was previously self-published as 
a magazine, confusingly also called ‘Reality 
TV’. There are also a few 20-page portfolios 
of photographs floating around. 

Thirty of the more dystopian images were 
exhibited in 2010 at The Royal Exchange 
Theatre, alongside Mathew Dunster’s new 
production of George Orwell’s 1984. 

There is a website specifically for this work, 
where you can download this book and 
watch the videos at: 

www.ddcc.tv 

As the project developed, I became more in-
terested in the subject rather than the pho-
tography. So amassed a collection of CCTV 
ephemera. I also produced a series of graph-
ic works about surveillance, which were ex-
hibited at the 2010 Convention of the Left.  

Thanks

Photography is usually a fairly solitary ac-
tivity, but this project has involved lots of 
people. Thanks to Sue Gwyer – so much to 
answer for. Olympus, who loaned me one of 
their E3 cameras and a 7–14mm lens, which 
proved invaluable when I was photographing 
control rooms. John Perivolaris for pointing 
me towards some ideas at a meeting of Red-
Eye, the North West photographers network.  

Thanks to the organisations who surpris-
ingly let me photograph their control rooms. 

The Arts Council who gave me a grant to 
show the work at Rhubarb-Rhubarb (and 
phoned to explain how you’re supposed to 
add budgets up) and Clare Simpson at the 
Royal Exchange for the 1984 exhibition. 

 
Content

Pages: 5 to 35: The Photographs

Essay

Page 36: The clocks were striking thirteen 
Page 38: Paranoia and panopticons  
Page 46: Behind closed doors 
Page 52: You like to watch don’t you? 
Page 57: I predict a riot 
Page 64: Photo opportunity 
Page 70: What was that all about anyway? 
Page 74: Notes 
Page 77: Ephemera 
Page 80: Biography

Photographs, words and design © David Dunnico 2010 



[58°28’52”N 2°14’89”W] (All coordinates are approximate)
Council camera and advertising hoarding for the mobile phone company ‘3’ 
Lever Street, Manchester

Photographs, words and design © David Dunnico 2010 



8  |  REALITY TV [53°28’50”N 2°14’20”W] 04/02/2007 10:43:00 Council operated camera, Piccadilly Gardens, Manchester



DAVID DUNNICO | 9[53°47’32”N 1°45’12”W] 02/03/2010 15:16:00 Bradford, Yorkshire



10  |  REALITY TV [53°28’39”N 2°14’40”W] 09/03/2007 14:41:00 Council camera, St. Peter’s Square, Manchester



DAVID DUNNICO | 11[53°28’39”N 2°14’40”W] 26/04/2007 12:32:00 Metrolink (tram) camera and Council camera, St. Peter’s Square, Manchester



12  |  REALITY TV [53°29’50”N 2°14’15”W] 05/07/2008 14:07:00 Derelict garage, Cheetham Hill, Manchester



DAVID DUNNICO | 13[53°28’25”N 2°17’43”W] 28/01/2006 14:25:00  Imperial War Museum North, Salford



14  |  REALITY TV [55°28’17”N 2°14’18”W] 02/03/2007 14:11 Roadway, Manchester University, Oxford Road



DAVID DUNNICO | 15[53°29’38”N 2°14’44”] 21/08/2008 H.M. Prison Manchester (Strangeways)



16  |  REALITY TV [53°23’14”N 2°20’49”W] 26/05/2008 13:07:00 Altrincham tram/train station



DAVID DUNNICO | 17[53°28’52”N 2°14’08”W] 09/05/2008 14:24:00 Metrolink camera, Piccadilly Gardens, Manchester



18  |  REALITY TV [53°29’25”N 2°14’27”W or thereabouts] 28/02/2007 14:07:00 Co-op camera, Manchester city centre



DAVID DUNNICO | 19[53°29’13”N 2°14’21”W] 28/02/2007 13:08:00 Co-operative Insurance Society, central Manchester



20  |  REALITY TV [53°28’38”N 2°14’15”W] 26/05/2008 11:49:00 Council and club cameras, Manchester gay village



DAVID DUNNICO | 21[53°28’39”N 2°14’40”W] 21/11/2009 14:15:00 St. Peter’s Square, Manchester



22  |  REALITY TV [52°29’52”N 2°23’18”W] 02/08/2009 11:53:00 Railway station car park near Birmingham



DAVID DUNNICO | 23[53°28’56”N 2°14’01”W] 28/02/2007 12:01:01 Council and shop cameras, Manchester city centre



24  |  REALITY TV [53°28’50”N 2°14’20”W] 15/02/2007 16:10:14 Video advertising, Piccadilly, Manchester



DAVID DUNNICO | 25[53°28’39”N 2°14’21”W] 09/03/2010 16:45:00 Council camera in front of a Co-operative Insurance Society building, Manchester City Centre



26  |  REALITY TV [53°24’18”N 2°59’47”W] 10/02/2010 14:30:00 Liver Building, Liverpool



DAVID DUNNICO | 27[53°24’27”N 2°58’54”W] 09/03/2010 16:45:00 10/02/2010 13:27:00 Liverpool



28  |  REALITY TV [53°24’34”N 2°09’42”W] 07/10/2008 14:26:00 Stockport Council camera



DAVID DUNNICO | 29[53°28’22”N 2°14’22”W] 09/03/2010 14:23:00 BBC Building, Oxford Road, Manchester



30  |  REALITY TV [53°27’55”N 2°37’16”W] 28/07/2008 10:14:08 Highways Agency North West Regional Control Centre



DAVID DUNNICO | 31[53°27’55”N 2°37’16”W] 28/07/2008 10:38:28 Highways Agency North West Regional Control Centre



32  |  REALITY TV [53°29’02”N 2°14’20”W] 27/01/2009 10:53:51 Manchester City Council’s control room



DAVID DUNNICO | 33[53°29’02”N 2°14’20”W] 27/01/2009 10:48:51 Manchester City Council’s control room



34  |  REALITY TV [53°23’16”N 2°15’24”W] 07/10/2008 12:37:16 Willow Park Housing Trust control room



DAVID DUNNICO | 35
[53°30’1”N 2°13’37”W] 08/08/2008 13:30:31 Metrolink (tram system) control centre, Manchester



36  |  REALITY TV [53°29’58”N 2°14’18”W] 21/01/2009 11:51:52 Shudehill Bus Station, Manchester



DAVID DUNNICO | 37[53°23’16”N 2°15’24”W] 07/10/2008 12:41:00 Willow Park Housing Trust control room
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“something we should be concerned about”
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A feW years ago, almost by accident, 
I started noticing (and photograph-
ing) Closed Circuit Television camer-

as. Today it can be hard to take photographs 
in a British city without catching (and being 
caught by) a CCTV camera. At the same time, 
it has become harder to take photographs 
in the city without someone trying to stop 
you or question your motives – not because 
they’re interested – but because they have 
been told there is something to be scared of. 

Some are scared of terrorists, some of pae-
dophiles, some think photographers could 
be either. A few people are scared of CCTV 
cameras, which they see as evidence of a 

‘surveillance state’. 

The work shown here coincided with the 
60th anniversary of George Orwell’s novel 

‘Nineteen Eighty-Four’ and a rise in incidents 
which should worry anyone interested not 
just in maintaining civil liberties, but in liv-
ing in a civil society. 

Whilst taking these pictures, I have been 
challanged by police; pushed out of shop-
ping centres by security guards, and asked 
what I thought I was doing by members 
of the public. A few organisations even  let 
me in to take photos of their CCTV control 
rooms. A few didn’t.

I don’t see CCTV as proof that “Big Brother 
is watching you”. Indeed I think trying to 
understand what is happening now through 
a novel, no matter how prescient it seems, 
leads people to think in terms of conspira-
cies, which ultimately challenge no one in 
authority. 

I do see the ubiquity of CCTV as evidence 
of panaceas being accepted. Unquestioning 
belief is a prerequisite for the kind of society 
Orwell imagined. 

Although telescreens are one of the strong-
est images in ‘Nineteen Eighty-Four’ and 
may be thought of as having the most reso-
nance for a photographer, for many who try 
to photograph how we live today, the most 
prescient idea in the book is ‘doublethink’:

“The power of holding two contradictory 
beliefs in one’s mind simultaneously and 
accepting both of them.” 

Today, the public can accept being constantly 
filmed by CCTV and yet object to being pho-
tographed by another member of the pub-
lic and either not see or not be concerned 
about any contradiction. If CCTV isn’t a con-
spiracy, it is a story full of contradictions and 
cock-ups and this is something we should 
be concerned about.

one |  When no one was looking we became the most watched country on earth

the clocks were striking thirteen*

*“It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen”.  
  The first line of George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four.

5 ASBO agenda: CCTV is thought of by some as the 
     ‘magic bullet’that will solve our social problems
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“we have become the most routinely watched nation on earth”
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two |  Where did all these cameras come from? 

paranoia and panopticons

There may be over 4 million Closed Cir-
cuit Television cameras in the United 
Kingdom. No one actually knows. The 

figure was an informed guess, made in 2002, 
by academics Clive Norris and Michael Mc-
Cahill. They counted the number of cameras 
on two busy London streets and extrapolated 
this to come up with the figure. The guess-
timate has stuck. It may be right, it may be 
wrong. In 2009, a reporter from The Times 
counted the cameras on a typical commute 
and averaged one camera every 18 metres.1 
If there are 4 million cameras, it amounts to 
one for every 14 people. Whatever the figure, 
no one seems to be disputing that we have 
become the most routinely watched nation 
on earth. 

The Home Office and police forces are look-
ing at coming up with a more accurate fig-
ure, not because they are concerned that 
there are too many cameras, but because 
they want to know every possible source of 
footage. Actual numbers aside, cameras are 
everywhere; on the street, in shops, banks, 
schools, homes – they are even being driven 
about in vans and stuck on traffic warden’s 
hats. Because they are everywhere, CCTV is 
the most visible part of what has become 
known as the ‘surveillance society’, it has 
become a symbol of our society.

The end of the cold war has not made us feel 
safer. The threat of a nuclear winter has been 
defrosted by global warming. Terrorists with 
beards have replaced terrorists with Irish ac-
cents (quite a lot of whom also had beards). 
Everything has changed, but we are still the 
same. There is still doubt in the future; we 
are still cynical about our leaders. Ours is a 
nation ill at ease with itself, where in gated 
communities, the curtains twitch every time 
the security lights flick on. 

In his BBC TV series ‘The Power of Night-
mares’2, Adam Curtis described how politi-
cians “promised to create a better world”. 
When they could not deliver, people lost 
faith in them. Politicians found a new way 
to keep their authority by “promising to pro-
tect us from nightmares”. Although Curtis 
was concerned with the ‘war on terror’, an 
unholy trinity of night terrors – crime, pae-
dophiles and economic collapse, keeps the 
paranoia bubbling. No wonder then that 
the British Security Industry Association be-
lieves: “Effective security is imperative dur-
ing economic instability.”3

Ironically as fear of serious crime (and so 
the perceived ‘need’ for more surveillance) 
grows, actual serious crime has declined – 
another one of the contradictions at the 
heart of the public’s belief in CCTV.3Police poster campaign promoting paranoia 

    (or vigilance) 
* John Major the Prime Minister from 1990 to 1997 said his aim was to make Britain “a nation at ease with itself”. He failed. 
   It was revealed whilst calling for a “back to basics” moral dimension, he was getting back-to-basics with Edwina Currie.

5 Thought crime – deterrence does not always work
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The government and the police see CCTV 
as one of their main weapons in the fight 
against crime. Spending on CCTV accounted 
for 78% of the Home Office’s Crime Preven-
tion budget in the 1990’s4. So far £500 mil-
lion has been spent on public systems alone. 
Unfortunately CCTV is not as effective in re-
ducing crime as is popularly thought. Detec-
tive Chief Inspector Mick Neville, head of the 
Visual Images, Identifications and Detec-
tions Office at New Scotland Yard, reckons, 

“Only 3% of crimes were solved by CCTV.”5 
(An unhappy coincidence is that only about 
3 per cent of crimes end in a conviction.) 
The Detective Chief Inspector is not against 
CCTV –he wants everyone to get more ad-
vanced equipment.

If it cannot stop the crime from happening, 
it can be a useful way of getting evidence af-
ter a crime has been committed. The Brixton 
Nail Bomber, a paranoid neo-Nazi who killed 
three people in 1999, was caught thanks to 
the magic of (closed circuit) television. How-
ever the police had to trawl through 4,000 
hours of footage on 1,097 separate tapes to 
find the clues. A decade later, the equivalent 
of 18 years of CCTV footage was collected, 
to piece together compelling evidence used 
in the case against Andrew Ibrahim, a teen-
aged, would-be terrorist bomber from Bris-
tol. It needs to be said that he came under 
police scrutiny after a tip-off, rather than be-
ing spotted on camera acting suspiciously or 
wearing a hoody.

Sometimes even clear images are not 
enough. The Daily Mail in one of it’s regu-
lar surveillance stories, reported with gleeful 
outrage how a thief was still at large despite 
being caught on CCTV stealing a CCTV cam-
era.6 Sky News recounted a separate case of 
how “Britain’s Thickest Thief” picked a Man-
chester shop to burgle (the shop sold CCTV 
equipment). He was filmed breaking in by 8 
different cameras7. They did have to concede 
that Britain’s thickest thief was still eluding 
Britain’s third largest police force. 

Crime on camera 
One case from 1993 where CCTV was seen 
to be decisive was the abduction of toddler 
James Bulger from a Liverpool shopping 
centre. At first it was assumed he had been 
taken by a predatory paedophile, but CCTV 
footage showed his abductors to be two 
other children. This one case did a lot to in-
fluence the public’s acceptance of CCTV, but 
it has to be stressed that tragically, it did not 
prevent Bulger from being murdered. In the 
wake of the killing the then Home Secretary 
invited public bodies to bid in a £2 million 
competition for new street CCTV systems. 
They were inundated with 480 entries. 

CCTV is popularly thought of as a response 
to rising violent crime and anti-social behav-
iour. Being anti-social can be a thirsty busi-
ness. Some police forces now insist pubs 
and clubs install cameras as a condition of 

5 Looking for CCTV evidence is a standard part of
     police investigations

“Big Brother may not be watching you 
but your supermarket definitely is”

5 Supporters say CCTV offers reassurance
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them supporting the renewal of licenses. In 
Manchester a newly constructed hotel car 
park nearly had planning permission re-
voked when the hotel did not install CCTV to 
watch it. The rise of CCTV is tightly bound 
up with the rise of consumerism and is most 
often used to protect property, not people. 

You shop, we watch: CCTV in retail
Since the 1960’s stores have used CCTV to 
watch for shoplifters. Today, supermarkets 
greet you at their door with a security guard 
at a CCTV monitoring station and a screen 
displaying a picture of you looking around, 
startled.

Tags attached to goods are a cheap (and 
getting cheaper) defence against customers 
stealing, yet there is more CCTV than ever 
and it is getting ever more sophisticated. 
The systems in most supermarkets have 
little in common with the small fuzzy black 
and white screens of the local off-licence. 
CCTV has learnt to ‘talk’ to other security 
measures. In 2003 Tesco attached RFID (Ra-
dio Frequency Identification) tags to razor 
blades (one of the most stolen items from 
supermarkets). The tags triggered CCTV 
filming of whoever picked them up.8 

All this technology is not just there to check 
up on the customers. ADT is a major sup-
plier of security equipment. On their web 
site they say: 

“Internal shrinkage [staff stealing stock]  
is a major problem for the retail sector.  
By using CCTV cameras to monitor 
cashier activity, these losses can be 
significantly reduced.”

The cameras point at the people working the 
checkouts, every transaction is recorded and 
software links it with information from the 
till. ADT go on to say their point of sale sys-
tems provide:

“Irrefutable proof of who sold what,  
to whom, at what price and when.  
Reports are generated, providing 
powerful tools to eliminate fraud, 
collusion, sweethearting, refund abuse 
and cash theft”.9

In America at least, staff convincingly beat 
shoplifters by doing nearly 47% of the thiev-
ing, shoplifters managed just under 32%.10 
At an Asda in Rugby, signs advertise the 
presence of: “CCTV to keep prices down”.

Big Brother may not be watching you, but 
your supermarket definitely is.  Most shop-
pers realise, as they collect points with a 
swipe of their loyalty card, the store is col-
lecting valuable information about their hab-
its, which they use to get them to part with 
more cash the next time they visit. CCTV too, 
is gathering information, not just to protect 
stock, but also to shift stock. Stores and the 
surveillance society goes way beyond CCTV.

5 CCTV in shops checks up on the checkout staff

5 One of the most stolen items from supermarkets

5 Shops pioneered CCTV and are still the biggest user
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Verint, a US company who style themselves 
“the global leader in actionable intelligence 
solutions®”, explain how their systems can 
be used to tell stores which departments 
customers visited, how long they spent 
there, and even how long they spent looking 
at a particular display.

Footage of customers wandering around try-
ing to find where the sugar has been moved 
to is analysed by retail research special-
ists. One such company, ‘Shopper Insights’ 
claim their ‘Shopper Check’ service:

“Identifies the specific retail factors  
which are inhibiting your brand  
sales in your retail accounts”.11

As well as large, ceiling mounted cameras 
whose very visibility reminds shopper and 
staff alike that they had better behave, small, 
sometimes covert, cameras can be fitted to 
shelves. These can either protect the most 
pilferable items, or gather information on 
what level of shelf gets the most eye contact 

– information that supermarkets can use to 
charge suppliers more for placing products 
in prime locations. 

Supermarkets will even sell you your own 
surveillance system. In 2009, you could 
stock up on fruit, veg and wireless CCTV 
cameras at Aldi. 

Like sensor controlled security lights and bur-
glar alarms before them, off-the-shelf CCTV is 

on the shelves at B&Q and is finding its’ way 
into the home, aided by miniaturisation, fall-
ing prices, wireless installation and paranoia.  
The British Crime Survey found less than half 
of the public believed the police and coun-
cils could deal with anti-social behaviour.12 
It needs stressing that the police do not 
actually do much detecting. The vast ma-
jority of crime is reported by individuals to 
the police for them to investigate or ignore.  
So householders are doing it for themselves. 

every home should have one 
CCTV is peeping out from behind the net 
curtains and being used by Neighbourhood 
Watch schemes. Police in Wrexham are help-
ing out with the DIY by giving out cameras 
subsidised by electronics retailer Maplin.13 
For those without a Neighbourhood Watch 
scheme to join, Maplin advertised a person-
al CCTV system as an ideal Christmas gift 
for 2009. 

As in supermarkets, where CCTV has gone 
beyond its’ original purpose of catch-
ing shoplifters, in the home it is used not 
just to keep intruders out, but to check 
on a real or imagined ‘enemy within’. The 
shrinking technology that makes it pos-
sible to fit cameras to traffic warden’s 
hats, has made the ‘nanny cam’ possi-
ble – tiny hidden cameras spy on au-pairs, 
cleaners or partners. These can be moni-
tored over the internet just like a web cam.  

5 CCTV is entering the home as the technology
     becomes cheaper

“Reminds shopper and staff alike 
that they had better behave”

5 It is possible to fit cameras almost anywhere



DAVID DUNNICO | 45

One company will rent you a camera with 
the slogan: “A hidden camera, the best char-
acter reference you can get”.14 And as if to 
assuage the conscience of any concerned, 
liberal, au-pair employer, they mention in 
their publicity how professional carers might 
positively welcome such an opportunity to 
demonstrate the quality of care they provide.

Domestic installations (as long as they 
don’t look into next door’s conservatory) 
are largely exempt from data protection laws 
and the need to warn miscreants they are 
being filmed. But much is made of the deter-
rent effect of people knowing they are being 
watched, so some householders advertise 
their security measures with surveillance 
warning signs. Some cost conscious house-
holders have done away with the camera and 
just have a sign, claiming a (well) ‘hidden 
camera’. 

CCTV is becoming a must-have feature of 
social housing schemes. Some providers 
even let residents watch it on their own T.V. 
‘Your Homes’ which runs council housing 
in Newcastle, had to end the entertainment 
when they realised you could pop in a video 
tape and record the action, possibly breach-
ing data protection laws.15

Willow Park Housing Trust uses 200 cam-
eras to watch over part of the former council 
estate of Wythenshawe in Manchester. In a 
survey of residents about 85% of respond-
ents said they were satisfied with their  

combined CCTV/Concierge service.16 One 
operator said residents would be “up in 
arms” if the cameras went.17

Crime time
There is no doubt that many people, particu-
larly those in poorer areas, are worried about 
crime. Poorer people are more likely to be 
the victims of crime.

Ann McKechin, Labour MP for Glasgow 
North, in moving a 10-minute rule bill on ex-
tra regulation for CCTV, said: 

“Time and again, constituents make 
the request for CCTV coverage in areas 
where vandalism, theft, drug dealing or 
violence have repeatedly occurred”.18

Supporters of CCTV cite its’ deterrent effect. 
Critics say it is a crude form of social control. 
There is no doubt that in poorer areas (such 
as those with a high level of social housing) 
the people who control the schemes stress 
less that it is there “for your safety” and 
push the message “we’re watching you, so 
behave”. Willow Park has two video vans, 
which patrol their part of Manchester’s gar-
den city, carrying the unequivocal message:

“VIDEO EQUIPMENT CARRIED FOR 
THE PURPOSE OF RECORDING ACTS 
OF ANTI SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR”

5 Dashboard mounted CCTV unit in a patrol van

“A hidden camera, the best character 
reference you can get”

5 Willow Park Housing Trust have two CCTV vans
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Wythenshawe’s bus station had posters ask-
ing youths if they:

“Were streetwise enough to know you are 
being watched?” 

and:

“Know it’s not cool to be caught on 
camera damaging bus shelters?”

and:

“Know it’s cool to understand your 
actions may be caught on CCTV”.

Should the youths not understand it’s cool 
to be able to read, regular audio messages 
were broadcast reminding them not to 
smoke, let people get off the bus before try-
ing to get on it and CCTV was in operation.

Rather than reassure the vast majority of 
people who do not engage in anti-social acts, 
these attempts at social control, make them 
more worried about crime. They also do not 
seem to unduly worry the people who are 
naughty. In poorer areas, CCTV is akin to a  
remote controlled occupying force. 

Class war: CCTV in schools
With all this vandalism, theft and drug deal-
ing going on, schools are now installing their 
own systems to catch pupils chewing gum, 
smoking behind the bike sheds and bring-
ing guns to school. One specialist supplier 

called ‘Classwatch’ supplies Crown Prosecu-
tion Service approved evidence bags with 
their systems, to store incriminating ‘dimps’ in. 
As ever, the use of CCTV has moved on from 
security to silliness. 

In March 2009, schools in Salford installed 
cameras in classes to record how teachers 
performed.19 Heads could deliver instant 
verdicts to the teachers via an earpiece. 
However, within the year headline writers 
of the local paper would write, “Cops seize 
school video after kids filmed changing”,20 
when irate parents picketed and petitioned 
at the school gates when they discovered 
the CCTV system may have caught some 
children getting changed in classrooms for 
gym. Another example of where surveillance 
goes paranoia follows and spending priori-
ties that rate cameras over changing rooms. 
Davenant Foundation School in Loughton, 
saw class-consciousness much in evidence 
after pupils wore masks to class and walked 
out in protest at cameras being installed in 
their classrooms. It wasn’t the pupils first 
taste of surveillance; they already had to use 
a fingerprint recognition scanner to buy their 
school lunch.21 In a survey by the Associa-
tion of Teachers and Lecturers,22 25% of the 
members believed there were hidden cam-
eras in their school – suspicion seems to fol-
low surveillance everywhere it goes. Mean-
while, pupils get busy uploading their own 
mobile phone surveillance to YouTube.

“CCTV has moved on from security 
to silliness”

5 Education establishments are installing cameras to
     protect students and check on staff 
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Since the introduction of tuition fees, a uni-
versity education has become another fi-
nancial transaction – students buy a course 

– universities compete for ‘customers’. Just 
as enclosed shopping malls appeal to shop-
pers with the promise of security. Newcas-
tle University in its’ advertising, promises 

“Campus-wide CCTV”23 to reassure parents 
that their investment will be kept safe. How-
ever, Manchester University’s large CCTV 
system and black-clad security force could 
not stop a wave of bicycle thefts. Thefts did 
fall when it occurred to them to put roofs on 
the bike sheds to stop people climbing in 
and throwing bikes out over the shed sides.

The ability of CCTV to reduce crime (or im-
prove exam results) is far from proven. De-
spite all the technology and all the money 
spent on it, a Home Office funded research 
study in 2002 found that CCTV had little ef-
fect on the number of crimes being commit-
ted.24 If this is so, even non-critical observers 
might ask if this is the best use of our money?

Margaret Thatcher infamously declared, 
“There is no such thing as society”. There 
is, even if much of it has put the wagons in 
a circle and retreated into gated communi-
ties, rather as she did after being stepped 
down as leader of the Conservative Party. 
But between the gates and the office, with 
its’ private security force, there is a journey 
through the public arena. For many, this jour-
ney will have to be made by bus – possibly 

the only time they will mix with people they 
don’t know. 

No wonder then that public transport is be-
coming a growth area for CCTV. It is also a 
good example of an unexpected phenom-
enon. CCTV can actually make crime worse. 

On the buses 
Most systems on buses are not actually 
monitored ‘live’ – there are too many buses, 
so these systems transfer their footage when 
the bus returns to its’ depot. So if someone 
is attacked on the bus, there may be evi-
dence after the event, but this does not stop 
the attack from happening in the first place. 
Fellow passengers are less likely than they 
were to intervene – they are scared of get-
ting involved, becoming a victim themselves 
and crucially, they have been told to put their 
faith in the CCTV. The people behind the 
cameras will deal with the problem. There is 
an argument to be made for spending the 
money spent on technology to bring back 
bus conductors who previously kept order 
(and collected fares). Natural surveillance 
– people themselves looking out for each 
other, is one of the marks of a well function-
ing society. A sign of a broken society is the 
replacement of figures of natural authority 
and respect, that do a job that has some rec-
ognisable purpose (such as collecting fares), 
with enforcement officers who’s role is often 
seen as being about revenue raising. 

5 Public transport is a big user of CCTV
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“if you are doing nothing wrong you have nothing to fear”
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three |  The privatisation of the public 

behind closed doors

The rise of CCTV has been contempora-
neous with the rise of the ‘consumer city’ 

and the formation of what some would de-
scribe as an ‘underclass’. Shopping has be-
come the number one pastime for the Brit-
ish. Even in a recession, when the going gets 
tough – the tough go shopping. The govern-
ment tells them that’s what they should do. 

Large parts of our cities have been given 
over to retail, finance and leisure. Those 
who do not have the money or inclination 
to be good consumers are not wanted in 
city centres. Undesirables can be followed 
from one shop along streets to other shops, 
where security staff wait to meet and greet. 
Shops’ surveillance systems and those run 
by local councils (or on their behalf by pri-
vate contractors) are being integrated into 
‘shop watch’ schemes to make them still 
more effective. 

City centres have in some cases become 
private spaces in a modern, urban re-run of 
the Enclosure Acts* – subject to conditions 
of entry that ban free choice, such as; eat-
ing your own home made food or taking a 
photograph. Not consuming is seen as sus-
picious. In effect ‘citizens’ become ‘consum-
ers’. The cameras are there to both protect 
stock and keep an eye on the kind of people 
who might tarnish the ‘shopping experience’ 

not as the public thinks, to prevent violence 
against the person. 

Once this exclusion and control was only 
seen in enclosed shopping malls, but the 
redevelopment of areas such as Canary 
Wharf in London, Spiningfields in Manches-
ter and Paradise Street in Liverpool, has 
included giving parts of cities over to com-
mercial companies to create “malls without 
walls” where private security guards confuse 
rules with laws. This has been described as 

“sleepwalking into a privatisation of the pub-
lic realm”1 just as we have “sleepwalked into 
a surveillance society”, according to Rich-
ard Thomas, the government’s Information 
Commissioner.2 

Sociologist Gavin Smith, in a Radio 4 pro-
gramme ‘Under Surveillance’ explained how 
CCTV had become a: 

“Normalised part of the urban infrastruc-
ture… young people had grown up and 
inherited this surveillance culture… this 
has enabled the government and various 
private agencies to bring in more civil lib-
erty threatening measures without much 
public resistance, because increasingly 
this has become a normalized culture of 
watching and being watched”. 

*18th Century laws, which took common land which ordinary people had been able 
  to farm and ‘enclosed’ it for the exclusive use of existing landowners.

3Private house in Cornwall. The owners probably
    debated on stone lions or cameras on the gateposts, 
    but why do both cameras watch the same spot?

5 House with a sign meant for commercial premises
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Much of what used to be thought of as the 
business of government has been given over 
to private business. One of the fears about 
the surveillance society is how private com-
panies will use information, not just to sell 
you things as we have seen in retail, but 
how DNA data for example, might be used 
to refuse insurance to people with a genetic 
predisposition to certain diseases. There is a 
history of ‘mission creep’ where technology 
and powers introduced purportedly to track 
terrorists are used to monitor trivial matters. 
The state has a poor record on keeping sen-
sitive information secure. Again and again, 
laptops and memory sticks have been left on 
trains and discs lost in the post. The private 
sector’s record is equally inept. That is be-
fore hacking and commercial espionage.

Watching you watching me
The acceptance of surveillance is to some 
extent based on an assumption that if you 
are doing nothing wrong, you have nothing 
to fear. Jim Battle, a Manchester councillor 
said in the Manchester Evening News, “the 
cameras are there to look after people, not 
look at them.”3

There is a further assumption that the watch-
ing is being done by ‘officials’ or ‘profes-
sionals’, rather than low paid, undervalued, 
security guards employed by the company 
that runs all the car parks because they ten-
dered the cheapest bid. It is actually private 
companies and individuals who operate the 
vast majority of CCTV in the UK. Big Brother 
Watch estimate about 60,000 cameras were 
operated by councils. Being a front for the 
right-wing Tax Payers Alliance, they saw this 
as state sponsored busy bodies. However 
it does raise the question, who is operating 
the other 4 million odd cameras? Accord-
ing to ‘CameraWatch’, an independent advi-
sory body, as many as 90% of the cameras 
may be breaking the Information Commis-
sioner’s code of practice. Of concern, is the 
amount of supposedly private footage avail-
able on the internet. It is ironic, that one of 
the earliest uses of mobile CCTV equipment 
by the police, was in the so-called ‘hoolie-
vans’ of the 1980’s. These vehicles filmed 
people involved in football related violence 
to get evidence to secure convictions. Today, 
hooligans can buy their own match day sou-
venirs from eBay, which offer:

5Advertising in Manchester city centre
    Most of the watching is not done by officials

5The public in Nottingham city centre being filmed for 
     no particular purpose, making surveillance seem a 
     normal part of the urban scene – everyone is a   
     hooligan now 
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“CCTV Football Violence Volume 6:  
CCTV and police footage of rival firms 
going toe-to-toe caught on camera”.

The advertisement listed the teams involved 
and promised “excellent viewing”.4 

If it’s not violence you’re after there’s always 
sex. One clip, available for download, prom-
ised: “CCTV tart caught behind a North of 
England nightclub”5 causing one person 
with a scholarly interest in surveillance stud-
ies to comment:

“Man I have downloaded all your previous 
and it was so good. How many tapes do 
you have? Please upload all of them”. 

CCTV footage of this type has inspired a sub-
genre of voyeuristic pornography. Sites such 
as www.securitycamsfuck.com, offer faked 
footage that purports to have been caught 
by cameras on stairwells, in garages, or in 
the office. The risk of real footage obtained 
ostensibly for ‘your security and safety’ be-
ing put to more prurient use is likely to in-
crease. As systems move from analogue 
tape to digital and from hard wired to wire-
less, so does the ease with which people 
can hack into systems and literally see and 

record what the cameras are seeing. Any-
one who has ‘borrowed’ a neighbour’s open 
wireless broadband connection, or checked 
e-mails in a coffee shop, can see how unse-
cured networks make this easy. High street 
electronic stores will sell what you need to 
go ‘video sniffing’ for about £30.6 

Operational flexibility 
It’s not just private householders who ap-
preciate the ease of installation that wireless 
offers. Councils and police alike, appreciate 
the operational flexibility of mobile wireless 
cameras. This aids targeted surveillance 
which, when installed for a specific pur-
pose, is much more effective than the fixed 
systems we have been installing all over the 
country. Being able to run cameras over the 
internet lets people check on their home 
whilst away, but it also gives people the abil-
ity to watch thousands of unsecured CCTV 
feeds from locations all over the world, un-
beknown to those running the cameras or 
those being observed by them.7

A more ‘legitimate’ way to satisfy voyeuristic 
inclinations is to pay 59p and download an 
iPhone app such as iSpy.8 

“Go ‘video sniffing’ for about £30”

5Mobile phone call records,CCTV and credit 
    card transactions mean people leave a data   
    trail as they go about their daily lives
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This lets you “view [live] and control public 
video cameras from around the world in 
real-time over wi-fi, 3G and Edge”.

As well as the risk of footage being obtained 
by those for whom it was not intended, 
CCTV is just part of a whole industry that 
lets people spy on each other – an industry 
that has spawned magazines and chains of 
shops where you can buy a camera hidden in 
a bedside alarm that will wake up your ‘tar-
get’ and beam both images and sound to a 
receiver up to 80 metres away.9 The offence 
of voyeurism was outlawed in the Sexual Of-
fences Act 2003.

Even when public bodies control it, there 
have been instances of operators abus-
ing the equipment. In 2006, two staff from 
Sefton Council in Merseyside were jailed for 
pointing a street camera into a woman’s flat. 
Such incidents, although rare, undermine 
the public’s blind acceptance of surveillance.  
In what might be described as a tit-for-tat 
incident, two women were charged with 
outraging public decency for exposing their 
breasts to a camera on Worthing seafront.10 

Public bodies have been accused of using 
technology and laws that purport to exist for 
the prevention of serious crime, to snoop on 
minor matters such as bins being put out 
on the wrong day, littering or dog fouling.  

3 Cameras have become part of the street scene
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A Freedom of Information Act request, made 
by The Daily Telegraph, found councils using 
the Regulation of Investigatory Powers Act, 
introduced to allow surveillance of terrorist 
suspects, to track paperboys on their rounds. 
The Telegraph’s headline, “Half of councils 
use anti-terror laws to spy on public” 11, was 
regurgitated as “The Dustbin Stasi” (The 
East German Secret Police ) in the Daily Mail. 

Posing provocatively 
The police too, are using technology for what 
might be seen as trivial matters. A covert 
camera was fitted in the kitchen of a Bright-
on police station to catch the culprits who 
were leaving the newly decorated kitchen 
untidy.12 Public confidence was stretched fur-
ther when three police officers from Burton, 
Staffordshire, were moved to new stations 
after a group of women brought in for an al-
leged assault, posted photos on FaceBook 
of themselves “posing provocatively” whilst 
dressed in police uniforms.13 

Although most of the media’s coverage 
of CCTV is positive, since the election of a 
Labour government in 1997, CCTV has fea-
tured in ‘big brother’, ‘snooping’ by ‘petty 
bureaucrats’ stories, which have replaced 
the ‘loony left’ council stories which ran dur-
ing Mrs Thatcher’s time as Prime Minister.

4 The ‘Dustbin Stasi’ privatised
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“being watched all the time and so behave accordingly”
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four |  The problem with technology

you like to watch, don’t you?

ThOse who champion the effectiveness 
of CCTV claim a deterrent effect; those 
who might commit a crime see the 

cameras and think again. Some research 
has indeed noted a displacement effect; 
most types of crime do not go down, but just 
move to areas not under observation.1 So 
the logical conclusion would be to observe 
everyone, all of the time.

Other research claims serious law-breakers 
ignore the cameras anyway, knowing they 
are often not being watched or not caring 
if they are. Yet more research says a lot of 
people are too busy getting drunk and break-
ing things to act reasonably or notice the 
cameras, so the deterrent effect would not 
have worked anyway. Sometimes CCTV just 
makes things worse. A private CCTV camera 
was installed to get evidence of a Lincoln-
shire couple’s anti-social behaviour. They 
obliged by simulating a sex act (doubtless 
now available for download). They got a  
Restraining Order and proved how we seem 
to have developed a reciprocal combination 
of exhibitionism to go with our voyeurism.

The ‘threat’ that someone may be watch-
ing, harks back to the panopticon of phi-
losopher Jeremy Bentham. Put forward in a 
publication of 1787, the panopticon (which 
means ‘all seeing’) was a design for a circu-

lar prison layout with a central observation 
post. Here, one guard could watch any cell 
whilst remaining unobserved. The prisoner 
had no way of knowing when he was actu-
ally being watched, so had to assume he 
was being watched all the time and behave 
accordingly. An idea not lost on George 
Orwell. Bentham’s design saved on staff 

– something that has not been lost on the 
advocates of CCTV. In the frontispiece to the 
work, Bentham said his design was, “appli-
cable to any sort of establishment in which 
persons of any description are to be kept 
under inspection”. It is unlikely he was re-
ferring specifically to shopping centres. Fa-
mously, Bentham’s stuffed body is displayed 
in a glass case in the hallway of University 
College, London. Infamously his head has in 
the past been stolen, presumably in the days 
before CCTV. 

Proof that whilst CCTV can often provide 
evidence after the event, it does not actu-
ally stop crime, comes from Stockport. A 
local Co-op store installed a 6-foot tall 
cardboard cutout of Police Constable Bob 
Molloy to deter shoplifting. The deterrence 
effect was shown to be such that two girls 
stole the 6-foot cardboard cutout. The event 
was caught on the store’s CCTV system.  
The cardboard PC Molloy is still missing.  
The real officer is on the beat in Derbyshire.2

5 Car parks are one area where CCTV works well
     In Manchester National Car Parking (NCP) share 
     the Council’s CCTV control room
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A perennial problem with CCTV has been 
that the cameras have been pointing the 
wrong way, or no one has been watching 
the action, or the tape has run out. Digital 
recording has largely solved the problem 
of no tape and made it easier to search 
through hours of footage to find the good 
bits, but there will be fewer people to watch 
them. Councils, who used government 
grants to install the systems, find running 
them a burden on council taxes. This has 
led to job cuts for the operators. The Daily 
Mail reported: “Dorset Police resorted to 
advertising for unpaid civilian volunteers to 
monitor CCTV footage.”3 

Cash prize game
Worcester City Council found the £140,000 
cost of watching 63 cameras too much. The 
leader of the council hoped the police might 
take over, but they had their own budget 
problems. One irony-laden suggestion, 
made to a local Worcester newspaper, won-
dered if the council could sell footage to a 
reality tv series.4 A worryingly irony-free so-
lution is the website www.interneteyes.co.uk 
where monitoring CCTV screens is to be 
turned into a game with cash prizes of up to 
£1000. Owners of cameras pay a fee, whilst 
gamers/concerned citizenry sign up and 
watch. They alert the camera owner if they 
see something that concerns them, collect-
ing one point for spotting a suspected crime 
and three points for an actual crime.5 

Turning surveillance into a leisure activity 
has echoes in the way aspects of modern 
warfare are conducted in the manner of a 
video game. In the so-called ‘war on terror’, 
much has been made of the ability of Ameri-
can forces to attack targets in Pakistan (who 
aren’t at war) and elsewhere, using ‘drones’; 
pilotless aircraft controlled remotely from 
Creech Airforce base in Nevada, USA. Dis-
tance, and watching events unfold through 
the filter of a video screen removes the oper-
ator not just physically, but emotionally and 
morally from the (very real) effects of their 
actions. CCTV operators are known to view 
the people they observe as ‘types’ – ‘sus-
pects’, ‘targets’, ‘victims’, rather than ‘peo-
ple’, ‘neighbours’ or ‘citizens’.

In a move not too surprising to those who 
think the UK’s police are becoming too mili-
taristic, Merseyside police have their own 
CCTV equipped remote control helicopter 
‘spy drone’, which was the cause of much 
hilarity when it was grounded after the Civil 
Aviation Authority deemed it’s use (without 
the required clearances) to be illegal. Before 
the ban, it did prove itself as a vital piece 
of crime fighting equipment when it helped 
bust a motoring offence (they got off on a 
technicality). What worries some is that 
such camera-equipped drones are used not 
to detect crime, but to monitor and photo-
graph people whose politics are of interest 
to the police. However, in a great example 
of the power of the free market, protesters 

5 Closely linked to social control and exclusion

“A worryingly irony-free solution”
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can get their own back and buy a Parrot AR 
Drone – an iPhone controlled mini helicop-
ter equipped with 2 wi-fi cameras and make 
their own movies. 

Advances in technology may yet solve the 
problem of the camera pointing the wrong 
way. Smaller ‘dome’ cameras, which can 
quickly move around 360°, have replaced 
many of the old style street cameras. Their 
design makes it difficult to see which way 
they are pointing (back to the panopticon) 
but by looking just like streetlights, they pre-
sumably lose some of their ‘deterrent’ effect.
Even more effective may be the advances in 
software that automate surveillance by alert-
ing operators to ‘unusual’ behaviour, avoid-
ing the whims and prejudices of bored op-
erators and replacing them with the whims 
and prejudices of software designers.

The Home Office’s ‘National CCTV Strategy’ 
published in October 2007, looks forward to 
CCTV and information technology converg-
ing to produce: 

“Systems capable of automated picture 
analysis, person identification and  
behavioural analysis”.

However, some advances such as the Fa-
cial Recognition National Database (FIND) 
have been scrapped because the technology 
doesn’t yet work. One day, similar technol-
ogy will work. Already home software such 
as Apple’s iPhoto can (with some success) 

recognize and group people by facial simi-
larity. More advanced research is ongo-
ing. Some of it is being done at a unit in 
London’s Kingston University run by the 
appropriately named Dr. (James) Orwell.  
Dr Orwell, who hoped the technology he was 
developing would fit into a society that had 
heeded George Orwell’s warning.6

What the future looked like
A quote:

“For those who promote CCTV as the 
panacea to the crime and disorder 
on our city streets and for those who 
warn of the spectre of the dystopian 
surveillance state, there is a common 
assumption: CCTV actually produces the 
effects claimed for it… In this way, both 
share a tendency towards technological 
determinism: an unquestioning belief in 
the power of technology, whether benign 
or malevolent”.7

In other words, both supporters and critics 
of CCTV get carried away with the technol-
ogy and don’t see that sometimes it doesn’t 
do what the people selling the system say it 
does. Sometimes things just don’t turn out 
the way you expect them to. People seem 
hell bent on using any new technological ad-
vance to waste time at work, look at pictures 
of naked people, cop off with old school 
friends or buy stuff they didn’t know they 
wanted and certainly never needed. 

5 CCTV and emergency speaker system near St Paul’s 
     catherdral in London 

“Scrapped because the technology 
doesn’t yet work”
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No one pushes new technology more than 
the security forces who want new toys, the 
manufacturers who want new business and 
New Labour who want god knows what. 
Tony Blair and Gordon Brown’s govern-
ments were as full of contradictions as the 
electorate. They promised an end to the spin 
of the previous Conservative administra-
tions and then unleashed a vortex of their 
own. They introduced a Freedom of Informa-
tion Act; yet collected more personal infor-
mation than ever, with ID cards, biometrics, 
DNA databases, logging of phone calls, data 
mining and of course, CCTV. This was not 
because, as some would have it, they were 
socialists and socialism equates with totali-
tarianism and totalitarianism is their secret, 
sinister plan. A more likely explanation is be-
cause the technology to do all of this has be-
come available during their tenure. The rise 
of CCTV began under John Major and new 
Labour took it on along with his economic 
and social agenda.

Following IRA attacks on targets in the City 
of London in the early 1990’s, CCTV was de-
ployed as part of a ‘ring of steel’ (aka ‘iron 
arse’) around the City. Automatic Number 
Plate Recognition (ANPR) systems were in-
stalled, but rather than tracking suspected 
terrorists, the technology has had most suc-
cess tracking cars in and out of the conges-
tion-charging zone, supermarket car parks 
or petrol stations. However, for no particular 
reason other than ‘it can be done, so it shall 

5 Police about to follow orders and stop photographers photographing

6 Automatic Number Plate Recognition used for congestion charging kerb crawling and carparking
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be done’, registration numbers are routinely 
recorded and the data stored for two years. 
So, the state is recording the movements 
of your car. If facial recognition technology 
is perfected, it is almost certain you will be 
routinely identified and recorded as you go 
about your law-abiding life. This might be 
an important change in the nature of our 
system of justice. The police are recording 
information just in case they might need it 
at some future date for some future purpose. 

suspicious

CCTV operators are at least actively on the 
look out for ‘suspicious’ behaviour. They 
obviously want to pre-empt any crime, so 
they follow people who haven’t actually 
done anything wrong, but might. Research 
suggests a lot of the decisions about who 
warrants a second look are based on dress, 
race, age, class, and membership of certain 
subcultures. Operators, asked to explain 
their choices, put it down to ‘experience’ or 
a ‘sixth sense’ or “they were wearing a base-
ball cap”. Empirical observation of control 
rooms also suggests the safety, security 
and movements of attractive women is also 
keenly monitored.8 Operators sometimes 
get it wrong. A Brixton band ‘The Thirst’ got 
a surprise audience of armed police offic-
ers, vans, dogs and a helicopter arrived as 
the band packed away their gear after a gig.  
A CCTV operator mistakenly reckoned he 
saw a gun (or was it a guitar?).9

4 He was wearing 
     a baseball cap 
     CCTV is aimed at  
     stereotypes
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“57% think that the UK has become a surveillance society”
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The general public seems broadly in 
favour of CCTV, although the Home 
Office, in a report on crime reduction, 

says this opinion is based on: 

“…limited, and partly inaccurate knowl-
edge of the functions and capabilities of 
CCTV systems in public places”.1

In other words, CCTV doesn’t do what peo-
ple think it does, which to be fair is not sur-
prising because the people who are telling 
them are often the people who are selling it .

Dog dirt
Richard Brunstrom, the Chief Constable of 
North Wales wrote on his blog in an entry 
about dog dirt that: “…our citizenry is very 
comfortable with today’s surveillance soci-
ety; CCTV makes people (including me) feel 
safer”.  
He goes on to describe: “the clamour for 
more cameras, and the active surveillance 
which logically follows”, as “deafening.” 2

At the same time as supporting CCTV, 
and without seeing any contradic-
tion, people say they are opposed to 
the growth of the surveillance society.  
In September 2007 a YouGov poll commis-
sioned by Liberty showed:

“54% of those questioned did not trust 
government and other public sector 
authorities to keep their personal 
information completely confidential. 
48% think that these authorities hold 
too much of their personal information 
and 57% think that the UK has become a 
surveillance society.”3

Contradictions abound. Manchester Coun-
cillor Mike Amesbury wrote to a local pa-
per saying he and fellow councillors were 

“inundated with requests for CCTV”4. Away 
from the big city, the village of Bakewell in 
the Derbyshire Dales enjoys an enviably low 
crime rate. Whilst Manchester City Centre 
boasted 8.35 robberies per 1000 population, 
sleepy Bakewell could only muster 0.6 (the 
national average was 1.85). However, never 
ones to be complacent, Safer Derbyshire 
Dales Community Safety Partnership, spent 
£38,000 on a new digital system to coincide 
with Derbyshire Constabulary’s ‘Operation 
Relentless, Safe and Confident’. Inspector 
Bryan Hall said CCTV was a “formidable 
tool”. Much of the local population seemed 
to agree. However, over in the affluent Buck-
inghamshire village of Broughton, residents 
were more worried that surveillance technol-
ogy would help the barbarians at the gates 
pick juicy targets. One resident, a Mr. Jacobs, 

five |  Oppositiion to surveillance

i predict a riot

5 Advertisement for a charity uses a photo of the
    ‘Banksy’ camera (Left) with the graffiti cropped out
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saw a Google car taking images for their 
on-line street view mapping initiative. He 
flagged the car down and told the driver he 
was “not only invading our privacy but also 
facilitating crime”. He then ran door-to-door 
rousing residents who blockaded the road 
and repelled the alien intruder. Police were 
called.5

Rightly or wrongly CCTV has become linked 
with an erosion of civil liberties. Opposition 
comes from people with very different politi-
cal views and agendas. Sir Ken Macdonald 
QC, the former Director of Public Prosecu-
tions decried the:

“Paranoiac paraphernalia of national 
databases, identity cards and all the 
other liberty-sapping addictions of the 
Home Office”.6

David Davis, the right wing Conservative 
Shadow Home Secretary, resigned as an MP 
and forced a by-election which he contested 
on a platform against “government infringe-
ments of personal liberty” including a DNA 
database and “excessive CCTV cameras”. 
Though, as a believer in the free market Mr. 
Davis was presumably only objecting to the 
publically operated systems and wasn’t go-
ing to send his Tesco clubcard back.

This perceived link between CCTV and the 
‘surveillance society’ is understood by opera-
tors to be a problem. Keeping the taxpayers 
onside is vital; schemes are expensive to set 

up and run and there are other options that 
might be as effective, such as better street 
lighting or more police on the beat. Many op-
erators advertise their adherence to codes of 
conduct and warning signs should stipulate 
the purpose of the system such as “crime 
prevention” etc. Primark say their scheme 
is to “protect customers safety” presumably 
from crimes against fashion. Wilkinson’s 
say their scheme is for “customers’ comfort 
and safety”. Shops do not say, “we want to 
see if we can get you to buy more”. Data pro-
tection legislation implies that people can 
see what the cameras see of them, though in 
practice, cameras seem to miss more than 
they catch outside of the carefully controlled 
corral of the supermarket.

Keep your distance
Some organisations actively distance them-
selves from the more controversial secu-
rity or enforcement side of surveillance. The 
Highways Agency saw letting documentary 
makers and photographers in as a way of 
being open and accountable. They were at 
pains to point out that the cameras they 
operate on motorways are for traffic man-
agement; they do not operate any speed 
cameras.7 When Southway Housing Trust 
introduced CCTV to their Arrowfield Road 
estate, they placed adverts in the local press 
warning miscreants it was showtime. They 
featured a cute cartoon set of CCTV cameras 
complete with singing birds perched on top. 

5 Home made poster on an out of business video shop
     Many are concerned that surveillance is Orwellian

5 Graffiti on TV Licensing advertising hoarding 
      The advert uses the threat of surveillance and names  
      a real road in Manchester
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Critics of speed cameras say they are more 
about raising revenue through speeding 
fines than improving road safety. If speed 
cameras are the bastard cousins of CCTV, 
then their ugly sisters are the Automatic 
Number Plate Recognition Systems and the 
congestion charging they facilitate. Much 
of the opposition to the surveillance soci-
ety seems to be driven by right-wing, free 
market, libertarian car drivers, who whilst 
broadcasting their position to the Pentagon 
with their sat-navs, take direct action against 
the apparatus of the surveillance state (well, 
Captain Gatso vandalises the bits that might 
automatically send him a speeding fine). 

Unlikely bedfellows
The opposition to CCTV does not seem very 
widespread, but includes some unlikely bed-
fellows. Bizarrely, the racist British National 
Party have warned that Britain is becoming a 
‘liberal-fascist state’. Presumably the mem-
bers of the master race are only objecting to 
the liberal bit. 

In Britain following Labour’s adoption of 
Conservative free market policies, the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union and disillusion-
ment of Stalinist communist parties, the 
left has to a great extent moved away from 
party politics and focused on single or cam-
paigning issues. The surveillance society has 
plenty to keep an eye on; with No2ID (stop 
the database state), Statewatch (watching 

the state and civil liberties in Europe), Spy-
Blog (watching them, watching you) and so 
on. The left too, warn of a fascist state (pre-
sumably without the liberal bit the BNP are 
worried about) being constructed whilst we 
(and the cameras) watch. Those of a more 
practical than theoretical persuasion, can 
join the discussion on one anarchist forum 
that debates the relative merits of lasers and 
paint filled water pistols for dealing with 
CCTV cameras.8 However, the left have not 
as yet spawned a Comrade Gatso of their 
own. Perhaps in an acknowledgement that 
much about CCTV is absurd, so should be 
treated as such, some opponents have or-
ganised games of ‘CCTV Bingo’ or the stand-
up and sing-a-long of Quiet Loner’s’9 ‘CCTV 
Cabaret’ show. 

Even the Liberal Democrats are coming off 
the (barbed wire) fence. Liberal leader Nick 
Clegg at Prime Minister’s Questions decried, 

“…this Government who turned the British 
public into the most spied upon on the plan-
et”. Prime Minister Gordon Brown wanted 
reassuring. “I take it that the right honorable 
gentleman and the Liberal authorities sup-
port CCTV?” he asked.10

An honourable mention for sound bites 
might be made for Liberal Democrat home 
affairs spokesman Chris Huhne, who asked 
advocates of surveillance to remember that 

“1984 was a warning, not a blueprint.”11

*Pseudonym of a member(s) of the ‘Motorists Against Detection’
group, who favour direct action against speed cameras. 

5 Anti-CCTV bingo card

5 Graffiti on the base of a CCTV camera
      the artist is still at large
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CCTV is the hoody of the security industry. 
In it’s protective cages and with its graffiti of 
warning signs, CCTV has become part of our 
culture. It is as much part of what councils 
call the ‘street scene’ as the lamp posts the 
cameras hang from, and is now a lot more 
common than red phone boxes. 

edgy and urban
CCTV is a shorthand for the edgy and urban. 
Fashion brands such as Puma, Nike and Full 
Circle have used camera icons as patterns 
on their clothing. Manchester street wear la-
bel Bench ran a whole advertising campaign 
in 2008 called ‘CCTV Generation’. At the 
other end of the market, luxury label Louis 
Vuitton had window displays featuring doz-
ens of silver plated CCTV cameras zooming 
in on one of their expensive, leather bags. It 
was unclear if this represented protection or 
envy towards the chattels of the rich. 

In 2008 artist Banksy produced a giant mu-
ral on the side of a postal sorting office in 
London proclaiming “One Nation Under 
CCTV”. His work has featured the subject 
before. As a graffiti artist, Banksy is just the 
sort of person CCTV surveillance is sup-
posed to stop, so he has an obvious desire 
to keep his identity secret. As part of the 
contract for his 2009 show Banksy v Bristol 
City Museum and Art Gallery, in return for 
a token £1 fee, he stipulated the gallery de-
stroyed all CCTV footage that showed him 
installing the exhibits. 

Banksy (inadvertently) received royal ap-
proval from Prince Charles’ charity The 
Prince’s Trust. They published a grainy, 
monochrome poster of a camera carrying 
the headline “Surely this isn’t the only atten-
tion young people deserve”. Opposite the 
camera Banksy had stenciled “What are you 
looking at?” The cropped photograph used 
on the poster excluded this.

Rock band Hard-Fi titled their 2005 album 
‘Stars of CCTV’, the title track included the lines:

“And every move that I make, 
Gets recorded to tape, 
So somebody up there, 
Can keep me safe”.

And Manchester band ‘The Get Out Clause’ 
promoted their song ‘Paper’ with a video ap-
parently made by putting together footage 
they claimed was obtained from CCTV cam-
eras using the data protection laws. Their 
video was eventually exposed as a fake, when 
suspicious reporters noticed the quality was 
too good to be genuine CCTV footage.12

And then there’s reality TV. Channel 5’s 
‘CCTV Cities’ promised, “shocking” [and 
cheap] footage showing how (in a suitable 
tone of moral outrage) “UK towns have 
become nightly battlegrounds for drunks 
and hooligans.”13 Readers and viewers love 
crime and ours is a very visual age, so sur-
veillance footage is a welcome way to fill the 
pages and schedules at no cost. 

5 Brands as different as Bench, Nike and Louis Vuitton 
     use CCTV to appear knowing and edgy
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The Manchester Evening News reported with 
understandable outrage how “Low-life thief 
snatches poppy collection” – readers could 
see exactly how outraged they should be by 
following the paper’s link to YouTube, where 
they could see heroin user William Fisher, 27, 
steal a collecting tin containing £7.14

CCTV footage has made it to the big screen 
with fact, in ‘Every Step You Take’, a 65 
minute documentary about CCTV in Britain 
by the German film maker Nino Leitner, and 
with fiction in ‘Red Road’ an award winning 
film by Andrea Arnold about a CCTV opera-
tor in Glasgow who sees on her screens “a 
man whom she never wanted to see again”. 
Artists have looked at surveillance in their 
work. Manu Luksch used real CCTV imagery 
of herself to make the 50-minute science fic-
tion film ‘Faceless’. 

Acclimatised 
You can start getting young people accli-
matised to our surveillance culture with a 
model police video surveillance van, or a 
toy CCTV camera (not to be confused with 
dummy cameras). The former are ideal for 
the teenager who wants to protect their bed-
room from prying parents. One model can 
detect motion and ‘speak’ – phrases such 
as “intruder alert!” and “Leave the room 
immediately!” Back in the real world, CCTV 
has found its’ voice. Controllers in Mid-
dlesborogh can tell people to pick up litter 

through loudspeakers attached to cameras. 
A competition was even announced where 
school children could record messages to 
become the ‘voice’ of the cameras. No one 
has yet seized the opportunity to develop 
this into a paedophile entrapment initiative. 
It should come as no surprise that listening 
cameras have joined the talking cameras, 
although the legality of eavesdropping is 
questionable. Gordon Brown’s Labour gov-
ernment tried to initiate a national debate 
about national identity (local identity hav-
ing been lost under an identikit high street) 
and invited people to submit ideas for mot-
tos and new symbols of modern Britain. 
One possible motto suggested was “Dipso, 
Fatso, Bingo, Asbo, Tesco.” In the same vein, 
people would surely find a CCTV camera a 
recognisable symbol of Britishness.

5 Banksy mural in central London (note the camera)

“people would find a CCTV camera 
a recognizable symbol of Britishness”

5 Victoria coach station in London

5 Selfridges Birmingham
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“uniformed contract security are part of the shop fittings”
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If people are willing to accept being photo-
graphed by CCTV, they are less sanguine 
about being photographed by other mem-

bers of the public. Despite virtually everyone 
having a camera in their phone, the millions 
and millions of pictures posted on photo-
sharing sites such as flickr and the rise of 
citizen journalism, public opinion becomes 
ever more contradictory and treats other 
people taking photographs with suspicion. 
If the public equates photographers with 
paedophillia, people in uniform equate pho-
tographers with terrorism. This is made ex-
plicit in a poster campaign on the London 
Underground.

“Thousands of people take photos every 
day. What if one of them seems odd? 
Terrorists use surveillance to help plan 
attacks, taking photos and making notes 
about security measures like the location 
of CCTV cameras. If you see someone 
doing that, we need to know.  
Let experienced officers decide what 
action to take”.

Within a few days satirical versions were 
posted on flickr. One read:

“Thousands of police officers do an excel-
lent job every day. What if one of them is 
an ignorant, authoritarian twat?”

However, the police themselves are keener 
than ever on capturing those candid mo-
ments. Virtually every demonstration is 
filmed and photographed by police ‘Evi-
dence Gatherers’, who do their gathering 
where no crime or offence has been com-
mitted. When the gatherers fail to get their 
man, police have confiscated press photog-
raphers’ memory cards to identify people – 
marking journalists ‘agents of the police’ in 
the eyes of protestors. 

More worryingly, journalists have reported 
being targeted by police ‘Forward Intelli-
gence Teams’ apparently out to intimidate 
them and prevent them reporting. Their de-
tails are added to records kept on protest-
ers.1 Some photographers have responded 
by taking photographs of the police photog-
raphers, taking photographs of them. They 
can photograph us, but we can’t photograph 
them. The Counter-Terrorism Act 2008 made 
it an offence to take photographs of police 
officers in case a terrorist found them useful. 
The police record on sensible use of such 
laws is criminal. When a bystander died after 
being assaulted by police during the London 
G20 protests in April 2009, it was people 
‘breaking the law’ by filming the police that 
disproved their assertion that they had not 
touched the man. Most of the gentlemen of 

six |  Photographers and the threat to security 

photo opportunity

5 This is becoming the norm – even in photography
     exhibitions in Liverpool
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the press were elsewhere photographing the 
official ‘photo-opportunity’ of a protestor try-
ing to smash a bank window with a dustbin. 
In the run-up to the demonstration the po-
lice had effectively set the news agenda by 
asserting there would be violent clashes and 
even that they (the police) were “up for it”. 
The mainstream press looking for stories to 
follow this line missed the real story.

Little brother
People can photograph or film what is going 
on with their mobile phone and distribute 
it live via the web. This makes ‘sous-sur-
veillance’ or ‘little brother’ – watching the 
watchers – a real possibility. Here activists 
rather than journalists are the people doing 
the documenting. 

Solicitor Mike Schwartz, speaking at the Na-
tional Union of Journalists’ first Photogra-
phers’ Conference in 2007 said: 

“The police are arresting journalists, 
seizing their equipment, treating them as 
suspects, looking at their photographs, 
taking copies, perhaps returning them 
to them, taking no further action often 
(but not always) and they’ve got, straight 
away, what they want.” 

The conference included representatives 
from the police. Commander Robert Broad-
hurst complained of protestors who: 

“Bring their own photographers in the 
same way that they bring their own 
lawyers. Our guys and girls cannot 
differentiate between those people who 
are out to make mischief, and those who 
are genuinely there to take pictures.”2

It is not just protesters and the press.  
In 2007 amateur photographer Phil Smith 
was stopped from taking photographs of 
the switching on of the Christmas lights 
outside Ipswich Town Hall. Suffolk Police 
admitted one of their officers was ‘overzeal-
ous’ for stopping Mr. Smith picturing the ar-
rival of Postman Pat and Cinderella because 
he didn’t have a (quote) “license to use his 
camera”.3

And to be fair, it’s not just the police. Commu-
nity Support Officers, private security guards 
and even ordinary members of the public chal-
lenge the right of photographers, profession-
al or amateur, to take photographs in public.  
Web forums4 recount ridiculous encoun-
ters between photographers and uniform 
wearing bored people. Photographers have 
been ejected from Manchester’s Arndale 
Shopping Centre, security guards citing 

“prevention of terrorism”.5 One would have 
hoped for a better understanding of terror-
ist modus operandi, given that an IRA bomb 
had damaged the centre in 1996. Incidental-
ly the explosion was recorded on CCTV, but 
the bombers got away to shop another day.

5 What kind of society are we building?

5 Euston Station – quite a few of the 4 million cameras
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Things got so bad that Austin Mitchell, La-
bour MP for Grimsby and a keen amateur 
photographer, tabled an Early Day Motion in 
the House of Commons which:

“Deplores the apparent increase in the 
number of reported incidents in which 
police, Police Community Support Of-
ficers or wardens attempt to stop street 
photography, and order the deletion of 
photographs or the confiscation of cards, 
cameras or film on various specious 
grounds such as claims that some public 
buildings are strategic or sensitive, that 
children and adults can only be photo-
graphed with their written permission, 
that photographs of police and PCSOs 
are illegal, or that photographs may be 
used by terrorists…”6

Buoyed on by support for photographers 
coming from the Labour Party, if not the 
Labour government, I decided, as they were 
holding their 2008 conference in my home 
town of Manchester, to go and take some 
photographs. Within a couple of minutes I 
had been stopped. The police officer asked 
me what I was doing. So I told him… at 
length… I invited him to accompany me 
to my current exhibition, which was being 
shown at the rival Convention of the Left. 
He declined, but did say the police on the 
ground had been told to question anyone 
taking photos, and if I carried on I’d prob-
ably get stopped again. He wasn’t wrong – I 

was stopped three more times in 400 yards. 
For a memento I had asked him for a ‘Stop 
and Search Form’. I was delighted to read 
on the form I was described as of “medium 
build” with “short hair” rather than the fat 
and bald disguise I usually wear in public. 
Earlier that day a visitor had been stopped 
and police had tried deleting the video foot-
age she had taken. Luckily the police were as 
baffled by the controls on digital video cam-
eras as the rest of us and were unable to ruin 
her holiday movie.

ridiculous
As we have seen, the Counter-Terrorism Act 
2008, makes Austin Mitchell’s point about 
photographing police not being illegal no 
longer strictly true. In particular, Section 44 
of the act has been repeatedly used (often 
erroneously) by the police to justify stopping, 
searching and even deleting images and con-
fiscating equipment. After streams of stories, 
which reported ever more ridiculous exam-
ples, Chief Constable Andrew Trotter OBE, 
QPM, head of the Association of Chief Police 
Officers, wrote to ACPO Chief Constables:

“Adverse media coverage of the police 
service use of Section 44 powers, 
when dealing with issues relating 
to photography, have recently hit 
the headlines again and suggests 
that officers continue to misuse the 
legislation that is available to them. 

5 It’s behind you! Police in the Elephant and Castle

5 Greater Manchester Police’s Christmas decorations 
      telling people to be careful and not to be naughty
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“The evidence also suggests that 
there is confusion over the recording 
requirements of ‘Stop and Account’ and 
the actual police powers of ‘Stop and 
Search’. The purpose of this letter is to 
clarify the legislation and guidance in 
relation to these matters.

“Section 44 gives officers no specific 
powers in relation to photography 
and there is no provision in law for 
the confiscation of equipment or the 
destruction of images, either digital or 
on film”.

But still the stops and the searches go on. 
‘I’m a Photographer Not a Terrorist’ is a 
group set up by amateur and professional 
photographers to voice their concerns. Im-
portantly the group saw the link between 
paranoia and the privatisation of the public 
space. In January 2010 over 2000 photogra-
phers gathered in Trafalgar Square for a mass 
snapping session. No one was stopped.

It seems that the police are misusing pow-
ers that were introduced to combat serious 
threats. This makes the law look an ass, does 
not stop or detect crime, and  makes a sec-
tion of the public lose respect for the police.  

5 Evidence Gatherers – where no crime has been committed

“link between paranoia and 
privatisation of the public space”

5 Professional and amateur photographers protested
     against perceived harrassment
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Certainly many photojournalists would 
go further and say it is a deliberate pol-
icy to hinder the media’s role in hold-
ing those in authority to account.  
One way to avoid being stopped might be to 
follow the example of documentary filmmak-
er Rob Spence. According to the Associated 
Press, the one-eyed Canadian is having a tiny 
video camera fitted to his prosthetic eye.7

Despite police advertising campaigns, most 
people do not think photographers are terror-
ists, because most people are at some time 
photographers themselves. But it’s some-
thing else that makes ordinary members of 
the public object to having their photo taken 
whilst out in public. It is not out of a sense 
of privacy – their store loyalty card and Face-
book entry surrenders any idea of a private life, 
their mobile phone broadcasts their location 
and they accept the constant filming by CCTV.  

In the Australian photography journal  
‘Photofile’ Martin Jolly and Katherine Giles, 
put forward the idea that:

“As a result of the pervasiveness of 
celebrity culture, if we are photographed 
in public we instinctively tend to think 
slightly less like citizens mingling in the 
public square, and slightly more like 
celebrities caught out on the town.  
We now carry our faces into public more 
as our commodity, something we own, 
something we have carefully grown, 
groomed and cultivated, something 
we can always potentially make money 
from. Within this logic one’s features 
are less an interface, and more a logo, a 
stamped unchangeable rebus of the self, 
a trademark always potentially on the 
verge of infringement.”8

5 Watching an anti-Iraq war march as it files past the Labour Party Conference in Manchester

“their store loyalty card surrenders 
the idea of a private life”

5 Ready for your photocall

5 Multiple cameras being monitored on one screen 
     in a CCTV shop

5 Imperial War Museum North
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“society moving in a direction many of us are uneasy about”
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seven |  some kind of conclusion 

what was that all about then?

reCeNT governments have a history of 
putting spin over substance and offer-
ing bold initiatives instead of real solu-

tions. Even those who think a loss of individ-
ual freedom is a price worth paying for secu-
rity, legitimately wonder if CCTV is the pana-
cea we are told it is. It has been described as 
a “tarnished silver bullet”. Politicians of all 
hues like to be seen to be doing something, 
even when the money might be better spent 
doing something else. Administrations have 
a history of being talked into spending lots 
of money on grand schemes, from the Mil-
lennium Dome to the Olympic games. They 
have an equally bad record with big technol-
ogy based initiatives such as the £20 billion 
National Health Service computer system. 
Dodgy IT salesmen see them coming.

Classified

We are told that for our own safety, citizens 
must be monitored, identified, classified. We 
are being defined by our sympathies, move-
ments and perceived motives. These camer-
as have not caused the problems our society 
faces, the cameras, along with the databases 
and the ID cards, are a response to problems 
that lack simple answers. These cameras or 
any other piece of technology cannot solve 
society’s problems; events show they cannot 
even contain them. 

The future doesn’t always turn out the way you 
think it will. If ours is becoming a surveillance 
society, it’s probably more by accident than 
design, but that does not mean it is not a 
problem. Once civil liberties have been taken, 
governments are reluctant to give them back. 
Also, controversial powers used for benign 
purposes now might be abused in the future. 

A lot of the apparatus a government needs to 
run a surveillance society already exists or has 
been seriously proposed. Even recent hyper-
surveilled societies such as the German 
Democratic Republic did not have the 
information technology that is now available, 
but what they did have was a constant hum 
of paranoia drowning out noises of dissent.
Governments, unable to deliver on promises, 
cast around for ways to persuade an ever 
more cynical or disinterested population 
that their lot is better with them than it 
would be with the other lot. 

It seems impossible to discuss the wide-
spread use of CCTV without mentioning Big 
Brother. Critics from the left and the right use 
George Orwell’s 1984 to characterise what is 
going on. The all-seeing, ever present Big 
Brother has an obvious resonance when dis-
cussing CCTV. But a surveillance state needs 
more than cameras. 

3 What have we been watching?

5 Cameras and fences go up around commerce and 
      homes to keep the barbarians out

5 Manchester’s Metrolink (tram) system
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Big Brother controlled not just by knowing 
what people were doing on the street or in 
their home, but by mollifying the people with 
Victory Gin, giving them someone else to 
blame and restricting their ability to critically 
think by deleting words from the language 

– Newspeak or ‘dumbing down’ as it might 
be called today (does any of this sound fa-
miliar?). However, trying to comprehend 
CCTV through Orwell can lead to flawed un-
derstanding. It is more about social control 
than a warped idea of what socialism is; the 
driving force is the needs of the free market 

rather than a desire to restrict freedom, but 
that does not mean governments should 
not be held to account, or that they are not 
up to something. 

We should not look at CCTV as a piece of 
technology, or a conspiracy hatched by Big 
Brother, but as evidence of a society mov-
ing in a direction many of us are uneasy 
about. To quote an Apple computer advert, 
directed by Ridly Scott, who brought the 
semi-dystopian Blade Runner to the screen,  

“1984 won’t be like 1984”. 

5 Advert for a sat-nav – which of course lets the Pentagon track you5 CCTV camera and ANPR system in London

5 Amusement arcade on the Isle of Wight
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5 Once it was thought god was all-seeing – now it is the state
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evidence gathering

When I started, my ambitions for this project 
were those of a traditional documentary 
photographer. As I went on, I became more 
interested in the subject than in being a pho-
tographer. Photography became a method 
for investigating an issue. I wanted to show 
how CCTV had become part of our culture. 
One approach might have been to build a ty-
pology of some of the 4 million odd cameras 
that watch the UK, but I was interested in 
using a more curatorial approach to docu-
menting a subject.

I thought how a museum curator would 
choose exhibits to show the absorption of 
CCTV into our society. The fact that there 
was a lot of CCTV ephemera about, was in 
itself some kind of proof. It was a small step 
from photographing objects, to collecting 
them. I still photographed these objects, but 
to catalogue them, rather than seeing the 
photographs as the end result. My project 
had moved on from being a photo essay into 
a collection. I also stopped thinking of other 
photographers as the audience.
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David Dunnico is a documentary photographer from Manchester, in the UK.  
He is widely published and works on carefully researched, long term, projects. 

   Exhibitions included Memento Mori (2007, Salford Art Gallery), which looked 
     at Victorian notions of loss and mourning “in a way that is infused with romance” 
     –Manchester Evening News, and Sold Out (2008, Kiosk Gallery), which featured
        “Subversive photography examining the sinister undertones of advertising” 
          – Metro News.

                    Reality TV was first exhibited alongside a new production of Orwell’s 1984 
                       and was praised for being “relevant and articulate”. 
                         Two of the videos from this project have been shown on the  
               BBC’s Big Screens. 

            He is currently working on a series about melancholy and  
                                         the English seaside which is just as well, as he likes being  
                                          melancholy by the sea.

    David’s photography blog is at: 
    www.daviddunnico.wordpress.com

       His web site is at: 
                  www.dunni.co.uk
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There are more surveillance cameras in Britain than in any other country.
Being in a city for anything other than shopping or consuming is questioned
– and going around photographing CCTV cameras is a definite no-no.

This black and white work is a timely response, that mixes humour, polemic  
and graphic urban images to comment on the rise of CCTV – the ‘hoodies’  
of the surveillance society.  
 
It comes to the surprising conclusion that Big Brother probably  
isn’t watching you – but your supermarket definitely is.

With 80 pages, black and white photographs and an extended essay.
No pixels were harmed in the making of this book.

see more at: www.ddcc.tv

When no one was looking…
we became the most watched country on earth
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