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A two-edged sword – public attitudes towards video surveillance in Helsinki 

Introduction

In Michel Foucault’s words, Jeremy Bentham – the designer of the Panopticon prison – ”invented a technology of power designed to solve the problems of surveillance” (1980: 148). The idea of video surveillance is almost literally the same: it is a technological solution designed to solve the problems of surveillance in urban space. People under surveillance are – as per the idea of the Panopticon – to be seen but to never know when or by whom; under control but without physical intervention. 

In recent years, the number of surveillance cameras in urban space has grown massively. It can be claimed that through surveillance cameras the panoptic technology of power has been electronically extended: our cities have become like enormous Panopticons. The surveillance of cities shows interesting and important parallels to Foucault’s thought, linking knowledge, power and space. The critique of increasing surveillance has focused on the presumed changes it might cause in space and social practices. It is feared that surveillance will lead to a ”vicious-circle of defence”. This issue has been debated a lot (Fyfe Bannister 1998; Norris & Armstrong 1999; Lyon 2001; Fox 2001; Surveillance and Society 2003 to name but a few). In this paper, my aim is not to get deeper into those conceptual discussions but to present some empirical findings from a survey conducted recently in Helsinki, Finland (on a more theoretical reasoning see Koskela 2000; 2002; 2003).

The aim of this study was to find out how people perceive the tremendous amount of new kind of surveillance. The survey was conducted by me and researcher Martti Tuominen in a research institution called The City of Helsinki Urban Facts and it examines images and perceptions of the citizens of Helsinki. The aim was not to make a comparison to crime statistics. In the first part of this paper I will present the main findings of this study. In the latter, I will try to contextualise the results and ask some questions that the survey raised.

Results from the Helsinki survey

The survey ”Kakspiippunen juttu” (Koskela & Tuominen 2003) deals with the viewpoints, experiences and opinions that the citizens of Helsinki have on video surveillance. What kinds of feelings does it arouse? What do people think about the way it is implemented? The study amounts to a sort of ”attitude barometer”, and it has six main purposes.

The aim was, first, to look at how video surveillance promotes security and whether it contains elements that cause fear. Second, we examined the limits of surveillance: what they are like today and what people think they ought to be like. Third, the survey aimed to find out whether increasing electronic surveillance was perceived to fulfil its purpose and what kind of effects it is expected to have on various types of crimes. Fourth, we discussed a few social issues relating to the protection of people’s privacy and the threat of a ”surveillance society”. Fifth, the survey mapped people’s attitudes in relation to the use of camera videotapes for various purposes ranging from crime investigation to TV entertainment. And sixth, we examined the transparency of video surveillance, information given about it and the public debate on it.

The research was conducted as a questionnaire addressed to 16-69 year old Helsinki citizens. A random sample of 2000 people was taken, and their address data were provided by the Finnish Population Register Centre. We received 1,240 approved responses, which gave a response rate of 62 per cent.

In many respects, the respondents thought video surveillance was a beneficial and good thing, but they also expressed criticism against it. It was usually considered useful and needed for crime prevention and crime investigation. Being under surveillance was often experienced as something mainly positive that increased one’s security. A minority felt it was embarrassing or annoying to be watched by the cameras. The respondents drew a clear limit between the kinds of places where surveillance was appropriate. A great majority was against the use of surveillance tapes for entertainment purposes.

70 per cent of respondents felt that surveillance cameras were useful for crime investigation and 58 per cent believed cameras also prevent crime. So by and large, people tend to have a fairly favourable view of how video surveillance influences crime. Studies focusing on crime statistics indicate that they were too optimistic. For example, an evaluation research of twenty localities in Britain which had installed video surveillance systems proved that only approximately half of them had succeeded in reducing crime (Welsh & Farrington 2002).

As to being the target of surveillance oneself, feelings were clearly divided: 63 per cent agreed that it is a good thing that urban space is watched over. More than one-third felt that surveillance increased their own personal sense of security. Many of the respondents indicated that they more or less ignore surveillance, and take it ”as part of the (street) furniture” (Groombridge 2002, 30): 38 per cent reported they had not thought too much about the whole thing and 25 per cent that it was of no consequence to them. A minority had reacted negatively to the cameras, becoming embarrassed or annoyed. So, it would seem obvious that people’s attitude towards the cameras is dictated by a perceived need for security. Another common opinion was that video surveillance does not hurt ”ordinary people” who have no bad intentions.

A clear picture emerged of in what kinds of places people thought surveillance was suitable: over 90 per cent thought it was appropriate in public places such as railway stations, car parks and department stores. A majority found it inappropriate in many kinds of indoor premises, particularly in fitting rooms and restaurant toilets. Only three per cent of the respondents currently had video surveillance in their own block of flats or house but 32 per cent said that they would like to have it in their residency. 45 per cent did not want such ”watching”. Considering that video surveillance in residential buildings is still relatively uncommon and that residential buildings are premises of a rather private kind, surprisingly many wanted this kind of surveillance. This would evidently imply that many people feel insecure in their close neighbourhood and feel that crime is a real threat to them.

Clearer game rules for surveillance were also asked for. 75 per cent of respondents thought video surveillance should require a permit which is not the case in Finland at the moment. The majority felt that police, watchmen and business-owners should have the right to use video surveillance. However, only two per cent thought that private persons should have the right to use surveillance cameras freely.

People’s attitude towards the use of surveillance videotapes for various purposes was divided: 90 per cent thought the tapes could be used in crime investigations and trials, but only 14 per cent thought they could be showed on the TV news. Even fewer thought they could be used for entertainment. Only three per cent agreed that the use of surveillance videotapes should be allowed in the TV entertainment programs. Quite often, however, their opinion changed if the case was that the people in the images had given their permission to this type of presentation. Opinions about crime prevention programs were divided: some considered them as pure entertainment while some thought that they serve the purpose of solving crime.

As a rule, people did not seem to know very much about video surveillance. Nor has it been discussed very much in the media. 71 per cent of respondents thought that the matter had not been discussed at all or sufficiently in the press or on TV. Many thought the public had not been informed properly about surveillance. Over 60 per cent thought that they do not get enough information about surveillance on the streets and in public buildings. One third thought that the case was similar in commercial premises.

Understandably, video surveillance is something people do not think too much about in their everyday life. Most of us have probably noticed that there are cameras here and there, but most people hardly think about video surveillance as a whole consisting of cameras (or camera systems), of watchmen and of the various purposes for which surveillance videotapes can be used. It is understandable also for the reason that surveillance is partly hidden and that no other information about it is usually handed out except the stickers showing that there are cameras installed.

To conclude the results, respondents gave clear motivations for their views: surveillance is a good thing as long as it is used sensibly where it is most urgently needed but there ought to be clear limits and game rules. The society should regulate surveillance and guarantee a reasonable degree of intimacy at workplaces, in housing environments and even in public urban space. The authorities should ensure that watchers are controlled, too, and that cameras are not misused. Hence, although the public is generally quite willing to accept surveillance, they also perceive that it carries new risks – video surveillance is a two-edged sword.

Discussion

According to this survey, most people seem to be take surveillance as a positive thing. Not much critic is presented except what it comes to intimate private spaces and to the use of surveillance videotapes. Similar kinds of results have been published based on opinion polls conducted elsewhere although, on the other hand, in many countries there is much more critical discussion around surveillance (e.g. Bennett & Gelsthorpe 1996; Ditton 2000; Töpfer et al. 2003).

Finns seem to rely on the authorities and are ready to accept that they are watched over. A comparison with Germany is interesting: in the city of Berlin the installation of surveillance cameras into public urban space has been discussed a couple of times in the City Council but every time the arguments against surveillance have been stronger than the pro-surveillance views (Töpfer et al. 2003). The reason might be that surveillance reminds too much about the times when city was divided and East Berlin was under heavy control. People do not want to have a feeling that they have returned to those times. In Finland, the collapse of the Soviet Union could very well be used as a basis for a similar kind of argument but this has not been addressed. Obviously, the difference is that during the Soviet times the question was not literally about surveillance of urban space, but rather about control of political debate. Nevertheless, a comparison could be useful.

However, in Finland the ”I have nothing to hide” argument is very strong. It could be said that the Foucauldian internalisation of control is generally accepted. Surveillance is not thought as an invasion of privacy, not to speak about contributing to the increase of polarisation in the society. Finns seem to be ready to divide people into two groups: the ”good respectable citizens” who should have no reason to criticise surveillance, and to ”the Others” who deserve to be controlled. Nevertheless, the critical debate around surveillance should not only be based on what the majority finds appropriate. In some respect, the most important questions touch upon the issues considering minorities and their rights to privacy and access to urban space.

Finns are very keen on technology and this may be one of the reasons why surveillance cameras have become so common in Finland. Mobile phones have been the ”engine” of Finnish economy in recent years, and this may have influence on how people perceive other technological equipment as well. On the other hand, what it comes to surveillance cameras, people are generally unaware of the level of technology and the possibilities of future development. In Helsinki, the cameras in the railway and metro stations are capable of presenting an elevator button on a size of a whole TV screen. Smaller and smaller cameras are developed, so small that they can be hidden almost anywhere – legally (as hidden surveillance in public space is not forbidden in Finland), and without a permit (since it is not required). The most developed technology even enables surveillance cameras to be crawling or flying ”cyberinsects” (Whitaker 1999, 88). Since the gazes and their directions are multiplied, the Panopticon is replaced by what has been called a ”polyopticon” or an ”omnicon” (Allen 1994, 145; Groombridge 2002, 43). Anybody may watch anybody, anytime, anywhere.

Furthermore, a crucial change comes with what has been called the digital turn. Digitalisation of surveillance systems makes it possible to use and organise the enormous mass of the data. It enables ”social sorting” (Lyon 2002). Surveillance systems are increasingly combined with computer systems that are able to recognise a face from a crowd (e.g. Gray 2003). These facial recognition systems form the link between digital registers and individuals walking on the street. Anonymous bodies can be transformed into digital subjects, identified and linked to the digital information about them, residing in electronic databases, whether it would be a criminal record, or a database for sexual minorities or political activists. The potential of these new technologies is not yet understood. Hence, it is likely that the lack of knowledge – which was one of the strongest critics in the Helsinki survey – causes the lack of critical debate. Knowledge is a precondition for discussion.
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