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JUSTICE SUB-COMMITTEE ON POLICING 

 FACIAL RECOGNITION: HOW POLICING IN SCOTLAND MAKES USE OF 
THIS TECHNOLOGY 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM POLICE SCOTLAND 

Facial Recognition Inquiry  
 
I refer to your letter of 19 December 2019 to ACC Gillian MacDonald requesting 
further information regarding the above. Please note that ACC MacDonald has 
retired from Police Scotland and that I am now undertaking the role of 
Temporary Assistant Chief Constable for Major Crime and Public Protection. 
As such, I am pleased to provide you with this update on Police Scotland’s 
current and intended use of Facial Recognition Technology (FRT).  
 
ACC MacDonald, in her letter of 31 October 2019, detailed that Police 
Scotland’s only current use of FRT is through the UK-wide Police National 
Database (PND), which is not live time but uses a process of retrospective facial 
matching using criminal record photographs, to assist with the prevention and 
detection of crime.  
 
For clarity, live facial recognition is defined by the Information Commissioner’s 
Office (ICO) as involving “the real time automated processing of digital images 
containing the faces of individuals, for the purposes of identification, 
authentication or verification, or categorisation of those individuals”. 
Retrospective facial matching uses non-real time, non-live, older images for 
comparison.  
 
It is pertinent to reiterate that data held by Police Scotland is weeded from PND 
in line with Police Scotland’s weeding and retention policy, which is publicly 
available on the Police Scotland internet site.  
 
It is also important to restate that Police Scotland are not currently using, 
trialling or testing any live time facial recognition software.  
 
In response to your specific questions in relation to specific equipment used by 
Police Scotland, I can confirm that certain local policing divisions within Police 
Scotland do have body worn video units available for use, however they do not 
have facial recognition functionality. Police Scotland are currently considering 
the national deployment of body worn technology, however there is no 
expectation that this will have facial recognition functionality and no established 
timeline for implementation.  
 
It is the intention to equip all operational uniformed officers with mobile 
technology, with 3000 devices already issued to date and a further 7000 being 
issued in early 2020. These devices do have a camera, however they do not 
have facial recognition functionality.  
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Police Scotland utilises Automatic Number Plate Recognition (ANPR) 
technology, with both static and mobile units now in use. The system only 
records letters and numbers and therefore has no facial recognition functionality 
or capacity.  
I can also confirm that Police Scotland’s Air Support Unit do not have any 
equipment that currently has, or has capacity for, facial recognition functionality 
on helicopters or drones.  
 
The use of image recording in other areas of Police Scotland’s business, using 
both fixed and mobile cameras, such as in custody suites, do not use nor have 
current capacity for facial recognition functionality.  
 
I can confirm that in certain specialist business areas, such as Human 
Trafficking, Police Scotland can access support from other UK agencies who 
do have access to retrospective facial recognition technology. Additionally, in 
other specialist areas, such as Internet Investigations, appropriately trained 
officers do have access to tools such as the publicly available ‘Google Reverse 
Image Search’, however this is image matching technology, rather than 
specifically facial recognition technology. These tools are often used to identify 
and safeguard victims of serious crime. 
  
In closing I must also acknowledge that Police Scotland are keenly aware of 
the importance and sensitivity surrounding the police use of technology and as 
such are actively considering the development of formal Data Ethics structures 
and governance to make certain that we not only use data, such as biometric 
data, lawfully but ethically, with the consent of the public and in a way that 
maximises public good whilst also ensuring legitimacy and trust. In line with this 
commitment, Police Scotland look forward to playing an active role in the 
independently-chaired reference group, announced by the Cabinet Secretary 
for Justice in 2019, which will scope the legal and ethical issues arising from 
emerging technological advances in policing.  
 
I trust the foregoing is of assistance and provides reassurance to you and 
members of the Justice Sub-Committee on Policing.  
 
Duncan Sloan  
T/Assistant Chief Constable  
Major Crime and Public Protection 
7 January 2020 


