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NYPD UNDERCOVER SURVEILLANCE OF BLACK LIVES MATTER PROTESTS 
DOCUMENTED IN FREEDOM OF INFORMATION RELEASE 

Newly Obtained Emails Show NYPD Undercover Officers Infiltrated 
#BlackLivesMatter Protests, Activists Claim

Undercover Officers Found the #BlackLivesMatter Demonstrations Were  
“Peaceful”, “Very Quiet”, “Orderly” – But Kept Up Surveillance 

  In response to a court order, the New York City Police Department (NYPD) recently 
turned over email  communications,  photographs, and  a  video  documenting NYPD’s use of 
undercover officers to monitor and possibly infiltrate #BlackLivesMatter demonstrations in and 
around Grand Central Terminal between November 2014 and January 2015.  During that time, 
following the grand jury decisions not to indict the police officers who killed Michael Brown and 
Eric Garner, there were nearly daily protests in New York City.  The court’s order, issued on 
February 10, 2017 by Justice Manuel J. Mendez of the New York County Supreme Court, and 
the NYPD’s subsequent disclosure, marked a significant milestone in a two-year legal battle by 
attorneys from Stecklow & Thompson to determine NYPD’s role in political surveillance by 
using New York’s freedom of information law (FOIL) to compel the disclosures.   

Now, the attorneys and activists say that the emails, photos, and video released confirm 
that the NYPD engaged in politically motivated undercover surveillance of the 
#BlackLivesMatter movement in New York City.  The released materials also suggest that the 
NYPD continues to withhold video and communications documenting its covert activities, in 
potential violation of the court’s order. 

 The NYPD disclosure consists of 45 pages of emails between undercover officers, their 
supervisors, and base command, all of whom the NYPD admitted in court papers were engaged 
in covert surveillance of the #BlackLivesMatter protesters.  The disclosures also include 
photographs and a video of protesters, which appear to be taken directly by NYPD undercover 
officers assigned to track and report on the demonstrations.  Included among the disclosures are 
copies  of  texts sent by protesters to one another.  It is not known how the undercover officers 
obtained access to those texts.  The names and email addresses of all the officers involved have 
been redacted by the NYPD. 
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“The communications show frequent covert surveillance of #BlackLivesMatter protesters 
by the NYPD during those months. They also show that the NYPD witnessed no crimes or 
disorderly conduct by any of the #BlackLivesMatter protesters. There was no law enforcement 
need for undercover surveillance or infiltration of these protests.  This was politically motivated 
action by the NYPD against a group it considers its political enemy,” said David Thompson, one 
of the attorneys on the legal team to obtain the documents. 

Attorney M.J. Williams, who also led the legal effort, said: “We now know that what we 
received is just the tip of the iceberg. To start with, NYPD’s disclosure was incomplete. For 
instance, the court ordered the NYPD to hand over all video, including footage from its 
surveillance cameras, which the NYPD litigated vigorously to withhold. But we received only 
one video, shot by an undercover officer. So if NYPD was truthful with the court, then this 
additional footage exists, but is still being withheld. She added: “And much more about NYPD’s 
undercover operation needs to see the light of day. Our client only asked for documents about 
NYPD’s surveillance at Grand Central, but these documents show that NYPD’s political covert 
operation tracked these protests all over New York City.” 

The attorneys plan to continue to pursue the matter until the NYPD obeys the court’s 
order in its entirety.  

Keegan Stephan, an activist and law student who participated in the #BlackLivesMatter 
protests in 2014 and early 2015, and assisted with the litigation to obtain these documents said: 
“The disclosures show undercover officers blending into groups as small as seven protesters, and 
having access to detailed information about protest plans that was never shared beyond a small 
group of organizers. It makes me think that some of these undercover officers were deeply 
embedded in our groups and that they were infiltrating our social networks, not just attending 
public demonstrations. This sort of police activity has a documented chilling effect on people’s 
First Amendment rights.” 

 An organizer with the activist group NYC Shut It Down, Kim Ortiz, says the documents 
make the NYPD look “ridiculous.”  “NYPD dedicated all these resources to an undercover 
operation to spy on protests that they themselves describe over and over again as ‘peaceful,’ 
‘very quiet,’ ‘orderly,’” Ortiz said.  She added: “The constant surveillance is definitely troubling. 
But we know our history, the history of the Black Panthers, and NYPD’s efforts to take them 
down as well as other political movements that threaten the status quo. But we are not going to 
stop protesting, not until we force shifts in power that will guarantee my kids will grow up safe.” 

# # # 

The full set of documents disclosed by the NYPD is available here.  
Papers from the FOIL litigation, Logue v. NYPD, are available here.  
For further background, previous media reports are available here.     
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