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Are We Part of a Conspiracy? 

Surveillance and private sector 

coordination are often misperceived

arly last month I wrote a blog 

entitled How the Media Raises 

Your Anxiety over Terrorist 

Attacks in which I traced the 

evolution of a story from a largely 

unsupported series of statements to a 

full-blown end-of-the-world type 

story. There is a story currently 

making the social media rounds that 

shows once again how different 

perspectives, biases, and additions 

can change even the most common 

sense and routine government action 

into a conspiracy. 

In her recent article Revealed: how 

the FBI coordinated the crackdown on 

Occupy journalist Naomi Wolf claims 

proof of a coordinated effort by 

corporations and the government to 

repress dissent. Ms. Wolf cites a 

document obtained by the 

Partnership for Civil Justice Fund 

under the Freedom of Information 

Act that, “shows a terrifying network 

of coordinated DHS, FBI, police, 

regional fusion center, and private-

sector activity so completely merged 

into one another that the monstrous 

whole is, in fact, one entity: in some 

cases, bearing a single name, the 

Domestic Security Alliance Council.” 

Ms. Wolf further goes on to state that 

the document demonstrates that, “The 

crackdown (against Occupy), which 

involved, as you may recall, violent 

arrests, group disruption, canister 

missiles to the skulls of protesters, 

people held in handcuffs so tight they 

were injured, people held in bondage 

till they were forced to wet or soil 

themselves –was coordinated with the 

big banks themselves.” 

Do Corporations Direct 

Police Tactics? 
I’ve a number of problems with this 

article. The first is the linkage between 

government and private-sector 

coordination and the violence that 

occurred during the occupy protest. 

The implication is that the violence was 

preplanned and not the actions of 

individuals who may have been acting 

outside the scope of their authority or 

even acting illegally.  

Interestingly, the original article by the 

PCJF relates strictly to surveillance 

activities, as does the document they 
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reference. There is no mention of tactical 

planning, which is usually left to individual 

police departments. In short, while violence did 

occur during the Occupy protests and 

surveillance and public/private coordination did 

take place, it is a  considerable leap to translate 

those actions into a bank-directed crackdown 

on protestors. 

Is Public/Private Coordination a 

Bad Thing? 
However, my real issue is the implication that 

coordinated activity on the part of government 

and the corporate sector is by its very nature 

something to be avoided. This is completely 

contrary to what we in the emergency 

management community have been working 

towards for years. Effective response requires 

cooperation and integration of all available 

resources, whether private public. We try to 

anticipate problems and to develop an 

appropriate plan of action. But is this case 

different simply because it involves civil rights? 

Let’s examine it a bit closer.  

According to the General Accounting Office, 

85% of the critical infrastructure in the United 

States is in the hands of the private sector. 

Threats to this infrastructure, from whatever 

cause, can produce significant harm to both the 

economy and individual citizens, as we are 

currently seeing during the labor issues on the 

West Coast. Such threats are therefore the 

legitimate concern of government. To discharge 

that responsibility, it is essential that the 

government work closely with the private 

sector who owns the infrastructure. To gather 

information on potential threats, to meet and 

coordinate activities, and to work 

collaboratively during response is essential. To 

do otherwise would be gross negligence. 

As an example, during the protests against the 

war in Iraq my office and the San Francisco 

Police Department (SFPD) met frequently with 

businesses in the areas likely to be affected by 

the rallies and marches. The focus for all the 

businesses was the same: employee safety 

followed by maintaining critical customer 

support functions. There was never any 

discussion of the tactics to be used by the police 

department. That was the responsibility of the 

SFPD, which has a reputation for facilitating 

such events in as peaceful a fashion as possible. 

With regards to concerns over the fusion 

centers and the sharing of intelligence, it must 

be remembered that one of the chief criticisms 

leveled against the government in the many 

reports on the September 11th attack was the 

lack of information sharing between local, state 

and federal law enforcement agencies. It was so 

bad that the Assistant Chief of the SFPD could 

not see or discuss FBI reports shared with the 

department’s FBI liaison officer because the 

Chief had not been cleared by the Bureau. In 

fact, only the liaison officer was cleared. The 

fusion centers and the many local working 

groups were formed with the idea of breaking 

down bureaucratic silos and putting actionable 

intelligence in the hands of local law 

enforcement. 

Like many Americans, I’m concerned by the 

overuse of government surveillance and the 

gradual erosion of privacy. These are legitimate 

concerns. However, we must recognize that 

there are times when surveillance is 

appropriate and necessary and when 

government and the private sector must work 

together for the benefit of all. This a far cry 

from the centrally-planned and bank-directed 

efforts to suppress dissent claimed by Ms. Wolf.
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