Sylvia Rivera Law Project
 LEGAL OBSERVER GUIDELINES

The basic role of Sylvia Rivera Law Project legal observers (LOs) is to keep detailed, unbiased notes of police activities that may be used in future law suits and to keep track of anyone who is arrested to help connect those people with representation and further support.  We also hope that our presence helps participants in direct actions to feel more confident and helps deter police from misconduct because they know they are being watched.  We see legal observing as one method of helping to hold police accountable and to support grassroots community organizing.  At SRLP, we have a strong commitment to doing legal observing—and all of our work—in a way that is consistent with our vision of gender self-determination and racial, economic, and social justice.  It is NOT the role of LOs to speak for the organizers of/participants in the action or to interfere in any of their decisions or actions. We do not require legal observers to be lawyers, law students or paralegals, because we believe that anyone who can make observations, take notes, make phone calls, stay calm in stressful situations, and act respectfully to others has what it takes to be a great LO.  
We understand that many people who act as LOs sympathize strongly with the causes that people are engaging in direct action about and may come from affected communities.  We ask that our LOs be careful to stay in their role and always to follow the guidelines below, but also to use their best judgment and be themselves.  While police activity is low, meaning no one seems at imminent danger of getting arrested or hurt by police, it is okay to join in chants and cheers if you want to—just stay alert and aware of your surroundings at the same time.  Here are some general “To Dos” and “Not To Dos.”
TO DO:

· Bring a pad of paper, pen, and camera for photos if you have one. Write “Privileged and Confidential” at the top of each piece of paper that you use.

· Bring a cell phone if you have one. Make sure it’s charged.  It can be a good idea to set it to vibrate, since you might not hear a ring in the noise of the crowd. 

· Dressing up (business or business casual) is a good idea so you look “legitimate,” but also make sure your clothes will be comfortable given the weather and type of action.

· Wear your LO hat the whole time you’re at the action.

· Show up on time and stay until the end. The LO coordinator can tell you when it’s time to go.  Usually, LOs should stay until the protest is over and either all the police have left or all the participants have left.

· Have the number for the office for legal support available and give it out to participants in the action.

· Stay in a position where you can easily see what is going on.  Usually that means you will be in between the participants (as well as any security) and the police.  An LO coordinator will probably give you an area to cover. Generally you should stick to that area, but if it seems like there is a place with no LOs but lots of cops, let the LO coordinator know (and if the coordinator is not available, use your best judgment—it’s okay to move around some if needed). 

· If you see someone whom you think is an undercover officer or anything else that seems important, tell an LO coordinator and write it down. 
· Take notes on what the police do.  Take down details, like times, locations, names, badge numbers, activities, and equipment or weapons used. 
· Take pictures of what the police do.

· If people get arrested, get as much info as you can.  If you have time, get the name they are arrested under, preferred name, date of birth, preferred pronoun and any special concerns (if it is an environment where it would be safe to share those concerns). If you don’t have time, the most important piece of info is the name they will be arrested under, which is usually the name on their ID. Also, try to find out from police what precinct they will be taken to.  Write it all down.
· Call into the office to report any arrests as soon as possible.
· Help out other LOs and the LO coordinators.  If someone seems to be struggling, find out if they need support. If you think LOs are doing or saying something racist, transphobic, or not consistent with these guidelines, talk with them about it or go to an LO coordinator.  Be open to getting feedback from others—we are all growing and none of us are perfect.

· Before you leave, check in with and turn over your notes to the LO coordinator.

NOT TO DO:

· Never tell the organizers of or participants in the action what to do or what not to do.  It is never our role to make decisions about how to run an action.
· Do not speak or negotiate with the police on behalf of the organizers unless the organizers have specifically asked you to take on that role.
· Do not give statements to the media.  Instead, politely refer media to any of the media spokespeople or action organizers.
· Do not carry signs (you need hands free to take notes) or wear anything promoting a candidate for office (as a non-profit, we may not electioneer). 
· Do not put any language in your notes that may seem inflammatory or biased. (For example, do not write: “the cops are fucking with us again.”) 
· Do not join in acts of civil disobedience or physically try to stop police from arresting people.  You won’t be able to do your job as an LO if you get arrested.  
· Never assume the gender of people you are talking to. Avoid gendered words like “sir” or “ma’am” unless the person you are addressing has shared their gender identity with you.
· Do not use racist, sexist, transphobic, homophobic, ableist, fatphobic, classist, xenophobic, or otherwise oppressive language (toward anyone, including police, protesters, other LOs, etc.).
· Do not challenge anyone’s right to be at the action or to be an LO. 
· Do not give anyone legal advice.  It is okay to share brief general legal information that you are totally sure of (like, “people have a right not to answer questions from police”).  Only attorneys can give legal advice though, and even if you are an attorney, you generally won’t have the time or the privacy to do a good job of it when you’re in the role of LO.
