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The Plate Is Not the Person

What Owner Liability Already Concedes About Automated Vehicle Surveillance

A camera records a plate. A database turns that into a claim about where a person has

been. Nothing in between ever checks whether that person was in the car.
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— OPENING

THE MOVE NOBODY NAMES

Somewhere between the camera and the file, an object becomes a
person

A camera at the roadside reads a registration plate. A database turns that reading into a statement about where somebody
has been. At no point does anything in that chain establish that the somebody was ever in the vehicle.

This paper gives that conversion a name, calls the space it jumps across the attribution gap, and argues that American law
has already worked through both of them, in a place nobody has thought to look.

SOURCES This Article, Part .



— OPENING

WHERE THE ANSWER ALREADY IS

Traffic camera law admits the whole thing, three times over

The place to look is automated traffic enforcement, which has been arguing about exactly this since long before anybody
built a reader network. Its statutes and its case law concede, in writing, that a camera cannot tell you who was driving.

Plate reader doctrine has grown up as though none of that had ever happened.

SOURCES 625 Ill. Comp. Stat. 5/11-208.6; Idris v. City of Chicago, 552 F.3d 564 (7th Cir. 2009); Tupper v. City of St. Louis(Mo.).



PART ONE

The Admission

read the statutes as evidence rather than as rules

Nobody drafts that clause about a system that produces the driver's name.



— PART ONE

FIRST ADMISSION

Liability without regard to who was driving

lllinois provides that unless an officer handed a citation to the driver at the scene, the vehicle's owner is the one who pays.
Local ordinances say it more bluntly still. An appeals court in Missouri looked at one that made responsibility a matter of who
owns the car, and said in terms that it made no difference whether that person had been driving. A Tennessee court put it the
same way, rejecting the argument that the city had to establish who was in control.

Read those as evidence rather than as rules. A statute assigning liability without regard to who was driving is a legislature
recording that it cannot find out who was driving.

Nobody drafts that clause about a system which produces the driver's name.
The provision exists because the camera's record stops at the vehicle.

SOURCES 625 Ill. Comp. Stat. 5/11-208.6(j); City of Creve Coeur v. Nottebrok, 356 S.W.3d 252, 259-60 (Mo. Ct. App. 2011); City of Knoxville v. Brown, 284 S.W.3d 330, 338-39 (Tenn. Ct. App. 2008).



— PART ONE

SECOND ADMISSION

And the defences say it twice more, precisely

There isa way out in lllinois if the car or its plates had been stolen before the offence and were neither controlled nor held by

the owner when it happened, and a second one if the car was hijacked. Both require producing evidence that the theft was
reported to a force.

That phrase is the owner-driver divergence set down in statutory language. The legislature knew the owner may well not have

beenin the car, wrote it down, and then made the divergence count in exactly two situations, both needing a crime by a third
party and a police report.

Have your car taken by a stranger and the law will listen when you say you
were not driving. Have it taken by your husband and the law declines to
enquire. The same thing is true in both households. Only one of them gets a
hearing.

SOURCES 625ll. Comp. Stat. 5/11-208.6(hX1), (h)X1.5), (i).



— PART ONE

THIRD ADMISSION

A federal appeals court made it a finding of fact

Owners argued that Chicago's ordinance unconstitutionally charged them even where they had not been driving. The Seventh
Circuit affirmed dismissal, and the operative passage is about what the technology can do rather than about municipal
power. Fining the owner is rational, the court reasoned, since the equipment is good at establishing which vehicles went

through the light and much worse at establishing who was at the wheel, which would leave owners free to blame a friend or a
child and leave the city with no realistic way of contradicting them.

That is not a throwaway line. The ordinance’s rationality rests on it, and without it the constitutional analysis falls over.

SOURCES Idrisv. City of Chicago, 552 F.3d 564, 566 (7th Cir. 2009); Washington v. Glucksberg, 521U.S. 702, 719-22 (1997).



— PART ONE

WHAT THE REGIME PAYS FOR IT

Every comparison the court reached for is candid about what it is
doing

The court placed camera enforcement in a line of no-fault penalty regimes: forfeiting a vehicle used in a crime, evicting a
tenant over a guest's conduct, taxing somebody for an adviser's mistake. Each of those names a party who did not do the
thing and explains why they should pay anyway.

Being open about it is exactly the point. Declare that you are running a scheme without fault and you invite people to say so.
The court leaned as well on how little was at stake, putting the interest involved at ninety dollars over a traffic offence.

SOURCES Bennisv. Michigan, 516 U.S. 442 (1996); Dep't of Hous. & Urban Dev. v. Rucker, 535 U.S. 125(2002); United States v. Boyle, 469 U.S. 241(1985); Idris, 552 F.3d at 566.



PART TWO

The Same Inference,
Unbounded

what plate reader doctrine asks, and what it never asks

Both leading questions assume the vehicle's movements are the person’'s, and neither defends it.



— PART TWO

THE TWO QUESTIONS COURTS ASK

Neither one reaches the premise

Is a plate exposed to public view? Do enough points reconstruct a life?
The plain view line asks whether somebody driving on a road has any expectation The aggregation line asks whether accumulated location readings assemble a
of privacy in a number bolted to the outside of their car. Usually the answer is no. picture of the whole of somebody's movements, which is the theory the case law

has actually been developing.

Each question assumes, without saying so, that a car's journeys are its owner's journeys. The main decisions never argue for that
assumption, and the reason is straightforward. They never arrive at it.

SOURCES This Article, Part IIl.A-IlI.B.



— PART TWO

THE CASE THAT AUTHORISED THE INFERENCE

Three conditions, and a database removes all of them

The Supreme Court permitted an officer to infer that a registered owner is the person driving. It did that solely for the

purpose of reasonable suspicion, solely where nothing known cuts the other way, and solely in circumstances where an
officer with eyes on the driver can rule it out on the spot.

Retrieval from a database strips out every one of those. It is not a brief roadside inference by somebody who can see through
the windscreen. It is a query returning a name, with nobody looking at anyone.

That decision holds the inference good enough to justify stopping a car for a
moment. It does not hold it good enough to place a person somewhere.

SOURCES Kansasv. Glover, 589 U.S. 376, 380-81(2020).



PART THREE

Where The Conversion
Happens

and why no part of the system records it

No stage of retrieval marks the moment an observation of a vehicle becomes a claim about a person.



— PART THREE

LOCATING IT

Nothing writes down the moment the object becomes somebody

A vehicle is what the camera captures. A vehicle is what gets stored. A vehicle is what comes back when somebody
searches. Then a human being's name turns up in areport, a sworn statement, an alert, or another force's paperwork, and
nowhere in the system does any field mark that something happened in between.

That is what makes the attribution silent. It is not concealed. It is simply never written down, so nobody has to defend it and
nobody can contest it.

SOURCES This Article, Part [V.A.



PART FOUR

The Justification

test it on its own terms, because it is why the contracts get renewed

Swapping a plate beats a reader network more cheaply than avoiding one.



— PART FOUR

THE VENDOR'S OWN WORDS

The company has already conceded the premise in writing

The commercial case rests on an unstated assumption: that the plate identifies the vehicle. The party with most to lose from
doubting that has put the doubt in print itself.

Writing for a technical audience in February 2026, the biggest supplier granted that you cannot always trust a plate, listing
the ways: switched between cars, obscured, forged, taken, tampered with, read wrongly by the machine, swapped for a
temporary or paper tag, or on occasion simply illegible.

The post exists to sell a supplementary identification product, and its
frankness serves that purpose. It remains an admission, by the operator of the
largest such network, that the identifier everything rests on is defeated
routinely and by ordinary means.

SOURCES Not All License Plate Readers Are Equal, Flock Safety (Feb. 6, 2026); License Plate Readers (LPR)Cameras, Flock Safety.



— PART FOUR

TWO WAYS TO BEAT A CAMERA NETWORK

One of them dominates the other

Avoidance Substitution
This means learning every camera position, taking whichever roads remain, and You need a plate. It works on every road, including the ones the network covers
going on taking them for however long the exposure lasts. Miss one camera and it most heavily, and it requires knowing nothing at all about where the cameras are.

collapses. Need to reach somewhere a camera covers and it collapses again.

Reporters in Britain found firms turning out plates to order inside ten minutes, skipping the verification the law demands. Putting a plate on
a car it was not issued for is unlawful in lllinois, and the registration can be revoked for it. To somebody who has already carried out a
hijacking or taken a person, that offence deters nothing. It is loose change beside what they have already chosen to do.

SOURCES Number Plate Cloning: Fake Plates 'Ready in 10 Minutes, BBC News; 625 Ill. Comp. Stat. 5/3-703, 5/4-104(a)4), 5/3-704(bX 4).



— PART FOUR

AND HERE IS THE STING

A swapped plate does not make you invisible. It makes you
somebody else.

Nothing stops the camera reading. Nothing stops the database recording. The single thing that alters is which person the
reading ends up pointing at.

Whoever did it has not disappeared from the file. They have turned into some registered owner who was elsewhere, has been

told nothing, and possesses no material with which to argue. The system cannot detect it, and the person falsely named finds
out by post.

SOURCES This Article, Part V.E.



— PART FOUR

MEASURED WHERE IT STARTED EARLIEST

The scale tracks camera density

22,450 36,794 631%

penalty notices cancelled on cloning grounds the same figure by 2023, with one borough rise in notices overturned for cloning after
by London councils in 2021 attributing close to two percent of all its one camera-enforced charging zone was
notices to cloned vehicles expanded

The reason to look at Britain is not that its law applies here. It is that Britain built dense camera enforcement before anyone else, running a

reported eleven thousand readers and generating on the order of a hundred million images every day. That makes it the closest available
look at an American network once it matures.

SOURCES What to Do If Your Number Plate Is Cloned as Cases Jump 41 Percent, Motoring Chronicle (June 18, 2026); /ncrease in Cloned Cars Leaving Innocent Drivers Facing Fines, Fleet News (July 4, 2022).



— PART FOUR

ONE METHODOLOGICAL POINT

Every number here counts only the people who won

Each case in those figures is one where an innocent person managed to prove a negative about their own whereabouts and
got the notice cancelled.

Whoever failed to put that evidence together, or let it go, or never discovered what was written about them, is counted
nowhere at all.

The published figures are a floor of unknown depth.

SOURCES This Article, Part V.F.



— PART FOUR

THE FINDING THIS PART WAS BUILDING TO

The network works inversely to how it is sold

Against its least sophisticated subjects it performs exactly as advertised, because somebody driving a car registered in their
own name is precisely what a plate reading identifies.

Against the offenders it is sold on, it performs the other way round, because the seriousness of the offence is what supplies
the motive to adapt.

Which leaves the network's soundness against the people most determined to
beat it resting on how alert the wrongly accused happen to be.

SOURCES This Article, Part V.G.



PART FIVE

Consequences

evidence, and the people who absorb the error

One group’'s recorded travel is false in every single entry.



— PART FIVE

IN COURT

The record proves a vehicle was there, and stops

What the record proves is that some vehicle wearing a particular number went past a particular spot at a particular moment.

It proves nothing about who was inside. Bridging those two takes a separate showing that hardly ever gets made and almost
never gets contested.

Neither hearsay nor authentication is what is wrong here. What is wrong is relevance, and the run of inferences behind it. A
document about a thing is being put forward to establish a fact about a human being, and whatever links the two arrives by
way of a witness, by way of submissions, or by way of nothing whatever.

The rule that follows is modest. When this material is put forward to establish
that somebody was in a particular place, require whoever offers it to say what
the identification rests on, and require the file to show whether any human
being laid eyes on the driver.

SOURCES |Idris, b52 F.3d at 566; Glover, 589 U.S. at 380-81.



— PART FIVE

THE PEOPLE WHO ABSORB IT

Every owner carries some of the error. One group carries all of it.

Hold the registration on a car you never drive and the travel history these systems keep on you is wrong from top to bottom.
Not partly. Line by line, all of it describes somebody else's journeys. Registrations sit like that for entirely mundane reasons. A
loan requires it. The insurance is cheaper. Somebody died. Or the household is arranged so that the person unable to drive is
the one whose name is on the car.

That group contains disproportionately many disabled people, since not driving usually has a disability behind it, whether a

condition making it dangerous or impossible to control a car or one that makes going out at all difficult.

The error is total for them, they have no way of learning the record exists, and
no mechanism to correct it if they did.

SOURCES This Article, Part VI.D.



— PART FIVE

AND THEY CANNOT OPT OUT

You can decline to carry a phone. You cannot decline to own the car.

There is nothing such a person can do to reduce it. Handing back the registration means handing over the car, and changing
the plate is against the law.

The consequence also runs the other way. The alert is hung on a number, not on a driver, so the bodily danger created by a

wrong name lands on whoever happens to be at the wheel. An alert raised in one person's name gets executed against
somebody who never appeared in the file at all.

SOURCES This Article, Part VI.D; 625 Ill. Comp. Stat. 5/3-703.



— PART FIVE

WHY THE REFORMS MISS

Everything on offer governs the clock, not the meaning

Auqgust 2026 brought changes from the main supplier, prompted by recorded abuse of the system by officers: the suggested
default storage period dropped from a month to a week, an option appeared for keeping things longer in unusual cases, and
forces gained the ability to specify which offences would let another force search their cameras. Model legislation has
proposed a warrant requirement for anything older than twenty-four hours.

All of it concerns storage periods, who is allowed to search, and what they must show first. None of it concerns whether what
is stored means what everyone assumes it means.

The clustering on duration is not an accident. Duration is the variable the
case law measures, so a shorter window is a defence aimed squarely at the
aggregation theory, and at nothing else.

SOURCES Flock Adds Safeguards to Licence-Plate Readers After Wave of Stalking Cases(Aug. 2026); Institute for Justice, Plate Privacy Project.



— CLOSING

AND RETENTION DOES NOT REACH THE COPY

The record that names a person has already left the database

Retention rules govern the vendor's own store. They do not govern the copy. Take a reading out before the deadline, putitina
report, a sworn statement, an alert, or a file at another force, and it survives whatever becomes of the original. The retention
statutes admit as much on their face: one state's three-week cap applies only to material that has not become intelligence or
investigative record information.

So the entry that turned a vehicle into a person is precisely the entry the clock never touches.

SOURCES Me. Rev. Stat. tit. 29-A, § 2117-A(5).



— CLOSING

THE CLAIM, RESTATED

Three things this paper found

One: an admission, in statute and in decided cases, that a number plate does not tell you who was driving, sitting inside the
very jurisdictions that treat plate data as a record of where somebody went. Second, that no stage of retrieval records the

moment an observation of a vehicle becomes a claim about a person. Third, the group whose recorded travel is false in its
entirety: registered owners who do not drive.

None of it requires a new theory of privacy. It requires reading two bodies of law that have been sitting a few feet apart for
twenty years.

The camera reads a plate. The plate is not the person. Everything downstream
has been proceeding as though it were.

SOURCES 625 Ill. Comp. Stat. 5/11-208.6; Idris, 552 F.3d 564; Glover, 589 U.S. 376.



— CLOSING
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