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Senator Deschambault, Representative Warren and distinguished members of the Joint Standing
Committee on Criminal Justice and Public Safety, my name is Rachel Talbot Ross, and | represent
House District 40, which comprises the Portland neighborhoods of Parkside, Bayside, East Bayside,
Oakdale, and the University of Southern Maine campus. Thank you for the opportunity to testify in
favor of LD 1278.

Fusion centers do not make us safer. They compromise our basic rights and threaten our democracy. The
MIAC is an inappropriate use of taxpayer dollars and should be shut down.

In 2012, the U.S. Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations released a critical report on fusion
centers. After reviewing 13 months of fusion center reporting, investigators concluded that fusion
centers produced “‘intelligence’ of uneven quality — oftentimes shoddy, rarely timely, sometimes
endangering citizens’ civil liberties and Privacy Act protections, occasionally taken from already-
published public sources, and more often than not unrelated to terrorism.” They could not identify any
“reporting which uncovered a terrorist threat... [or any] contribution such fusion center reporting made
to disrupt an active terrorist plot.”

The Senate did, however, find a cumbersome review process that delayed the dissemination of
intelligence products, misappropriation of funds, accounting mechanisms so lax that the Department of
Homeland Security could not tell Congress how much money they’ve invested in fusion centers
(estimates ranged from $289 million to $1.4 billion), and a chronic over-reporting of questionable
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information. * After this scathing report, the conservative Heritage Foundation concluded that more than
half of existing fusion centers should be closed.?

The problems that the Senate identified nine years ago are still on display, including here in Maine. Last
summer, hacked MIAC documents published by a transparency collective showed that the MIAC had
monitored Black Lives Matter protests in Maine. MIAC analysts shared unsubstantiated social media
rumors to depict the protesters as violent and dangerous.® They cited an obviously satirical website to
support their claims that there may be paid protesters at the demonstrations.* It was staggering display of
bias but, unfortunately, an all too common one.

Police bias is a major problem, and fusion centers exacerbate it. In the days leading up to the capitol riot
in January of this year, some fusion centers did warn about the threat of violence, but both DHS and the
FBI failed to act, claiming they lacked information on “specific” or “credible” threats.® The hesitant
response was a stark contrast to previous fusion center reporting on Occupy Wall Street,
environmentalists and anti-pipeline demonstrators; immigration advocates; and Black Lives Matter.

This “threat inflation™ has real consequences. During the protests against the Dakota Access Pipeline
and last summer’s racial justice demonstrations, fusion center intelligence provided the backdrop for an
excessive law enforcement response characterized by indiscriminate force.” On June 2, 2020, while the
MIAC was laundering right-wing conspiracy theories as intelligence and sharing them with law
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enforcement across the Maine, police fired tear gas at racial justice protesters demonstrating in Portland.
The incident was so excessive and egregious the City of Portland caved to pressure and hired outside
auditors to review police use of force in response to the demonstration.®

In short, police surveillance is not just an abstract issue of civil liberties and privacy. The fact of
surveillance is an affront to democracy. Fusion centers have monitored every major social movement in
the past two decades. They present constitutionally protected politically activity as dangerous extremism
and encourage violent crackdowns on people exercising their rights. Closing fusion centers would have
no negative impact on public safety. Instead, it would end an ineffective program that has done more to
violate constitutional rights than protect them.

Thank you for your consideration. | am happy to answer any questions you may have for me.
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