Bill could allow bondsmen to track with GPS
BY DAVID ROYSE
ASSOCIATED PRESS WRITER
TALLAHASSEE - Satellites keep constant track of every move made by about 400 Florida criminals on probation. A bill filed in the Legislature this week would allow judges to order the use of the same GPS technology to monitor people out on bail awaiting trial.

The military's global positioning system is one of the fastest-growing crime fighting tools in the country and is being widely used to keep track of certain criminals in the community, such as those on probation or house arrest, as an alternative to prison.

"It's kind of like LoJack on people," says Rep. Kevin Ambler, referring to the device that tracks stolen cars.

Ambler, a Republican from the Tampa suburb of Lutz, is proposing a measure that would allow judges to order people who haven't been convicted to have satellite monitoring as a condition of bail. It might help prevent them from committing crimes, he says, and it's good for the defendant too, because it keeps them out of jail.

Using the Defense Department's spy satellite network to keep track of criminals has few critics. Even the American Civil Liberties Union supports it in some cases, but the group and a few other skeptics are wary of using it for people who haven't yet been convicted.

"The whole concept of bail and pretrial release begins with the presumption of innocence," said Larry Spalding, the ACLU's lobbyist in Tallahassee.

Judge in Florida don't generally order electronic monitoring for defendants on bail because of the cost, Ambler said. Bail is designed to guarantee someone's appearance in court if they're not put in jail. The bail is usually put up by a bondsman who guarantees the full amount if the defendant doesn't appear. If the defendant skips on the court appearance, the bondsman hires a bounty hunter to go after them.

In Florida, bondsmen are allowed to charge a 10 percent premium for a bond - just enough to cover the cost of their business, says Ambler. He said bail bondsmen have been seeking to be able to use GPS monitoring to keep track of defendants, but can't afford it.

Ambler's bill would allow judges to order bail bondsmen to use GPS monitoring for some defendants and charge the defendant for it. If the defendant goes somewhere he shouldn't, police can be called.

Ambler said the public's interest in safety has to be balanced against the rights of defendants - and he thinks his bill (HB 943) does that.

"When you enter into the criminal justice system, you already have given up some rights," Ambler said.

Florida has been one of the most aggressive states in using satellite technology to track criminals. The Department of Corrections uses "active" GPS for about 400 probationers, mostly sex offenders and people who've committed violent crimes. About another 150 are monitored with "passive" GPS which checks offenders whereabouts less often.

The main company that provides the tracking system, Pro Tech, is based in Florida.
