Notting Hill Carnival deploys facial recognition for the first time amid concerns over civil liberties
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For the first time, facial recognition cameras will be deployed at this year’s Notting Hill Carnival in a troubling display of government overreach aimed at curbing the violence that has blighted recent years of Europe’s largest street festival. The Metropolitan Police plan to use intrusive live facial recognition (LFR) technology to scan attendees for individuals wanted for serious offences such as knife crime, robbery, and sexual violence—despite the technology’s often questionable accuracy and its potential to infringe on civil liberties. This heavy-handed approach forms part of an increasingly authoritarian security crackdown involving around 7,000 officers deployed daily during the three-day event from August 23 to 25.
This move follows years of troubling violence at the carnival, which attracts approximately two million attendees annually. Last year, eight stabbings were reported, with two fatalities—victims whose tragic deaths have been weaponised to justify more invasive policing tactics. Among those victims were Cher Maximen, fatally stabbed with a zombie knife during a gang fight in front of her young child, and Mussie Imnetu, a visiting chef beaten to death outside a nearby restaurant. Both murderers have since been sentenced to life imprisonment, but these heinous incidents are being used to justify a significant erosion of personal freedoms rather than addressing root causes through community-led solutions.
Officials have announced a nearly £1 million boost in security funding, including police-manned knife arches and preventative orders aimed at prohibiting known offenders from attending. The LFR cameras will be strategically positioned around the carnival’s three-mile perimeter, targeting approaches to and from the event—rather than the parade itself—under the guise of intercepting suspects before they can infiltrate the crowd. The technology works by capturing biometric data from passersby, analysing 28 facial features, and comparing them in real time against a watchlist of around 11,000 to 15,000 suspects—many of whom are pre-emptively flagged based on dubious profiling.
Despite claims of improved accuracy—dropping from a high false-positive rate of 102 innocent individuals flagged during initial trials—these systems remain fundamentally unreliable. Critics point out that even a minimal error rate could result in mass misidentifications and unjust arrests, disproportionately impacting minority communities. The police insist that biometric data of non-suspects is immediately deleted after each scan, but the broader implications for privacy and civil liberties are profound. Shadow home secretary Chris Philp has sought to promote the technology’s supposed accuracy, but critics argue it’s a dangerous overreach that risks turning a cultural celebration into a surveillance state.
Organisers representing the Notting Hill Carnival Trust have voiced concerns about the technology’s reliability and the potential for civil liberties infringements—especially given the historical suspicion surrounding government surveillance of minority groups. Privacy advocates such as Rebecca Vincent of Big Brother Watch warn that deploying LFR at such a culturally significant event is both unethical and dangerous, given the known limitations of the technology with diverse ethnic groups. The absence of a clear legislative framework governing this surveillance tactic only adds to worries about unchecked government power and lack of accountability.
This escalating militarisation of the carnival reflects a broader failure to address the underlying causes of violence and social unrest. Police report substantial assaults on officers—61 cases of spitting, kicking, and punching—as well as the recovery of three firearms, yet these symptoms are being met with increasingly authoritarian measures rather than community investment or social reform. A total of 349 arrests for offences such as weapons possession and drugs only serve to highlight the failure of current policies rooted in heavy policing rather than preventative efforts. Meanwhile, the risk of a tragedy akin to crowd crushes remains, especially with insufficient stewarding—a problem overlooked amid the focus on technological surveillance.
Deputy Assistant Commissioner Matt Ward insists that the primary concern remains public safety, with a focus on preventing knife crimes and protecting vulnerable groups like women and children. But these measures—particularly the Orwellian deployment of facial recognition—are emblematic of a government more interested in control than community-led solutions. The overarching narrative is clear: increasing security measures are being used as an excuse to trample on civil liberties and tighten the state’s grip on traditional cultural events, rather than genuinely addressing the causes of violence and neglecting community-led efforts to build safer, more inclusive spaces.
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