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David Shakes speaks with authority:
on theater, on acting, on history. And, of
course, Frederick Douglass. So many
years in pursuit of knowledge and con-
nection to the historic Rochester and
American figure.

He has traveled a long road with Doug-
lass.

David Shakes also speaks with pa-
tience and encouragement, in the tones
of a teacher, with a strong guiding voice
for those who are learning, collaborating,
dreaming. He is an actor, a theater direc-
tor and producer and a historical inter-
preter for some iconic figures of the past.

Someday, quite a while from now
when he is gone, Shakes will be remem-
bered in western New York in a lasting
way. But now he is still working and con-
necting and supporting. And the recogni-
tion and appreciation keeps coming.

‘A TREASURE HERE
IN ROCHESTER’

Acclaimed director Shakes has put his stamp on the city
William Ramsey
Rochester Democrat and Chronicle

USA TODAY NETWORK

David Shakes was honored with a key to the city of Rochester by Mayor Malik
Evans (at top) on Thursday. ANDY DOSSETT / DEMOCRAT AND CHRONICLESee SHAKES, Page 9A

Drones made by China are popular in
America — with hobbyists, agencies,
photographers and journalists.

The price is low and the quality is
good. But in the hands of law enforce-
ment, the provenance of the equipment
has been raising questions, given the
way police are allowed to fly drones.

The Monroe County Sheriff’s Office
and Greece Police Department currently
use Chinese-made drones flagged by
federal officials as a threat to national se-
curity. The surveillance equipment gives
local law enforcement eyes in the sky.

One example: A police drone hovered
over a Penfield swamp last fall, tracking a
shoplifting suspect who had run from
the law. He was slowly dragging his way
deeper into thick weeds and knee-high
water.

Regional
police use
Chinese
drones 
Army, feds see devices as
a national security threat

Kayla Canne
Rochester Democrat and Chronicle

USA TODAY NETWORK

See DRONES, Page 9A
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Sarah Matthews was working in the
White House on Jan. 6, 2021, when a
mob of then-President Donald Trump’s
supporters stormed the U.S. Capitol in
an attempt to stop the certification of
Joe Biden’s victory. She saw how
Trump’s staff tried to get him to con-
demn the violence for hours without
success.

“In my eyes, it was a complete dere-
liction of duty that he did not uphold his
oath of office,” Matthews told USA TO-
DAY. “I lost all faith in him that day.” 

Matthews resigned from her job as
deputy press secretary in the wake of
Jan. 6. She views Trump as a threat to
democracy who tried to steal the 2020
election and would do it again.

Trump faces
‘unprecedented’
opposition from
former aides
Zac Anderson
USA TODAY

See AIDES, Page 8A
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After deputies from the Monroe
County Sheriff’s Office arrested the man,
they released the drone footage and
called the technology an “invaluable”
tool in modern policework. Police use
surveillance drones to locate missing
people in the dark of night, help fire offi-
cials pinpoint hotspots in burning build-
ings and to keep watch over large crowds
like at last year’s PGA Championship.

As those drones whiz about high up in
the sky, they are also collecting unparal-
leled information about local infrastruc-
ture and local communities. Privacy
watchdog groups have long criticized po-
lice drones as another example of how
we live our lives under constant surveil-
lance, sometimes without even realizing
we are being watched.

In recent years, federal officials raised
another concern: Is China watching the
footage that authorities (or even com-
mercial users) collect?

Feds: Chinese drones get sensitive
data on U.S. infrastructure

Chinese manufacturer Da Jiang Inno-
vations, or DJI, produces most of the
world’s drone equipment, including
what often ends up in our police depart-
ments.

It’s just a popular drone in America,
period.

The Democrat and Chronicle and peo-
ple across western New York use DJI
equipment. There are more restrictions
on the way our newsroom can use this
drone than even the rules hobbyists face.
A police drone can surveil certain people
and many crowds of people. A newspa-
per is not allowed to do that.

Scott Norris, D&C news director, ex-
plained how our journalists can and do
use the equipment.

“The Democrat and Chronicle has op-
erated a DJI Inspire 2 drone since 2017,”
he said. “We operate the drone under re-
strictions and guidance provided by
Gannett and by the rules detailed in the
FAA’s Part 107 documentation on un-
manned aircraft systems.”

Norris emphasized that the news-
room cannot fly over people or crowds.

“We have primarily used the drone to
shoot areas under construction, fall fo-
liage, lakeshores and flooded areas and
broad areas where the context of the
neighborhood or land around is impor-
tant to understanding the story,” he said.

Why is there a DJI drone issue?

In 2017, the Department of Homeland
Security issued a bulletin claiming DJI
was sharing sensitive data it collected
from its U.S. clients with the Chinese
government.

Through their day-to-day use, drones
accumulate detailed imagery and map-
ping information on the nation’s public
safety activities and water, food and
transportation systems, the bulletin
said. Federal officials argued that if that
information is shared with China, it
could enable them to “easily coordinate
physical or cyber attacks” against the
U.S.

So far, federal officials have not re-
leased proof that this is happening —
and DJI has denied those claims — but
China’s National Intelligence Law man-
dates Chinese companies to turn over
any data requested by their government.

And for almost a decade, U.S. officials
have been working to limit DJI’s reach,
including:

h A U.S. Army ban on DJI drones;
h Naming DJI on the Defense Depart-

ment’s list of companies tied to the Chi-
nese military;

h Placing DJI on an export blacklist;
h And passage of the American Secu-

rity Drone Act, which will bar all federal
agencies from purchasing or operating
Chinese drones starting next year.

Why are Rochester-area police
using DJI drones?

The Monroe County Sheriff’s Office’s
drone fleet is made up of nearly entirely
DJI drones.

Sheriff’s spokesman Deputy Brendan
Hurley said MCSO has 22 drones, 21 of
which were made by DJI.

In an email, Hurley said MCSO wants
to support American products and gen-
erally agrees with the intention of federal
legislation to “close potential security
gaps.” Hurley said the needs of the U.S.
Army differ from that of law enforce-
ment.

“It is our belief the federal govern-
ment realizes this, which is why they
haven’t banned local law enforcement
from purchasing or using these drones,”
he said.

And the police agency faces other
challenges in moving away from Chi-
nese-made drones: Hurley said MCSO is
required to select the lowest bidder when
purchasing new tools and technology.
When it comes to drones, most times DJI
offers the most competitive price.

Hurley said MCSO is working with an
American drone manufacturer to con-
sider what options might meet their pur-
chasing requirements.

Greece PD won’t talk about drones

Greece Police Chief Michael Wood de-
clined to answer emailed questions
about his agency’s drone usage, includ-
ing why the agency is using DJI drones
and whether they have discussed replac-
ing the technology considering the feder-
al warnings.

A 2022 report by the New York Civil
Liberties Union found GPD had three DJI
drones in its fleet, though that number
could have changed since then.

Kyle Williams, vice president of the
Law Enforcement Drone Association, of-
fered some national insight: DJI was the
first company to master drone technol-
ogy and make it available at an afford-
able price point, he said.

DJI drones can navigate deep inside
buildings, taking precise turns and still
maintain a strong enough signal to
broadcast a clear video feed to the police
officer controlling the unit outside, Wil-
liams said. Tactical officers from his de-
partment in Eugene, Oregon, used the
technology last year to keep eyes on a
man who had shot up an armored police
vehicle and then barricaded himself in-
side a home.

“That sort of information and having
that capability is lifesaving,” Williams
said.

LEDA offers drone training for police
agencies and partners with drone manu-
facturers to demo their product. Ameri-
can drone companies have struggled to
compete with Chinese makers like DJI,
falling behind in terms of output, cost
and quality, Williams said.

To replace a DJI fleet with American
drones, he said police departments
would likely be spending double — if not

more — for drones with inferior capabil-
ities.

And Williams is not convinced police
drones pose a threat to national security.

“Should we have Chinese drones fly-
ing around U.S. military bases or like ma-
jor dam networks or some places where
there is potentially critical stuff? Proba-
bly not,” Williams said. “That’s a reason-
able security measure to take. Is there
that same security risk with me flying
over a city park or a random neighbor-
hood looking for a wanted subject or an
endangered walk-away dementia pa-
tient?”

Williams said the information police
collect with drones is typically available
through public records requests, any-
ways, and said police agencies take mea-
sures to secure all their technology, in-
cluding drones. His department follows
cybersecurity guidance on Chinese
drones from the FBI.

Several states have issued their own
bans on DJI or other Chinese-made
drones.

Is money getting in the way of a
drone security debate?

Williams said he believes the issue
has been fueled by U.S. drone manufac-
turers lobbying for restrictions so they
can secure their own place in the market.

“It’s economic warfare, but it’s veiled
under the threat of security,” he said.
“And the losers are really the public and
the police, because we’re enhancing
public safety so significantly with this.”

Skydio, one of the leading American
drone firms, spent $560,000 on lobbying
activity last year, according to OpenSe-
crets, a nonprofit that tracks how money
influences politics.

DJI is putting money to the issue too,
though. Last year, the Chinese manufac-
turer spent nearly triple that at
$1,600,000.

Klon Kitchen, a cybersecurity expert
with the public policy think tank Amer-
ican Enterprise Institute, wrote in a 2022
op-ed that he believes DJI is using law
enforcement agencies as a pawn in their
campaign against lawmakers.

Kitchen has written extensively about
the federal warnings concerning DJI and
other Chinese drones and has called re-
strictions necessary to stop a “prevent-
able national security risk.”

When asked by a reporter whether
police use of DJI drones contributed to
that security gap, Kitchen sent a previ-
ous article he wrote which, in part,
claimed DJI flies out police officers and
other first responders to meetings with
lawmakers to explain how drones have
transformed public safety. A DJI repre-
sentative will then mention that the bulk
of police drones come from them, Kitch-
en said — making the case that any re-
strictions could be catastrophic.

Kitchen noted that LEDA lists DJI as
one of its own sponsors. (The group is
also backed by at least one American
drone manufacturer, according to its
website.)

Kitchen said trusted and quality alter-
native drones are starting to come into
the market and need to be considered as
a matter of risk mitigation. “I don’t care
how much money these organizations
are saving if it requires the sacrifice of
our data and security,” he wrote.

Journalist Beryl Lipton contributed
reporting. 

Kayla Canne reports on community
justice and safety efforts for the Demo-
crat and Chronicle in New York. Follow
her on Twitter @kaylacanne.

Drones
Continued from Page 1A

Irondequoit police, the Monroe County Sheriff's Office and New York State
Police investigate Durand Lake, where human remains were found in 2021. A
drone was flown over an area close to the road.
TINA MACINTYRE-YEE /ROCHESTER DEMOCRAT AND CHRONICLE

Drones manufactured by Da Jiang
Innovations, or DJI, are used by many
police departments despite security
risks.
LOGAN NEWELL/THE COLORADOAN FILE

About this series
The Democrat and Chronicle is
examining police surveillance efforts in
western New York as part of a new
investigation called “Eyes on Us,” led by
project editor Beryl Lipton. Do you have
questions about drones or other police
surveillance? Email us at kcanne@
gannett.com and we will try to answer
them in an upcoming series of stories.

Mayor Malik Evans gave Shakes a key
to the city last week, and The Avenue
Blackbox Theatre honored him.

Shakes ‘a legend’ in the wider
community

Shakes has worked with Ossie Davis,
Ruby Dee, Samuel L. Jackson and other
well-known actors. He also has men-
tored community theater actors. He has
that balance.

Shakes grew up in Brooklyn, got his
bachelor’s from SUNY Empire and a
master’s from Syracuse University. He
met James Baldwin a handful of times
between 1968 and 1970, when Shakes
was performing in Harlem with the
group Spirit House Movers and Players.

“He said that we have to be strong
and steadfast,” recalled Shakes.

He was part of the Black Arts Move-
ment of the late 1960s and early 1970s
and studied with the American Acad-
emy of Dramatic Arts.

Shakes resettled in Rochester in 1976,
and in addition to acting and directing
with various local groups, he worked as
a counselor and social worker at Lewis
Street Center and later as a social work-
er for RSD. 

A historical interpreter of Langston
Hughes, Martin Luther King Jr. and
Douglass who portrays them and edu-
cates the audience in a performance
role, Shakes has brought understanding
to audiences who care about history.

Douglass, for him, is key — his mes-
sage of dignity, justice and freedom
continues to ring true.

“I’m encouraged when I do it,” he
once told a group at SUNY Empire. “I am
excited to be in the midst of that and it’s

an honor for me to share some of those
thoughts and some of those words and
keep his spirit alive and keep his mes-
sage alive. ... He’s an icon, he’s a model
for us.”

In touch with the Rochester arts
community

Shakes has been behind many pro-
ductions here, exploring the experienc-
es of Black people in America, including
the Baldwin Project. He just opened the
last play of the fifth season at the Ave-
nue Blackbox Theatre on Joseph Ave-
nue — “Steal Away” by Ramona King.

Reenah Golden, director of the thea-
ter, said Shakes embodies a spirit of
Sankofa in the Black community — an
exhortation to “go back and get it,” the
history that shaped lives and genera-
tions.

“It’s what is he best at,” she said. “He
is great at making real connections be-

tween the past and the present and our
future as Black people in America. 

“David means so much to the Avenue
as a director in residence and to our
community. ... An amazing, genuine guy
who also happens to be a treasure here
in Rochester.”

A packed house at the Avenue space
stood to applaud Shakes on a recent
evening. “In honor of a living legend,”
Golden began to say into the micro-
phone.

“Yes!” shouted a woman and several
men in the crowd.

Snap your fingers if he has been a
mentor to you, Golden said.

Many fingers then moved together in
unison, including a pair of long, grace-
ful, ivory nails in the front row.

“Yes!”
— William Ramsey is an editor with

the Democrat and Chronicle.

Shakes
Continued from Page 1A


