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The increased demands of law enforcement in homeland security and the need for 

improved efficiency due to declining police budgets has resulted in police agencies relying 

more heavily on ‘force-multiplier’ technologies such as closed-circuit television, gunshot 

locating devices, and automated license plate readers1.  To meet these challenges, the 

police have often taken advantage of the Pentagon’s “1033 Program” that authorizes the 

transfer of surplus military equipment to law enforcement agencies2.  Since 1997, more 

than 8,000 local law enforcement agencies have accepted about $5 billion in military 

equipment from the Department of Defense through these means3. The 1033 Program had 

received little attention until the media criticized law enforcement’s ‘militarized’ response 

to civil unrest following the 2014 Ferguson Riots4.  

In the aftermath of the riots, the public demanded more oversight in the type of 

military equipment that was being given to local law enforcement. For instance, police in 

Connecticut, Michigan, and Indiana were criticized for receiving mine resistant, ambush 

protected (MRAP) armored vehicles without public disclosure and never having 

experienced a roadside bomb incident5.  If police continue to request surplus military 

equipment, they should be more transparent in the type of equipment they’re receiving and 

also take an active role in shaping the public narrative of the 1033 Program. This is 
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especially true in a time when public scrutiny of the police is increasing, even when the 

technology can increase the safety of the police without being seen by others as offensive. 

The police may be more successful adopting military equipment if they exercise 

better foresight in anticipating public concerns about using military technologies for 

civilian law enforcement. Police legitimacy is essential to a democratic society and police 

departments should obtain community support prior to acquiring surplus military 

equipment. The police can, however, build public support by studying emerging military 

technologies, anticipating the public’s concerns, and articulating early-on how the 

equipment will improve public safety. There is one technology on the horizon that could be 

a candidate to begin employing this anticipatory process. 

Head Up Display 

An emerging technology for law enforcement that is worthy of early public 

discussion is the head-up display. A head-up display (HUD) is a computer-augmented 

display that presents information, data or other visual elements to a user’s focal 

viewpoint6.  While a small number of police departments have experimented with Google 

Glass, the head-up display helmets being used by the military have not made their way into 

the U.S. law enforcement community.  

HUD displays were first developed during World War II to assist pilots with 

targeting enemy planes in the sky. Early HUD displays projected a radar image and gun 

sight onto the windscreen of the airplane in order to allow the pilot to operate their 

airplane without looking down at their instrument panel7. The value of HUD displays was 
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that it reduced a pilot’s need to look down at instrument panels and improved the pilot’s 

situational awareness while flying.   

Today’s Striker II F-35 fighter pilot helmet has the most advanced HUD in the world 

and typifies the pace of technological development of HUD systems. The Striker II helmet 

incorporates LCD displays that provide input from the aircraft’s various sensors – radar, 

infra-red, and the electronic targeting system – and overlays them in the pilot’s field of 

view. The targeting system can find and automatically prioritize multiple targets in the air 

and on the ground, even as they change, and employ weapons against multiple targets. The 

F-35 fighter plane also has six cameras mounted outside the aircraft that projects outside 

images onto the HUD, in effect giving the pilot the ability to ‘see-through’ the airplane8.  

Military infantry units are currently experimenting with HUD displays. In 2014, BAE 

Systems began field-testing the Q-Warrior helmet for soldiers. The Q-Warrior has a large 

eye projector that will allow soldiers to see the location of friendly warplanes and provide 

the ability to designate targets. The display will track friendly and enemy forces with 

symbols overlaid in a real-world view, provide navigational waypoints, and visual feeds 

from drones9. 

HUD technology has transitioned to the private sector and is already being used in 

the aviation, automotive, medical, and gaming industries10. In 1990, Boeing was the first 

company to introduce Augmented Reality (AR) headsets to the factory floor. AR headsets 

were used to overlay wiring diagrams in the worker’s field of view as they wired airplanes 

instead of having to rely on wiring instructions that were displayed on sheets of plywood 

mounted to a wall11.   
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HUD developers are also starting to market their products for law enforcement. In 

2015, a graduate student from the University of New South Wales in Australia designed a 

police motorcycle helmet that incorporated HUD technology. The Forcite helmet has a HUD 

that displays vehicle registration information, provides turn-by-turn GPS by voice, is linked 

to license plate recognition software, and has a built-in radio12. LiveMap has also developed 

an AR motorcycle helmet that connects to a rider’s smart phone and allows the user to 

listen to music, make phone calls, and provides directions via turn-by-turn graphics 

projected onto the helmet visor. LiveMap anticipates it will receive US Department of 

Transportation approval sometime in 201813. 

HUD in Policing 

Police may someday adopt military HUD technology as it becomes smaller and more 

adaptable to civilian law enforcement. Technology advances at an exponential rate and 

within a few years police officers could be able to record everything they see while on 

patrol; a built-in screen will provide information about the businesses, homes, and vehicles 

the officer is looking at; and facial recognition software will provide real-time information 

about the people with whom an officer is interacting and determine whether the person is 

wanted for a crime or has an outstanding warrant14. To effectively adopt HUD technology 

in policing, law enforcement managers should start talking about this emerging technology 

with their communities.  A recent panel discussion highlighted the effectiveness of such 

discussions. 

In September 2017, perspectives of police managers and community members were 

collected as a part of a study into the transfer of HUD technologies to the police and its 
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impact on police-community relations15. These perspectives were gathered to develop 

recommendations to successfully integrate HUD technology in policing.  The greatest 

concerns identified by the focus groups were the cost of the technology, the aesthetics of 

HUD equipment harming community relations, and the impacts of increasing a police 

officer’s sensory capabilities beyond normal human functions. The focus groups made the 

following recommendations to successfully implement HUD technology in policing: 

• Recommendation #1: Engage with communities and discuss emerging HUD 

technology and the cost-benefits of adopting the technology. 

• Recommendation #2: Advocate for the design of police HUD equipment to 

appear as friendly as possible – taking a lesson from Steve Jobs who designed 

computers to be less intimidating for novice users16.     

• Recommendation #3: Support partnerships by the federal government and 

leading HUD manufacturers in order to make HUD technology more affordable- 

similar to NASA and Space X projects. 

• Recommendation #4  Avoid disparate policing by equipping officers in all 

neighborhoods with HUD technology.  

• Recommendation #5: Engage with the community throughout the 

implementation of HUD technology in order to achieve community expectations.   

The panel’s recommendations highlight the ways the police can integrate HUD into 

their daily work. In the future, police may be wearing HUD helmets equipped with retinal 

scans, night vision, drug detection sensors and other instruments that will greatly enhance 

an officer’s sensory capabilities. In a post-911 world, we’re constantly trying to find the 
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balance between the public’s desire for privacy and the need for security. The adoption of 

HUD technology in policing will fundamentally impact the relationship between the police 

and community. It’s incumbent upon all of us to monitor this emerging technology and 

determine how it best fits into our society.  

Conclusion 

In the next decade, HUD technology will have a tremendous impact in improving an 

officer’s situational awareness and has the potential of becoming the greatest technological 

advancement in policing since the police radio was introduced in the 1920s. Police 

managers should prepare for this technological breakthrough by following the evolution of 

HUD technology in the military and engaging with their communities to discuss the benefits 

of acquiring the technology through the 1033 Program. Building relationships between law 

enforcement and the community is essential for effective policing and police should seek to 

adopt this technology in a transparent and responsible manner.  
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