Smart Cameras, Drones, and Jobsite Audio Capture

Practical Policies for Safety, Retention, and Public-Records Risk

(Part 3 of our series on Al Data and Preservation in Construction Projects)

Cameras and drones have become standard tools for safety monitoring, progress
documentation, and quality control. Increasingly, these systems are “smart”—equipped
with Al analytics that detect PPE compliance, unsafe conditions, or material deliveries in
real time. But as these tools evolve, so do the legal and data-management challenges,
particularly when audio capture, retention, or public-project transparency laws enter the
picture.

This third article in our Al series outlines how construction teams can separate safety and
privacy functions, manage retention consistently, and anticipate public-records exposure.

1. Separate Safety Video from Audio Recording

Most contractors deploy cameras for visual monitoring—not for recording conversations.
However, many smart systems (and even some drones) now include built-in microphones
or optional audio modes that can trigger wiretap and privacy law concerns.

To stay compliant and avoid unwanted recordings:

e Disable audio recording by default unless there is a documented, legitimate
reason to capture it (e.g., verbal safety briefings for training use).

e Label and segregate any authorized audio data separately from safety video
footage.
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e Document the purpose of each system—*video for site safety,” “drone for
progress imaging,” or “audio for controlled training”—and maintain that record
with the device inventory.

e Communicate the distinction to all workers, visitors, and subcontractors through
signage and orientation materials.
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A clear “video only” policy can protect contractors from allegations of unlawful
eavesdropping and avoid needless privacy disputes.

2. Managing Retention and Access

Camera and drone footage can quickly accumulate massive data volumes. Without a
defined retention plan, storage systems may auto-delete or overwrite key footage—or,
conversely, preserve too much data for too long.

Practical steps:

o Adopt tiered retention schedules based on use: e.g., routine safety
footage retained 30-60 days; incident footage preserved longer under
hold.

o Centralize storage in a controlled system that tags footage by project,

camera, and retention category.

o Integrate with litigation-hold workflows so footage flagged for an incident
or claim is automatically preserved.

. Define access rights—field safety managers may need access for review,
but only authorized administrators should export or share footage.

Consistent retention practices not only improve compliance but also reduce costs and risk
when claims arise.

3. Drones and Airspace Privacy

Unmanned aerial systems (UAS) are invaluable for mapping, inspection, and progress
photography—but they raise privacy, airspace, and disclosure challenges:

o Limit flight paths to project boundaries and avoid recording beyond
property lines when possible.

o Notify neighboring properties of recurring drone operations if the project is
in a dense area.

o Retain drone flight logs and metadata (GPS coordinates, timestamps, and
operator ID) to verify compliance if questions arise later.

o Coordinate with the owner on any drone use that may produce images of
occupied facilities, adjacent buildings, or the public.
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When combined with Al analytics (for example, automatic object detection or material
counting), drone footage may also generate derivative data—such as site heat maps or
productivity reports—which can carry separate retention and confidentiality obligations.

4. Public-Project Open-Records Exposure

On public projects, video or drone imagery maintained by the owner—or sometimes the
contractor—may be subject to open-records or public-information laws. That means even
routine safety footage could become discoverable upon request.

To manage that risk:

o Confirm ownership of recorded data in your contract—who “holds” the
footage, and where it is stored.

. Mark sensitive footage (e.g., security cameras) as exempt where law
allows.
o Maintain version control and metadata so released clips can be verified as

authentic and unaltered.

o Consult counsel before deletion once a public-records request or potential
claim is known.

Clear chain-of-custody and documented retention decisions make compliance defensible
if a records request or dispute arises.

5. Practical Policy Checklist

To bring visual Al and recording tools under the same governance umbrella as other
digital systems:

L Disable or restrict audio capture on all cameras and drones unless
expressly approved.

O Use signage: “Video monitoring for safety—no audio recorded.”

O Implement a written retention and deletion policy linked to your incident-
reporting and litigation-hold processes.

O Track metadata (date, location, device ID, operator) for authenticity.

O For public or owner-furnished systems, coordinate ownership, access, and
disclosure obligations in writing.
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O Train field personnel and safety teams on privacy and data-handling
expectations.

6. The Big Picture

Parts 1 and 2 of this series focused on preserving Al-generated data and controlling
recording by meeting bots or software integrations. This third piece moves the lens to
visual and environmental recording tools—smart cameras and drones—where audio
capture and retention create new risks.

Across all three areas, the message is consistent: Define purpose, control recording,
manage retention, and document consent.

Contractors that treat these systems as part of their overall information-governance and
privacy framework—not just field equipment—uwill be better positioned to meet both safety
and legal obligations in the Al-enhanced jobsite.

For Quick Reference chart click here.

For further information on these developments, please contact Kristi Belt.
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