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PREFACE

This Third Edition of Fundamentals of Physical Surveillance is a major revi-
sion of the Second Edition, published fourteen years previous. This

printing provides updated information about surveillance methods, support-
ing photographic equipment, and vision enhancing products. Although
physical surveillance remains an intuitive art regarding the secret visual
observation of a person, activity, or location, science and technology
improved the tools and with that came enriched tradecraft.

Physical surveillance may be urban or rural, stationary or mobile, foot or
vehicle, or occur on public transportation. In fact, one surveillance operation
can feature several or all of them. This edition presents the latest methods,
which investigators continually adapt to the immediate circumstance.

For several reasons, field investigators must understand physical surveil-
lance. Those who do it must be skilled and they need the ability to prevent
becoming the target of surveillance. And, because physical surveillance pre-
cedes virtually all organized criminal and terrorist attacks, security personnel
need the capacity to detect surveillance and that requires understanding it.
Indeed, it is via surveillance that attackers identify the times and locations of
victim vulnerability.

Regarding technology, this is an exciting time for professional investiga-
tors. Until recently, who could have predicted that today’s investigator
would have the ability to photographically record subject identification and
vehicle number plates from well beyond one-half mile (0.8 kilometer), day
and night? Likewise, who envisioned the ease that investigators now secret-
ly record continuous video of subjects from as close as the next table in a
restaurant? Today, investigators have a photographic capability that person-
nel in government spy agencies wished they had as recent as the end of the
Cold War, 1991.

New investigators will find this book educational. Experienced investi-
gators will find it valuable continuing education. This edition provides infor-
mation not found in the previous edition, or in other books on this topic.
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DISCLAIMER

The authors and publisher assume no responsibility for a reader’s misuse
of or unsatisfactory experience with any products and methods discussed in
this book. Readers must conduct themselves according to circumstances; fol-
low product manufacturer instructions where appropriate; and they must
exercise the maturity, intelligence, intellectual acumen, critical thinking
skills, and generally good sense that are prerequisite to being a competent
investigator. They must possess the power of reason. Without exception,
readers lacking such qualities should not experiment with or attempt to apply
the methods discussed in this book.
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Chapter 1

PHYSICAL SURVEILLANCE
(INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW)

The tendency is to think of physical surveillance as being either
urban or rural, stationary or mobile, foot or vehicle, or to occur on
public transportation. In reality, one surveillance operation can
feature several or all of them.

INTRODUCTION

Physical surveillance is the direct visual observation of a person,
object, activity, or location while remaining undetected. It is the art

of seeing without being seen. The investigator is the surveillant. The
person or location of interest is the subject, also referred to as the tar-
get. The term convoy refers to one or more associates of the subject
that follows him or her, or does static surveillance at specified loca-
tions, for the purpose of detecting surveillance. During all phases of
surveillance, the investigator is alert for countersurveillance. That is
necessary because surveillance frequently occurs in an active counter-
surveillance environment.

Physical surveillance is an ancient intuitive art that remains an art
in spite of modern tools. Surely, in the main, a skilled investigator with
antiquated tools is more effective than a low-skilled surveillant with
front line equipment is. However, the skilled investigator with up-to-
date tools operates at peak efficiency.

Uninformed people tend to believe that keeping a person under
constant observation is easy. In truth, keeping somebody in continu-
ous view without detection is difficult. It requires skill, perseverance,
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4 Fundamentals of Physical Surveillance

patience, and a measure of luck. Remaining undetected during mobile
surveillance is necessary because a subject becomes aware of surveil-
lance when observing the same person at different times and locations.
As for static surveillance (stakeout), the vantage point (observation
post) must permit eluding detection by the subject, area inhabitants,
and sometimes by patrolling police officers.

Throughout this book, surveillance methods are isolated for the
purpose of discussion even though a single surveillance operation fre-
quently requires transitioning from one method to another. For exam-
ple, static surveillance commonly precedes mobile surveillance, and
oc curs again when the subject reaches a destination. Often, at the des-
tination, one investigator maintains watch of the subject’s parked vehi-
cle while another investigator follows the subject. During foot surveil-
lance, if the subject boards public transportation, the investigator usu-
ally does likewise. In addition, surveillance may begin in the urban
environment and venture into a rural region, or vice versa.

In addition to one method of surveillance yielding to another dur-
ing the course of scrutiny, investigators assigned to different aspects of
an investigation often apply different surveillance methods. For exam-
ple, a surveillance team may follow the subject during periods of tran-
sit while another investigator maintains static surveillance of her home.
Meantime, another investigator watches the place of employment.
Additional surveillance teams may watch colleagues of the subject.
During all that, manned and/or unmanned photographic surveillance
may occur.

Sometimes, for static surveillance (stakeout), the investigator can-
not secure a vantage point that provides adequate concealment. In
such instances, a pretext is used to justify being in plain view. Whether
the investigator must linger briefly or for an extended duration deter-
mines the nature of the pretext used. When working in view but
obscured by the veil of a pretext, the investigator is hiding in plain
sight.

Depending on the nature of a case, undercover (UC) surveillance
may occur. For example, if the subject is affiliated with a particular
business entity, it may be beneficial for an investigator to infiltrate the
business by securing a job therein and reporting for work every day
posing as a company employee. Once on the inside, because UC in -
vesti gations are interactive, the investigator can acquire information
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unavailable by conventional investigation and surveillance methods.
In some instances, more than one investigator infiltrates the same busi-
ness, securing jobs in different departments and/or on different shifts.
Unfortunately, only a percentage of investigators have the abilities re -
quired for protracted UC investigations. Conceptualize a two-minute
undercover drug buy versus an investigator arriving at a factory each
day, for many months, carrying a lunchbox and wearing work clothes,
hardhat, steel toe boots, safety glasses, and displaying a picture identi-
fication badge.

This book provides an assembly of information about physical sur-
veillance, some of it universal and some of it unorthodox and not
found in other books. Nevertheless, the student of surveillance should
read several books on the topic because each writer provides a differ-
ent perspective, and each delves deeper into some areas than others
do. To be sure, the training and experience of each writer is different
and they present the topic accordingly. In addition, that which each
reader takes from a book varies based on their training and experi-
ence, and need. Indeed, the private investigator, police detective, and
government intelligence collection officer each view surveillance dif-
ferently. Maloy Krishna Dhar of India confirms this explaining that,
“Policing is altogether a different domain than Intelligence operations
and mastering intelligence tradecraft” (Dhar, 2011, p. 194).

To an extent, this book is a sister to the books Clandestine Pho -
tography1 and Undercover Disguise Methods for Investigators.2 These books
treat their respective topic in greater detail than the limited space here
permits.

REASONS FOR PHYSICAL SURVEILLANCE

When contemplating the reasons for physical surveillance, consid-
er what information is best obtained by direct observation, what infor-

1. Siljander, R. & Juusola, L. (2012). Clandestine Photography: Basic to Advanced Daytime and Nighttime
Manual Surveillance Photography Techniques—For Military Special Operations Forces, Law Enforcement,
Intelligence Agencies, and Investigators. Springfield, IL: Charles C Thomas. This book features 656
pages and 556 illustrations.
2. Mazzuki, A., Siljander, R., & Mitchell, S. (2015). Undercover Disguise Methods for Investigators: Quick-
change Techniques for Both Men and Women. Springfield, IL: Charles C Thomas. This book features 226
pages and 87 illustrations.
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