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Police, rescuers study use of small-scale drone aircraft
Eyes in the sky can track criminals, find lost kids - and rattle civil libertarians.

 Comments

A A

The word “drone” conjures up the image of massive, missile-firing,
highly lethal Predator unmanned aircraft that revolutionized combat
during the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.

But much smaller eyes soon could be patrolling domestic skies,
launched by police, first responders and other agencies. These
unmanned flight vehicles are intended to help provide information
and mitigate danger in natural disasters and other emergencies.
They could provide air surveillance in a hostage crisis or SWAT
team deployment, help search for missing children or map the
scene of a traffic pileup from the air.
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However, civil liberties proponents want strict regulations in place
before the birds take flight.

“These things are coming,” said Ben Stone,
executive director of the American Civil
Liberties Union of Iowa. “It seems pretty
inevitable that at some point Iowa law
enforcement is going to start getting this. We
need to get in front of this technology and
provide guidance through our domestic
institutions as to how these technology
advances are going to be used.”

Americans support limited use of drone
technology in special circumstances but are
leery of more routine uses, according to a
June national poll by Monmouth University in
West Long Branch, N.J.

Eighty percent of respondents said the
unmanned aircraft should be used for
search-and-rescue operations. Two-thirds
supported using drones to track criminals,
and 64 percent approved of using drones to
control illegal immigration along borders.

However, for more routine tasks — such as
issuing speeding tickets — 67 percent opposed use of drones.

Police are intrigued, but cost is an issue
Iowa’s three largest police agencies — the Iowa State Patrol and
police in Des Moines and Cedar Rapids — have no plans to buy
unmanned flight vehicles soon. But there’s at least some interest in
doing so.

“Like all equipment, it’s a question of budget and cost-
effectiveness,” said Sgt. Chris Scott, Des Moines police
spokesman. “They sound like useful tools, but they’re not in the
plans at the moment.”

Nationally, only a few law enforcement agencies have purchased or
tested this emerging technology. They include sheriff’s offices in
Mesa County, Colo., Montgomery County, Texas, and Los Angeles
County, Calif.

However, top manufacturers of flight vehicles say they’ve been
demonstrating the technology nationwide for several years.

Military vs. domestic drones

The type of unmanned craft available to
domestic law enforcement is much
smaller in size than the famous Predator
drone manufactured by General
Atomics. A thumbnail look 
at both: 
PREDATOR

WEIGHT: More than 2.2 tons fully
loaded and armed, carrying up to 12
missiles 
FLIGHT DURATION: 
24 hours, at a maximum speed of 135
mph 
COST: $4.1 million each 
DOMESTIC UNMANNED AIRCRAFT

WEIGHT: From 3 pounds to 50 pounds;
most weight goes into the cameras
aboard — high-definition still, video and
infrared 
FLIGHT DURATION: About 
45 minutes to 2 hours 
COST: $19,000 to 
$300,000 each
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Some reports circulating on the Internet via blogs and social media
have claimed that as many as 30,000 drones could be in U.S. skies
by 2020. However, Federal Aviation Administration officials say that
number is bogus. An aerospace industry forecast has projected a
possible 30,000 drones worldwide by 2018, with half of them in the
U.S.

The FAA regulates the domestic use of unmanned flight vehicles.
Law enforcement agencies and some educational institutions who
use the devices must apply for a certificate of authorization that
details the type of device used, the way the vehicle will be used,
how long it will be airborne and the specific information that will be
gathered.

“Most people are not familiar with this class of technology,” said
Steve Gitlin, a vice president of AeroVironment, a Monrovia, Calif.,
drone manufacturer. “The systems we make can be carried in a
backpack or, in the case of our largest aircraft, carried in something
that looks like a guitar case. They are assembled in minutes by
hand, and they’re operated by the individual who is carrying them.”

The Qube, a product of AeroVironment, looks like a track baton
with four propellers.

Drones used to aid education, business
The drones also have educational and commercial uses. Vanderbilt
University used an unmanned flight vehicle from Aurora Flight
Sciences of Manassas, Va., to survey an archaeological dig in the
mountains of Peru. Other institutions have used the vehicles to
survey wildlife migration patterns and patrol oil pipelines.

Few customers are looking for an airborne weapon, manufacturers
said. Most domestic unmanned aircraft are not heavy enough to
carry them.

AeroVironment said it provides 85 percent of the U.S. military’s
unmanned flight vehicles, and it’s producing only one with lethal
capabilities. The company has no products in the works for
domestic use. Aurora officials said potential customers have little
use for flying guns.

The International Association of Chiefs of Police this month issued
its first national advisory on the use of unmanned aircraft in local
law enforcement, and urged that the aircraft not be armed.

“Everybody in the law enforcement community that we’ve spoken to
is not interested in arming them,” said Carl Schaefer, Aurora
director of small unmanned air vehicles. “They just don’t want to get
involved in all that entails.”

One thing all the vehicles entail, however, is surveillance. Stone,
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the Iowa ACLU director, acknowledges legitimate uses for the
unmanned air vehicles but sees potential threats to privacy, too.

Unlike manned helicopters or airplanes, which are expensive to
buy, maintain and insure, unmanned air vehicles are much less
cost-prohibitive, Stone noted. So when the technology takes off in
the Hawkeye State, there will most likely be a lot of them, he said.

ACLU leaders are particularly concerned with how the information
collected by drones would be used, who would have access to it
and how it would be stored.

“Civil libertarians don’t like the government keeping lots of
information about innocent people engaged in innocent activity
indefinitely in its databases,” Stone said. “It’s not just about when
and how to use the aircraft. One thing the ACLU wants to see
happen is tight restriction on how data can be accumulated across
databases. Some of this stuff could be very lucrative to sell to
corporations. It could be dangerous to individuals.”

The Associated Press contributed to this report.

Should Iowa law enforcement
agencies purchase and use
unmanned drone aircraft to aid their
work?
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