Item 6

Use of Drones and Lasers near Airports

What this paper is about
This paper summarises the extent of the problem in the UK with regard to the use of drones near
airports and laser strikes on aircraft and provides an update on the work of the Government and
industry.
Points for Discussion
• Delegates to share any initiatives being pursued by their airport community in tackling the
problem of drones and laser strikes at their airports
• Whether there is a role for ACCs in helping to keep local communities informed and raising
awareness of the risks involved, of the authorisations needed to operate drones as well as
being the eyes and ears for the local police in respect of inappropriate use of lasers.

Possible Action
Dependent on the discussion at the meeting.

Background
1.
Pilots used to worry most about bad weather and bird strikes. Now, drones and lasers are on
the list of flying risks too. Incidents involving drones and laser strikes on aircraft are on the increase
across the globe and the aviation industry is working with governments and authorities to tackle this
serious problem.
2.
This paper summarises the extent of the problem in the UK and the work of the Government
and industry.
Use of Drones near airports
3.
Airproxes involving drones (a situation in which, in the opinion of a pilot or air traffic services
personnel, the distance between aircraft as well as their relative positions and speed have been such
that the safety of the aircraft involved may have been compromised) are on the increase. The UK
Airprox Board meets once a month and between January 2015 – February 2016 30 Airproxes involving
drones were discussed. The incidents took place in all classes of UK Airspace, involving both
commercial and GA aircraft at a variety of heights from 20ft – 8000ft.
4.
A number of member ACCs have discussed this serious issue with their airports. Delegates will
be aware of the correspondence the Manchester ACC has had with the Secretary of State for
Transport about the potential disruption, dangers and risks arising from the flying of drones in the
vicinity of an airport (previously circulated to member ACCs). Manchester ACC was concerned that any
improper operation, particularly near to airports, could pose a threat to aircraft and nearby residents
and hoped that the Government could address this problem through enhanced legislation and/or
regulation in order to ensure a safe and controlled environment for drone flying. The response of the
Minister for Aviation, Robert Goodwill MP, is reproduced in the Appendix. Leeds Bradford ACC has
also shared with the UKACCs Secretariat a presentation that was recently given at its meeting giving
details of the current situation in relation to drones and lasers. A copy of that presentation has been
circulated by email with the papers for the Annual Meeting as way of background information.
5.
The British Airline Pilots’ Association (BALPA) has been particularly active in its campaign to the
Government and the CAA to seek tighter regulation and enforcement and warned that a collision with a
passenger jet or helicopter could be “catastrophic”. The group has called for the UK to follow the US
and introduce stricter rules and a registration system so that drone operators can be traced and
prosecuted. The announcement in the Queen’s Speech (May 2016) that the Government will introduce
new regulations on drones in a forthcoming Modern Transport Bill to bring forward drone legislation is
to be welcomed. The industry is continuing work with the DfT and the CAA in developing and refining
new regulations before the bill is laid before Parliament. It is acknowledged however that better and
safer regulation is not the complete answer and it is vital that the hobbyist drone user is educated about
the rules, and understands his or her responsibilities, particularly the importance of keeping away from
commercial air traffic.
6.
The CAA has dedicated pages on its website giving advice about the operation of drones 1. The
CAA also published last year guidance on the operation of drones. Below are two links which provide
helpful information about the current position:

1

•

A press release issued by the CAA on 22 July giving guidance on the operation of drones and
welcoming moves by drone manufacturers to build in ‘geo-fencing’ capabilities into their
products
http://www.caa.co.uk/application.aspx?catid=14&pagetype=65&appid=7&newstype=n&mode=d
etail&nid=2468

•

CAP722
referred
to
in
MACC
letter
to
the
Secretary
of
State
for
Transport https://www.caa.co.uk/application.aspx?catid=33&pagetype=65&appid=11&mode=de
tail&id=415

http://www.caa.co.uk/Consumers/Model-aircraft-and-drones/The-Dronecode/

7.
In addition to this, the insurance industry is also alive to the issue and dedicated drone
insurance policies are available.
Laser Strikes
8.
Laser illumination of aircraft continues to be a significant threat to aviation. Lasers have been a
problem for pilots for a number of years but as more powerful devices have become easier to buy
online the number of incidents have increased significantly. The table below gives a monthly
breakdown of the most frequent laser incident locations in the UK for 2015. As can be seen a total of
882 incidents were reported.

9.
BALPA is working with a number of agencies (including the CAA, the UK Flight Safety
Committee and the Police) to address this issue but it is extremely concerned that there are still
incidents in the UK involving lasers being directed at aircraft, both fixed wing and rotary, during all
phases of flight. Laser illumination of an aircraft will inevitably startle and dazzle the pilots and may
result in significant pilot distraction. There is now a widely held concern that a laser illumination event
may result in a serious injury being sustained by a pilot during flight, with the associated erosion of
flight safety margins. Delegates will recall recent press coverage of the laser strike on the Virgin
Atlantic flight that had to return to Heathrow Airport as a "precautionary measure" after the co-pilot
reported feeling unwell following the laser strike.
10.
The National Police Air Service (NPAS) has also reported that the severity of the incidents has
increased on its aircraft as more powerful lasers become available. NPAS is on the multi-agency UK
Government's laser working group, which is pushing for stronger legislation around the purchase and
use of laser devices. NPAS wants to bring the UK in line with countries such as Australia, New
Zealand and the USA where laser attacks are federal offences and attract stiff penalties.
Local Action
11.
It is acknowledged that strengthening legislation and enforcement is needed and the efforts of
the industry and the Government is welcomed. However, the incidents are usually as a result of the
actions of the general public and it is questioned whether more can be done to raise awareness
amongst the wider community around airports about the potential serious consequences of the
inappropriate use of drones and laser near airports. A number of member ACCs have already
discussed the problems with their airport management and it would be helpful to learn whether there
are any initiatives being pursued by member ACC airports and their local police that could assist other
airports in tackling the problem. Delegates are asked to share their experience at the meeting.
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