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Law-enforcement drones might hover over O.C.
By DENISSE SALAZAR and ANNIE ZAK
2013-07-22 10:07:50

The county's largest law-enforcement agency is exploring the
possibility of using unmanned drones for SWAT-team operations,
search and rescue missions, hostage situations and cases involving
hazardous materials.

The Orange County Sheriff's Department began researching the
technology about a year ago as more law-enforcement agencies
throughout the nation began drone programs to back up officers
during dangerous missions.

"We are trying to be cutting-edge and stay on top of things to keep our community safe," said Orange
County Sheriff's Capt. Tim Moy.

The department has long used helicopters to assist in police work, but Moy said drones, also known as
unmanned aerial vehicles, have the potential to offer assistance during life-and-death situations at a
relatively low cost.

During a hostage situation, a drone might be used to provide information to SWAT teams when piloted
aircraft are not available.

"Sometimes there is not a helicopter available because there is no one flying or the helicopter is on
another call," said Orange County Sheriff's Sgt. Randy Sterett, who has supervised the Hazardous
Devices Squad, more commonly known as the bomb squad, for 12 years.

"One of the nice things with a UAV would be to be able to send it up before the bomb technicians take
any aggressive action that could result in an explosion or possible injury to somebody," Sterett said.

The tiny aircraft can also be effective when search and rescue teams can't access rugged terrain. Sterett
said a recent example is the search operation in April for two teenagers lost while hiking around Holy Jim
Canyon.

Search teams from numerous local agencies assisted in the four-day search effort. They used helicopters
that cost $1,000 to $1,200 an hour, Sterett said, adding that a UAV would have been much more cost
effective.

"I don't want to give the impression that it can make a helicopter obsolete," Sterett said. "To have a
complete program you need both and you need to have the option to use a UAV or a helicopter."

Questions raised about drones from groups such as the American Civil Liberties Union don't completely
oppose the use of the machines for law enforcement; there are, however, questions about what regulates
those drones in the air.
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"It's not at all clear what the legality is of using a drone of high-tech imaging equipment or a drone that
hovers 50 feet over backyards instead of the air space routinely used by commercial airlines," said Peter
Bibring, a staff attorney with the ACLU. "The problem is that, right now, it isn't legislated."

For Bibring, there's not a problem with drones being used for police work, such as monitoring car chases
or assisting with search and rescue missions. Rather, it's the uncertain possibilities that drones bring
because of lax regulation.

"You would know if there were a helicopter hovering 400 feet above your house taking photographs.
Widespread drones would present a real loss of privacy," Bibring said. "Hopefully there will be a way to
legislate for protection of privacy and allow police to use drones for law enforcement," he said. The U.S.
Congress or the state of California would need to draft such legislation.

As of February 2013, the Federal Aviation Administration reports it has issued some 327 permits to public
entities such as state and local law enforcement agencies, universities and the federal government.

The Electronic Frontier Foundation, an organization devoted to digital privacy issues, says drones raise
significant issues for privacy and civil liberties.

"We want to make sure that the policies are in place so as these things get smaller, lighter and cheaper
and have a better battery life, that people actually have privacy protections," EFF spokesman Parker
Higgins said.

According to the National Conference of State Legislatures, all but seven states have proposed or
adopted legislation relating to the domestic use of drones. California's AB1327 lays out the framework for
limiting the use of drones by law enforcement.

The FAA has a September 2015 deadline from Congress to open the nation's airspace to unmanned
aerial vehicles.

The Mesa County Sheriff's Office in Colorado was one of the first law enforcement agencies to use
drones. It has a 2-pound Draganflyer X6, which can stay aloft for about 15 minutes and carry a still
camera, a color video camera or an infrared camera, and a 9-pound Falcon, which can stay in the air for
an hour.

Mesa's drone program began in 2009 when the department started looking at lower-cost alternatives to
manned aviation, said Heather Benjamin, spokeswoman for the Mesa County Sheriff's Office.

The drones have been flown in more than 35 missions to capture crime scene photos and crash
reconstruction photos and to help crews battling large fires, Benjamin said.

"It's been useful enough that we have maintained the program and not tried to go back to manned
aircraft," Benjamin said. "There are a handful of trained deputies so when they are on patrol, we don't
have to call someone in or pay them overtime when we need to fly the UAVs."

It costs less than $25 an hour to fly the drones, Benjamin said.

Tom Lin is vice president of sales at Turbo Ace, a drone manufacturer based in Orange. He recognizes
the usefulness of drones for law enforcement, but not when it comes to the Sheriff's Department using the
devices any time soon.

"With these government agencies, they tend to move at snail pace because there's so many obstacles to
overcome."

The Orange County Sheriff's Department saw some drones in action during a demonstration in March, but
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Sterett said the department is holding off on making any decisions until the FAA comes out with clear
guidelines about operating the remotely controlled aircraft.

"We've looked into it, but we are not at the point where we are making a recommendation to the command
post," Moy said.

Contact the writer: 714-704-3709 or desalazar@ocregister.com
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