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Dear John 

 

Remotely Piloted Aircraft System (RPAS) Evaluation Report 
 

I refer to your correspondence of 25 November 2020 regarding the Authority’s 
consideration of Police Scotland’s Evaluation Report on Remotely Piloted Aircraft 
Systems (RPAS) at our Policing Performance Committee (PPC) on 17 November 

2020.  
 

The use of RPAS  by Police Scotland can add capacity, value, effectiveness and 
capability to Police Scotland’s purpose to protect the safety and wellbeing of all 
citizens. The use of RPAS for activities relating to missing persons for example, 

could be significantly more efficient than that associated with the deployment of 
the Police Scotland helicopter.   

 
However, the use of this and other new technologies and the benefit to operational 
policing must comply with the rights and protections of all citizens, including the 

right to privacy. All policing in Scotland is undertaken in accordance with the 
values set out in the Authority’s Joint Strategy for Policing. These values are 

fairness, integrity, respect and human rights. We would all expect RPAS 
deployments now and in the future to reflect these values. 
 

The initial evaluation of RPAS deployment was requested by and submitted to the 
Authority’s Policing Performance Committee (PPC) on 17 November. It reported 

the use of RPAS for activities beyond the scope of missing persons. Members 
raised concerns that they were not satisfied with the evaluation or reported wider 
use at the meeting.  Martyn Evans as Chair of the Committee escalated and raised 

these concerns directly with DCC Malcolm Graham on 23 November.  
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As a result, Police Scotland agreed to immediately limit the use of RPAS to 
searching for missing persons, unless a deployment is identified as operationally 

critical and authorised by a Police Scotland senior officer (for example at the tragic 
Stonehaven rail derailment in August).  This discretion is to allow Police Scotland 

senior officers a temporary, reasonable and proportional public interest discretion 
in RPAS deployment. It was agreed between the Authority and Police Scotland 
that these exceptional deployments would be detailed with evidence of the impact 

assessment processes followed in any decision to deploy. 
 

The discussion also agreed that the evaluation report would be reviewed, revised 
and resubmitted to the PPC by Police Scotland to address issues in relation to 
compliance with best value, privacy, human rights and ethical assessments and 

any other emergent and relevant issues.  It was the also agreed that the 
evaluation make clear whether the use of RPAS comply with Civil Aviation 

Authority guidance and regulations and with any surveillance camera code of 
conduct or similar. Police Scotland undertook to engage its Ethics Panels in 
considering the revised evaluation prior to resubmission to a meeting of the PPC 

scheduled for March 2021, or a special meeting of the Committee before that date 
if mutually agreed.  

 
The initial evaluation gave assurances around compliance with aviation law and 

CAA rules and guidance.  The Committee will seek more detailed and wider 
assurances on legal and ethical compliance around any proposed future 
deployment, image retention and the use of downlink software.  

 
In respect of future procurement of RPAS devices, this will be considered as part 

of the 2021/22 capital allocation prioritisation process in the coming months. The 
process to take forward any purchase based on this prioritisation would be subject 
to consideration of a business case, which should take into consideration lessons 

learned from past procurement and approval at the relevant level of authority as 
laid down in our Scheme of Delegation.   

 
In relation to the detail of all RPAS deployments over the evaluation period, this 
is not the level of operational reporting that the Authority required in real time of 

Police Scotland. More detail of these deployments will be part of the revised 
evaluation report.  On the question of community impact assessment, the 

commitment made by Police Scotland to the Authority was to engage with local 
commanders and the local community in considering whether a community impact 
assessment was deemed necessary and proportionate. Police Scotland advise that 

this process of informing and seeking local views and obtaining agreement from 
key community members prior to deployment has been adhered to and has only 

required a formal community impact assessment on two occasions. The PPC will 
review these arrangements when considering the revised evaluation report.   The 
Authority will also seek the views of local scrutiny panels on this issue. 

 
The Authority recognises the Justice Sub-Committee on Policing’s interest in this 

area. We will therefore ensure the committee remains sighted on the Authority 
ongoing oversight and scrutiny of this issue. Going forward, this may be an issue 
that the Scottish Government’s Independent Advisory Group on New and 

Emerging Technology in Policing or the new Biometrics Commissioner, when 
appointed, have a view on.  We will of course consider any views they may have 

in due course.  
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Should you have any further queries, please do not hesitate to get in touch.  
 

Yours sincerely, 

 
DAVID CRICHTON 

Interim Chair 


