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18 February 2021 
Dear ACC Williams, 

Remote piloted aircraft systems (drones) 

Thank you for providing an updated version of Police Scotland’s data protection 
impact assessment (DPIA). I would appreciate it if you could please provide some 
clarification on the content.   

The DPIA refers to the use of drones for policing purposes which significantly exceeds 
the limited scope agreed by the Scottish Police Authority (SPA) and Police Scotland, 
which focuses on searching for missing people in remote areas. It also goes beyond 
those referred to in Police Scotland’s recent evaluation report. It indicates that drones 
are to be used for “large scale disorder outside football stadium involving 100s of 
people. Imagery used to identify those involved and subsequent criminal 
proceedings”. It also refers to the use of drones at other sporting events, festivals, 
“supporting major policing operations such as demonstrations”, and for the detection 
of criminal offences.   

Could you please confirm whether the use of drones for these proactive policing 
purposes constitutes surveillance, what their “supporting” role would be at 
demonstrations, and whether the extension of scope has been agreed with the SPA? 
This clarification is most important as I note the statement, “Whilst the majority of 
deployments will be overt, there may on occasion when the RPAS is used covertly 
when Section 6(10), Sect 26(9)(a) and Sect 71 RIP(S)A 2000 will apply.” 

The assessment also indicates that the drones are to be used “to cover the whole of 
Scotland”. Could you please confirm whether a decision has been made on expanding 
the areas to be covered by drones, beyond Aberdeen and Inverness? 

The assessment states that “The overwhelming majority of tasking will be overt and 
operated by uniformed police officers at a static and public point”. It also refers to 
imagery acquired for “intelligence purposes”, where the Regulation of Investigatory 
Powers (Scotland) Act 2000 will apply. 

 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_JusticeSubCommitteeOnPolicing/Inquiries/Data_Protection_Impact_Assessment.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_JusticeSubCommitteeOnPolicing/Inquiries/Data_Protection_Impact_Assessment.pdf
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This information contradicts the evidence you provided to the Sub-Committee that 
Police Scotland has no plans to use drones covertly, and that this would not be 
possible due to the drones being flown at a low level and the significant noise they 
make. Could you please clarify whether Police Scotland intends to use its current, or 
any future drones covertly? 

The DPIA indicates that personal sensitive data will be processed for people in a 
number of protected characteristic groups and that when data is recorded, it is 
reviewed before transmission to a Senior Investigating Officer. Could you please 
clarify why so many groups are affected, and whether these statements refer to 
searching for missing persons? The assessment also states that the data is used to 
identify people for the purposes of prosecution. Could you please explain what this 
means? For the avoidance of any doubt, can you advise whether facial recognition 
technology, ‘live’ or otherwise, features in any Police Scotland plans associated with 
remote piloted aircraft systems (drones). 

The assessment refers to a research project being undertaken by the University of 
West of Scotland (UWS). The Sub-Committee did not receive any evidence during its 
inquiry about this research project and would appreciate it if Police Scotland could 
provide details.  

Could you please confirm whether this project is ongoing and, if so, when it might 
conclude; clarify the data and imagery that is provided to the UWS and provide details 
of the development of sensor technology and its purpose,  

The DPIA indicates that imagery will be shared with the “client”. Could you please 
confirm to whom that refers? Could you also please confirm what data is provided to 
the manufacturer of the drones, for what purpose, and what impact assessments have 
been made of the implications of sharing information? 

The assessment states that there are no public concerns in the area of the proposed 
processing. The evidence received by the Sub-Committee during its inquiry raises 
concerns about data sharing, as well as the minimisation, retention and destruction 
of data. Could you please clarify the basis for that conclusion? 

The assessment indicates that there is no infringement of human rights. However, 
Police Scotland’s equalities and human rights impact assessment identifies that the 
use of drones infringes ECHR articles 8, 9 and 10. Could you please clarify this 
discrepancy?  

In your evidence to the Sub-Committee you confirmed that Police Scotland possesses 
three drones. In supplementary evidence, you confirmed that the number is in fact 
seven. Consideration of the proposal to purchase any drones beyond the three which 
are included in Police Scotland’s evaluation report remains unclear, as does the 
timeframe for the deployment of the additional drones, and whether they have been 
used for trials and/or operational policing. Could you please clarify why there was a 
discrepancy in the evidence provided by you on the number of drones Police Scotland 
possesses, clarify the costs of the additional drones, and what they have been used 
for.  
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Finally, the DPIA indicates that no consultation is to be undertaken, as a consultation 
was conducted in 2019 for the initial DPIA. The Sub-Committee is unaware of any 
external consultation on the DPIA in 2019, could you please provide details? 

I also acknowledge receipt of your letter of this date in which you correct an earlier 
letter in which you stated that the Scottish Police Federation (SPF) did not raise issues 
about drones. I note you now accept that “in the early stages of drone research and 
business case development the SPF made a number of representations raising 
concerns.” 

I regret having to write to you for clarification on such fundamental points, not least 
as, by way of written and oral evidence, Police Scotland has been given the 
opportunity to provide the Sub-Committee with clear, consistent and accurate 
information.  

A response by Thursday, 25 February would be appreciated. 

This letter has been copied to Martyn Evans, Chair of the Scottish Police Authority, 
for information. 

Yours sincerely 

 

John Finnie MSP 
Convener, Justice Sub-Committee on Policing 


