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Dear Dr Aston, 

 
CC’d:  

David Crichton, Interim Chair Scottish Police Authority 

John Finnie MSP Convener Justice sub-committee on policing 

Iain Livingstone, Chief Constable Police Scotland 

 

I’m writing in response to one of the papers submitted at one of the recent SPA 

sub-committees on RPAS (drones) use by Police Scotland1. We have a number of 

concerns about the paper and wanted to get in touch with you as Chair of the 

IAG on policing and new and emerging technologies in relation to the RPAS use 

and also an emerging pattern of similar issues relating to new and emerging 

technologies and ethics in Police Scotland.  
 

A number of media articles have since picked up on the main areas of concern 

which were raised by the SPA members and very much echo our concerns2. 

 

We feel there is a clear risk of mission creep, and whilst Police Scotland is overt 

and open about the deployment of the RPAS/drones3 the deployment of the 

drones has been much broader than posited in the initial paper that went to the 

SPA and the interviews in the press around the same time would have suggested 

i.e. predominantly for missing person searches. See: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-50262650 amongst other sources. 
 

One particular concern for us is the use of the drone for management of (albeit 

medium/large-scale) antisocial behaviour incidents. For example, Troon beach is 

referenced in the SPA paper but other deployments for similar issues are shared 

in the twitter account. I would suggest there is a proportionality issue here – use 

of a drone which whose primary deployment was re missing person enquiries in 

management of ASB issues – but also these often involve young people which 

adds additional ethical concerns as well as the proportionality and ‘mission 

creep’ issues.  

 

Some of the implications on the paper (e.g. reputational, ethical, community 

etc.) don’t really capture the main issues that arise for the SCSN as a partner of 

                                              
1 https://www.spa.police.uk/spa-media/e52l2odp/item-10-1-rpas-evaluation.pdf 
2 https://www.scotsman.com/news/crime/police-scotland-stresses-drones-not-surveillance-wide-ranging-uses-revealed-
3039137              
3 https://twitter.com/polscotair?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-50262650
https://www.spa.police.uk/spa-media/e52l2odp/item-10-1-rpas-evaluation.pdf
https://www.scotsman.com/news/crime/police-scotland-stresses-drones-not-surveillance-wide-ranging-uses-revealed-3039137
https://www.scotsman.com/news/crime/police-scotland-stresses-drones-not-surveillance-wide-ranging-uses-revealed-3039137
https://twitter.com/polscotair?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor


Police Scotland. We are concerned that PS do not recognise the negative 

reputational implications and the equalities and community impacts. For 

example: 

 
 Only negative reputational implications are considered if PS do not keep up 

to date with emerging technology. We would argue there is a clear negative 

reputational implication if PS are, again, been seen to use technology in a 

closed manner without giving consideration to the ethical implications arising 

from this use of technology. These can undermine the public trust in PS. 

 

 There are broader community impact issues than the public support referred 

to in the report. The public support may be different once the scope of drone 

deployment is clear may be different and there are negative implications for 

communities from drone deployment to tackle issues such as ASB where 

trusted relationships are key to making communities safer, not remote piloted 

machines. This has a clear implication for the ‘policing by consent’ model in 

the UK. 

 

 There are no equalities implications highlighted in the report but there are 

clearly equalities issues from the deployment of the drone given the broader 

scope of deployments. In particular, particular streets or neighbourhoods, 

young people. 

 

The PS response to the questions from SPA members indicate that  there is a lack 

of understanding about legitimate concerns about the use of this technology as 

well as a misunderstanding between PS and SPA on the extent of the drone 

deployment.   

 

The paper also references feedback from internal and external stakeholders and 

the general public as having been positive – we would welcome publishing this 

feedback, and would seek reassurance that these stakeholders are 

representative of some of the specific issues being raised e.g. Equalities and 

Human Rights Consortium in Scotland, your IAG and groups impacted by the full 

range of incident deployments e.g. groups representing young people.  

 

In relation to future use of this technology we ask the IAG and SPA to seek 

assurance from Police Scotland about covert deployment of RPAS, particularly in 

reference to the purchase of a new RPAS in the paper which has the potential to 

carry more advanced technology for future use.   

 

Finally, we believe that this is the latest incident that is beginning to form a 

pattern of new and emerging technology use by Police Scotland and ethics. 

There are similarities between this discussion on RPAS as were seen in recent 

discussions on facial recognition technology, digital triage devices (‘cyber-

kiosks’) and the vulnerable persons database. These echo similar patterns seen in 

relation to stop and search and body-worn cameras too.  

 

These points are not just relevant to the IAG. We have shared these reflections with 

the Scottish Police Authority as part of their governance and assurance role.    

 

Please do not hesitate to get in touch if we can provide any more information 

regarding the above points. 

 

Yours sincerely, 



 

 
 

Lorraine Gillies 

Chief Officer 


