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On 1st April 2014 Robert Knowles became the first person in the UK to be convicted of offences 
involving unlawful use of an unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV).  He had been charged with flying a 
UAV within 50 metres of a bridge, contrary to Article 167 of the Air Navigation Order 2009, and flying 
over a nuclear installation, contrary to Regulation 3(2) of the Air Navigation (Restriction of 
Flying)(Nuclear Installations) Regulations 2007.  He had flown a camera-equipped UAV close to the 
Jubilee Bridge over Walney Channel, and then over the BAe nuclear submarine facility in Barrow-
in-Furness before crash-landing it in a river.  Furness and District Magistrates’ Court fined him £800 
and ordered that he pay £3,500 in costs. 
 
On July 22nd 2014 a model helicopter came within 20 feet of an Airbus A320 at an altitude of 700 
feet as the airliner was on approach at Heathrow airport.  The incident was the second recorded 
airprox involving a UAV and a commercial passenger flight in the UK, and the first at Heathrow. 
 
These two cases highlight the regulatory challenges brought by the rapid increase of UAV use in 
recent years.  This increase has been driven not only by the popularity of UAVs amongst leisure 
users, but also an increasing enthusiasm to embrace their commercial applications.  The Civil 
Aviation Authority (CAA), which is responsible for regulating the use of commercial UAVs, granted 
30 licences in January 2013; in February 2014, it granted 300. 
 
So far, development of the law concerning UAVs in this jurisdiction has been incremental, with the 
CAA utilising existing legislation to regulate their use on a case-by-case basis.  Nonetheless, there 
have been calls for a comprehensive review of the law in a similar vein to the roadmap for the 
legislative integration of drones being carried out by the US Federal Aviation Administration (FAA).  
So far, the existing regime has been working well, but we are still very much at the beginning of the 
UAV age.  If the number of aircraft and sorties increases dramatically - and the number of complaints 
concerning their use increases proportionately - regulators may find that the position changes. 
 
Evidence-gathering is a further consideration.  UAV flights are not monitored or documented in the 
same way as manned flights, and one has to ask how regulators propose to keep track of large 
numbers of small craft carrying out large numbers of relatively short flights.  In the Knowles case, 
the conviction was based on a review of the footage captured by the UAV’s camera following its 
recovery.  The footage revealed the offences being committed and the identity of the defendant.  In 
the Heathrow incident, the UAV was not picked up on radar due to its size, and was only spotted by 
aircrew as it flew over the Airbus’ wing.  The pilot of the UAV remains unidentified. 
 
So far, concerns have revolved around UAV use by untrained and unlicensed amateurs unwittingly 
causing chaos (see also the Swedish pilot who shut down Stockholm-Bromma airport by flying a 
UAV into controlled airspace in December 2014).  However, the increasing availability of UAVs at 
relatively cheap prices may make them a viable option for activists looking to cause disruption at 
airports.  Some experts have even warned of the possibility of UAVs being used in terrorist attacks. 
 
Clearly, as the use of UAVs becomes more prevalent - and it will - regulators and enforcers of the 
law will have to work increasingly hard to keep up with developments not only from a legislative 
standpoint, but also in respect of detection and prevention of improper use. 


