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USE OF DRONES AT BARNSLEY HOSPITAL 

AERIAL SAFETY & RESPONSE UNIT 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 

 

1. What is a drone? 

A drone is a small remote-controlled aircraft where the pilot is not on board. 

They are also sometimes known as Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAV) or 

Remote Piloted Aircraft Systems (RPAS). The UK Civil Aviation Authority 

(CAA) refers to drones under 20kg as Small Unmanned Aircraft (SUA) but 

to keep our answers simpler we will just call them drones. 

2. Why does the hospital need to use drones? 

Drones are fairly new technology in civil use and very new to the NHS. In fact, 

Barnsley Hospital is possibly the first NHS organisation to think about using 

them or forming an Aerial Safety Unit. They have got a tarnished reputation 

because the military use them and have done so for many years. However, 

they are now very widely used in industry, universities and the media. The 

hospital believe that they support a safer and more secure environment 

alongside much safer working conditions for staff. There will be much less 

having to climb to heights, use ladders or walk on roof spaces. There are also 

drones that can be used in small confined dangerous places like basements 

and tunnels. One of these drones only weighs 4.5ozs and saves staff having 

to crawl or work in these areas. The hospital has already trialled aerial 

photography and video and will look to use it for 3D mapping and perimeter 

security checks. Of late we have received reports of illegal drones being used 

to observe patient’s rooms and our own drone will assist in countering these 

awful breaches of patient privacy and dignity. The latest was caught spying on 

a lady patient receiving chemotherapy and was reported by her daughter. The 

list of possible drone use is endless for an organisation like Barnsley Hospital. 

3. Who will be flying (piloting) the drone and are they qualified? 

The Trust has two qualified pilots who have had to attend an approved CAA 

course conducted by experienced drone flight instructors. They have then had 

to pass a theory examination, a flight theory assessment and a practical flying 

assessment, all under examination conditions. They have also to fly for a set 

number of hours every month. They have also both been assessed for their 

skills in air observation. 

4. Is it legal for the hospital to fly drones on the site? 

The pilots are employed by the Trust as emergency planning managers. That 

is their ‘day job’ and following their flight training course had to apply to the 

CAA to be allowed to fly operationally and commercially. The permission to fly 

issued by the CAA to the pilots is called a PfCO – a Permission for 
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Commercial Operations - and has very strict rules about how they operate 

and fly the drone. It is a very detailed document that states very clearly how 

high they can fly the drone and to what distances. It also gives minimum 

operating distances from persons, houses, vehicles and open-air events that 

are not under the control of the pilot. Failure to adhere to this permit and the 

aviation regulations could lead to offences being committed by them and their 

permits withdrawn. 

5. Will it be safe? 

An important part of the application for a CAA PfCO is the submission of an 

operations manual that must include a full risk assessment, operating 

methods, emergency procedures and pilot qualifications and experience. The 

operations manual for the hospital contains over 50 pages of technical detail. 

There will always be a pilot and observer who will keep constant checks on 

the aircraft, immediate surroundings and each other. Rigorous enquiries and 

checks have been made to ensure that drone use will not affect any medical 

equipment, communications, wi-fi or assistive technology. Likewise, that no 

hospital equipment or communications will affect the safe use of the drone. In 

context, although drones are new to the NHS they are merely a tool to do a 

job in the hands of a skilled operator. Very much like a mobile crane, HIAB or 

cherry picker, all of which are regularly used on the hospital site. 

6. Are the drones noisy? 

You may just hear a slight buzz like a bee or a wasp if it takes off and you are 

within about 50 yards of it. Otherwise it operates at about 200ft and very 

difficult to hear. 

7. How big are drones? 

The drone the hospital will be using initially is called a DJI Phantom 4 and is a 

professional grade aircraft with a proven safety and reliability record. It weighs 

about 3.5lbs and measures 2’ x 2’.  

8. I thought the NHS and the hospital were short of money. How can they 

afford a drone? 

The drone, training and equipment has been funded privately and have 

formed part of staff self and continuing professional development. The 

hospital has not funded the training, staff time or equipment. It may be that if 

the project proves successful with financial savings and proven staff safety, 

drone use becomes part of the operational budget. This is how we introduced 

the body worn personal cameras for our security officers and it worked very 

well and is now saving the Trust money alongside ensuring our staff are safer. 

As a Trust, we are always attempting to think smarter and protect our budget 

for patient care which is where it should be directed and we believe aerial 

safety will support this. 

9. What happens if there is an accident with the drone? 
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If an incident occurs it must be reported to the Trust as any incident would be 

and investigated thoroughly. The hospital has set strict procedures for 

reporting and a flying incident would be no different. The pilot must also report 

it to the CAA, and if serious, to the Air Accident Investigation Branch (AAIB) 

for an external investigation. This is called Mandatory Occurrence Reporting 

and why the aircraft will only be used under the safest conditions. During 

every flight, an electronic log is compiled by the aircraft which includes every 

single detail of the flight and is the drone’s own ‘black box’. The pilot cannot 

tamper of interfere with this log, to attempt to do so is a serious criminal 

offence. 

10. Will it benefit me as a close resident of the hospital? 

Yes, as it can be used to monitor traffic and parking both on and around the 

hospital site. This will not be to identify individuals but will assist us to monitor 

any problems and liaise with the Local Authority to try and alleviate some of 

these problems. In the past, we have driven around in our own cars and 

checked problem locations, although this is really a joint problem of 

enforcement but we have always tried to assist in supporting both residents 

and our own staff. We will share any information that will assist with these 

issues with the relevant agencies. Also, if you have a property that backs on 

to the Trust site we will be using it for general safety monitoring alongside our 

existing camera systems so helping to keep you and your property more 

secure. 

11. How often will it fly? 

As often as needed but the pilots also have busy management roles in the 

hospital so they will not be spending all their time flying. It is envisaged that 

the drone will be used once or twice a week and during incidents or urgent 

requests. It cannot fly in heavy rain or winds gusting more than 25 mph.  

12. Is there any special insurance needed to fly a drone? 

Yes, the pilots require special aviation insurance to cover public and legal 

liabilities. They both have separate insurance to cover the requirements of EC 

785/2004 for commercial operations and additional cover for recreational 

activities. This is over and above cover provided by the Trust whilst working 

as staff members. 

13. What about the security of any video footage and what will happen to it? 

The Trust takes everyone’s privacy very seriously irrespective of whether they 

are a patient, visitor, staff member or resident. The pilots also manage the 

Trust CCTV and body worn video equipment alongside being policy leads for 

security management and access control issues. There are very stringent 

measures in place to protect everyone’s identity, personal information and 

privacy. The use of drones on site is no exception and will be included in the 

assessment for the forthcoming Surveillance Camera Commissioner’s 

assessment and audit. Barnsley Hospital is the only NHS organisation to be 
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awarded the Commissioner’s certification for transparent and responsible 

surveillance camera use. The use of drones will also be included as part of 

the monthly report which is available on the Trust internet site under 

‘Openness and Transparency’. It will only be on rare occasions that any 

footage will be retained, otherwise it will be deleted immediately. 

14. The air ambulances regularly land near to the hospital. Could they hit 

the drone? 

Other air users including the police and air ambulances are not allowed to 

overfly the hospital so whilst the drone is being used on and above the site 

there are only minimum risks. However, contact has already been made to 

inform the Children’s Air Ambulance, Yorkshire Air Ambulance, National 

Police Aviation Services and the local children’s paediatric retrieval service 

‘Embrace’ that flights will take place on and around the hospital site. All these 

organisations and the National Air Traffic Service will be informed before any 

flight alongside the submission of a NOTAM (notice to other air users). The 

pilots already do this as part of their training and regular flying activities. 

15. What if I want to complain about drone use or require any further 

information? 

You can contact us via the Trust Internet site where there is information about 

submitting a compliment or complaint or contact the Aerial Safety 

Administrator on Barnsley 01226 431889. One of the pilots will contact you to 

discuss any issues you may have. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


