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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

By motion of January 24, 2017, the Board of Supervisors requested the Sheriff Civilian 

Oversight Commission (COC) to evaluate the Los Angeles Sheriff Department’s (LASD) 

Unmanned Aircraft System (UAS) program announced by Sheriff Jim McDonnell at a 

press conference on January 12, 2017.  

After forming an ad hoc committee, the COC studied the LASD’s policies regarding 

proposed uses of the UAS, witnessed operational use of the LASD’s UAS, considered 

the April 2017 report of the Office of Inspector General (OIG), took extensive public 

comment, and examined available literature regarding law enforcement use of UASs 

within the United States.  

The authorized uses for a UAS under the Sheriff’s policy are limited to emergency, life-

threatening situations, such as hostage rescue, bomb detection, active shooter and 

HazMat spills. UASs are capable of giving the LASD situational awareness that would 

not otherwise be possible in certain situations, and there is little doubt that they will save 

lives in the future.  Although a relatively new technology, UASs are a potentially 

important public safety and officer safety tool.  However, in light of the understandable 

public concerns surrounding the use of UASs, or drones, the COC is troubled that the 

LASD did not itself take public comment before implementing its UAS program last 

January. Its recent efforts to do so are commendable.  

After evaluating the UAS program and the protocols surrounding its limited authorized 

uses, and considering the significant public concerns regarding, among other things, 

privacy and mission creep, including potential arming of UASs, the COC makes the 

following recommendations designed to tighten the limited uses for which a UAS in their 

UAS program may be authorized: 

1. The Sheriff should explicitly and unequivocally state that he has no intention of 

arming or allowing the arming of the UAS operated by the LASD. 

 

2. Before seeking to expand the types of missions for which a UAS can be used, 

the Sheriff should commit to notifying the COC and allowing time for the COC to 

receive public comment prior to doing so. 

 

3. The LASD Policy Manual should make explicit that use of a UAS is limited to 

gaining situational awareness in emergency, life-threatening situations. 
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4. SEB should maintain a log of NOTAMs, the type of operational use authorized, 

who authorized it and the results of each such use. 

 

5. The Sheriff should notify the COC, within 48 hours, through its Executive 

Director, of any authorized operational uses of UASs and any unauthorized uses. 

 

6. On a quarterly basis, the Sheriff should provide the COC with a report regarding 

all operational uses of the UAS, the type of mission for which such use was 

approved, the results of such uses, and whether or not they were within policy 

uses.  Further, in the interest of transparency, we recommend that this data be 

published on the LASD website or a readily identifiable link. 

 

7. The UAS Program should be audited on at least an annual basis by the LASD.  

Its audits should be provided to the COC and the OIG. 

 

8. Modify the Unit Order and Policy Manual to limit preservation of video footage, 

except for training, from ten to two years, unless there is a pending case 

requiring that it be preserved beyond two years. 

 

9. Include a separate section in the Policy Manual that specifically addresses the 

LASD’s commitment to maintaining individuals’ privacy and other constitutional 

rights and operating according to the Constitution and the law regarding 

searches. 

 

10. Assure prompt investigation and appropriate accountability, including discipline 

when warranted, for out-of-policy use of the UAS.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

On January 12, 2017, Sheriff Jim McDonnell held a press conference announcing that 

LASD had received approval from the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) to use a 

small unmanned aircraft vehicle, also known as a drone or UAS.  During his press 

conference, the Sheriff emphasized that the LASD’s UAS would be used only in limited, 

specifically described emergency situations involving significant threats to life or serious 

property damage.  The limited uses are set forth in a LASD Unit Order dated        

January 10, 2017, and are discussed in more detail below.  The Sheriff also stated that 

the FAA has also given approval to thirty other law enforcement agencies throughout 

California for use of UASs.  The Sheriff described the LASD’s use of the UAS as a pilot 

program which would be monitored by the LASD on a continuing basis.   

 

By motion on January 24, 2017, the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors (Board) 

requested the Office of Inspector General (OIG) to gather information and prepare a 

report regarding the planned uses of the LASD’s UAS and present its report to the 

COC.  The OIG report was presented to the COC on April 5, 2017.  

In its motion, the Board requested the COC to review and supplement the OIG’s report 

with input from the LASD, public comment and any other source it deemed pertinent.  

Further, the COC was requested to evaluate the UAS program, make such 

recommendations as appropriate, and provide feedback on public comments regarding 

the program. 

 

ACTIONS OF THE COC 

 

After receiving the Board’s request, the COC and its staff took the following actions: 

1. Established an ad hoc committee consisting of three commissioners to work with 

the COC staff to study the LASD UAS program and report back to the full 

commission.  The members of the ad hoc committee are Commissioners  

Lael Rubin, Priscilla Ocen and James P. Harris. 

 

2. Carefully studied the OIG’s report of April 2017 titled “Los Angeles County 

Sheriff’s Department Unmanned Aircraft System Evaluation.” 

 

3. Observed a demonstration of operational capabilities and an actual operational 

use by the LASD’s Special Enforcement Bureau (SEB) personnel of the LASD’s 

UAS program. 
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4. Interviewed members of the SEB regarding the rationale for and limited uses of 

the UAS and Unit Order 2017-01 and met with the Sheriff and Undersheriff to 

discuss the program. 

 

5. Took extensive public comment at several meetings of the COC and a special 

meeting of the ad hoc committee regarding the Sheriff’s plan for limited use of 

the UAS. 

 

6. Reviewed relevant literature and legislation, including United States Justice 

Department policy guidance for use of UASs by law enforcement organizations.1 

 

SHERIFF POLICY AND THE USES OF THE UAS 

 

At Sheriff McDonnell’s press conference on January 12, 2017, and as stated in LASD 

Unit Order 2017-01 dated January 10, 2017,2 Sheriff McDonnell made clear that the use 

of the UAS is limited to “high-risk tactical/rescue/HazMat emergencies”.  In other words, 

use of a UAS is limited to “situations of extreme threat.”  The only missions for which the 

UAS can be authorized are the following emergency situations: 

 

1. Search and rescue; 

2. Explosive ordnance detection; 

3. Disaster response; 

4. Barricaded suspects; 

5. Hostage and other high-risk tactical operations;3 

6. Hazardous materials incidents; and 

7. Fire-related incidents. 

It recognizes that use of a UAS will be limited to “circumstances which would save life 

and property, as well as in situations to detect possible dangers that could not otherwise 

be seen.” 

The Unit Order is explicit that: 

“The UAS SHALL NOT be used for random surveillance missions or missions that 

would violate the privacy rights of the public.” (Emphasis in the original). 

                                            
1
 Department of Justice (2015). DOJ Policy Guidance-Domestic Use of Unmanned Aircraft Systems (UAS). Retrieved from: 

https://www.justice.gov/file/441266/download; Valdovinos, Maria, Specht, James, and Zeunik, Jennifer (2016). Law Enforcement & 
Unmanned Aircraft Systems (UAS): Guidelines to Enhance Community Trust. Retrieved from: https://www.policefoundation.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/11/UAS-Report.pdf; International Association of Chiefs of Police Aviation Committee (2012). Recommended 
Guidelines for the Use of Unmanned Aircraft. Retrieved from: http://www.theiacp.org/portals/0/pdfs/iacp_uaguidelines.pdf;. 
2
 See LASD Unit Order 2017-01, attached hereto as Exhibit 1. 

3
 Now includes active shooter situations. See LASD Proposed Manual Revision, 2017-003-02, attached hereto as Exhibit 2. 

https://www.justice.gov/file/441266/download
https://www.policefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/UAS-Report.pdf
https://www.policefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/UAS-Report.pdf
http://www.theiacp.org/portals/0/pdfs/iacp_uaguidelines.pdf
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In addition to limiting the use of the UAS to defined emergency missions involving 

threats to life, the Unit Order also establishes the procedures that must be followed 

before use of a UAS.  In this regard, it limits the operation of a UAS to SEB and within 

SEB, to FAA certified deputies.  Authority, and therefore accountability have been 

limited.  Only an SEB Team Commander can authorize the deployment of a UAS, and 

then only when there is an emergency mission within the limited ones described in the 

Unit Order.  The authorization must be made “prior to deployment” (Ex. 1, para. 4.)  

Further, the Unit Order requires two-person teams and makes clear that “[e]ach SEB 

UAS operator shall be cognizant of, and sensitive to, the privacy rights of individuals” 

when operating a UAS and that all uses of a UAS must be documented with a public 

Notice to Airmen (NOTAM) prior to its operation. 

In response to an OIG recommendation, the Sheriff has revised the LASD Policy 

Manual to incorporate the policies and procedures of the Unit Order into Department-

wide policy and made clear that “no other member of the Department shall deploy their 

own personal UAS during the course of their duties.”4 

Within the SEB, the LASD has three lieutenants and eight deputies trained and 

authorized to fly a UAS.  The department has only one UAS, a DJI company model HV-

44B, which is about 20 inches in diameter and weighs approximately six pounds.  It is 

not armed, nor is it “equipped in any way to accommodate weapons.”5  There are no 

plans to arm the UAS.  The UAS is equipped with a camera set to a default mode of not 

recording.  The SEB operator is required to get approval from an SEB Team 

Commander before activating the record function of the camera.  Recorded video 

footage can be preserved up to ten years. 

Since January 2017, the LASD has operationally used the UAS on only four occasions, 

one of which was witnessed by the COC’s staff.  Of the four uses, one was a barricaded 

suspect situation and the others were search and rescue missions for a missing woman 

and for a missing young boy.  All four missions were within the limited use policy of the 

LASD.  

 

OIG REPORT 

 

On April 5, 2017, the OIG delivered a report to the COC evaluation the LASD’s UAS 

program.6  Although we will not summarize the report, the OIG’s key findings and 

recommendations are set as follows. 

                                            
4
 See Exhibit 2. 

5 Office of Inspector General (2017). Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department Unmanned Aircraft System Evaluation, p. 4. 

Retrieved from: 
https://oig.lacounty.gov/Portals/OIG/Reports/Los%20Angeles%20County%20Sheriff's%20Department%20Unmanned%20Aircraft%
20System%20Evaluation.pdf?ver=2017-04-20-172758-373 
6 Ibid. 

https://oig.lacounty.gov/Portals/OIG/Reports/Los%2520Angeles%2520County%2520Sheriff's%2520Department%2520Unmanned%2520Aircraft%2520System%2520Evaluation.pdf?ver=2017-04-20-172758-373
https://oig.lacounty.gov/Portals/OIG/Reports/Los%2520Angeles%2520County%2520Sheriff's%2520Department%2520Unmanned%2520Aircraft%2520System%2520Evaluation.pdf?ver=2017-04-20-172758-373
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Key findings of the OIG include:    

1. UAS operators are deputies assigned to the LASD SEB who “have received a 

great deal of training and have passed a FAA certification test” and “are among 

the most highly-trained deputies in the department.”7   

 

2. The SEB handles high-risk situations such as barricaded suspects, hostage 

situations, search and rescue, arson fire investigations and bomb squad.  The 

UAS deputies are “very well informed and extremely dedicated to the safe and 

ethical operation” of the UAS.8  

 

3. “There appear to be proper safeguards within the Unit Order to operate the UAS 

in a responsible and safe manner keeping privacy rights in mind”.9 

 

4. “The LASD’s Unit Order appears to be narrowly tailored to the public safety 

missions to prevent imminent danger to life or serious damage to property and 

does not allow for the improper surveillance of the public.”10 

 

5. The LASD’s Unit Order is clear regarding its limitation to specific, emergency, 

potential life-threatening missions and it is also clear that a UAS is not to be used 

to conduct non-exigent surveillance. 

The OIG report also has a legal analysis of privacy issues and the application of the 

Fourth Amendment’s protection against unreasonable searches and seizures, as they 

apply to the limited missions for which use of an UAS is authorized.  In substance, the 

OIG report notes that searches without warrants are usually considered to be 

reasonable only if “exigent circumstances” exist, such as an emergency situation posing 

imminent danger to life or property, or to prevent the imminent escape of a suspect or 

loss of evidence.  Regarding the limited emergency-type missions for which a UAS is 

authorized, the OIG opines that such missions would likely fall within the judicially 

recognized definition of “exigent circumstances.”  Furthermore, the OIG report notes 

that the “reasonable expectation of privacy” that citizens are accorded under the Fourth 

Amendment does not apply to barricaded suspects or hostage situations, and that law 

enforcement observations of public spaces do not “constitute a search under the Fourth 

Amendment.”   

The OIG report makes five recommendations: 

                                            
7
 Ibid., p. 4. 

8
 Ibid., p. 6. 

9
 Ibid., p. 7 

10
 Ibid., p. 9. 
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1. The LASD should continue its commitment to transparency in their operation of 

the UAS by providing information to the public on the uses of its UAS. 

 

2. The LASD should develop a department-wide policy on the use of its UAS which 

would ban the use of ANY UAS by any other units or deputies during the course 

of their official duties. 

 

3. The current SEB Unit Order makes clear that a UAS should not be used for 

“random surveillance missions,” but as the primary mission/focus of utilizing a 

UAS appears to be gaining situational awareness in life-threatening situations, 

this limited goal warrants more emphasis in the LASD policy.  The term “non-

emergency surveillance” would better describe the intent of the LASD not to use 

an UAS for the mere gathering of criminal evidence outside of emergency 

situations.  In addition, one of the listed uses in the Unit Order should specifically 

include an “active shooter” type situation since these incidents do not always 

include barricades or hostages. 

 

4. The LASD should provide a record of usage, flight time, training and 

maintenance issues along with copies of all NOTAMs issued as a result of the 

UAS deployment.  These documents/logs should be addressed within an 

operational type manual. 

 

5. The LASD should continually research and implement “Best Practices” regarding 

the use of these systems. 

The COC agrees with the OIG’s recommendations listed above.  Moreover, we note 

that by letter dated March 30, 2017, Sheriff McDonnell concurred with all five OIG 

recommendations, and directed the LASD Audit and Accountability Bureau to monitor 

implementation of the recommendations.11    

 

PUBLIC COMMENT AND FEEDBACK  

 

Members of the public expressed their concerns regarding the LASD’s announced use 

of the UAS at four of the COC’s regular monthly meetings, its January 26, March 23,      

April 27, and May 25, 2017 meetings, and also at a community meeting held by the 

COC ad hoc committee on April 21, 2017.  The UAS issue was explicitly agendized for 

the January 26, 2017 and the April 27, 2017 meetings of the COC, in part, to receive 

public comment.  In addition, the COC and its staff received input from individual 

members of the community.  

                                            
11

 See Sheriff McDonnell’s Letter to Inspector General Huntsman dated March 30, 2017, attached hereto as Exhibit 3 
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In total, several dozen members of the public addressed the COC at its public hearings 

on the subject of UASs.  Without exception, the comments of every member of the 

public who addressed the COC were resoundingly negative.  Much of the public 

comment included opposition from the Stop LAPD Spying Coalition, including             

Mr. Hamid Khan and other members.  Other organizations expressing opposition to the 

use of UASs, or drones, included the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU),         

Dignity and Power Now and the Youth Justice Coalition. 

Mr. Khan and other members of the public who spoke were and are adamantly and 

passionately opposed to the use of UASs by the Sheriff’s Department.  Among other 

things, they indicated that their opposition was based upon concerns that: 

1. Use of UASs will lead to an increase in the militarization of the LASD.  In a letter 

to the OIG dated March 7, 2017, Mr. Khan stated that “[t]he addition of Drones 

would further signify the structural and operational formation of the LASD as an 

occupying institution that operates as a counter-insurgency force.”12 

2. There will be “mission creep.”  Even if initially UASs are authorized for limited 

emergency, life-threatening types of missions, it will lead to additional, more 

invasive uses. 

3. In 2012, without notice the LASD used a manned aircraft in Compton to conduct 

mass surveillance in violation of privacy rights of residents.  The LASD cannot be 

trusted to operate UASs. 

4. Drones are associated with military uses and with “death and destruction.” 

A report was distributed by the ACLU during one of the meetings, “Making Smart 

Decisions About Surveillance,” which detailed community guidelines for accountability, 

transparency and oversight of such programs.13 

The Sheriff was also criticized for implementing a policy allowing for use of the UAS 

without first getting public comment and input. 

There is no question that the opposition that the COC heard from the public was 

sincerely motivated.  There is considerable public angst surrounding the potential use of 

UASs and much of it stems from a lack of trust.  They also pointed with alarm to 

legislation in at least one state (North Dakota) which permits law enforcement to attach 

weapons to UASs. 

 

 

                                            
12

  See Mr. Khan’s letter to the Office of Inspector General dated March 7, 2017, attached hereto as Exhibit 4. 
13

 ACLU (2016). Making Smart Decisions About Surveillance, Retrieved from: https://www.aclunc.org/docs/20160325-

making_smart_decisions_about_surveillance.pdf. 
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ANALYSIS 

 

LASD’s limited use of the UAS can be an important component for providing situational 

awareness in high-risk emergency, life-threatening situations faced by the LASD, such 

as rescuing a hostage being held at gun point, responding to an active shooter situation, 

performing search and rescue missions in dangerous terrain, defusing a bomb planted 

in a public space, and investigating HazMat spills to determine the best strategies for 

containment without exposing the public and first responders to serious injuries.  

Indeed, it is likely that UASs will save lives.  Used properly and within the limitations set 

by the Sheriff, UASs are an important public safety and officer safety tool.   

It is unfortunate that the Sheriff did not obtain public comment before implementing the 

use of its UAS program in January of this year.  As was clear from public comment 

received by the COC, there is a genuine and serious concern about the potential abuse 

of UASs by law enforcement.  While the UAS technology is not particularly new, its use 

by law enforcement organizations is.  Moreover, use by the United States military of 

much larger armed unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), or drones, is well known to the 

public and understandably unnerving to anyone who distrusts law enforcement.  

Unfortunately, a significant number of individuals in our community and nationally simply 

do not trust law enforcement.  In our recommendations below, we address concerns 

about arming of UASs and mission creep that are not adequately addressed by the SEB 

Unit Order and Policy Manual changes. 

We note that at the suggestion of the COC ad hoc committee, the Sheriff recently set up 

mechanisms to directly receive comments from the public.  His willingness, even now, 

to reach out, receive and evaluate public comment is laudable.   

The role of the COC is to promote meaningful reform within the LASD and to help 

restore public trust between the LASD and the communities it serves.  This will not be 

easy, but it does involve encouraging increased transparency and accountability on the 

part of the LASD.  Regarding its use of the UAS, the recommendations below are 

intended to further those goals.  Implementing these recommendations, in our view, will 

help build public trust. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The COC recommends the following: 

 

1. The Sheriff should explicitly and unequivocally state that he has no intention of 

arming or allowing the arming of the UAS operated by the LASD. 
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2. Before seeking to expand the types of missions for which a UAS can be used, 

the Sheriff should commit to notifying the COC and allowing time for the COC to 

receive public comment prior to doing so. 

 

3. The LASD Policy Manual should make explicit that use of a UAS is limited to 

gaining situational awareness in emergency, life-threatening situations. 

 

4. SEB should maintain a log of NOTAMs, the type of operational use authorized, 

who authorized it and the results of each such use. 

 

5. The Sheriff should notify the COC, within 48 hours, through its Executive 

Director, of any authorized operational uses of UASs and any unauthorized uses. 

 

6. On a quarterly basis, the Sheriff should provide the COC with a report regarding 

all operational uses of the UAS, the type of mission for which such use was 

approved, the results of such uses, and whether or not they were within policy 

uses.  Further, in the interest of transparency, we recommend that this data be 

published on the LASD website or a readily identifiable link. 

 

7. The UAS Program should be audited on at least an annual basis by the LASD.  

Its audits should be provided to the COC and the OIG. 

 

8. Modify the Unit Order and Policy Manual to limit preservation of video footage, 

except for training, from ten to two years, unless there is a pending case 

requiring that it be preserved beyond two years. 

 

9. Include a separate section in the Policy Manual that specifically addresses the 

LASD’s commitment to maintaining individuals’ privacy and other constitutional 

rights and operating according to the Constitution and the law regarding 

searches. 

 

10. Assure prompt investigation and appropriate accountability, including discipline 

when warranted, for out-of-policy use of the UAS.  
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EXHIBIT 1 – LASD UNIT ORDER 2017-01 
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EXHIBIT 2 – LASD PROPOSED MANUAL REVISION, 2017-003-02 
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EXHIBIT 3 – SHERIFF McDONNELL’S LETTER TO                                     

INSPECTOR GENERAL HUNTSMAN DATED MARCH 30, 2017 
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EXHIBIT 4 – MR. KHAN’S LETTER TO THE OFFICE OF 

INSPECTOR GENERAL DATED MARCH 7, 2017 
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