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Police investigate complaints of drone following Eagle 
River children
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Justice matters...

a n c h o r a g e  - Parents in Eagle River have complained to police about a small drone aircraft that they 
say has been spotted this week following school children and hovering near homes. The reports highlight 
growing concern over laws that govern how and where drones can be used in Alaska.

Concerned grandparent Patricia Bailey said her experience with the aerial intruder began Tuesday, when 
she saw the drone hovering above her and 2-year-old granddaughter as they stood in their driveway.

After speaking with other parents, Bailey learned that the craft, which she described as “a very elaborate 
drone” -  a quadcopter model equipped with a camera in a ball turret -- had also been spotted outside 
windows of homes in the area.

Bailey said the final straw came when she spoke with children returning home from Eagle River 
Elementary School.

“One of them asked, 'Did you see the drone?’" Bailey said. “I asked, “What drone?”'

'"The one that followed us home.”’

"That's what got me fired up,” Bailey said.
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When Bailey and other parents called Anchorage police, she said they were told that the letter of the law Police investigate complaints of drone following
Eagle River childrenbars firing guns at drones, but that they were within their rights to throw rocks and fire slingshots at the 

device if they felt threatened. Adult remains confirmed from missing Kenai 
family members
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Anchorage police spokeswoman Anita Shell says police took one call each Monday and Tuesday about 
the drone from residents near Eagle River Elementary. She said several people had apparently decided 
to have one person call police on behalf of the group.

“There were two separate calls that neighbors (made), about a drone following children home or near 
windows," Shell said.

Police told the parents involved that they spoke with the drone’s operator and gave him a “very stern 
talking-to” about their concerns, Bailey said.

When the man complained about the potential risk of damage to his expensive drone, she said, officers 
told him that the best way to keep his drone safe was by not flying it over other people’s property.

Bailey said the intervention by officers on parents' behalf had an apparent effect when people next saw 
the drone Wednesday.
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“It wasn’t following kids,” Bailey said. “It was over the school, but it was high up.”

Shell said police did speak to the drone operator but did not talk about specifics of the exchange.

“We did make contact with the drone owner." Shell said. "He was using the drone to practice for some 
upcoming business venture.”

Police would not identify the drone operator Thursday, because Shell said he wasn’t arrested or charged 
after officers contacted him.

“He wasn’t committing a crime,” Shell said. “There wasn’t anything we could do but advise him of the 
neighbors' concerns about following children home or flying near windows.”
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Since then, Shell said, “We haven’t received any other complaints on him.”

Channel 2 on Thursday visited the operator's residence, as identified by Bailey, but an occupant said the 
man was not at home.

With the Federal Aviation Administration taking the lead in the emerging field of legislation governing 
drone use, Shell said the Eagle River incident highlighted the lack of local rules doing so.

“It’s not a city law, it’s not a state law,” Shell said.

FAA spokesman Allen Kenitzer said in a Thursday email that the agency is investigating this week's 
Eagle River incident. The FAA is also looking into another Anchorage drone incident, involving a craft 
which entered airspace at Merrill Field.

One section of FAA regulations concerning drone use quoted by Kenitzer offers stern consequences for 
encroaching on manned aircraft, warning that the agency “may take enforcement action against anyone 
who operates a (drone) in a way that endangers the safety of the national airspace system.” The excerpt 
doesn’t directly address privacy concerns, however, citing a list of do’s  and don’ts released by the 
agency in June.

“In the notice, the FAA restates the law's definition of ‘model aircraft,' including requirements that they 
not interfere with manned aircraft, be flown within sight of the operator and be operated only for hobby or 
recreational purposes," FAA officials wrote, “The agency also explains that model aircraft operators flying 
within five miles of an airport must notify the airport operator and air traffic control tower.”

Privacy is being addressed on the state level, however, with lawmakers taking increasing interest in how 
to protect people from encroachments by drones. Ginger Blaisdell, the chief of staff for Rep. Shelley 
Hughes (R-Palmer), said Thursday that Hughes' office was aware of the Eagle River incident and had 
spoken with Bailey.

According to Blaisdell, flying a drone up to someone else’s window doesn't currently violate state law -  
unless it's equipped with a camera.
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“That's not a criminal issue at all," Blaisdell said, “What is a criminal issue is peeking into people's 
windows and photographing them -  that could lean into harassment."

Hughes is entering her third year as a member of the Unmanned Aircraft Systems Legislative Task 
Force, a group which includes lawmakers as well as representatives from the FAA and the state 
Department of Public Safety. The task force hasn't specifically discussed the Eagle River incident, but 
Blaisdell said it has considered some very similar scenarios.

“(For instance), what if a person flies up and takes pictures of you changing your clothes?" Blaisdell said. 
"Should you close your curtains?”

The discussions accompany a rising wave of drone activity on the Last Frontier, with the FAA naming 
Alaska one o f six states where it plans to develop test sites for drones in 2013 and the University of 
Alaska conducting drone research at an in-state flight range.

Despite that uptick in unmanned flights, Blaisdell said state activity on drone bills has been limited since 
last year, when then-Gov Sean Parnell signed into law a bill governing the use of drones by law 
enforcement. She cited the FAA's lead on drone rules as a factor in that slowness.

“We haven't put together another actual bill this year," Blaisdell said. “They're really the ones establishing 
the regulations for drone use."

Back in Eagle River, Bailey said keeping drones like the one spotted this week from following her 
children is a victory in itself.

“As long as he stays high in the sky, I'm OK with him," Bailey said.

Editor's note: The sequence of events in Patricia Bailey's account of encounters involving the drone 
Tuesday has been corrected.

Channel 2 s  Dan Carpenter contributed information to this story.
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Home > Neighbors worry over privacy after report of drone following kids in Eagle River
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An Eagle R iver res iden t launches his DJI Inspire quadcop te r drone o ff a landing pad on the front 
deck o f his hom e on W ednesday, March 25, 2015.

A  man opera ting  his h igh-tech, rem ote-contro lled  q u a d co p te r--  m ore com m only known as a 
d rone -- caused a s tir am ong residents of one Eagle R iver ne ighborhood earlie r th is  week. 
A nchorage  police w ere  called to the area Tuesday a fte r residents com pla ined tha t a drone was 
fo llow ing ch ildren hom e from  a nearby school, bu t o fficers found no laws had been broken.

The incident has h igh ligh ted both the grow ing popu la rity  o f private drone use and the possible 
p rivacy and sa fe ty  concerns the devices can raise fo r neighbors o f drone enthusiasts.

Patric ia  Bailey-Ruiz, w ho lives near Eagle R iver E lem entary School, said she w as outside her 
hom e playing w ith  her g randch ild ren at about 3 :30 p.m. Tuesday w hen she heard a buzzing noise 
overhead.

"It cam e right down to us at the he ight of the light poles and ju s t hovered there ," Ba iley-R uiz said. 
"And it w as m aking a click ing noise and it w as sh ifting  around in the sky."

Ba iley-R uiz said that's  w hen a ne ighborhood child  w a lked by her house on his w ay hom e from  
school.

"I said, 'D id you see the drone?' and he said, 'Oh, yeah, he has been out fo r a few  days and he 
com es hom e w ith  us from  school, and fo llow s kids to the ir h o u s e s ,'" Ba iley-R uiz said. "And tha t’s 
w hen I called A nchorage police."

A  group o f angry residents a few  blocks away to ld  o fficers w here the drone opera to r lives.

Police said the man in the house to ld them  that he w as practic ing fly ing his drone fo r an upcom ing 
business venture. O fficers to ld the man to stop fly ing  his drone near the school or children and to 
respect people 's privacy. But there  w as little else they could do.

"There is no state or local law  fo r the m isuse of d rones," said APD  spokesw om an Anita  Shell. "Can 
w e prove anyth ing illegal has been done? No."

For three years, the U nm anned A irc ra ft System s Legis la tive Task Force pj, a group m ade up of 
law m akers and Federal A v ia tion  Adm in istra tion and sta te  officia ls, has been considering how to 
cra ft laws tha t w ou ld  regulate the private use of d rones in A laska. So far, no bill has been drafted 
because the group is w a iting  fo r federal regulators to w eigh in on the issue. The only current state 
regulations addressing drones are bans against using them  fo r hunting or to  spot an im als in 
preparation fo r a hunt.
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The FAA regu la tes all aeria l veh ic les, includ ing drones. Drone operation is currently  banned for 
com m erc ia l purposes w ith som e exceptions for c losed m ovie sets and experim enta l program s -  
like the  one at the  U n ivers ity  o f A laska  Fa irbanks w.

But there  are few  regu la tions fo r private drone use. C urren t gu ide lines pi, w ritten  in 1981 to cover 
the use o f m odel and rem ote-contro lled  aircraft, suggest tha t operators fly  at a safe he ight and 
aw ay from  crow ds o r a irports.

G enera lly, rem ote-con tro lled  aeria l devices, including drones, are not a llow ed w ith in  5 m iles of 
a irports  and m ust not fly  above 400 feet.

The FAA said it w as w ork ing on c lear rules fo r c iv ilian drone use tha t could be fin ished by the end 
o f th is year.

FAA spokesperson  A llen  K en itzer said the agency is investigating the Eagle R iver drone incident.

The man fly ing  the drone w as not identified by A nchorage police because he had broken no laws. 
A fte r being contacted by A laska D ispatch News on W ednesday, the  man agreed to show  reporters 
how  the drone w orked and flew  it fo r about five m inutes before accidenta lly  crashing the $3,400 
device , breaking a p rope lle r and dam aging its landing gear.

The drone opera to r asked not to be identified fo r th is story because he said he w as w orried about 
esca la ting  ne ighborhood tensions. He cla im s o ther d rones operate in the area and denies tha t he 
has eve r fo llow ed ch ildren o r flow n low  enough to look into people 's hom es w ith  his drone's 
cam era. The man said he is considering painting his drone a bright, noticeab le co lo r so that it is 
easily identifiab le  and d is tingu ishab le  from  o the r drones. He also to ld A laska  D ispatch News that 
he w ou ld  no longer fly  his drone w hile  children w ere w a lk ing  hom e from school.

The  man sa id  he bought the drone -- a DJI Inspire [6] quadcopter -- online because he used to fly 
d rones for the  m ilitary and w anted  to see w ha t c iv ilian m odels could do.

The FAA estim ates there could be as m any as 7,500 civ ilian drone users w ith in  the next four 
years. H igh ly public ized drone crashes -  includ ing at the W hite  House m -- and near m isses w ith 
a ircra ft have he ightened the need fo r a c lear set o f rules fo r drones. But fo r now, local police are 
on th e ir own w hen it com es to decid ing if any privacy laws have been broken by drone use in 
ne ighborhoods and around people.

"The techno logy is m oving fas te r than the laws, basica lly," Shell said.

In the absence o f legal restric tions about drone use, it rem ains up to the opera to r to m ake sure 
his device is being flow n safe ly and ethically.

"You can 't regulate stup id ," said A laska  Zoo photographer and drone en thus iast John Gomes.

G om es said he only flies his device aw ay from  people, usually in parks. G om es said ethical 
opera to rs  a lw ays keep the ir drones in sight, never relying on the onboard cam eras as the  only 
m eans to see w here they are.

G om es said m ost drones don ’t have cam eras w ith grea t resolution and tha t it w ou ld  be d ifficu lt to 
use them  to  spy on people. He added that it's a lways a good idea to get a property 
ow ner's perm ission before fly ing over the ir land. G om es said drones get a bad reputation because 
o f people 's fears and inc idents like the one in Eagle River.

Still, G om es cla im ed the a ircra ft are fun to fly  and can be useful fo r photography and 
en terta inm ent, if operated eth ically.
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