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Reasonable Regulations on Government Drones 
 

Domestic drones are increasingly being acquired by 
government agencies such as police departments.  
But Washington has not yet decided the ways in 
which drones might acceptably be used by the 
government, and what protections need to be in 
place to protect individual liberty and privacy.  HB 
1771 puts reasonable drone regulations in place, 
ensuring that we can enjoy the benefits of this new 
technology without bringing us closer to a 
“surveillance society” in which our every move is 
monitored, tracked, recorded, and scrutinized by the 
government. 
 
Why Drones Need Special Regulations 
 
When it comes to surveillance, drone technology is a 
game changer.  Previous methods of information 
collection, such as fixed camera networks or 
manned aerial surveillance, are limited by physical, 
logistical or economic realities. Drones do not face 
the same limitations. Their small size allows them to 
capture information from new vantage points. Since 
they are unmanned they can operate for longer 
periods of time at a lower cost. And, they come 
equipped with new surveillance technologies like 
high resolution cameras and facial recognition that 
allow them to collect substantial amounts of data. 
These features give the government unprecedented 
capabilities to engage in surveillance and other 
activities that intrude on privacy.   
 
Our Lawmakers Need to Regulate Drones Now 
 
Federal government funding means that money is 
available for local law enforcement agencies to buy 
drones and other technology, often before they 
know what they will use them for.  But public 
concern about the privacy risks associated with 
government drone use has led to diverse localized 
regulations and bans throughout Washington. The 
legislature needs to establish a statewide floor of 

regulations for law enforcement use of drones.  Clear 
regulations will ensure that government agencies 
benefit from drone technology while addressing the 
public concern about drones invading law abiding 
citizens’ privacy. 
 
This Bill Contains Reasonable, Common Sense Limits 
 
HB 1771 does not ban drones—it simply ensures that 
the policy debate around them happens before the 
drones are actually deployed, and it sets reasonable, 
common sense limits on their most invasive uses.  The 
bill requires local or state government approval before 
an agency acquires drones.  Law enforcement can use 
drones during emergencies, but otherwise would have 
to get a warrant approved before using them.  Beneficial 
uses of drones by non-law enforcement agencies that do 
not involve the collection of personal information, such 
as exercises over military bases or research operations, 
are allowed. Agencies would have to let the public know 
how and for what purpose their drones are being used. 
 
Statewide Regulations are Good for the Industry 
 
There has been growing public concern about how 
drone use will impact individual privacy which has led to 
general opposition to drone technology. Statewide 
regulations would help to alleviate this opposition by 
directly addressing the privacy concerns with common 
sense regulations on law enforcement use of drones.  
 
Drone Legislation Has Broad Bipartisan Support 
 
Concern over drones crosses party lines—in Washington 
and elsewhere in the country, lawmakers on both sides 
of the aisle are lining up to regulate government drone 
use.  During the past year at least 40 states began to 
consider drone regulations and 8 states have already 
passed legislation regulating drone use. We urge 
lawmakers to pass drone regulation in 2014, rather than 
allow drones to remain unregulated.   


