
Drones: A real threat to the safety of football fans

John Newsham, FSOA Business Development Manager, looks at the threat
 drones pose to football safety

Farmers use them to survey fields and keep a check on their cattle from above; police forces use them 
to track missing people and tackle crime; photographers use them to capture stunning aerial scenes; 
Amazon wants to use them to deliver parcels  - and some people just fly them for fun.

But for football Safety Officers, drones now present an all-too-real risk that threatens the safety of the 
hundreds of thousands of football fans who flock to stadiums every week.

Although the use of drones over football stadiums has not been widespread, the emergence of cases of 
aircraft being flown over grounds to capture games and images has highlighted the potential safety and 
security risks that they bring. 

The very nature of their remote-controlled design leads to a number of risks including the possibility of 
the loss of control of a drone over spectators or near to structures.

The crackdown against people flying drones over football grounds has already started gaining 
momentum and in 2015 father-of-two Nigel Wilson was fined £1,800 for flying drones over Premier 
League stadiums, including Liverpool’s Anfield stadium where police horses were startled by the device. 
The drone ‘hobbyist’, who was also ordered to forfeit his three drones, was the first person to be 
prosecuted for using drones and authorities welcomed the punishment as a way of encouraging others 
to think of the potential consequences of their actions.

Unfortunately, drone hobbyists flying aircraft over Premier League grounds to capture images of a 
match in action is only one area of concern when it comes to this subject. Most worrying is the potential 
drones present for terrorist activity.
 
Terrorists already have a whole arsenal of weapons at their disposal but as new technologies become 
cheaper and more readily available, drones now provide them with the ability to carry out even more 
horrifying attacks. Drones have become an integral part of global military life, where they have been 
used to launch remote attacks, and the potential they have to cause devastation at football stadiums by 
carrying explosives or poisonous gases is one that cannot be ignored.
  
As the lead author of the Oxford Research Group’s Remote Control project commented: “Drones are a 
game changer in the wrong hands.”

Many football stadiums already have stringent standard operating procedures in place as well as 
contingency plans to respond to unplanned incidents. But Safety Officers responsible for the welfare of 
spectators, staff and players at sports stadiums must now ensure that the potential use of drones for 
terrorist activity is considered as part of their safety planning.



A number of considerations need to be made and actions enforced to ensure that in case of a drone 
being flown over the ground. Pre-match briefings should take place with referees and officials about the 
current club policies, any procedures they would personally want actioned in the event of a drone 
intrusion or specific instructions that have been given by the Professional Game Match Officials Limited 
(PGMOL). It may be agreed that in the event of a drone being flown over the ground, the referee is 
alerted by the 4th official and all players are taken off the pitch until the aircraft is safely grounded or 
removed.
  
CCTV surveillance should be in operation to help gather evidence in relation to the drone which will 
help to identify the person responsible for flying it and where from whilst all stewards and staff outside 
the ground should be fully briefed on remaining vigilant. Although military-standard drones can be 
operated from miles away, most standard models have to be operated within a 100m radius so staff 
staying alert to the potential threat is paramount. Safety Officers may also decide to identify certain 
members of staff to monitor the activity of the drone from different areas of the ground to enable a quick 
reaction.

Liaison with police and the Civil Aviation Authority is important to establish agreed procedures and, as 
with all contingency planning in the event of any incidents, communication with spectators is of vital 
importance. Staff should be advised to provide reassurance to spectators via the ground’s PA system, 
for example, to avoid confusion and chaos in a potentially dangerous situations.
Drones are currently being put to fantastic use to improve efficiencies in businesses and organisations 
from all walks of life.But, when it comes to football, they have the capacity to cause devastation - and 
that is something that cannot be taken lightly.


