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There are various permissions and considerations in order to operate a drone for aerial filming in London (note: drones may also be referred to as Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAV), Small Unmanned Aircraft (SUA) or Unmanned Aerial Systems (UAS)).
Operators using drones for filming purposes must ensure they are familiar with aircraft legislation and procedures that relate to aerial filming in London.
In advance of filming, you need to ensure that you have:
· Permission from the owner or manager the land used for take-off and landing
· Appropriate control over the area you intend to use the drone. This will almost always need to include any persons or vehicles in the area
· Permission from the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) for Specific Category flights
Take-off, Landing and Area Control
Due to the nature of the local airspace and the density of population, there are some important restrictions on the operation of aircraft in and around the capital.
Drone operators require permission from the landowner for take-off and landing. This might be a private landowner, or it might be the local authority (particularly if you are in a park or on the pavement). If you are not sure who owns the land from where you plan to take-off and land you can contact Film London or check Popular Locations. You can check which borough you are in with this map and contact list of local authority film offices can be found here Borough Film Service Contacts.
In addition to the take-off and landing site, the drone operator will usually be required to have control of the area where they intend to operate. The level of control will depend on the planned activity and whether the flight is taking place in the Open or Specific Category. It is the responsibility of the drone pilot to establish which category the flight will take place in. For more information visit: Open Category or Specific Category.
Open Category
Check whether you will be operating in this category and what qualifications you will need here Open Category criteria
Open Category flights do not require CAA approval, but some permissions are still required if you are filming with a drone in this Category.
You will need to establish which sub-category is relevant to you. This will depend on the type of drone you will be using and how you intend to fly it:
· A1: the pilot can fly over people (although not over ‘assemblies of people’)
· A2: the pilot can fly close to people (usually up to 30m)
· A3: the pilot must fly far from people (50m from uninvolved people)
As the A3 sub-category requires the pilot to be 150m from residential, commercial, industrial or recreational areas, A3 category drones cannot operate in most areas of London in the Open Category and must follow the Specific Category guidance.
If you are not sure which sub-category you will be operating in, you can check here: Requirements for Flying in the Open Category
Apart from sub-category A1 flights involving unmanned aircraft that have a mass of less than 250g, all remote pilots operating in the Open Category are required to complete an online training course and successfully complete an online theory test before they can fly. The pilot will then be issued with a ‘flyer ID’, valid for 5 years.
Before operating the drone you must ensure that you have permission from the landowner to take-off and land. Depending on the sub-category you are operating in, you may also need a level of control over the area you intend to fly, to ensure that you do not fly closer than permitted to people uninvolved with the activity. This may require you to obtain permission from the landowner / authority in advance of the flight.
You cannot cause an obstruction to the public highway without permission, so if you are operating a drone on the street and need a clear space to operate within you should liaise with the relevant authority well in advance (this will likely be the borough film service). Road closures or traffic control can often take many weeks to arrange, so this should be a consideration when you are choosing your location.
If you are filming in an open space, such as a park, it is important to check any relevant bylaws that might relate to flying a drone.
Regulations for operating drones in the Open Category focus on the safety of uninvolved people, however vehicles, vessels and structures should also be considered. In many cases they will have people inside them who need to be protected from the activity and the distance that you are required to remain from them still apply whether they are inside or outside. The Air Navigation Order (article 241) states “A person must not recklessly or negligently cause or permit an aircraft to endanger any person or property.”
In obtaining permission to take-off, land and / or to have control of an area, you may well be asked to submit an application and should expect to need to provide your Flier ID as well as information on how you intend to operate safely and within relevant guidelines.
Specific Category
Check whether you will be operating in this category and what qualifications you will need here Specific Category criteria
When operating in the Specific Category you will need Operational Authorisation from the CAA. You will need permission from the landowner to take-off and land on their property and it is likely that you will need some control of the area over which you intend to fly.
While your CAA Operational Authorisation is one form of permission needed to carry out drone activity, it is the responsibility of the drone operator to ensure that they also have any relevant permissions from the landowner. As stated in the CAA’s CAP 722 guidance, “an operational authorisation issued by the CAA only addresses the flight safety aspects of the UAS operation in the UK and does not constitute permission to disregard the legitimate interests of other statutory bodies such as the Police and Emergency Services, Highways England, Data Commission, Ofcom or local authorities”.
Your Operational Authorisation will detail how closely you may fly to structures, vessels, vehicles and people not under your control. It is likely that you will require some level of control over the area you intend to fly. It is important that you liaise with the relevant landowner / authority to obtain permission to do so and this may involve applying for road closures or traffic control (please ensure that you allow appropriate lead-in time; road closures on some London streets can take 12 weeks to arrange).
In obtaining permissions you will probably be asked to complete an application form and should expect to be asked to provide your Operator ID, Flyer ID, flight plan, CAA Operational Authorisation and RAMS (risk assessment and method statement) detailing any control measures you plan to put in place to ensure people not involved with the activity are protected.
CAA Permission
Drone operators flying in the Specific Category must be in possession of a CAA Operational Authorisation. The Operational Authorisation document sets out the privileges and limits of the flight. Each Operational Authorisation is specific to the named drone operator. Operators may not need to apply to the CAA for each individual flight, but they must work within the conditions of a pre-determined risk assessment, or their own risk assessment, that is agreed with the CAA to obtain their Operational Authorisation.
Read the CAA guidance
Apply for CAA drone Operational Authorisation
For more information contact the CAA Flight Operations Department on 01293 573 517 or UAVenquiries@caa.co.uk.
Restricted Airspace
The drone operator is responsible for obtaining permission to fly within any restricted airspace in London. Restricted areas include Hyde Park (EG R157), City of London (EG R158) and Isle of Dogs (EG R159). Restricted areas are marked on aviation charts and listed in the UK Aeronautical Information Package (UK AIP).
Flight within these areas is restricted for all types of aircraft, whether manned or unmanned. To obtain permission the drone operator must apply for Enhanced Non-Standard Flight clearance via the NATS website.
This clearance is also mandatory for all flights below 1400 feet above sea level.
Learn more about restricted airspace here.
Unmanned Aircraft Flight Planning Tool
Privacy and Copyright
The Information Commissioner's Office has issued guidelines regarding privacy and the use of drones for filming purposes.
Film London provides guidance on copyright, privacy and other legal considerations when filming people or buildings.
Insurance
Public Liability cover of at least £5m will be required when using drones to film in London. Under some circumstances this may need to be increased.
Further Guidance
Further detailed guidance is available on the CAA website:
Civil Aviation Authority on Unmanned Aircraft and Drones
The Drone and Model Aircraft Code
Flying for Fun
Flying as a Hobby and at a Club
Using a Drone for Work
Flying in the Countryside
Flying in Towns and Cities (or busy areas)

Helicopter Filming
Read the CAA's guidance for aerial filming by helicopter﻿
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