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 2 The first wave of drone 
journalism 
From activist tool to global 
game changer 

Astrid Gynnild and Turo Uskali 

 Introduction 
The story of Paris Hilton filmed by a drone on the French Riviera in 2010 
has become a classic. The event marks the beginning of the drone era in 
visual journalism; possibly for the first time in history, paparazzi succeeded 
in securing aerial images of a world-class celebrity without using a heli-
copter. The disruptive technology was primitive but lightweight, inexpen-
sive and met the needs of the photographer there and then ( Gynnild 2013 ; 
Tremayne & Clark 2013 ). Combined with the options for rapid diffusion 
provided by the Internet and wireless networks, the paparazzi had gained a 
new competitive advantage. 

From an activist perspective, though, we claim that the real gate opener 
for drones as a journalistic tool goes back to 2011, when Tim Pool and 
his friends managed what the world had not yet seen; they started live-
streaming drone videos from inside the Occupy Wall Street camp in New 
York. First, they built their own small drones by simple means while shar-
ing every step of the process with an increasing number of online followers. 
The drones were easily controlled by a smartphone; by utilizing the newly 
launched U-stream technology, the young innovators were able to provide 
visual live reports, from the air, of what was actually going on inside the 
activist camp. The counter-power approach was closely followed by thou-
sands of people on the Internet; it prompted much buzz and hundreds of 
headlines as the drones documented activities that were quite different from 
those presented by the establishment and the police that were watching the 
camp ( Gynnild 2013 ). 

The event exemplifies a fact repeatedly stressed by Manuel Castells 
(2009 ,  2012 ): as power relations are embedded in the institutions of soci-
ety, creative actions of counter-power are likely to pop up outside of the 
institutions. The more aggressively the police reported from the protests at 
the camp, the more the activists engaged in finding new ways to document 
realities from their perspective. 
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16 Astrid Gynnild and Turo Uskali 

Within weeks, the disruptive breakthrough of the young innovators in 
New York evolved into a worldwide activist initiative; suddenly, small, 
homemade drones with limited flying capacity reached out to audiences on 
all continents, and clips were sold from activists to established news organi-
zations such as CNN. In November, riots in Warsaw, Poland, were recorded 
by anonymous activists and circulated via YouTube ( Goldberg et al. 2013 ; 
Corcoran 2014 ). In December, demonstrations in Moscow, Russia, were 
documented by ten aerial still images shot by a drone and published on the 
citizen news site ridus.ru ( Christoprudov 2011 ; Goldberg et al. 2013). Self-
made camera drones were still quite expensive – up to several thousand 
dollars each ( Martinelli 2011 ). 

At this point, though, it was still difficult to imagine that only a few 
years later, the term drone would be on everyone’s lips, that drones would 
evolve into advanced sensor platforms ( Pitt 2014 ) used by governments 
as well as by leading news organizations, that a new global multibillion-
dollar industry was in the making and that opportunities for new ways for 
the surveillance of society from above would suddenly continue to grow 
exponentially. 

Empirical data and case approach 
In this chapter, we identify and discuss seminal cases of journalism innova-
tion and pioneering actions in this evolution. In what ways was journalism 
a global test-bed for drones as a disruptive innovation tool? What dilem-
mas were identified, and how were such dilemmas and obstacles encoun-
tered in the first wave of drone journalism? The overview is grounded in 
an analysis of dozens of cases on drone journalism development across the 
globe from 2010 to 2018. Based on these data, we suggest that within less 
than a decade, camera drones have evolved to become a game changer in 
global news journalism. A game changer is a “newly introduced element 
or factor that changes an existing situation or activity in a significant way” 
(Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed.). In this context, a 
game changer is a new tool and new professional practice that changes the 
ways that journalism is produced – often more efficiently and more trans-
parently than earlier. 

Since we started collecting data for this study, the number of online sites 
in which drone journalism is disseminated and discussed has grown expo-
nentially. Hobbyists, activists and professional journalists have from the 
outset shared incredible amounts of expert knowledge via social media, 
blogs and in other online communities. The field is marked by a speedy 
viral diffusion of imagery and a wealth of new ideas for anyone to use. So far, 

https://ridus.ru


 

 

 

 

The first wave of drone journalism 17 

though, surprisingly little research has been conducted on drones applied to 
journalism or on drones as a news beat. 

In this study we are concerned primarily with the expansion of drones as 
a newsgathering tool. The issues that we address in this chapter therefore 
stem from multiple sets of empirical data: drone video clips, discussion 
forums, blogs, social media, conferences, hearings and legislative docu-
ments, in addition to extant research. Interestingly, the many posts on doing 
drone journalism far outweigh the posts on drones as a news beat. The 
learning processes of dronalism seems to have evoked a kind of collective 
connectivism ( Siemens 2005 ) among enthusiasts that make online drone 
communities particularly interesting to study. 

In this chapter we present a few main, recurring themes from a vast mate-
rial mostly written by activists and journalists. As researchers investigating 
a multibillion-dollar technology and its practical implications for the global 
news industry, we are, of course, constantly faced with the challenge of data 
overload in an expansive virtual universe. Our aim, however, is not to pro-
vide a full descriptive overview of drone journalism incidents but to con-
textualize what surfaces when a disruptive technology changes established 
premises for visual news work. Based on the available data, we propose that 
within less than a decade camera drones have evolved from being a primi-
tive tool for activists to becoming a game changer in visual journalism. At 
the same time, the fact that we have only accessed empirical data written in 
English and Nordic languages is a clear limitation of the study. The mate-
rial is also biased in the sense that what makes the headlines is usually 
rare events, the unexpected and the surprising, or the otherwise exceptional 
moves that take place within a field such as drone journalism. 

 First controversies 
In this study, it was tempting to turn again to seminal theories on innova-
tion, diffusion and disruptive technologies, such as  Rogers (1995 ) or  Chris-
tensen (1997 ) for solid explanations of the drone evolution. As we worked 
and reworked the material, however, we were struck by the enthusiasm and 
playfulness of individuals that came out of the data. These game-like issues 
of exploring a new technology prompted reflections on lost opportunities of 
creative freedom in the business and the ability to carry out journalism in a 
state of mental surplus. Such vague but repeatedly surfacing data are partly 
explained by Castells (2012 ) who emphasized that social networking on the 
Internet provides new spaces of individual autonomy – beyond the control 
of governments and corporations that had previously monopolized channels 
of communication power. Actually, the many stories provided by reporters 



 

 

 

 

 
 

  

 

18 Astrid Gynnild and Turo Uskali 

were so thrilling that we decided to incorporate a relatively large amount of 
concrete examples in the analysis. 

When new technologies are adopted and adapted in a new field, the lack 
of relevant rules and regulations leads to much confusion among its actors. 
Law professor and media historian Tim Wu (2011 ) points out that such 
anarchistic periods characterized the introduction of the telegraph, radio 
and television, as well as the Internet and mobile technologies. In terms of 
innovations, a certain legislative time lag is usually to be expected. There-
fore, lawyers and law schools are often in the forefront of handling such 
issues case by case. Of course, international aviation regulations and crime 
laws were valid and operative from the beginning. But as we shall see, even 
if drones were regulated by international aviation rules, early adopters were 
constantly exploring invisible and visible boundaries of the new tool. 

In the very early years, from 2010 to 2012, news about the first camera 
drone controversies were circulated widely via online groups, blogs and 
news outlets. Some incidents even started yearlong controversies and legal 
battles; typically, battles prompted by hobbyists and journalism activists 
immersed in the new activity. In early 2012, for instance, an American 
drone hobbyist detected possible environmental problems by watching his 
own drone footage. The clip displayed dangerous waste in a river near a 
meat packing plant in Dallas, Texas, in the United States. After contacting 
the local authorities, investigations started. Consequently, the meat packing 
plant was closed for a year and a half ( Mortimer 2012a ; Wilonsky 2013 ). 

After this widely circulated incident, many other activists started using 
drones for similar actions, which often created headlines. Also in 2012, for 
example, in the United States, an animal rights group’s drone was shot down 
while the activists witnessed and recorded a live pigeon shooting. The drone 
was shot down in an act of revenge by the pigeon hunters. One activist com-
mented that it was a very short flight. The shooters had hidden themselves 
in the woods and as soon as the machine was up to about 150’ they started 
shooting” ( Schroyer 2012 ). The local sheriff’s department filed a malicious 
damage to property incident report by the animal rights group. The incident 
also received international press coverage ( Thetandd.com 2012 ;  Keneally 
2012 ). In July 2013, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) warned the 
public against shooting guns at drones, stating, “Shooting at an unmanned 
aircraft could result in criminal or civil liability, just as would firing at a 
manned airplane.” The FAA released the statement after a town in Colorado 
started granting “hunting permits” to shoot drones ( Lowy 2013 ). 

A typical trait of these cases is the pioneering role of activists who used 
drones to document and report on political issues such as demonstrations, 
environmental crimes and animal rights issues. The disruptive technology 
provided extended opportunities for connecting large communities of people 
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The first wave of drone journalism 19 

with similar interests. Such citizen drone reporting has, nearly without 
exception, proved to be difficult to handle for governmental authorities. 
which have repeatedly called for stricter regulations. Identifying crowd size 
during riots and the scope of damage and devastation in the aftermath of 
natural catastrophes is not always wanted by the police and by governments. 

The counter-strategy of governmental authorities is typically to issue tem-
porary flight restrictions, TFL (Temporary Flight Limitations). This strat-
egy is widespread at least in most Western countries. During the Ferguson 
unrest in the United States in August 2014, a TFL was issued by the FAA. 
The protests and riots began after a fatal shooting of an 18-year-old African-
American youth by a white police officer, and continued for many months. 
The no-fly-zone restriction exemplified that whenever controversial events 
happen in the United States, the airspace might easily be blocked by authori-
ties. In practice, this means that with drones available, the work of journal-
ists is hindered by governmental authorities who impose temporary flight 
restrictions ( Dronejournalismlab.org 2014 ; Perritt & Sprague 2017a, p. 195). 
In Norway and other Northern European countries, temporary flight restric-
tions are regularly issued during fires and accidents, with the argument being 
that safety work might be at risk if unmanned aerial vehicles fly into the area. 

Technology evolution as infinite gaming 
In his provocative book, What Technology Wants ( 2010 ), the technology 
philosopher Kevin Kelly claims that the main aim of technological evolu-
tion is to keep the game of possibilities open. After seven years of studying 
new technologies, Kelly suggests that the technium, as a whole, is a kind of 
living, natural system that has unconscious, long-term tendencies built into 
the system – tendencies that cannot be avoided or stopped. Subsequently, 
he suggests that for humans, adopting principles of proactivity and engage-
ment are the only ways to steer or tame technology in wanted directions. 
Keeping the game of possibilities open, as Kelly suggested, implies that any 
technology will constantly move in directions that generate more options to 
humans: more opportunities, more connection, more diversity, more unity, 
more ubiquity and more thoughts. Additionally, and as a consequence, new 
technologies generate more problems, too. 

According to Kelly, technologies constantly engage in changing roles in 
society. He sees them as physical manifestations of infinite gaming, in which 
individuals constantly seek the “minimum amount of technologies that will 
create the max amount of choices for oneself and others” ( Kelly 2010 , p. 352). 
Moreover, he points out that technology permanently engages science, inno-
vation, education and pluralism that allow individual humans to generate and 
participate in a greater number of ideas. In that way, technology allows each 

http://Dronejournalismlab.org


 

 

 

 
 

 
 

20 Astrid Gynnild and Turo Uskali 

person to do better, he claims. The engagement in constant auto-creation of 
new ideas means that when playing the infinite technology game, humans 
“explore every way to play the game and include all possible games and 
players to widen what is meant by playing” (Kelly 2010, p. 354). 

There is a big difference between playing finite and infinite games. When 
applied to human behavior, engaging in finite games means that individu-
als or groups of people engage in activities in which the frames for the 
game are known beforehand: time, place, number of players and rule, and 
where the goal is to end up with a winner of the game. In infinite gaming, 
by contrast, there are no winners or any end to the game. So the goal of the 
technium game, then, is to keep playing to constantly expand and continu-
ously discover more opportunities; in that respect, to humans, engaging in 
online activities, no matter what content or which direction, in reality means 
to engage in infinite technological gaming. 

Kelly clearly belongs to the large group of tech-optimists who are more 
invested in understanding the opportunities of new technologies than in the 
obstacles. His theorizing is liberating in the sense that conceptually he cuts 
across layers of wires and wireless connectivity; at the core of it all he sees 
technology development as a systematic force in which we can choose to 
immerse ourselves – for good or bad. But we can’t choose to close new 
technologies out. We have to learn how to live with them and constantly 
develop our ability to make responsible choices. 

Early coverage of disasters 
In the perspective of droning as part of an infinite technological game, the 
first wave of drone journalism implied increased opportunities for activ-
ists to document and disseminate their actions. Moreover, the technical 
evolution provided paparazzi with new ways to achieve valuable shots 
through simpler means. A third step was the increasing efficiency and new 
visual freedom that journalists gained when covering disasters with camera 
drones. Floods, forest fires, erupting volcanoes in Vanuatu and Iceland and 
a damaged nuclear power plant in Chernobyl, Ukraine, are just a few exam-
ples. Many drones have been lost in these hazardous environments, but as 
far we know, no journalists have been hurt or killed ( Mackley 2012 ;  Lam 
2014 ;  Schroyer 2014 ). Areas that were once considered too dangerous, too 
remote or inaccessible in other ways now lay open for journalistic conquer-
ing. And they opened up new cultures for individual learning, as proposed 
by Thomas and Brown (2011 ). 

As early as June 2011, the competitive advantage of camera drones was 
proved through the amazing coverage of floods in Alabama and North Dakota 
in the United States. Typically enough, the drone filming was initiated not 



 

 

 

 

 
 

 

The first wave of drone journalism 21 

by established news media but by reporters in an entrepreneurial iPad pub-
lication called The Daily ( Hill 2011 ). Among practitioners and scholars it 
seemed to be agreed that covering stories of disasters and other possible 
harmful environments from a distance was at the core of drone journalism 
tasks (Holton et al. 2015, p. 634; Gynnild 2013; Mullin 2016 ). 

Philip Grossman, the senior director for media technology and strategy at 
The Weather Channel, who focused on recording Chernobyl 30 years after 
the world’s worst nuclear disaster, said in an interview that 

By providing images from a different perspective, one is able to tell a 
more complete story. Each perspective (ground, tripod, slider, drone) 
provides a different way to tell a story. It’s sort of like “triangulation” 
by providing various reference points one can figure out where they are. 

 (Schroyer 2014) 

In April 2015, after the devastating earthquakes of 7.8 magnitude in Nepal, 
a local drone user posted aerial videos of damaged buildings in the capital, 
Kathmandu, through social media platforms. After the videos went viral, 
international news media republished the footage when reporting on the 
aftermath of the earthquakes ( Shammas 2015 ;  Sky.com 2015 ). This incident 
alone was followed by a number of international news organizations that 
wanted to use their own drone journalism teams on the spot. The Associated 
Press was the first news agency to provide extensive self-shot material from 
Kathmandu ( Imregi 2015 ). 

Moreover, in 2016, the European migrant crisis, in the category of a major 
conflict’s aftermath, offered considerable emotional drone footage starting 
from life jacket “graveyards” in Greek islands to long queues at Hungar-
ian borders. Often, no voice-overs were needed to tell the story effectively 
( BBC.com 2016 ). 

Dilemmas of drone war reporting 
Mark Corcoran (2014 , p. 1) identified military conflict as the first major cat-
egory of what he called “hazardous news gathering assignments,” whereas 
the two other categories were civil unrest and disaster coverage. In the fol-
lowing section we discuss recurring dilemmas of camera drones used for 
journalism coverage of military conflicts. 

Eastern Ukraine and Syria as major military conflict areas became the 
first test beds for drone journalism in war zones. For the first time in his-
tory, two wars, in parallel, were documented with camera drones. The jour-
nalistic flipside of the coin was that the drone footage stemmed mainly 
from military organizations and was meant for propaganda purposes. 

http://Sky.com
http://BBC.com


 

 

 

 

 

 

22 Astrid Gynnild and Turo Uskali 

Nevertheless, these drone clips, mostly showing the vast destruction of 
the conflict areas, were widely published by international news media like 
CNN and the Guardian, and were also circulated via social media platforms 
like YouTube ( Theguardian.com 2015 ;  Walsh 2015 ;  Vaux 2015 ; Postema 
2015 ; Theguardian.com 2016 ). The footage served the role of robot eyewit-
nesses ( Gynnild 2013 ) from above, albeit manipulated, which was a clear 
technological extension of human opportunities ( Kelly 2010 ) for document-
ing the cruelties of war. 

Journalistically, one can argue that war-related footage should always be 
examined critically because of its potential propagandistic aims ( Postema 
2015 ; Uskali & Lauk 2018). Prominent news organizations such as the BBC 
and the New York Times have systematically avoided the use of propagan-
distic drone footage from wars. Instead, they have deployed their own drone 
journalism teams to produce original footage from conflict zones, espe-
cially in Eastern Ukraine. According to  Postema (2015 ), drone reporting 
is evidently an important competitive asset for leading news media when it 
comes to hunting for the best possible visuals: 

The BBC reporters got closer to the frontline than The New York Times 
photographer, and they had the visual evidence of the devastation. But 
sending a war reporter with a drone to the frontline means taking a 
huge risk. – The drone seems not to be used to substitute risky war 
reporting operations, but to match the competition, to obtain their own 
drone report. 

The particular value of drones in war reporting is an argument frequently 
used by drone researchers (Gynnild 2013; Lauk et al. 2016 ; Uskali & Lauk 
2018). Experts like BBC’s Thomas Hannen have warned that “using them 
in conflict situations would be dangerous, both to journalists and troops,” 
and added that there is “certainly no way that you could do it safely, 
because as soon as you fly one of these things above your head, you’re 
immediately identifying where you are, both visibly and audibly, because 
they’re very loud” ( Collins 2014 ).  Corcoran (2014 , p. 23) also cautiously 
mentioned that radio links needed for controlling the drones would be “rel-
atively easy to intercept and locate using basic military signals intelligence 
equipment.” The world’s smallest drone developed for military purposes, 
the Black Hornet, weighs 16 grams (half an ounce) and is equipped with 
night vision capabilities and infrared sensors that can live-stream video 
still images within a 1.6 km range. This micro unmanned aerial vehicle 
was first used by Western troops in Afghanistan but is now freely available 
for anyone to buy and illustrates some of the emergent options available to 
journalism as well. 

http://Theguardian.com
http://Theguardian.com


 

 

 

 
 

 

 

The first wave of drone journalism 23 

Indeed using drones does not necessarily reduce all the risks of war 
reporting. The journalist is still often close to the front lines. Perhaps only 
the satellites could really improve the situation. For example, 3D models 
about the destroyed Donetsk airport in Eastern Ukraine could be constructed 
based on drone and satellite images ( Schroyer 2015 ). 

But as Corcoran (2014 , p. 26) points out: 

Conflict reporting is not just about military embeds. Equally important 
is the civil story: aid distribution, medical treatment, refugees, inves-
tigation of human rights abuses. In this environment media drones 
should only be deployed with great sensitivity. 

Toward ubiquitous use in large corporations 
When categorizing the data material of this study, we started out with a rela-
tively detailed timeline of drone journalism approaches. It quickly emerged 
from the data that similar to the evolution of other disruptive technologies, 
the drone tool was first tested out by individuals at a decent distance from 
established newsrooms – not so much by entrepreneurs as by devoted hob-
byists and actionists. The patterns of diffusion identified by Rogers (1995) 
were evident: the spread of drone journalism went from the ground up, from 
small to large, from periphery to center, and from online news sites to main-
stream television. The BBC News was among the first TV stations. They 
debuted with their first “flying camera” in October 2013, but actually more 
than three years after the first successful uses of drones by paparazzi. 

The first short BBC clip was related to a news story about a new high-
speed rail line. The BBC called the self-made “flying camera” a “hexa-
copter” ( Westcot 2013 ). The same tendency to avoid the term drone was 
noticeable in experiments by other TV stations during the same period of 
time. Among them was Norwegian Broadcasting, as they, too, wanted to 
avoid using the term drone because of its military connotations. The short 
history of drone journalism, though, proved that the power of the term drone 
has outweighed all other attempts to establish unmanned aerial vehicles as 
a technology easily distinguishable from the term drones used in a military 
context. 

In this first news story, the flying camera was used “to surprise the 
viewer.” It first acted like “a person walking along with a camera on their 
shoulder,” and then, suddenly, it flew away, showing aerial images of a 
train station. It took four hours to get the first 20-second drone piece “telly 
right.” Also, the loud noise of the rotors caused some problems, and the 
team had to reduce the sound in post-production. The BBC marketed that 
“This machine is going to transform the way TV news looks in the future” 
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( BBC.news.com 2013 ; Westcott 2013 ). The next use of the BBC’s fleet of 
three hexacopters was at Stonehenge (Collins 2014). 

Before shooting the first clip with a drone, the BBC, as a huge film actor 
in society, demonstrated professional responsibility by establishing filming 
rules based on the British Civil Aviation Authority regulations. In practice 
this meant that they were not able to fly within 50 meters of a road or build-
ing, fly over crowds, fly 500 meters horizontally or 120 meters vertically 
from the pilot. They also agreed to have a flight plan before every takeoff. In 
addition, they built an extra safety layer, a GPS-based system on board that 
ensured that if the radio link broke down, the drone automatically would fly 
back from where it took off and land ( Westcott 2013 ). Camera drones were 
mainly used for outdoor reporting, but of course they could also be used 
indoors. For example, BBC shot indoor footage of their new broadcasting 
house while it was still under construction ( Schroyer 2013 a). Interestingly, 
ABC News used drones for live broadcasting in 2014 in Canberra during 
the Australia Day ceremonies. Within one hour of broadcast, the drone went 
“live” 25 times. 

The BBC News crew tested the limits of using their “flying cameras” 
abroad. During the World Economic Forum in Davos in January 2015, three 
BBC journalists were briefly detained and questioned by the Swiss police 
after they used a drone in Davos’s no-fly zone ( Halliday 2015 ). In similar 
vein, Qatar-based satellite news network Al-Jazeera’s three journalists were 
arrested in Paris, France, in February 2015 because of illegally flying a 
camera drone near city landmarks during the night. Flying drones over Paris 
without a license is banned by law. Also operating drones during the night is 
illegal ( BBC.com 2015b ;  WAN/Ifra 2015 ). 

The first wave of drone journalism is evidently characterized by an explor-
ative vulnerability to controversies and accidents. Journalists were mostly 
very careful user-testers even in a period when aerial or other regulations 
were nearly nonexistent in many countries. Journalists apparently knew that 
there was little space for mistakes. The World Association for Newspapers 
(WAN/Ifra), started to pay attention to drone journalism and emphasized 
free press rights and free speech rights when the first country-wide bans of 
drones for journalism emerged 2013–2014 ( Pead 2014 ;  Corcoran 2014 , 28). 

Sometimes a single drone incident could trigger a total ban, such as in 
Kenya: a drone was seen a few minutes before the president was to arrive 
at a stadium to celebrate Kenya’s national day ( Flanagan 2015 ;  Jakarta Post 
2015 ;  Johnson 2015 ). In Thailand, the new drone regulations set by the mil-
itary junta in 2015 prohibited citizens from using camera drones; authorities 
also had the final say over what was allowed – and what was not – for the 
news media ( Greenwood 2015 ). Indeed, other authoritarian regimes such 
as Nepal, Indonesia and Kenya followed suit. The government in Nepal 

http://BBC.news.com
http://BBC.com


 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

The first wave of drone journalism 25 

prohibited the use of drones within a week after the earthquakes in 2015. 
The drone pioneer, Professor Matt Waite commented on the trend: 

This Nepal earthquake was one of the first [news events in which] 
media were truly aware of drones and their power. And they came, and 
it immediately triggered a ban. And I’m worried that that’s going to 
happen again. 

 ( Flanagan 2015 ) 

Perhaps most surprisingly of all, the otherwise liberal Nordic country of 
Sweden prohibited all use of camera drones for more than a year. In October 
2016, the Supreme Administrative Court of Sweden targeted all recreational 
and commercial users alike, with no exception for journalists ( Teirstein 
2016 ). Media companies and several trade associations in Sweden criticized 
the new rules; the Swedish government’s representatives assured them that 
the rules would be reversed later in 2017 ( Thelocal.se 2016 ). Finally, in 
August 2017 new, less prohibitive drone rules were introduced in Sweden. 
According to these new regulations, hobbyists no longer needed a license 
from the authorities. But anyone who uses camera drones professionally, for 
instance, journalists, needs to apply for a license, pay fees and insurance, 
and also report about their flights ( Eriksson 2017 ). 

In general, the first pieces of drone footage started to emerge regularly 
in mainstream arenas of journalism during 2012–2013. In Italy, for exam-
ple, the case of the wrecked cruise ship Costa Concordia in January 2012 
offered a good showpiece for local drone operators to enter foreign news-
casts ( Caputo 2013 ; Zavrsnik 2016, p. 223). 

In Latin America, the early adopters of drones for journalism were the 
Brazilian Folha de São Paulo and Globo, which used drones to record pro-
tests against government spending and rising public transportation prices. 
The Peruvian La Prensa de Peru covered roadwork and road closures from 
the air; Salvadoran La Prensa Gráfica applied drones for election cover-
age; in Mexico, the Grupo Reforma documented the construction of Latin 
America’s tallest skyscraper ( Diep 2014 ;  DronesSkycam 2013 ). 

Cable News Network (CNN) used a drone for recording the devastation 
of Typhoon Hayian in the Philippines in November 2013. It was one of the 
most intense tropical storms on record, and the aerial coverage got much 
attention in social media. In the story, the reporter, Karl Penhaul, made a 
stand-up in the middle of rubbish while the drone flew over him into the sky 
to show the magnitude of the devastation ( Penhaul 2013 ). 

Major news organizations in the United States started to explore the 
capabilities of drones in 2014–2015. First, NBC News used drones abroad 
for foreign news reporting from Vanuatu after a cyclone hit the island 
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26 Astrid Gynnild and Turo Uskali 

( NBCnews.com 2015 ). The New York Times used drone footage for an 
environmental story about melting Greenland ( Haner 2015 ). In addition, in 
2015, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) granted some exemptions 
for the news media to allow them to fly drones inside the United States. For 
example, the Associated Press (AP) trained its first licensed drone pilots 
and started “experimenting with drones across videos and photos, but not 
yet on a regular basis” ( Imregi 2015 ). Also TV stations in Cox Media Group 
incorporated drones into their coverage (Mullin 2016). 

According to the interviews conducted by Belair-Gagnon et al. (2017 , 
p. 5) among early adopters of drone journalism in the US, the main reasons 
for using flying cameras were “low cost,” “more precise visualization for 
storytelling,” and “safe access to uncharted reporting terrains.” 

However, for three years, the development of American drone journalism 
was, to a large extent, put to rest due to flying restrictions by the govern-
ment. The grip was loosened when the new FAA rules, more than 600 pages 
in length, came into effect in August 2016. The new national rules legalized 
drone journalism across the states. According to these drone regulations, 
users must be 16 years old, be able to understand English, and have an oper-
ator’s certificate. In order to get the certificate one has to pass a knowledge 
test. Drones were not allowed to fly above 120 meters ( FAA 2016 ;  Belair-
Gagnon et al. 2017 ). These simple rules align with international aviation 
regulations and are similar to the rules set forth in Europe. 

In 2017, the American consensus emphasized that drones were already 
just another tool available to journalists. The newest models of camera 
drones, DJI Phantom 4s and Inspires of DJI Mavic were frequently used. 
Many TV stations were putting their drone operations in-house and wanted 
to focus on real-time broadcasting in breaking news situations. Interestingly, 
many stations were branding their drones. In Chicago, one TV station even 
named one of its drones and dedicated a webpage to it. Many restrictions 
still hindered the smooth use of drones in urban settings. Bad weather con-
ditions were still enough to ground many drones (Perritt & Sprague 2017b). 

Even after the new rules came into effect in the United States, authorities 
were able to limit the use of drones, especially during protest events, such 
as the case of the Dakota Access Pipeline demonstration in the fall of 2016. 
After the dramatic drone footage from Standing Rock (riot police blasting 
crowds with water cannons, rubber bullets and tear gas) went viral via social 
media platforms, the FAA banned all civilian use of drones within a four-
mile radius of the area ( Koebler 2016 ;  Glaser 2016 ; Ahtone 2016 ;  Kopstein 
2016 ). 

The Standing Rock case was, in reality, an imitation of the Ferguson 
case. As Joshua  Kopstein (2016 ) writes: “Aerial images and video are often 
key to knowing crowd size and holding the police accountable for abuses 
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against activists.” The only difference was the media coverage by drones. 
Only after drone footage was repeatedly screened on television did main-
stream media pour into Standing Rock. Also, according to Ahtone (2016 ): 

It’s been entertaining to watch the press crowd come out to Indian 
Country. They didn’t want to, of course, but after a few months of 
United States security forces using tear gas, rubber bullets, mace, water 
cannon and concussion grenades on hundreds of indigenous protesters 
intent on stopping an oil pipeline, they had to. 

In Europe there were 14 illegal drone flights over French nuclear plants 
reported in 2014 alone. French authorities did not have any leads on who 
was behind the flights, but the police officers were under orders to shoot 
down any aircraft that could threaten the plants ( Bilefskynov 2014 ). Also, 
a freelancer working for the BBC was arrested in 2014 while gathering 
footage related to a fatal fire near Gatwick airport in London ( Quinn 2014 ). 

Tension between journalists and authorities appears to be a common fea-
ture of the first wave of drone journalism. Simultaneously, it might be claimed 
that the first news imagery that came out of these tensions, controversies and 
even accidents helped to spread the word and increase awareness of the new 
flying cameras, and paved the way for the next cohort of drone journalists; 
these events actually catalyzed drone journalism to go mainstream. 

Other seminal incidents 

The first person the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) tried to fine was 
someone who used a drone to film a commercial at the University of Vir-
ginia. The agency demanded a $10,000 fine for reckless flight of an aircraft. 
In the end, however, a federal judge ruled that it was legal to operate drones 
commercially ( Koebler 2014 ). Later, in October 2015, the FAA fined a 
drone-photography company $1.9 million for allegedly conducting 65 drone 
flights in New York City and Chicago between March 2012 and December 
2014 without the required authorization ( Vanian 2015 ). In 2017, the drone-
photography company agreed to pay a $200,000 penalty to settle allegations 
without acknowledging violating federal regulations ( Jansen 2017 ). 

The first Australian drone journalism controversy occurred when Chan-
nel Nine’s 60 Minutes program used a drone to capture an aerial video and 
images of the Christmas Island immigration detention center after being 
denied entry to the facilities. At the end of its flying mission, the drone 
crashed into the Indian Ocean. No laws were broken, but the spokesman for 
the detention center blamed the drone journalists for causing fear and jeop-
ardizing safety. Interestingly, Australia had already introduced the world’s 
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first drone legislation in 2002, but the speed of technological advances 
promptly made the old regulations obsolete ( Corcoran 2012 ; Goldberg et al. 
2013, p. 22). 

In Australia, drones were used early for recording forest and bush fires. 
Such action caused some controversy. The Civil Aviation Safety Author-
ity (CASA) detected two incidents where drone flights put firefighting 
responses at risk. The CASA warned that “flying a remotely piloted aircraft 
in the same airspace as helicopters and planes fighting fires ‘creates a real 
risk of a mid-air collision.’” The authorities said that if they received evi-
dence of drones being used in an unsafe manner, they would issue fines, 
probably amounting to many thousands of dollars (ABC.net.au 2013a; 
ABC.net.au 2013b ). This controversy between hobbyists/journalists and 
fire fighters erupted later also in the US in 2015 ( Fessenden 2015 ). 

Drones made their first headlines in New Zealand when they crashed into 
buildings, such as a skyscraper in Auckland ( Mortimer 2012b ). In Finland, 
the first camera drone-related controversy started when local police threat-
ened to shoot down all flying cameras used by journalists in a small plane’s 
crash site in 2013. A freelancer took aerial images and videos of the crash 
scene and broadcast them during the national TV news. During the public 
debate, the freedom of the press advocates backed the use of drones for 
journalism and warned that shooting down any drones would be a crime 
(Lauk et al. 2016). 

Sports, especially major leagues in various countries, have attracted drone 
journalists to test their skills. In Australia, National Rugby League and 
Twenty20 Big Bash League (cricket) were among the first leagues to use drone 
shots as promotional material ( Corcoran 2013 ). In the US, hobbyists were the 
first people to use drones during sporting events. For example, according to 
the National Football League in 2014 at least 12 drones landed around stadi-
ums on game days ( Schmidt & Shearjan 2015 ). In the UK, a drone hobbyist 
was fined £1,800 by a court because of nine breaches of taking video over 
football grounds and tourist attractions in 2014 ( BBC.com 2015a ). In Finland, 
the biggest social media video hit in 2015 included drone footage. In the video, 
a Finnish world champion in orienteering runs up 426 stairs in a landfill trying 
to beat the one-minute record ( Facebook 2015 ). 

Later,  in a World Cup slalom race at Madonna di Campiglio in Italy, a 
remotely controlled drone slammed down just inches behind a skier. After 
the incident, the International Ski Federation (FIS) stated that ”an accident 
such as the drone crash cannot happen again” ( Grez 2015 ). In Australia, 
a drone collided with an athlete during a triathlon competition, injuring 
the athlete ( Grubb 2014 ); another crashed into a bridge and ended on train 
tracks ( Cosier 2013 ). In addition, in the US, the FAA recorded hundreds of 
near-collisions between airplanes and drones ( Whitlock 2015 ). 
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Many new safety features have already been developed because of these 
early incidents: geofencing offers one example. Geofencing is based on 
software, which automatically limits how high and how far you can fly 
your drone, and no-fly zones could also be programmed ( CBS News/AP 
2014 ;  Grush 2016 ). In China, the first no-fly zone was set in 2013 at Tianan-
men Square, Beijing. DJI, the Chinese manufacturer of small consumer and 
professional drones for aerial photography, placed a virtual fence around 
the city center in Beijing ( Schroyer 2013 b). Virtual fencing was also set for 
airports – the first places in China, and elsewhere – where hobbyists started 
to cause dangerous incidents with airplanes ( Luo 2013 ). 

Observers like Perritt and Sprague (2017b , p. 2) have argued that the bar-
riers to the wider use of drones “are almost entirely political and regulatory, 
not technological.” In our January 2017 interview with Ben Kreimer, one of 
the world’s leading civilian drone consultants, Kreimer criticized country-
wide bans on using drones: 

Bans, it is like you are saying we are not going to do anything about 
it. So it is not a way to move forward in terms of adopting technology 
into the society. 

In conclusion, in spite of numerous controversies and even total bans in 
some countries, we propose that the first wave of drone journalism served as 
a creative outlet for the entrepreneurial potential of true news enthusiasm. 
While media managers hesitated because no short-term market advantages 
were in sight, drone journalist pioneers were driven by the weak ties of 
Internet networks and the new cultures of learning and risk taking by doing 
and sharing. And, we argue, the connected networks of the early camera 
drone pilots were what actually changed the games. 

Our data indicate that it took less than a decade for camera drones to 
become a ubiquitous journalism tool in larger newsrooms of pioneering 
countries. As media users, we watch drone clips on most platforms without 
even noticing. Individuals who invested in the new flying robot are now in 
the competitive forefront. During the same period, drones used for journal-
ism purposes have become advanced sensor platforms that challenge jour-
nalism in even new ways, legally as well as ethically. The infinite game of 
the technium is moving on. 
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