
 
 

Port of Sunderland — Drone Operations Policy (2025) 
Issued by: Harbour Master 

Version: 2025-01 

Issue date: December 2025 

Next review date: 12 months from issue 

Status: Controlled document 

1. Purpose 

This policy establishes the requirements and controls for any unmanned aircraft (drone / 
UAS) operations within the jurisdiction and estate of Port of Sunderland. Its aims are to: 

• Ensure safety of port operations, vessels, personnel and the public 
• Ensure compliance with national drone regulations and air-safety law 
• Control and permit drone operations to prevent interference with navigation, cargo, 

infrastructure, or aircraft 
• Protect privacy and personal data when imaging or recording within the port domain 

2. Scope 

This policy applies to all drone (UAS) flights initiated within port property or over port 
waters/airspace, including: 

• Commercial drone operations (survey, filming, inspection, security, maintenance, 
etc.) 

• Recreational drone flights (if permitted) 
• Drone flights from vessels berthed within the port 
• Drone flights from shore adjacent to port estate whose route enters port airspace 

The “Port area” covers docks, piers, jetties, harbour waters, adjacent quaysides, and all port–
managed land or property. 

3. Regulatory Framework & Compliance 

All drone operations under this policy must comply with UK drone regulations, notably those 
set by the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA): 

Registration of the drone operator (Operator ID) when required  

CAA 

Pilot competency — valid Flyer ID and any additional qualifications (e.g. A2 Certificate of 
Competency or specific authorisation) as required by the drone’s weight / class and 
operation type  

CAA 



 
 
Compliance with the current Drone and Model Aircraft Code — including VLOS, altitude limit 
(max 120 m / 400 ft), respect of “no-fly / restricted airspace,” privacy requirements, and safe 
distance from uninvolved persons/objects.  

CAA 

Wex Photo Video 

For heavier or higher-risk flights outside “open category” limitations, a valid Operational 
Authorisation or specific risk assessment (e.g. under the CAA’s Specific Category / risk-based 
framework) must be obtained.  

CAA 

Heliguy 

Drone operators must ensure all applicable permissions, licences, insurance, and records are 
valid before applying for port permission. 

4. Permissions, notification and approval 

Prior approval required 

No drone flight within the port jurisdiction shall commence without prior written permission 
from the Harbour Master (or delegated authority). 

Requests for permission must be submitted at least 48 hours in advance (or a shorter 
timeframe only in exceptional and pre-agreed circumstances). 

Application must include: 

• Drone operator name and contact 
• Pilot name, Flyer ID, and Operator ID (if required) 
• Drones make / model / class / weight / registration 
• Purpose and scope of flight (survey, inspection, filming, etc.) 
• Flight plan: date, time, duration, take-off & landing point, route, altitude, estimated 

maximum height 
• Risk Assessment & Method Statement (including environmental, safety, obstacle, 

vessel traffic, overhead hazards, dynamic port operations / SIMOPS) 
• Insurance certificate (third-party liability) 
• Where relevant: Data Protection / privacy statement if imagery / video is to be 

recorded or stored 

Port confirmation 

On receipt of complete application, Port authorities will assess risk (including vessel traffic, 
cargo operations, overhead hazards, width of waterway, recent traffic history etc.) 

The port may issue clearance, impose conditions (e.g. time restrictions, height limits, no-fly 
zones, additional safety watchers), or deny request if risk unacceptable 



 
 
Drone operator must acknowledge and abide by all conditions 

VHF / Communications 

For operations near navigable waters, working berths or vessel movement: drone operator 
must monitor and communicate on VHF channel(s) as directed by Local Port Services (LPS) / 
Harbour Master 

5. Operational restrictions and safe-flight rules 

Unless otherwise authorised by the port (in writing), drone flights must observe the 
following restrictions: 

• Maximum altitude: 120 metres (400 ft) above take-off point or water surface 
whichever is higher.  

• Wex Photo Video 
• Always Maintain Visual Line of Sight (VLOS); use of binoculars or aids that impair 

immediate situational awareness is prohibited. 
• Avoid overflying vessels underway, cargo operations, cranes, loading/unloading, 

gangways, personnel on deck, or areas of heavy port activity. 
• Maintain safe separation from uninvolved persons, vessels, port structures; respect 

minimum horizontal distances as per CAA code, unless operating under specific 
authorised conditions.  

CAA 

Do not fly in restricted airspace, near controlled airfields, or where notified by NOTAM / 
Notices to Airmen / airspace restrictions apply. Drone operator must check for relevant 
airspace restrictions prior to flight.  

CAA 

For any flights after dusk or near twilight / low-light: use appropriate lighting (e.g. flashing 
green light) to maintain visibility.  

CAA 

For flights capturing imagery or video: comply with data-protection law, privacy 
considerations, and any port / third-party consent / permissions 

6. Risk assessment and method statement 

All flights must be preceded by a project-specific Risk Assessment and Method Statement 
(RAMS) that must address at least: 

• Vessel traffic and movement in the area 
• Cargo operations, cranes, overhead hazards 
• Environmental conditions: tides, wind, currents, weather, spray, saltwater corrosion, 

GNSS interference near structures 
• Overhead power lines, crane wires, shore-based equipment 



 
 

• Emergency procedures: drone failure, signal loss, loss of control, water-landing / 
recovery plans 

• Personnel safety: avoidance of overflying crew, deck-hands, port workers; 
contingency for unexpected movement 

• Data protection and privacy when capturing images / video 

The Risk Assessment must be submitted with the permit application. 

7. Insurance and liability 

For all commercial drone flights, the operator must hold valid third-party liability insurance 
(minimum cover as required under UK aviation / maritime drone operation standards). 

The insurance certificate must be submitted with the application and remain valid for the 
duration of the operation. 

The operator remains fully liable for any damage to port infrastructure, vessels, persons, or 
environment, whether or not the port issued the permission. 

8. Record-keeping and audit trail 

For every drone operation approved under this policy, the Port will maintain a Drone 
Operations Register with: 

• Operator name and contact 
• Pilot name and credentials (Flyer ID / Operator ID) 
• Drone details (make/model/class/weight/registration) 
• Date/time of flight, location, duration, purpose 
• Risk Assessment and Method Statement reference 
• Insurance certificate details 
• Any special conditions imposed 
• Final report of outcome, including any incidents, near-misses or safety observations 
• Drone operators should keep their own logs and copies of all documents for a 

minimum of three years. 

9. Privacy and Data Protection 

When drone operations involve photography, video, or data capture over port facilities, 
vessels or personnel: 

• Operators must comply with UK data-protection legislation (e.g. GDPR), respect 
individual privacy rights, and secure consent where needed 

• Operators must state in their application what data will be collected, purpose of 
capture, storage, usage, retention period, and disposal plan 

• Any recorded data must be stored securely and only used for the purpose granted by 
the port 

 



 
 
10. Non-compliance and enforcement 

The Harbour Master (or delegated authority) retains the right to suspend, modify or revoke 
permission at any time if conditions change or operations become unsafe. 

Any unauthorised drone flights in the port jurisdiction will be treated as a breach of port 
regulations — operators may be prohibited from future flights, fined, or reported to 
enforcement authorities. 

Operators must cease operations immediately if instructed by Port Control, LPS, a vessel 
master, or in case of an emergency. 

11. Review and revision 

This policy shall be reviewed annually or earlier if: 

• National drone regulations are amended (e.g. post-2025 regulatory changes) 
• Port operations, infrastructure or risk profile changes (e.g. new berths, new cargo 

types, increased traffic) 
• After any drone-related incident, near-miss or safety concern 

12. Drone operator compliance declaration 

See Appendix A below. 

  



 
 
APPENDIX A 

DRONE OPERATOR COMPLIANCE CHECKLIST 

PORT OF SUNDERLAND 

This form must be completed and accepted before any drone flight is permitted. 

OPERATOR DETAILS 

Item Information 

Company / Operator Name  

Pilot Name  

Contact Number  

Email Address  

Operator ID (if required)  

Flyer ID  

DRONE DETAILS 

Item Information 

Make / Model  

Registration (if required)  

Class / Weight  

Operating Category Open / Specific 

Maximum Flight Height  

FLIGHT DETAILS 

Item Information 

Purpose of Flight  

Location (within port)  

Date & Time  

Duration  

Take-off / Landing Point  

DOCUMENTATION CONFIRMATION 

(Tick all that apply) 

☐ CAA registration complete 



 
 
☐ Valid Flyer ID held 

☐ Insurance certificate provided 

☐ Risk Assessment submitted 

☐ Method Statement submitted 

☐ Flight plan submitted 

☐ NOTAM / airspace check completed 

☐ VHF communication method confirmed 

☐ Emergency recovery plan in place 

☐ Privacy / data-protection controls in place 

OPERATIONAL CONTROLS 

☐ Harbour Master approval obtained 

☐ Local Port Services notified 

☐ Visibility and weather checked 

☐ Vessel traffic considered 

☐ SIMOPS assessed 

☐ Stop-work authority understood 

DECLARATION 

I confirm that: 

All information provided is true and accurate 

CAA regulations are complied with 

Port of Sunderland Drone Policy conditions are accepted 

I accept full responsibility for the operation 

The Harbour Master may suspend operations at any time 

SIGNATURE 

 

Pilot Name: ______________________________ 

Signature: _____________________________ 

Date: _________________________________ 



 
 
 

PORT USE ONLY 

 

Approved by: __________________________ 

Position: _____________________________ 

Date: _________________________________ 


