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Program Overview
In early 2016, the York County Department of Fire and Life Safety began
investigating the potential use of small Unmanned Aircraft Systems (sUAS) for
assisting with the mitigation a various incidents and situations faced during
emergency and non-emergency responses. The York-Poquoson Sheriff’s Office
was also looking into sUAS and how it could assist with their response to the
various calls for service that they are charged with. After learning of each other’s
interest in this new technology for public safety use, it was decided that an
intergovernmental cooperation and coordination effort could be made to address
our shared interest in the integration of sUAS into our operating practice.
In the spring of 2016, the York County Department of Fire and Life Safety,
along with the York-Poquoson Sheriff’s Office, founded a joint specialized team
that utilizes sUAS in an effort to provide enhanced situational awareness and
improved mitigation ability for the variety of situations we are tasked with
managing in a safe and effective manner. This team, known as the Remotely
Operated Vehicles for Emergency Response Team (ROVER Team), provides
situational awareness and other tactical mission capabilities during public safety
incidents, such as missing persons, hazmat incidents, bomb/explosive incidents,
hostile/hostage situations, storm damage assessment, etc.
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Currently, the team is operational and very active. Not only does the team
provide a critical response resource for fire, rescue and law enforcement incidents,
they serve to assist other jurisdictions with implementing their own sUAS
program.

1. The Problem/Need for the Program:
The Department of Fire and Life Safety and the Sheriff’s Office are
responsible for providing the best possible outcome to a variety of incidents every
day. It is incumbent on leadership to constantly seek the tools and technology that
can be used by our personnel to handle these incidents in the best way. Having the
ability of an “eye in the sky” on a major incident such as a large fire, hazmat
incident, active shooter incident, etc., can provide incident commanders and other
critical decision makers with the intelligence needed to direct safe operations.
Additionally, sUAS can provide critical time saving capability when searching for
a missing/lost person.
A manned aircraft is not in the future for a County of our size. The costs
associated with a manned aircraft, its care and maintenance, and staffing is cost
prohibitive. However, the implementation of sUAS has provided our emergency
response system with, in many cases, the same or better capability at a fraction of
the cost.
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2. Program Development:
The ROVER Team operates under a Certificate of Authorization (COA)
from the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA). This COA allows the team to fly
in all classes of Airspace on the Virginia Peninsula, with coordination of the
various public and military airports Air Traffic Control Facilities. Additionally, the
ROVER Team can fly in Class G airspace anywhere in the National Airspace
System (NAS), and in all classes of airspace with an emergency waiver that can be
quickly obtained when responding to locations outside of the Virginia Peninsula.
All fourteen personnel assigned to the ROVER Team are FAA certified
Remote Pilots. This is currently the highest level of FAA certification for piloting
unmanned aircraft, and is the same certification required for commercial sUAS
pilots. The team and its policies meet, and in most cases, exceed the laws, rules,
regulations, and recognized standards and practices for sUAS operations and
administration.
The team operates multiple aircrafts for different mission needs. The
aircraft capabilities include a high powered zoom camera, Forward Looking
InfraRed (FLIR) sensor, payload drop, onboard spot light, and night flight
capabilities. The aircraft also features remote video recording and live streaming
of video to a command post, local and state emergency operating center(s), and
other places, as needed. This information allows command staff and other key
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individuals to be better informed and, thereby, more capable of making decisions
to protect life, property and the environment.
The implementation of sUAS for public safety is a relatively new concept,
not only to public safety agencies, but to the FAA as well. The rules, laws, and
other restrictions on public safety agencies are very restrictive. Additionally, there
has not been much communication with the air traffic control personnel at local
public/private airports, military bases, or the other interested/affected entities
regarding the integration of public safety sUAS into the NAS, so the FAA were
apprehensive of this new concept. There were no agencies already operating a
sUAS program in our area, or the rest of Virginia, and only a few throughout the
rest of the country for us to inquire with on how to begin our program. This
required our personnel to essentially pave the way for our team (and others to
eventually follow) to fit into the NAS and comply with the known and unknown
laws and regulations.
We conducted a meeting with the FAA and Military air traffic control
managers in Southeast Virginia in order for them to meet our team, see the aircraft
and equipment, view our policies and procedures, and discuss any questions
and/or concerns. The result of this meeting was a profound understanding of our
needs, how we have adapted sUAS to meet these needs, and their acceptance and
willingness to assist us with utilizing sUAS for public safety missions.
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3. Cost of the Program:
The County has invested approximately $120,000 into the ROVER Team
program for aircraft, a response/flight operations trailer, miscellaneous equipment
and supplies, and training since its inception in 2016. Like many local
governments, York County is still struggling to recover from the recession. New
programs and initiative with a cost such as this are typically not able to be funded
with normal funding provided each fiscal year. Therefore, realizing the extreme
benefit of this capability, Fire and Life Safety and the Sheriff’s Office sought
alternative ways to fund the program. Subsequently, with the exception of a few
incidentals and standard maintenance items, the funding for this program has been
provided by Fire and Life Safety grants and drug asset forfeitures. Because of this
sought-after and approved funding stream, the ROVER program requires very
little financial support from County budgeted funds.
The cost of the program so far ($120,000) can be broken down into several
areas:
• Training and Certification – $10,000 (basic formal training, FAA Remote Pilot
certification testing fees, annual Public Safety sUAS Conference)
• Aircraft – $42,000 (2 at $3,500 each, 1 at $35,000)
• Response/Flight Operations Trailer – $50,000
• Accessories – $18,000 (generators, video recording and streaming boxes, etc.)
Sustainment of the program is made through county provided funding of
approximately $5,000 per year and available/awarded grants. The County was just
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awarded a State Homeland Security Program Grant in the amount of $40,000 for
the purchase of another aircraft, accessories and training.

4. The Results/Success of the Program:
The team has responded to over 100 missions, training exercises and
demonstrations locally, regionally, and throughout the Commonwealth of Virginia
for incidents involving:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Large commercial fires
Tornado/severe weather damage assessment
Situational awareness for large protests and gatherings
SWAT and active shooter situations
Missing persons (suicidal, Alzheimer’s, elderly, runaway juveniles, etc.)
Escaped convicts, wanted persons search in remote areas
Hazmat incidents
Crime scene documentation
Large training events/exercises with regional SWAT teams, State Police,
military, FBI, Homeland Security, etc.
On one such case, the ROVER Team made a significant difference during

an active shooter situation in July of last year. The shooter had shot one person
multiple times and reportedly had nine others held hostage. In this situation, the
team provided aerial situational awareness of the scene, location of the shooter,
and the location and movement of law enforcement personnel. Because of the
information obtained by our sUAS throughout this event, the SWAT teams were
able to maneuver into position to capture the shooter safely and without further
incident.
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As an early adopter of the use of sUAS for public safety needs, our
department has paved the way in many areas for other agencies to follow.
Additionally, the team has and continues to serve as ambassadors for public safety
sUAS integration. The team has provided many demonstrations and guidance for
multiple local and state agencies in an effort to get their programs up and running.
Additionally, because of the success of our program, we are considered a model
program throughout the country. The FAA and the Association of Unmanned
Vehicle Systems International often look to our team and personnel as examples
for others to follow and for providing experiences, lessons learned and other
guidance at various conferences and symposiums. Our personnel participate at the
national level on Public Safety sUAS operations and integration into the NAS.

5. Worthiness of an Award:
The County of York ROVER Program is definitely worthy of a NACO
award. In less than two years, this resource has been used at over 100 requests for
service and provided invaluable intelligence to commanders and critical decision
makers at various significant incidents. In addition to providing a critical on-scene
resource to York County, our team has been requested and responded to many
incidents throughout Virginia (some of which were hours away). The team also
serves as a model for other jurisdictions to follow and our personnel willingly
provide assistance in the way of demonstrations, policy sharing and creation,
assistance with submitting for COA’s and many other requests for assistance to
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other agencies across the country. Personnel from our team serve as ambassadors
for public safety sUAS use and participate in many workgroups, standards writing
organizations, conferences, etc., in an effort to educate and assist others with this
valuable public safety resource.

6. Brief Program Summary:

In 2016, the York County Department of Fire and Life Safety and the YorkPoquoson Sheriff’s office, began working together to create a joint specialized
team that utilizes a small Unmanned Aircraft System (sUAS) for use in Public
Safety emergencies and initiatives. The team, known as the Remotely Operated
Vehicles for Emergency Response Team (ROVER Team) aids in situations such
as missing persons, hazmat incidents, storm damage assessment, etc. In addition,
the ROVER Team has assisted other jurisdictions in public safety incidents and
works with localities to implement and train personnel for their own sUAS
programs.

8

York County ROVER Team

ROVER 1 Response/Flight Operations Trailer

DJI Matrice 600 Aircraft Showing
Payload Drop Capability

Active Shooter Response

DJI Matrice 600 Aircraft with High Powered
Camera, FLIR and Medication Payload

Search for Runaway Juvenile with FLIR

Walking on Path

Seafood Warehouse Fire

Tornado Damage Assessment Showing Oil Spill

Public Demonstration at National
Drone Day in James City County, VA

Seafood Warehouse Fire with FLIR

High Risk Warrant Service

