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The drone technology that has revolutionized warfare in Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan is
entering the national airspace: Unmanned aircraft are patrolling the border with Mexico,
searching for missing persons over difficult terrain, flying into hurricanes to collect weather data,
photographing traffic accident scenes and tracking the spread of forest fires.

But the operation outside Austin presaged what could prove to be one of the most far-reaching
and potentially controversial uses of drones: as a new and relatively cheap surveillance tool in
domestic law enforcement.

      

For now, the use of drones for high-risk operations is exceedingly rare. The Federal Aviation
Administration - which controls the national airspace - requires the few police departments with
drones to seek emergency authorization if they want to deploy one in an actual operation.
Because of concerns about safety, it only occasionally grants permission.

  

But by 2013, the FAA expects to have formulated new rules that would allow police across the
country to routinely fly lightweight, unarmed drones up to 400 feet above the ground - high
enough for them to be largely invisible eyes in the sky.

Such technology could allow police to record the activities of the public below with
high-resolution, infrared and thermal-imaging cameras.
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http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/01/22/AR2011012204111.html?nav=hcmodule

