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Council gets an update on the police drone

By Sora O'Doherty

Police Chief Dave Cook up-
dated the city council at its
Feb. 18 meeting on the drone
that was purchased last year
for the Orinda Police Depart-
ment. Since its inception last
year, the department’s small
Unmanned Aerial Systems
(Drone) program “has
proven to be a valuable as-
set” in enforcing laws and/or
protecting lives, according to
Cook.

Officer John Scanlon,
who pilots the device,
showed the council members
the department’s drone, in-
cluding its controller and at-

tachments that are important

to public safety, such as the
camera, a spotlight and a
speaker that can broadcast
the voice of the drone opera-
tor or a prerecorded mes-
sage. The camera can be
switched between daylight
and infrared, which Cook ex-
plained is incredibly impor-
tant in detecting differences
in surface temperatures, no-
tably body or engine heat.
The drone comes with an ex-
tra battery and is capable of
20 minutes of flight time.
Orinda's program was
started last year after former
Police Chief Mark Nagel was
authorized by the council to
purchase the DJI Mavic 2 En-
terprise drone for use by the
police department. The de-
partment also trained two
drone pilots, certified by the
Federal Aviation Administra-

tion. The program's startup,
including initial equipment
purchase and FAA certifica-
tion of the pilots, cost around
$4,300 and was funded by
community donations. Cook
said ancillary costs to his de-
partment to date, associated
with ongoing training and
equipment maintenance,
have been small.

Cook presented exam-
ples of drone photos of a
Santa Rosa fire which
demonstrated how drones
can be used for post-disaster
mapping. The drone is also
used for over-watch of officer
safety, scene preservation
and documentation, suspi-
cious devices, evaluating
hazardous materials inci-
dents, search and rescue
missions, recovery of post
incident damage assessment,
and training events.

The Orinda drone has
been used on a swat team
call out of a barricaded sus-
pect in Tara Hills, to search
for a suspect who fled from a
vehicle in Pleasant Hill, in
the Oakley Bethel Island
fires, to search for people af-
ter a boat sunk off Pittsburg,
and to gather crime scene
photos after a homicide in
Bay Point. In Orinda, drones
have been used to document
the crime scene after the
Airbnb party shooting on
Halloween, on two occasions
to search for suspects who
fled from a vehicle in Wilder,
to search for elderly missing
residents from Irwin Way,

and a swat callout on Hall
Drive. Most of the missions
for the Orinda craft were to
assist outside agencies; most
of the missions in Orinda
were flown by other craft.
Recently, he said, drones
from the team were deployed
in Orinda to assist in the
search and rescue of suspects
who had run from the Cali-
fornia Highway Patrol after a
pursuit. On another call, a
craft was used to help with
the documentation of a traf-
fic collision, in which an
Orinda resident was gravely
injured. Additionally, when
the Central County SWAT
team assisted the Walnut
Creek Police Department
with taking an armed sus-
pect into custody in the city
of Orinda, the small un-
manned aircraft systems
team used drones to provide
continuous, vital information
to command staff, Cook said.
The use of drones can
help the department provide
safety overview for officers
searching for suspects, ex-
amine suspicious devices
without putting officers in
harm's way, evaluate haz-
ardous materials from a safe
distance, document crime
scenes, and conduct search
and rescue missions of miss-
ing or lost persons, according
to the police chief.
Reaffirming that the
drones are not used for
things like routine traffic
stops, "The drones are ab-
solutely not day-to-day tools

of enforcement," he told the
city council, adding "they are
generally fairly specialized,
but enhancement of officer
safety, especially, cannot be
overstated.” Council Member
Nick Kosla said he was ini-
tially concerned with how
the drone would be used but
he now recognizes that the
program is well worth the
cost and assists with en-
forcement and officer safety.
Vice Mayor Amy Worth
thanked Cook for his presen-
tation and especially for
showing examples of its use.

Orinda’s drones have
been used on several occa-
sions in support of other
agencies and most missions
in Orinda were flown by
craft from other agencies,
Cook said. Trading resources
has been more efficient and
effective, he added. Pilot Of-
ficer John Scanlon noted he
has used the drone on Irwin
Way where elderly folks have
walked away and has found
it to be successful.

In moving forward, OPD
requests the council’s con-
tinued support of the pro-
gram. The maintenance of
the drone is fairly insignifi-
cant. Pilots attend training
monthly and minor equip-
ment must periodically be
replaced. Eventually, the de-
partment hopes to take ad-
vantage of technological ad-
vancements to allows video
taken by the drone to be cast
to another location.

After failed pilot employee parking
program, Orinda opens spaces to

commuters
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By Sora O'Doherty

Owing to the low response to
the pilot employee parking
scheme along the east side of
Santa Maria Way and Al-
tarinda Road, the city has de-
cided to offer 25 all-day park-
ing permits to commuters,
particularly those who use
the Orinda BART station.
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There are 46 parking spaces
in the pilot area, so there will
still be parking available for
local employees who might
still like a permit.

The city would have liked
to restrict the commuter
parking permits to Orinda
residents, but determined
that wasn't legally permissi-
ble. Under the new pilot pro-

Planning Commission
Tuesday, March 10, 7 p.m.
Library Auditorium,

gram, permits will cost $300
per each six-month period,
except for the first period of
January through June, which
may be prorated. A permit is
like a hunting license; it is no
guarantee of actually finding
a space. However, with the
slow take-up on the employee
parking permit pilot—only
two permits have been is-
sued—there is a very good
chance that permit holders
will find all day parking con-
veniently located across the
pedestrian bridge from the
BART station.

This latest effort is part of
the city’s response to a park-
ing study Orinda received in
October 2016. The first part of
the response to that study
was the residential parking
permit program for Brook-
wood Road. After a successful
first year, the Brookwood
Road pilot program was
adopted on a permanent
basis.

To be eligible for a per-
mit, applicants must have a
driver’s license, car registra-
tion in the applicant’s name,
and self-certification of eligi-
bility as a commuter. The pi-
lot permit program will be
administered by TurboData,
the same company that runs
the Brookwood Road pro-
gram. There will be an appli-
cation portal on the City of
Orinda web page.

Downtown Planning Discussion
Council Subcommittee

Special Meeting March 25, 5:00 PM

Wilder hires private

security

Entrance to the Wilder community

By Sora O'Doherty

Following several incidents of
crime in Wilder, the resi-
dents’ homeowner associa-
tion has decided to conduct a
test of using a private security
firm. Begun on Valentine’s
Day, the test features private
guards who will patrol Wilder
several times a day. After six
months, the HOA will decide
whether or not to continue
with the service.

Wilder HOA President
Greg Schwartz attended the
recent Orinda mayor’s liaison
meeting. He spoke of a high
speed chase that ended in a
home invasion in Wilder in
January. Police Chief David
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Cook has also reported that
there have been two calls for
drone assistance in Wilder.

In other Wilder news,
Schwartz reported that the
problem with large trucks us-
ing the Wilder offramp as a
staging area, involving
overnight stays with accom-
panying nuisances including
use of the roadside as toilet
facilities, for meal prepara-
tion and even prostitution,
has been largely solved.

As spring approaches,
Schwartz reported that there
has been an increase in use of
the ball fields and hiking
around Wilder. Landscaping
improvements are also
underway.

Orinda Union High School District Board Meetings

Monday, March 9, 6 p.m.
Regular Board Meeting

Orinda Library, 26
Orinda Way

Sarge Littlehale Community Room
22 Orinda Way City Hall Orinda

8 Altarinda Rd., Orinda www.orindaschools.org
See also AUHSD meeting page A2

Library Auditorium, Orinda
Library, 26 Orinda Way
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