
  

UAV Survey Methodology 20/02/23 

 

BH Wildlife Consultancy/Forestry Commission England  

Thermal Drone Survey Information Note 

This note has been created to inform landowners/stakeholders of the process undertaken 

when conducting deer population counts using drones. The drones used are typically the 

medium to larger sized units (4 to 10kg) so bigger in appearance than the standard Mavic 

units that are commonly used and seen. The larger drones can appear to be louder when 

flying, particularly in very calm or windy conditions when compared to the smaller drone class 

although their sound is not as high pitched as the smaller drones. The image below shows the 

typical set up when conducting surveys: 

 

 

Most animals do not react when hearing or seeing the drone and every flight point is planned 

with trying to keep as far away from livestock as possible. If any reaction is noted with 

livestock/horses then the drone is landed and moved away from the area. Substantial buffers 

are also put in place around residential properties. The CAA authorisations allows the drone 

to be within 50m of a dwelling but we typically stay >150m from dwellings and infrastructure. 

It is worth noting that the focus of the survey is to get good imagery of the herbivores present 

so no images of people or infrastructure is intended. If an image every did show a person or 

property then it would be deleted once back in the office.  

A specific methodology has been developed for counting herbivore populations with the aim 

being to capture the minimum wildlife population present, at a given time, quickly and 

effectively when compared to other terrestrial techniques available.  
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Thermal Imagery relies online-of-sight for detection but there are planning considerations 

that can improve efficiency and confidence when surveying. Planning and experience from 

people on the ground ultimately provide higher confidence levels on the data/output that is 

backed up by high-definition photographs that are date/time and location stamped within 

the images meta data. Most of the time the drone operators will be accompanied by a local 

coordinator, especially if areas are congested and busy with members of the public. The 

surveys can take place at any time but normally dusk, dawn and night-time are preferred. The 

best way to maximise survey coverage is to lay 1 km diameter circles over the area and 

identify suitable take-off/landing points. This requires clear air space to always allow visual 

line of sight of the drone.  

Generally, when counting in woodland, all the counting will be done within the 1 km circle by 

the drone in a methodical way. Whilst the drone is legally limited to flying within the 1km 

circle under the CAA operational authorisation, the onboard TI camera can pick up heat 

sources over 1.5km away from the plot. As a rule of thumb, this methodology works extremely 

well for woodlands of  <1500 hectares where the area can be covered in one continuous 

session where the habitat is of mixed structure e.g. open hill, agricultural land, woodland 

creation sites etc. Most of the flight points are undertaken next to the pickup but on occasion 

it may be necessary to walk into the centre of a field or spot to create visual line of sight. This 

is only ever done with permission from the landowner and under their instruction.  

No video footage or images from surveys will be released, shared or made publicly available 

unless this has been agreed with the landowner in question.  

Information of the survey results for individual properties will be made available to those 

owners/agents subject to provision of their mapped ownership boundaries. 

Survey data for the whole area will only be shared as a total figure/density per hectare (by 

species surveyed). FC will use this landscape density figure to improve the national evidence 

base for deer.  This evidence is vital to support landowners/managers and FC to create new 

woodland and improve the protection and management of existing woodlands.  
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