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RAF Reaper armed drones: Aircrew figures    

RAF pilots first began operating US Predator drones over Iraq in 2004 as part of the 
USAF/RAF Combined Joint Predator Task Force (CJPTF). These joint operations 
contributed towards the UK deciding in 2006 to acquire its own armed Unmanned Aerial 
Vehicle (UAV) capability, the Reaper. 

The RAF began operating UK-owned Reaper drones in Afghanistan in October 2007 with 
the first British drone strike taking place at the end of May 2008. In 2014, RAF Reapers 
were redeployed from Afghanistan to the Middle East for operations in Iraq and Syria. 
While the drones themselves are located overseas, they are operated by RAF air crew 
from Creech Air Force Base in Nevada and, from April 2013, RAF Waddington in 
Lincolnshire. The RAF operate Reapers with a crew of three: the pilot, the sensor 
operator and an intelligence co-ordinator.  

Before 2016, the MoD were happy to respond to questions about the number of pilots 
qualified to operate Reaper: 

PQs on RAF Reaper pilot numbers 
 

Date Question from Response 

1 Oct 2012 Lord Lee of Trafford 
 

There are currently 31 Royal Air Force personnel 
qualified to pilot the Reaper Remotely Piloted Aircraft 
(RPA). The Royal Air Force will train a further 16 RPA 
pilots between October 2012 and September 2013.  
Lord Astor of Hever 

11 Jun 2013 Mr. David Anderson   
 

There are currently 36 Royal Air Force personnel 
qualified to pilot remotely piloted air systems. 
Mr Andrew Robathan 

15 Dec 2015 Mr. Jim Cunningham There are currently 40 RPAS pilots in RAF. 
Penny Mordaunt 

 

However, it appears a decision was taken within the MoD during 2016 to no longer 
disclose Reaper pilot numbers. In response to Freedom of Information (FoI) requests from 
Drone Wars, in April 2017 the MoD stated that the information was exempt from 
disclosure due to security concerns. However, the MoD said they would provide combined 
figures for RAF pilots and sensor operator assigned to the two squadrons operating RAF 
Reapers. The figures given in 2017 and 2018 are below. 

 

 

 

 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201213/ldhansrd/text/121008w0001.htm#1210011000150
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201213/ldhansrd/text/121008w0001.htm#1210011000150
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmhansrd/cm130611/text/130611w0001.htm#130611w0001.htm_wqn62
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmhansrd/cm130611/text/130611w0001.htm#130611w0001.htm_wqn62
https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Commons/2015-12-09/19382/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Commons/2015-12-09/19382/


 

 

FoI figures for ‘combined pilot/sensor operator’ numbers 

18 Apr 2017 MoD FoI response: The total number of RAF Pilots and Sensor Operators 
currently assigned to each Squadron is:  

13 Squadron – 44 

39 Squadron – 37 
20 Jul 2018 MoD FoI response The total number of RAF Pilots and Sensor Operators 

currently assigned to each Squadron is:  

13 Squadron – 45 

39 Squadron – 42 

 

In 2018, Drone Wars submitted an FoI request seeking the number of RAF personnel 
qualified as Reaper pilots and/or senior operators in each year between 2013 and 2017.  
Again, the MoD refused the request, citing security concerns, but told us: 

 “the total number of personnel who have qualified as a pilot or Sensor 
Operator [for Reaper] over the past five years (2013 – 2017) is 114.” 

Drone Wars understand that the RAF has difficulty recruiting and retaining Reaper aircrew 
(as does the USAF) for a variety of reasons including heavy workload, long hours of 
operations, and the legal and ethical controversies surrounding the use of these systems. 
In addition, all crews operating Reaper have to undergo training on this system at 
Holloman Air Base in the US. As more US allies are operating this aircraft, the greater the 
squeeze on training places available in the US. Moreover, a letter from the MoD to the 
Public Accounts Committee in November 2019 confirmed that the most significant risk to 
the new Protector programme (the UAV to replace Reaper) was “the RAF’s ability to 
generate and sustain the volume of trained personnel necessary.” Further details are 
available in a Times report: ‘Stress of killing from afar creates shortage of MoD drone 
operators’. 

The UK has already committed at least £1.1 billion to increase the number of armed 
UAVs in its inventory from 9 to between 16 and 26, with delivery of the new Protector 
UAV planned to begin in the mid -2020s.   

We believe that the UK government should be transparent and open about 
personnel figures for its armed drones—and the reasons why it is facing problems 
recruiting, training and retaining sufficient pilots and air crew to operate these 
systems. Such information is vital so that the public and parliament can make 
informed judgments concerning the costs and risks of the UK’s armed drone 
programme, upon which such large sums are being spent, and hold the 
government to account. 

 

 

  

 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1756.html
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/854362/20191105_-_Meg_Hillier_Protector_AOA.pdf
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/stress-of-killing-from-afar-creates-shortage-of-mod-drone-operators-0fnm36r6t

