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Fight or Flight:

“When I first saw a drone I just started thinking, 
not could I possibly, but I have to take these 
drones into war zones.” Having worked as 

a photojournalist since first documenting prisoners in 
Guatemala in 1982, subsequently covering conflict zones 
across 71 countries and seeing her work in a wealth of major 
media outlets (CBS, the BBC and TIME, to name just a few), 
drones are a relatively new technology in Gail’s toolkit, but 
they are changing how she can view the world around her 
– and therefore how all of us can see these events unfolding 
in the news.

“Immediately when I saw small UAVs I thought that 
this absolutely is an extension of my work, because where 
I work I have to be incredibly careful and there are places 
I want to go but of course I can’t.” It’s not just avoiding 
threats on the ground, such as IEDs and snipers, but also 
in reaching places that are difficult on foot. “I’d always 
been fiddling with monopods, extending them and trying 
all different ways of extending this DSLR camera,” Gail 

explains. “Even when I was doing film, it was ‘how can I 
push these boundaries more?’ And so drones were just like a 
happy marriage.”

A native of Mystic in Connecticut, USA, Gail has been 
living in London for 20 years, and she earned her flying 
wings with the Phoenix UAV Centre out in Somerset, 
before opting for a DJI Phantom 3 Pro and a Parrot Bebop 
2 to kick-start her fleet. “I was really ready to fly; I just 
wasn’t sure if I should bring these to Iraq and where I 
should start flying first with them. In the end I decided I 
was just going to go ahead and bring them.”

Her first trip with the drones took place in March 
2017 during the liberation of Mosul. “There were a few 
photographers, a few video journalists, but no way were 

A photojournalist with more than 25 years’ 
experience working within conflict and 
humanitarian crises, Gail Orenstein spoke 
with Ian Collen to explain how drones have 
given her work a fresh perspective…

Taking drones into war zones

Gail combines aerial work with her more traditional 
on-foot photography, so it’s not about changing 

her toolkit; it’s about expanding her options.
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there any drone pilots there at that time when it was being 
liberated,” Gail says. “I think I saw one crew in Mosul but 
none at the refugee camps. That’s not to say they weren’t 
there, it’s just that during the few months I was there 
doing that work, I never saw anyone – so it lent itself a lot 
of opportunity.”

A Flexible Friend
Gail lived out in Iraq for a few months whilst working 
there, and quickly found that there was a lot more to her 
new equipment than just getting photos and aerial footage. 
“Every single day I had drone work. I think especially in 
conflict zones you’re really a useful tool when somebody 
hears that you’ve got the ability to do particular types of 
surveying. So I went from camp to camp, looking at what 
the NGOs (non-governmental organisations) needed to 
build in the camps, working with programme directors 
and things like that. We looked at a lot of the area and how 
far out they could build using the footage, and it was pretty 
amazing to be able to help in a different way.”

One such example was in a refugee camp in eastern 
Mosul which saw floods of people fleeing the city, leaving 
those in charge of the camp having to manage some 40,000 
new residents. “They always had to walk the premises to get 
a sense of surveying, so droning was just a natural thing I 
presented to them,” Gail told us. 

“We’d sit down, look through the footage, go over the 
aerial views of how large the camp was getting, where 
clusters of people were using the water on the ground, why 
they were using this area of water more than the others… 
You could look at the footage and really start to think about 
food and aid distribution – all kinds of ways without having 
to walk around the premises every single time.”

All of this was a far cry from the safety of the quaint 
British countryside where Gail had trained to fly with the 
Phoenix UAV team. “I learned how to drone in the most 
difficult circumstances at a very early point in my (aerial) 
career,” she says. “When I decided to take the drones to Iraq 

“I was putting in my batteries while riding in a little 
auto-rickshaw, as I knew I had about eight minutes 

until the monsoon hit”
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The Phantom Menace
DJI has become the biggest name in the drone world, but that fame comes 
at a cost. Not only because negative media stories on UAVs will typically 
have a stock photo of one of its models alongside it, but also because 
customs officials and security forces also recognise them – as Gail has 
found out on her recent travels to Iraq. “Every time I bring the large DJI 
craft in, it’s impounded,” she says of her Phantom 3 Pro. “There hasn’t 
been a time when I’ve been through and it hasn’t been impounded.”

Part of the reason is that the Asayish, the Kurdish military security 
wing, use the Phantom 4 for things such as surveying, so there’s an 
awareness of the product range there. Also others have been looking 
to weaponise these craft. “Islamic State had used the Phantom in some 
pretty gruesome ways so until I had the proper paperwork, they wouldn’t 
release it,” Gail says. Curiously the likes of the Bebop 2 and Mavic Pro 
have remained largely untouched.

“A part of me is now 
thinking I don’t really 
need the hassle, so the 
next time I’m not bringing 
the Phantom. I’ll have my 
Mavic and my Bebop. So 
it might be something 
people want to think 
about; you have to make 
sure you have your 
paperwork in place before 
you start bringing larger 
models into these areas.”

Gail shows a young refugee how her small  
Bebop 2 operates. Many Iraqi refugees have had 

very negative experiences with UAVs, such as 
drone strikes or when IS used smaller craft as 

weapons against the civilian population.
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I had to fly through really difficult situations,” pointing to 
the likes of power lines and telephone wires that had been 
downed amidst the surrounding rubble. 

One prime example was when she was asked by 
Assyrian Christians to film the nine churches in Nineveh 
Plains that had been destroyed by Islamic State. “They 
wanted to rebuild them and they said ‘can you drone 
inside the church and can you film as close as you can to 
these altars as we need to see where these major repairs 
are and we can’t get up there’. So I did the Church of 
Ascension, which is the biggest church there, and wow! 
I would say every three feet there were downed wires. 
And the church is pretty large, so it was really quite 

challenging but I was able to get close to the altar and get 
them the footage they wanted.”

In contrast, more recently Gail also had to contend with 
monsoon season on the border of Myanmar and Rakhine 
State in Bangladesh, where torrential rain could be only 
minutes away. “The times the monsoon hit you’ve got 
maybe 20 minutes of flying time and then it is going to 
be a downpour. So that’s the antithesis to Iraq where it 
was very dry, so you have to start thinking a lot about the 
weather conditions.”

With a lot more buildings downed during the conflict, 
Gail found herself flying inside more often, making the 
smaller and more nimble Bebop 2 the preferred drone 
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Gail explained: “Many of the churches in Nineveh 
had been tripped-up (booby-trapped) by ISIL upon 
their defeat and the drone helped the community 

to evaluate the aerial footage first before 
approaching the hazardous situation.”

Part of a survey of Camp Chamkor in eastern Mosul. 
After scouting for a suitable flight path, Gail was 

able to get a good idea of the enormity of the camp.
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of choice on many occasions. The fixed camera required 
more thought, “but it was so good through literally so 
many obstacles. I was talking to someone who does a lot of 
drone racing and I thought it was interesting as they were 
doing these straight lines and I was doing just the opposite, 
dodging and weaving, and you really learn to be quite agile 
when you’ve got such obstacles in front of you.”

In the Zone
Certainly flying in areas of conflict demands a somewhat 
different mentality to your working habits, making speed 
and mobility preferable over something that might be better 
but more cumbersome. “Drone journalism is a very niche 
kind of droning; it’s very different,” Gail told us. “I’m not a 
drone Instagram person. So if you’re looking for revved up, 
HDR footage, that’s very secondary to me. Good quality is 
a priority but I’m not looking for 20,000 hits for the most 
beautiful footage.

“I see these guys using their DSLRs on their drone but in 
the kind of environments that I’m in, I think that would be 
a hindrance because I don’t really have the time to change 
lenses. You can’t fuss about; you have to be safe and you 
have to be quick and really think on your feet. Most of the 
time I was putting in my batteries while riding in a little 
auto-rickshaw, as I knew I had about eight minutes until 
the monsoon hit – you really have to prepare for these 
situations in a very different way than just your normal pre-
flight preparations. 

“Going fairly hardcore with the flying like this has been 
very good for me. You have to be very fast and when you’re 
navigating you have to think very quickly. Until you do it, 
it’s very hard to describe because most people don’t pilot 

DRONE PRO

that way; it’s a very different way to pilot. You really have to 
be malleable if you’re going to make a conscious choice and 
say ‘I’m going to drone in a conflict zone’. I find it incredibly 
challenging and absolutely fascinating.”

What’s interesting with Gail’s work is that her experience 
in photojournalism tends to keep her a lot closer to the 
ground than many of the newer recruits to the profession. 
“There’s a big difference between the way we work, as they 
drone at a massive distance. Coming from my background  

A few days prior to this photo taken on foot with  
her DSLR, there had been fatalities following a 
stampede at another food distribution area. As 

tensions rose, Gail was able to use her drone to 
capture the rest of the story from a safer distance.

“That is a profound, life-changing 
experience when you start reviewing 
footage in post-production that you 

never imagined you could see”
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as a photojournalist, I never shot with anything except a 
14mm fixed camera, so any time there was unrest, I was 
always in the unrest, shooting, getting the emotion of the 
crowd and everything like that. 

“When I started droning I just couldn’t fly at a distance. 
I could see more and I could see the environment but I felt 
very distant from the actual emotion of what was going 
on around me. When you’re piloting over it, it’s like I’m 
not feeling any emotion, I’m just droning – but I feel it in 
post-production when I look at the footage. Whereas as a 
photojournalist you’re very much in the moment with the 
emotion, so it’s very, very different.”

A Fresh PersPective
Using drones does give Gail more options in the field, both 
in terms of offering up the aerial view as well as reducing 
the risk of putting herself in harm’s way. She tells of a 
situation where thousands of hungry Rohingya people were 
struggling to reach a food distribution area and there was a 
risk of escalation. “A few days before there was a stampede 
where several people were killed in another feeding 
distribution field. So I said, ‘you know what? This is way 
too dangerous’ so I jumped off the truck and said ‘I’m just 
going to drone it’. It’s really fascinating to be able to have 
that choice.”

Another example saw her taking an auto-rickshaw past 
a new camp for days on end, before finally deciding to take 
a drone up for a better look. “I was absolutely gobsmacked 
at how large it was – it was enormous. I went back and forth 
every day to the same camp and it wasn’t until I droned it 
that I got a real sense of the enormous impact, not just upon 
the environment but the whole situation. That is a profound, 
life-changing experience when you start reviewing footage 
in post-production that you never imagined you could see, 
because you couldn’t get there.”

The nature of her work and the places she travels to 
also means Gail has on eye on the wider humanitarian 
potential for drones, pointing to UAVs dropping aid and 
relief bags into war zones. “Your mind starts to think 
about all kinds of things related to how you can help 
humanity using the technology. A camera is a great 
tool, but a camera is never going to have an extended 
arm that can feed people. Now that I have my drone and 
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Not-so-Secret Agents
If you’re interested in following in Gail’s footsteps, her advice is to get 
yourself an agent. Gail herself is contracted to three agencies and you can 
find all of her drone footage on Getty Images. “I’m already established as a 
photojournalist, so my agents took the video as well,” she tells us. “It was 
like ‘okay, now she does video as well’, so I had a place to send the footage. 

“A lot of people who are starting out don’t have that, so they might go 
and drone for the love of droning, but you might not get published, or you 
might not get an assignment from an NGO. It’s very, very competitive, 
because you have people like me who are published already, who are in the 
field already and the next step is we’re using drones. If you’re looking to 
start this now, if you’re looking to monetise this, you should probably have 
an agent before you go, some place that can sell the aerial footage. I’m 
fortunate in that I’m already established.”

“When I started droning I just 
couldn’t fly at a distance… I felt very 
distant from the actual emotion of 

what was going on around me”
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I’ve got the ability to do this, I’m thinking about bigger 
responsibilities towards these crises.”

HigH Hopes
Unsurprisingly Gail has an optimistic view of her future 
drone use, as far as seeing the potential for the technology, 
even if there is still a long way to go. Battery life is one such 
issue – not too dissimilar to Gail’s younger days dragging 
around up to 50 rolls of film in her bag, only now she’s 
packing a bumper seven batteries for each drone she takes 
into the field. It’s an expensive and heavy solution but 
there’s not always going to be a handy power supply in a 
conflict zone.

Having recently upgraded the Phantom 3 to a Mavic 
Pro Platinum to fly alongside her Bebop 2, Gail is getting a 
little more flight time, and she also appreciates the reduced 
noise and foldable frame that adds to the ever-important 
portability. Her only regret is that drones weren’t around 
on her previous visits to the likes of eastern Ukraine and 
Syria: “I can imagine how many less risks I could have put 
myself in if I’d had a drone when I was in these places, but 
the technology just wasn’t there.”

As the technology does advance, Gail is hopeful that more 
photojournalists, and more women, will follow her into the 
skies. “Women have really lost out on technology,” she says. 
“I’m not making any profound feminist statement here, I 
just know because I see it. It’s true that there are wonderful 
female photojournalists. Are they in the majority? Certainly 
not, but they’re there. I’m hoping we can get in early on 
drone journalism, or in any drone field whatever it is, but 
especially in my field because many of the victims are 
women and children.”

One area where Gail is interested in having a direct 
impact is with the very people she’s been documenting over 
the years. “It would be great if maybe locals could be trained 

to work in the refugee camps doing surveying because a lot 
of the time when you’re in a refugee camp for a long time, 
there’s such severe boredom. I would love to be part of some 
kind of training scheme that trains young females to start 
thinking about how this could fit into their future. I’d love 
to see a lot of young women get in on this technology early; 
that would be fabulous.”

As for her own path into the drone world, Gail seems to 
find it challenging and rewarding in equal measure. “So 
far I’ve been lucky. In this drone community I have felt 
incredibly welcome and everybody has been fascinated 
by what I’ve been doing. I feel very good about it; I feel 
wonderful about the way women are getting involved in the 
drone industry right now. It’s very exciting.”

To see more on Gail’s photojournalism career and her 
aerial work head to her website www.gailorenstein.com. 
You can also follow her on Twitter @DroneOrenstein.
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