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Organisers of a disastrous 
drone swarm over Mel-
bourne’s Yarra River failed to 
take into consideration the ef-
fect windy conditions would 
have on the display, resulting 
in more than 400 drones going 
rogue and crashing. 

The Australian Transport 
Safety Bureau has delivered its 
final report on the incident on 
July 14, 2023, involving a 
swarm of 500 Damoda New-
ton 2.2 remotely piloted air-
craft operated by the 
Australian Traffic Network. 

The 10-minute display was 
meant to light up the night sky 
with messages in support of 
the Matildas ahead of the 
Women’s Football World Cup 
but within 30 seconds of 
launching, dozens of drones 
were out of position. 

Two minutes later just 
seven were attempting to con-
tinue the show as the rest “flew 
away”, with many colliding, 11 
breaching the event’s safety 
boundary and hundreds of 
others crashing into the water.

A total of 427 aircraft ended 
up in the Yarra, of which 236 
were recovered the following 
day by divers contracted by 
the operator. 

The ATSB report found the 
remote pilot-in-command 
launched the show with the 
wind speed close to the limit of 
the drones’ capabilities, and 
aware that conditions over the 
river were likely to be worse 
than those on the ground. 

In addition, the flight crew 
did not use a weather drone to 
conduct a wind check at show 
altitude, which meant the re-
mote pilot-in-command did 
not have accurate information 
about the conditions. 

“Shortly after starting the 
transition into the show area, 
the swarm encountered wind 
conditions that were more 
than double the published 
capability of the aircraft,” the 
ATSB report said. 

“This led to multiple aircraft 
being unable to hold position, 
with at least 11 breaching the 
geofence, multiple collisions 
and most aircraft descending 
into the water.” 

It was noted that the remote 
pilot-in-command felt “a high-
er than normal level of pres-
sure for the show to go ahead”. 

“This, combined with a 
higher than normal workload, 
contributed to the decision to 
launch the show into un-
known wind conditions,” the 
report said. 

ATSB Chief Commissioner 
Angus Mitchell said the inci-
dent demonstrated the im-
portance of drone pilots being 
familiar with all functionality 
and data provided by relevant 
ground control software.

“It also shows the impact 
human factors can have on 
drone operations, and how 
they should be actively consid-
ered and managed,” Mr Mit-
chell said. 

The Australian Traffic Net-
work had advised the ATSB 
that since the incident, several 
changes had been made to its 
show planning and conduct 
processes. 

These included changes to 
crewing requirements to have 
two CASA-approved pilots 
operating every show and the 
establishment of multiple “no-
go” points during the launch 
sequence to allow for more 
clearly defined stop points. 

Safety recommendations 
were also made to drone 
manufacturer Damoda after it 
was found the aircraft’s com-
puter software could not alert 
pilots to any excessive wind 
speeds.

Damoda has advised it is 
considering an update to allow 
such alerts. 
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Cannabis 
store is 
simply 
spliffing
EXCLUSIVE
Ian Royall

A mock cannabis store is being 

opened in Fitzroy as part of a 

campaign to legalise and 

regulate the drug.

The pop-up shop in 

Brunswick St will show how 

cannabis could be sold in a 

controlled environment.

The Penington Institute is 

behind the initiative as it 

launches a blueprint to show 

Australian states how they 

can regulate non-medicinal 

cannabis use for adults.

Penington chief executive 

John Ryan said the shop and 

policy launch was not about 

promoting cannabis use.

“It’s about taking back 

control,’’ he said. “Regulation 

means strict oversight, clear 

controls on access and use 

and penalties for trafficking. 

“It means resources for 

police to focus on serious 

crime.’’

Canada and more than 24 

American 

states have 

already 

embraced 

legalised 

sale of 

cannabis, Mr 

Ryan said.

“It’s all 

about harm minimisation.’’

The look of the Fitzroy shop 

is deliberately low-key and 

meant to reflect the utilitarian 

style of many shops in the US. 

It will be open for a week and 

no drugs will be sold.

The Penington plan includes 

controls for adult use only, a 

ban on advertising, plain 

packaging, potency limits and 

no public consumption.

Under the proposals, the 

state governments would 

become a licensing agent for 

legal cannabis stores.

Mr Ryan said a majority of 

Australians in all 

demographics supported 

legalised and regulated 

cannabis use.

And a YouGov survey 

conducted last month for the 

institute found 57 per cent of 

Victorians supported law 

changes to allow adults to buy 

cannabis legally – similar to 

alcohol – but with more safety 

and regulatory controls.

Victoria’s two Legalise 

Cannabis MPs have vowed to 

push through reforms for 

personal use of the drug.

John Ryan.

Drones light up the Docklands 

Harbour. Picture: David Caird

Hundreds of drones were fished out of the Yarra after they suffered 

a glitch during a 2023 light display. Picture: Valeriu Campan

Why 400 drones fell  
into the Yarra River
Operator of Matildas display failed to 
factor in wind, didn’t do proper checks

Hijack boy’s psych tests
A teenager accused of trying 

to hijack a Jetstar flight at 

Avalon Airport armed with a 

gun and a fake bomb has 

undergone medical testing 

amid concerns about his 

mental health.

The 17-year-old boy, who 

cannot be identified due to his 

age, allegedly boarded the 

plane while carrying a loaded 

firearm on March 6. 

On Tuesday, a children’s 

court heard the boy had 

undergone brain scans and 

would be assessed this week 

by a forensic child 

psychologist. 

While there was no formal 

diagnosis, the boy’s lawyer 

said the teen could have 

underlying psychiatric 

conditions and further 

medical appointments were 

scheduled for later this year. 

The teen, who remains in 

custody, will return to court in 

October. 

Court win for Guy’s manager
Guy Sebastian’s former man-
ager has been found not guilty 
of four counts of embezzling 
money from the pop star.

Titus Emanuel Day stood 
trial in the NSW District Court 
where he battled allegations 
he embezzled more than 
$600,000 in royalties and per-
formance fees from the Aus-
tralian Idol winner between 
2013 and 2020.

Since his arrest more than 
five years ago, Day has denied 

the allegations and he pleaded 
not guilty to 34 counts of em-
bezzlement as a clerk or ser-
vant.

He also pleaded not guilty to 
one count of attempting to dis-
honestly obtain financial ad-
vantage by deception.

On Tuesday, the jury re-
turned verdicts finding Day 
not guilty of four counts of em-
bezzlement.

Those four counts related to 
allegations that he embezzled 

over $113,000 worth of Mr Se-
bastian’s performance fees.

The jury on Tuesday reject-
ed the Crown prosecution’s 
version of events relating to 
those counts.

They have been told to con-
tinue to deliberate on the re-
maining 31 counts.

The jury foreperson told the 
court the jury was unlikely to 
be able to reach a unanimous 
verdict on the remaining 31 
counts on the indictment. Titus Day on Tuesday.


