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Drones trial in partnership with Apian and Skyports
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Phase 1

12-week trial (February – May 2023)

Aim: “Trial transporting chemotherapy medicines 
from Wansbeck General Hospital to Alnwick and 
Berwick Infirmaries.”





Key considerations of Phase 1

▪ Cold chain

▪ Vibration

▪ Chain of custody



Drone specification

Skyports Swoop Kookaburra Mk III hybrid drone

Maximum take-off weight 17kg

Maximum payload 3kg

Power Fully electric powered - Vertical take-off and landing (VTOL)

Maximum speed 78mph (68knots)

Maximum endurance 68 minutes (at maximum take-off weight)

Wind limitation 30mph (27knots) from any direction

Operating temperature limitation 0°C / +45°C



Journey time:

Ashington to Alnwick 
(21 miles)

Ideal road journey = 31 minutes

Drone flight = 38 minutes* 
(*includes road journey to/from take-off/landing sites)



Journey time:

Ashington to Berwick 
(45 miles)

Ideal road journey = 71 minutes

Drone flight = 108 minutes* 
(*includes road journey to/from take-off/landing site – and 
stopover at Alnwick)





Transport bags

Currently: 18L Versapak bag

Proposed:3L Versapak bag



3kg payload limitations

250ml bag                    50ml syringe                  ICECATCH cool brick



Phase 1 learning

▪ Cold chain difficult to maintain throughout whole 
journey. Deviations occurring at start/end of journey.

▪ Validation flights 10 empty bag, 10 full bag (mock products)  
both temperature conditions:

▪ Fridge temperature 14/20
▪ Room temperature 4/20

▪ In-flight temperatures during validation flights 
remained in range.



Phase 1 summary

▪ Chain of custody and Vibration not assessed during 
Phase 1.

▪ Temperature concerns preventing further 
validation at this stage. 

▪ Take forward into Phase 2.



Phase 2 – What next?

Bigger drone with bigger payload.
(Previous Apian project – less reliable for multiple journeys) 

More thermally efficient bag, dependent on

drone capacity.



Phase 2 - next steps for Northumbria

▪ Engagement with MHRA GDP Inspector: long-term suitability of 
drone delivery considering - GDP guidelines.

▪ Room temperature oral products. Build up to transporting PPU-
manufactured products in future phases.

▪ Northumbria envisages drone delivery would not replace 
current delivery methods, but supplement what is already in 
place.



Video: Planning for future innovation

Andrew Edmunds, Director of Innovation

Northumbria Healthcare’s vision for the future and importance of 
innovation…
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