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If you own an iPhone, you more than likely know about the popular Find My feature
which allows users to share their location with others.! iPhone users can choose between (1)
sharing their location once, (2) temporarily sharing their location while on the way to a specified
destination, or (3) sharing their ongoing location for an hour, until the end of the day, or
indefinitely.? Apple product owners have various reasons for using this feature, but one thing
they have in common is the choice of who they are willing to share their location data with, and
for how long. Now imagine your Find My data becoming publicly accessible through a few
steps. For most people, this likely would not be cause for concern, but for a celebrity with a
massive fan following, this could be a fear inducing thought. This hypothetical is not too
different from social media user, Jack Sweeney, who used publicly available data to track the
private jets of celebrities. In this article I will share a bit more about privacy law in this area,
compare the availability of this kind of data outside the United States, and elaborate on the flight
tracking social media user.

If you have ever tracked your flight data, or maybe the flight data of a loved one, you
know that aircraft data is impressively accurate. In the United States, aircraft data is legally
available for tracking in real-time.? This is because experts believe it is necessary for safety and
efficiency.* While there are multiple websites you can use to track commercial flight data, this
information is also available to virtually anyone willing to do the work.> This same data that is
available for commercial flights is also available for private planes owned by celebrities and
other public figures.® In order to track an aircraft, data must be pieced together from different
publicly available sources like registration information from the Federal Aviation Administration
(FAA), and broadcast signals known as Automatic Dependent Surveillance-Broadcast (ADS-B),
which are required by the FAA.” ADS-B is “an advanced surveillance technology that combines
an aircraft’s positioning source, aircraft avionics, and a ground infrastructure to create an
accurate surveillance interface between aircraft and ATC” (Air Traffic Control).® The equipment
needed to pick up this data is relatively cheap and available to practically anyone.® With all these
different sources of information, those dedicated to aviation have the ability to track private and
commercial flights.
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ADS-B data is required in aircrafts operating in 48 states and within airspace at or above
flight level 100.'° Flight level is an aircraft’s altitude, at standard pressure, in hundreds of feet.
For Alaska, Hawaii, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands, ADS-B is required at or above
flight level 180.!" While there are exemptions to this requirement, they are not very common.'?
This kind of data is required in the United States, however, that requirement is not the same for
other countries. In Europe, ADS-B is mandated for all aircrafts that are instrument flight rule
flights, between a certain weight, and at a certain airspeed.'* Conversely, countries like China
and Colombia have broader requirements, at flight level 290 or above, and for all flights in the
airspace, respectively.'* While requirements for ADS-B data vary from country to country, there
are also differing opinions within the United States, with calls for preventing flight tracking for
private aircrafts.

While there are requirements to provide ADS-B data, the FAA and Congress have made
sure to provide jet owners with a way to opt-out of real-time data sharing if they have safety and
privacy concerns.' This alternative system assigns a temporary International Civil Aviation
Organization (ICAO) aircraft address which is not assigned to the owner of the aircraft in the
Civil Aircraft Registry (CAR).!® Private aircraft owners may also utilize a Limiting Aircraft Data
Displayed (LADD) system provided by the FAA to minimize access to their flight data by
internet subscribers.!” This method can be utilized by using the FAA website, by sending an
email, or by sending a letter to the agency. While these systems may be enough for some, there
are still more concerns from private aircraft owners.

In recent news, a flight tracker, Jack Sweeney, received a cease and desist letter from
Taylor Swift’s legal team due to his tracking of her flights.'® In this letter, Swift’s attorneys
stated his conduct “poses an imminent threat to the safety and wellbeing of our client.”'® While
Sweeney’s Instagram posts claim the tracking is done to track Swift’s carbon footprint, her legal
team says it has caused Swift to live in a constant state of fear.?? Curiously, this is not Sweeney’s
first confrontation with a celebrity concerning his flight tracking. In 2022, Elon Musk offered
Sweeney $5,000 to stop posting his plane’s location, to which Sweeney countered for $50,000.%!
When Musk bought X, formerly Twitter, he banned Sweeney’s account from the platform.??
Sweeney then returned with a 24-hour delay on information which is allowed under the
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guidelines of X.?* After receiving the cease and desist letter from Swift’s attorneys, Sweeney
responded with attorneys of his own, who said their client “is ‘not going to buckle.””?* Legal
experts have chimed in to say nothing Sweeney is doing with the information is illegal, and that
the way for Swift’s legal team to win is by prevailing on stalking charges.?’> While there is no
clear case law to demonstrate what will happen in this case, keeping an eye on headlines will
likely produce an answer.

Flight tracking capabilities, while impressive, also pose a risk to those who own private
aircrafts. Aviation experts believe this ability 1s necessary for safety, but that poses the question
of whose safety is most important, public figures, or citizens who need access to flight data.
Some may argue celebrities chose a life of fame which involves being watched and tracked all
the time, while others may believe that fame is no excuse for a lack of privacy. If the Swift cease
and desist letter leads to further legal action against Sweeney, this may result in a change in
availability of flight data for privately owned aircrafts. If not, there may be an emergence of
more flight tracking accounts, like Sweeney’s.
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