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What does flying a drone mean to you? For some professionals, it means using a tool that will 
allow them to decrease expenses in an incredibly powerful way. For others, it means finally 
being able to perform tasks that simply were not possible using any other method. For many 
though, flying an unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) enables the creation of new procedures that 
impact everything from operations to the bottom line. 

Regardless of intentions and objectives, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) has essen-
tially banned flying a drone for commercial purposes ever since the technology matured to 
the point where it became widely available. Section 333 exemptions have been granted by 
the FAA to allow UAV operations for commercial purposes, but the requirement around hav-
ing a pilot’s license, coupled with the cumbersome and lengthy approval process, left many 
professionals searching for alternatives. These sorts of limitations have done nothing to help 
the development of drone technology or the way in which these tools can be utilized.

2016 is the year when all of that will change for the better. The FAA is set to issue a final ruling 
by midyear that will ease the requirements and process with regard to flying UAVs commer-
cially. This comprehensive set of rules will redefine what flying UAVs for commercial purposes 
means to professionals in various industries, whether it’s oil & gas, construction, precision 
agriculture, process & utilities, mining & aggregates or civil infrastructure.

While that development is going to be the most critical aspect for 2016, it’s certainly not the 
only thing to look out for. New developments in sensor technology along with redefined 
approaches and thinking around drone safety will also be major issues and topics of discus-
sion. All of these changes are going to create both uncertainly and opportunity, which is why 
I talked with a handful of experts to find out what they have on their radars for 2016. They 
shared insights around what they’re looking forward to seeing, what they’re especially excited 
about and plenty more. 

The forthcoming information is taken directly from conversations with industry authorities 
that are working with UAVs today, but are committed to ensuring the creation of new oppor-
tunities for commercial uses of this technology far into the future.  
 

“ Flying an 
unmanned aerial 
vehicle (UAV) 
enables the creation 
of new procedures 
that impact 
everything from 
operations  
to the bottom line.”

By Jeremiah Karpowicz
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What technical, legal and logistical 
changes are in store for 2016?
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PREDICTION 1

THE FINAL RULING FROM THE FAA WILL NOT BE COMPLETELY FINAL 

WHEN THE FAA RELEASED the small UAS Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM) document, 

many experts were quick to both praise and criticize the agency, sometimes in the very same 

instance. Many commended the elimination of the requirement for operators to have a private/

commercial pilot’s license, but others just as quickly pointed out that the new rules will not 

enable beyond visual line-of-sight (BLOS) operation, which could greatly restrict development. 

The reaction from the community at large illustrates the layers of complexity we’re dealing with, 
because for some what’s been proposed will be all they need to move forward, while others 
still won’t be able to operate with the autonomy they require. While the FAA has had over a 
year to gather feedback and potentially revise the proposal, many feel the final ruling will stick 
closely with what’s already been laid out. That’s a disappointing reality to some, but an exciting 
prospect for plenty of others.

Dave Henderson is Topcon’s Director of Geospatial Sales, and his career in the positioning 
business spans three decades. That experience has given him quite the perspective around 
how drones have changed the game in the same way he saw GPS redefine the way companies 
operate when that technology debuted. He sees the ruling from the FAA as being a catalyst for 
changes in the perception and approach around how UAVs can be used.   

“There’s no doubt the ruling is going to create countless opportunities,” Henderson said. “A lot of 
the people we’ve talked to want to get on board, but they don’t want to deal with the bureaucra-
cy of a 333. Having to have a pilot’s license is the real issue though. It’s been a deal breaker for so 
many people. While it’s true that a drone is just another tool, they can be, and are, a critical way 
to gather and utilize data, and this final ruling will enable people to explore their options. People 
have told me that if they could use drones the way they want, they’d be flying them every week 
on a project. They’d be using them all the time, because they can give you some incredibly 
detailed information. Today we’re at a point where we’re really getting the best of both worlds 
in terms of cost and accuracy, so it’s game-changing technology that’s going to be a lot more 
accessible after this ruling comes down.”

Making things easier is essential, and if the recently released Small Unmanned Aircraft System 
(sUAS) Registration process is any indication, commercial flyers are going to be happy since sim-
plicity is a core element of that system. Eliminating a cumbersome process and highly involved 
requirements like needing to have a pilot’s license will allow users to explore how drones can 
create more efficiencies in their projects and workflows.

“ Today we’re at a 
point where we’re 
really getting the 
best of both worlds 
in terms of cost 
and accuracy, so 
it’s game-changing 
technology that’s 
going to be a lot 
more accessible 
after this  
ruling comes  
down.”
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The conscious effort by the FAA to work with the industry has been a commendable action, even 
though the FAA didn’t endorse all of the recommendations that were made by the task force 
they formed. That’s part of the reason we can look for industry leaders to continue to push the 
FAA around further clarifications and revisions even after the final rule comes down this year. That 
push is going to be something to watch, especially as it relates to details such as proving registra-
tion and the physical markings users need to make on the exterior of their hardware.

Jesse Kallman serves as Airware’s interface with the FAA and other regulatory agencies domes-
tically and abroad. As someone who’s testified before Congress on commercial UAV technology 
and safety, he hasn’t been shy about discussing where he sees shortfalls in the FAA’s approach, 
particularly as it relates to what operators are looking to do commercially when compared to 
recreational drone operators. 

“The commercial space is a lot more complex,” Kallman said. “What the FAA is trying to do is make 
the environment inherently safe, so it’s sufficiently walled off from everything else. That makes 
the aircraft essentially disposable. I don’t think that’s the right approach, but it’s low-hanging fruit 
for them because having a safe environment is something that everyone can understand and 
get behind.”   

Safety is a large and essential endeavor, and no one is going to argue that safety issues should 
be marginalized or mitigated for any reason. At the same time though, experts like Kallman will 
often talk about a risk assessment that needs to be taken into account when weighing out these 
factors. Most experts are predicting that the final ruling from the FAA will not be as open as many 
other countries regulations already are, which means certain innovations will be developed 
outside the United States. The conversation around the risk we can and should accept when 
pursuing new technology will be a major point of contention this year. 

The fact is that the FAA has already received petitions for amendment of exemptions to do things 
like fly at night, fly over people not involved in the operation and other things that are not permit-
ted in the proposed rule. Many people feel if there were going to be no BLOS development in the 
next 10 years, the investment dollars would completely shrivel up. That’s the main reason there’s 
already a push to demonstrate to the FAA that it can be done safely and reliably. Because approval 
can take so long, starting the process for things like BLOS and nighttime flying this year is essential.

Anyone looking ahead to 2016 shouldn’t get too caught up around what’s not in the final ruling 
though, and instead focus on what is there. Having to secure a pilot’s license to fly a drone for 
commercial purposes has stopped plenty of companies from pursuing their options. Some 
companies have let go of contractors that were brought on specifically to help sort out this topic, 
while others never even bothered. With that hurdle eliminated, organizations will no longer have 
much of an excuse to not explore what drones can do for them. 

PREDICTION 2  

ROI AND DRONE SERVICES WILL TAKE CENTER STAGE

YOU DIDN’T HAVE TO LOOK too long or hard to find headlines that proclaimed 2015 to be 

“the year of the drone”. With the way drones became an obsession for many recreational 

flyers, it’s easy to see why they took on such mainstream popularity. Of course, flying a drone 

for recreational purposes is a far different endeavor than flying one for commercial purposes, 

and the differences are about more than money. They’re about who’s making money with 

drones, and who’s spending the money on them. 

With the FAA ruling set to redefine and clear up much of the confusion around what commercial 
operators can do, the impact that drones have on the bottom line will be a much bigger part of 
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the conversation. The ability to monetize a process and see an ROI are going to become of criti-
cal importance, regardless of whether someone is paying for drone services or providing them.

That distinction is also going to be an important one to keep an eye on, because there will be a 
big push by organizations to deal with UAV operations themselves as opposed to outsourcing 
those tasks to a service provider. For the past few years, most of the big companies have hired 
specialized drone service providers because they wanted to avoid liability and the FAA paper-
work, but the upcoming ruling will create the opportunity for them to bring things in-house 
and have better control over drone-related expenses and revenue. That shift will affect service 
providers in a number of ways.

Colin Snow is the CEO and founder of Drone Analyst, a research and consulting firm for the com-
mercial unmanned aerial systems industry. As a 25-year technology industry veteran, Snow has a 
unique understanding of how drones can and have changed things for professionals in various 
markets. He believes service providers are going to need to be especially cognizant of how this 
increased focus on ROI will impact the market.     

“Price makes a difference,” Snow mentioned. “When we get Part 107, there will be a downward 
pressure in pricing, considerably, because the barrier is lower. That lower barrier means we’re 
going to have a lot of new entrants, which won’t just be the manufacturers but also the service 
providers. In others words, if I don’t have to get a pilot’s license, my ability to set up shop is simply 
going to be based on passing a test, registering my drone, and that’s it. Then I’m in. The big thing 
is going to be the downward pressure of pricing and the need for differentiation. Service provid-
ers are going to have to differentiate themselves with their offerings.”         

How will service providers who offer UAV services differentiate themselves? Will they try to offer a 
better core service? Will they promise a quicker turnaround? Or slash their prices? That’s a devel-
opment which is going to be critical to monitor in 2016, and much of it will depend on the level 
of sophistication that these service providers are able to utilize and demonstrate. However, some 
don’t believe that level of sophistication is quite where it needs to be.

Lewis Graham has been involved with drones for years now, and unlike some enthusiasts, mak-
ing a profit with UAVs isn’t a bonus for him, it’s a necessity. As the President and Chief Technical 
Officer of GeoCue Corporation, he’s used drones to map mines, and has even provided that as a 
service to others. This has given him critical insight into how professionals can and are using the 
technology. 

Aerialtronics“ The big thing is going 
to be the downward 
pressure of pricing 
and the need for 
differentiation.”
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“A lot of people are jumping into this area because they love the technology but they don’t have 
a lot of familiarity with business,” Graham said about his experiences use drones for mapping. 
“They talk with potential clients, but they haven’t done their homework around ROI or what it 
takes to justify the investment. They can’t say, ‘here’s what it costs per acre’. They might go into 
details like crop health without much of an idea of how crop health is being performed today 
and how much it costs per acre, etc. We see a lot of that, but it’ll sort itself out over time.”   

While Graham doesn’t see 2016 as the year where monetization is completely figured out, he 
did acknowledge there are plenty of companies using UAVs in their day-to-day business who 
are already seeing a positive ROI. Those sorts of stories aren’t the ones making it into news cycles 
though. Nonetheless, the importance of how drones will impact a bottom line is a reality that 
service providers are going to have to deal with more and more this year, especially as compa-
nies look at their benchmarks.  

Many organizations benchmark themselves in their operations and in their procedures, and 
they’ll find their innovative competitors will have lower operating costs, due to the use of UAVs. 
They’ll see those numbers and see how far behind they are. Companies will have to embrace the 
technology, because otherwise they’ll see themselves being left behind in every sense.

The one rule of history is “follow the money”, and it’s true for this emerging drone market just like 
it‘s been true for every emerging market. The competition that will be created between service 
providers on account of the FAA ruling will mean companies have that many more options to 
see a positive ROI. Decisions around the best way to ensure UAVs are helping the bottom line 
won’t dominate headlines this year, but they will be among the biggest talking points between 
professionals who are involved on each side of the process.

PREDICTION 3  

NEW SENSOR TECHNOLOGY WILL CHANGE THE PARADIGM

IT’S NOT AN EXAGGERATION to say that drones are going to be able to do new and different 

things this year. Granted, you can say that about practically any burgeoning industry and 

especially about any technology which has this many people interested and involved, but 

it’s the way in which newly developed sensor technology will enable new approaches and 

capabilities that’s potentially revolutionary.  

Aerialtronics
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The fact is, UAVs have changed the paradigm, and we can look to the oil & gas industry to see 
those changes in a very real way. Many of those types of companies rely on putting humans 
into positions where they’re doing basic data collection or visual observation, which puts 
people in these very remote, far away, harsh arenas. Under these sorts of scenarios, they’re 
limited in the amount of time that they can put a human in the environment, so that means a 
lot of inspections have to be in the non-continuous range, and are more point-based inspec-
tions. Being able to instead do long-range monitoring with the new sensor based technology 
means they can keep people out of harm’s way, and even monitor and inspect areas that 
they’d never send a person into to begin with. Maybe those people have to be nearby for op-
eration and monitoring purposes, but they won’t have to actually be out there in those harsh 
conditions, and that’s a key difference.  

It’s not just about brand new capabilities, because even standard features like auto-pilot will 
soon be that much more powerful. High-tech but low-touch is the goal of many different 
UAV developers, and that’s going to be a standard we’ll see utilized for new features as well 
as older ones.

New sensor capabilities that are set to debut this year will give operators the ability to capture 
data that has never been able to be gathered in this way or even at all. That includes drones 
which utilize sense-and-avoid technology to help ensure they continue to gather specialized 
data in harsh or dangerous conditions, but there are plenty of other exciting developments 
right around the corner. 

Iain Allen has more than 25 years’ experience in the mining industry, and is currently Se-
nior Manager, GIS for Barrick Gold. His experience has allowed him to see and understand 
how UAVs have impacted the industry for the better. He’s used UAVs to create 3D models 
because by using drones, he gets the best data available without needing to worry about 
safety. The whole process is faster and easier when compared to traditional approaches, 
but such considerations are just part of the reason these new capabilities have really 
excited him. 

“I see thermal scanning as being a big one for us,” said Allen. “That will allow us to detect 
leaks in pipelines from the process plant. Some of the things we’re looking at are capabilities 
for detecting toxic gases, which we could make great use of. It ties back into the safety as-
pect of how we operate so people aren’t being put in danger. We’re also looking at a drone 
that can operate underground, and it’s designed to be able to bump into things without 
taking damage. It’s really exciting to see how the technology is enabling such innovative 
thinking.”   

These capabilities will even change the way things like emergency situations are handled. In 
emergency response situations, the event will often occur in inaccessible places when there 
isn’t any kind of infrastructure. Drones can be sent into these remote locations quickly to not 
only do the surveillance and monitoring, but to also create an actual communications infra-
structure. Drones can be used to very quickly set up a base of operation that is nothing more 
than network hubs for wireless communications which will give ground crews what they 
need to deal with the situation.  

The bottom line is that UAVs are going to get smarter in a noticeable way in 2016. Drones 
will continue to become much more sophisticated and handle more complicated tasks, and 
in turn require less from the operator. Software advances will help developers serve niche 
markets, which will enable them to satisfy requested capabilities. With commercial regulation 
eased, a lot more people are going to be using UAVs, allowing smaller companies to drive 
demand for their sensors, software, workflow, etc. That’s going to create value which we’ll see 
in a literal way this year.

“ It’s really exciting 
to see how the 
technology is 
enabling such 
innovative  
thinking.”
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PREDICTION 4  

WE’LL BEGIN TO THINK ABOUT SAFETY IN A WHOLE NEW WAY

WHETHER IT’S ON the White House lawn or the ski slopes of Italy, you’ll find no shortage of 

stories that showcase what can happen when operators are careless. Granted, recreational 

drone users cause the majority of these incidents, which just supports the assertion of many 

experts that the FAA should have applied the harsh stipulations to those users as opposed to 

commercial flyers.

Regardless, the need to keep the skies safe is a priority for everyone, and tools like AirMap give 
operators info they need to know, such as aeronautical charts and updates on FAA flight restric-
tions. Greg McNeal is the co-founder of AirMap, and the tool has changed people’s perceptions 
around safety and security when it comes to where they can be flying their drones. 

“Operating safely is an essential requirement for all operations, and we expect our current base of 
commercial users to dramatically expand in 2016,” McNeal said. “Whether those operators are pi-
loting the aircraft themselves, or relying on autonomy to guide their operations, both operational 
scenarios will require intelligence about the airspace in which the aircraft is operating, as well as 
communication links to other aircraft and stakeholders — AirMap provides all of those services 
to empower safe operations irrespective of whether they are commercial or consumer.” 

Being able to incorporate these sort of tools into awareness campaigns like “Know Before You 
Fly” has been an essential means to provide operators with the information and guidance they 
need to fly safely and responsibly. Founded by the Association for Unmanned Vehicle Systems 
International (AUVSI), the Academy of Model Aeronautics (AMA) and the Small UAV Coalition in 
partnership with the FAA, the campaign has already educated flyers in a direct manner and has 
helped make the skies safer. The relevancy of these sorts of campaigns to commercial operators 
is a point of discussion, but what’s undeniable is how such things can change our perception 
around what sort of info should be utilized by operators of all types. 

Additionally, UAS traffic management (UTM) systems will take us that much closer to a world 
where fliers will have and be expected to have knowledge about what’s happening in the 
airspace around them. These are systems that won’t just provide the flyer with information, but 
will allow them to interact with other flyers. The ability of these systems to enable safe airspace 

Aerialtronics

“ Whether those 
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piloting the aircraft 
themselves, 
or relying on 
autonomy to guide 
their operations, 
both operational 
scenarios will require 
intelligence about 
the airspace in 
which the aircraft is 
operating, as well as 
communication links 
to other aircraft and 
stakeholders.”

http://www.expouav.com


6 PREDICTIONS FOR 2016

www.expouav.com

Oct 31 - Nov 2, 2016
Las Vegas

9

operations by providing services such as airspace design, dynamic geofencing, congestion 
management and plenty more will bring us that much closer to a world where you can go out 
into the field and know exactly how far away another UAV is flying. It will allow operators to know 
where everyone in the air around them is at all times.

Technology like UTM has the ability to completely change the way we fly and even the way we 
look at the skies. Right now there’s a big safety concern about the involvement of crowds who 
aren’t participating with the actual drone operation, but with these sorts of advancements such 
concerns would be greatly minimized, especially if they directly lead to autonomous systems 
that will guide and control drone operations.   

With the requirement of having a pilot’s license soon to be eliminated, there will be that many 
more commercial flyers in the sky. For the most part, commercial flyers are professionals, and they 
usually have something at stake or risk, which inherently makes them more cautious about every-
thing they’re doing. Nevertheless, the importance and priority around safety needs to remain at 
the top of mind, even as the means to stay safe in the sky changes and evolves.    

PREDICTION 5  

THE HYPE WILL BE FULFILLED AND BUILT UPON 

WHETHER OR NOT 2015 was the “year of the drone” is debatable, because a quick search 

finds that 2013 and even 2010 were also dubbed with the same title. Admittedly, what we’re 

saying when we use the term “drone” today has a different meaning than it did in 2010 and 

even 2013, but the point here is that this technology hasn’t come out of nowhere. People 

across various industries have been aware of the potential that UAVs possess, and they’ve 

been considering how they can and should be using said advancements for some time now. 

Of course, the hype around what drones can and will be able to do for businesses has been 
going on for just as long. With sensational headlines that promise UAVs will be able to do every-
thing from fully automate your workflow to clean the floor, there’s been no shortage of manufac-
turers and service providers who will tell you that drones are all you need to solve every single 
problem you have. Luckily, 2016 is set to be the year when a much larger consensus of people 
can separate the hype from the reality for themselves. 

As an example, for a long time now organizations have been expecting they’ll be able to utilize 
autonomous UAVs to decrease the costs associated with surveillance responsibilities. Besides 
some ambiguous claims about the capabilities of a “fleet” of drones, nothing much has come 
from such claims. Now though, there’s a general consensus around automation and autono-
mous vehicles, whether that’s air, land or water. It involves moving certain tasks from a discreet, 
time-based activity set to a continuous, condition-based monitoring and surveillance. There are 
human beings setting up these systems and monitoring them, but they’ve enabled continuous 
surveillance coverage that is far more effective than spot coverage. It allows a monitor to see 
everything at once, which completely changes their situational awareness. 

New expectations around UAV technology aren’t just about the actual drones or their capabilities 
though. What can and should be done with the data drones are capturing has been a topic that’s 
been for the most part neglected and overlooked, and that’s something Baptiste Tripard is excit-
ed to see change this year. As the Manager of Business Development for SenseFly he’s aware of 
the shortcomings that organizations experience in terms of utilizing the data captured by UAVs, 
but he sees big changes on the horizon. 

“Many people have been focused on operating drones and limitations on where they can phys-
ically go with them, but it’s the data management that has been lacking,” Tripard explained. “For 

“ Software and 
cloud processing 
companies are 
developing 
algorithms and 
automations that 
can intelligently 
manage and process 
all this data, which 
will enable that part 
of the value chain to 
be developed locally 
and in the cloud.”
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instance, the actual mapping info that’s collected with a UAV might be 25% of a job. The 75% 
remaining is about being able to do something useful with the info and extracting what you really 
need from what’s been captured. Software and cloud processing companies are developing algo-
rithms and automations that can intelligently manage and process all this data, which will enable 
that part of the value chain to be developed locally and in the cloud. It will help everyone further 
realize that drones are just the tools we use to gather the information people really want and need.” 

That understanding will open the door for a different type of user pushing for these changes. It’s 
going to happen because surveyors, inspectors and others in those sorts of positions are going to 
be able to see how UAVs can impact the way they work and can push to utilize them, as opposed 
to that push coming from management. The information out there now isn’t just about what 
drones can do for a bottom line, it’s about how jobs can be augmented and made more powerful, 
which changes the standard around adoption. The model completely flips around when the peo-
ple using the tools are the ones who see the benefit and push for their implementation, and that 
all stems from them being able to actually see what kind of a difference they can make. 

The understanding that professionals have today around these tools is obviously indicative of a 
tremendous move forward, but what’s especially exciting is to see how this new way of thinking 
can and already is being passed onto the next generation. As a pilot, engineer and former mem-
ber of the Air Force Parachute team, Dyan Gibbens speaks from a place of experience when it 
comes to flight technology like few others can. She’s well aware of the technical capabilities that 
UAVs can and will possess, but what has her most excited about this year is seeing who’s going to 
be realizing them. 

“I look forward to see how drones impact students focused on Science, Technology, Engineering, 
and Mathematics (STEM),” Gibbens mentioned. “Last year, we started a drone camp at Rice Uni-
versity sponsored by BP, and we’ll support at least two this summer. Professionally we use drones 
to promote safety, efficiency, and the environment in the energy sector, and personally I love that 
we promote drones as the ideal STEM tool to excite middle schoolers. Through events like Drone 
Camp, we aim to help prepare the next generation for the jobs this industry will create, and also 
help them create their own jobs. At the camp, we saw students apply what they learned in group 
projects to a board of BP, Rice, Microsoft and Trumbull Unmanned, so it’s motivating to see them 
excited for tangible ways for engineering to solve the world’s problems.” 

A better understanding of UAV technology will open doors this year by creating new opportu-
nities for everyone. That means 2016 will be a pivotal year in terms of how people can and will 
be able to see the difference between what someone promises a drone can do and what they 
actually can do today and far into the future.

Aerialtronics
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PREDICTION 6  

JURISDICTIONAL HEADACHES ARE GOING TO COME TO THE 
FOREFRONT 

MANY EXPERTS HAVE TAKEN the FAA to task for their slow and seemingly harsh approach 

to regulation, but that’s not just a reaction to these restrictions. While most of the critics find 

fault in the limitations in and of themselves, they can point to many countries that have enact-

ed regulations that are far friendlier to commercial flyers. Certain countries already have given 

operators the freedom that still won’t be available when the FAA releases their final ruling. 

Different countries have different stipulations on what their citizens can and can’t do, and that’s 
been the reality since the dawn of civilization. What’s different today is how technology is im-
pacting the way countries are setting up these stipulations. Technology moves faster than legisla-
tion can ever dream possible, and some countries have embraced that reality, while others refuse 
to acknowledge it. With that being the case, how will true innovation develop in a place like the 
United States where everything seemingly needs to be tested and approved by various agencies 
and overseers before it can be utilized, especially when that degree of oversight and process isn’t 
happening in other places?

It’s a question I posed to Greg S. Walden, a senior counsel at Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld 
in Washington, DC, whose experience in aviation and government ethics is unmatched. As the 
former chief counsel of the FAA and someone who has taught aviation law at George Mason 
University School of Law since 1998, he’s uniquely qualified to discuss what current and future 
regulations means to operators and to the industry at large.
 
“You have to remember the FAA is used to dealing with a five or seven year certification process 
for a transport category aircraft, whereas some UAV companies are developing multiple different 
models over a period of a year or two, all at various levels of sophistication,” Walden explained. 
“For instance, in the time the FAA has approved a certificate of airworthiness in the experimental 
category for a particular UAV model, the applicant has developed several iterations beyond what 
was originally submitted. The industry is moving at such a brisk pace. You see some liberality in 
Europe and other countries you don’t see here, but it’s not about assigning blame. Ultimately 
I think the progress in Europe and elsewhere will help things along. If there’s an experience in 
Europe that provides data that can give the FAA the trust to authorize operations not permitted 
in the final sUAS rule this year, then that’s a great thing for everyone.”      

“ If there’s an 
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What other countries are doing will no doubt be something the FAA watches, but ultimately 
it seems the agency needs to develop a further sense of trust with the commercial industry 
as a whole, and with so many different priorities and agendas, that’s a tall order. Nonethe-
less, we’ve seen time and time again that laws and regulation aren’t going to slow down 
technology developments, which means the people making the rules need to understand 
what’s at stake and move forward with things as they are, rather than the way they’d ideally 
like them to be.  

Regulation isn’t just an issue we have to deal with on a national level though. Last year we saw 
an interesting development in terms of jurisdiction in the United States as some state and 
city authorities tried to enact their own laws to restrict or prohibit drone flight, which is not 
something the FAA is happy about. The FAA put out a fact sheet recently that basically said 
there are certain things they have authority over, and if a state or local government is thinking 
of intruding in their area, they should consult with the FAA. It was a kind way of saying that 
state and local governments have no right to enact such restrictions.

Luckily, UAV advocacy groups like AUVSI and the Small UAV Coalition have been fighting the 
good fight on this front. They’ve had some victories, including the California Governor vetoing 
a bill which looked to prohibit civilians from flying drones in various situations, but a larger 
and longer fight is probably unavoidable. There were countless instances of state and local 
governments enacting or trying to enact similar bans in 2015, and those numbers are only 
going to increase in 2016.

That’s not to claim UAV advocacy groups or any sensible flyer is trying to say that drones can 
and should be able to be flown anywhere and under any circumstance, or even that the FAA 
is the only authority operators need to take into consideration. State and local authorities do 
have the ability and authority to restrict certain usage. They can go after anyone who causes 
an accident or anyone who’s flying while intoxicated, but seeing these entities try to assert 
rights over the airspace is something different. Fighting in and out of court over the jurisdic-
tion of this airspace is something we’ll see happening all over the country in 2016. 

There’s no doubt that similar jurisdictional issues plague other countries where the law of the 
land is much more lenient, but that leniency is a way of showing people how they can and 
should be reacting to new developments like drones. In Europe they allow higher risk catego-
ries, and that alone has led to a wider acceptance and fewer unsubstantiated safety concerns. 
The only difference between the United States and many of these other countries is the densi-
ty and the airspace. In some areas they don’t have as many people operating in certain areas, 
and in some areas they have more. It’s not about the actual UAVs or who’s flying them, which 
makes the different approaches to legislation particularly discordant.    

Much of the argument around jurisdiction comes down to how risky you want to get and 
what you’re trying to do with the technology. The debate over how far we can and should be 
able to take those risks will be a major issue in 2016.     

Regardless of what happens in 2016, the legal, technological and logistical issues around 
being able to fly UAVs for commercial purposes are going to change and develop in ways 
that will alter the landscape. The experts quoted in this article are all working to ensure 
those developments are positive ones, but such outcomes are hard to predict. With legal 
restrictions in the US eased, many more opportunities will soon be available in various 
markets that are ripe for development, which mean’s there’s been no better time to get 
involved with drones.

The sky truly is the limit.  
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About Commercial UAV Expo

Commercial UAV Expo is a conference and exhibition exclusively focused on the 
commercial sUAS (small Unmanned AerialSystems) market for:

•  Surveying & Mapping
•  Civil Infrastructure
•  Process, Power & Utilities
•  Mining & Aggregates
•  Construction
•  Law Enforcement, Security & Emergency Response, Search & Rescue
•  Precision Agriculture

In the Conference Program, UAV industry experts share key insights into the issues large 
enterprise asset owners face when implementing UAS, including systems selection and 
integration; developing enterprise workflows, guidelines and policies; data management 
and integration; and legal, safety and regulatory considerations. Plenary sessions and panels 
cover topics of interest to all end-users regardless of industry while breakout sessions focus 
on UAV technology, applications and opportunities in the vertical markets listed above.

The international Exhibition includes airframe manufacturers, component suppliers, software 
suppliers and service companies.
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