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Honeywell recently unveiled its all-new Forge analytics platform, which is the 
next generation of its popular GoDirect portfolio of solutions. According to the 
company, Forge will evolve to include a suite of “state-of-the-art enhanced 
offerings, partner integrations, and a better user experience.”  
Read more beginning on page 52.
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T he Federal Aviation Administration wants 
to be able to identify and locate every 
drone flying if it weighs more than about 

a half-pound, and a newly proposed rule sets the stage 
for this to happen in the years ahead.

The agency wants to integrate drones into the national 
airspace system even though a lot of the small ones will 
be flying below 400 feet where few manned aircraft fly 
except near an airport. It has specified a requirement 
for remote identification so the agency and other parties 
can track the air vehicle’s location and registration 
information. The rule calls not only for the collection of 
data such as identity, location and altitude of 
the air vehicle and the location of its control 
station on the ground but also the storage of 
this data. 

The FAA released its proposed rule in 
December 2019 as one of its key initiatives 
to integrate these new types of air vehicles 
flying in the national airspace system for 
either recreational or commercial purposes. 
Remote ID is seen as a prerequisite for the 
FAA to allow commercial drones to fly 
beyond visual line of sight or over people on a 
routine basis without waivers. 

The FAA has completed the comment 
period for its remote identification notice of 
proposed rulemaking, and the regulations proposed have 
stirred up a controversy. It received more than 53,000 
comments on the proposed rule. The agency said this is 
“well above normal,” but it can’t say whether this is the 
most comments ever received on a rule. The comment 
period closed March 2 with no extension to the deadline, 
though many associations including the Experimental 
Aircraft Association and the Aircraft Owners and Pilots 
Association and companies in the drone industry had 
requested more time to respond.

There is considerable opposition to what the rule, 
as proposed, will do to model aircraft enthusiasts who 
have been operating radio-controlled aircraft safely 
in specified areas run by clubs for 80 years. New 
rules make it harder for clubs to get these controlled 
flight areas approved and renewed. This is seen as a 
real problem by both the EAA and AOPA, but they do 
not object to the concept of having a way to remotely 
identify and locate drones in the sky. However, they do 
not want to single out model aircraft clubs for tighter 

control. The EAA is keen to protect model aircraft 
hobbyists because they build their own aircraft as EAA 
members do for manned aviation. The skill sets spill 
over from one arena to the next, and many who become 
private pilots or pursue careers in aviation get their start 
in model aeronautics.

Neil Armstrong, the first astronaut to walk on the 
moon in 1969, said years later that model aircraft kindled 
his interest in aviation. Armstrong first asked his mother 
to buy him a model aircraft when he was 3 years old, 
and by the time he was 11, he was building all sorts of 
model aircraft using glue and balsa wood, a passion he 

shared with another youngster named John Glenn, later 
an astronaut who would be the first to orbit the earth in a 
Mercury space capsule. 

As a kid, Armstrong would take parts of several 
model aircraft kits to come up with a custom design 
of his own. Later, as a college student, he built model 
aircraft at Purdue University while pursuing a degree 
in aeronautics and also with a group of like-minded 
aviators in the Navy. “My model building and flying 
activities significantly contributed to my interest in 
aeronautics and was a primary force in directing my 
education toward aeronautical engineering,” Armstrong 
wrote to a friend in later years. Another astronaut who 
was involved in model aviation is Robert “Hoot” Gibson, 
and he now flies high-performance aircraft at the Reno 
Air Races.

Remote ID as defined for drones by the FAA is about 
more than just the identification of the air vehicle. The 

 Continued on following page  

DJI’s Mavic Mini 
drone, weighing 249 
grams, does not need 
to be registered for 
recreational flying. 
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FAA also wants to know its location, who is flying it 
and where the remote operator is located on the ground. 

This information will be shared initially with private 
unmanned support services companies allowed by 
the FAA to support flight planning and tracking of 
drone operations. Think of these as private air traffic 
control outfits that will share tracking information 
among themselves and with the FAA. The data will 
also go to the Department of Defense, the Department 
of Homeland Security and law enforcement agencies. 
Since there are more than 1 million recreational drones 
registered in the United States and more than 440,000 
commercial drones, there will be plenty of air vehicles 
to monitor. According to the FAA last year, the number 
of commercial drones could triple by 2023 though the 
growth of recreational air vehicles was slowing.

The FAA does not envision sending all the data on 
drones being tracked to air traffic controllers so it can 
be displayed on their screens in towers, terminal radar 
approach control facilities and air route air traffic 
control centers. The number of drone targets that could 
appear on a screen could overwhelm a controller’s 
capacity to absorb information. There are about 5,000 
manned aircraft in the air over the United States on a 
typical day, and there could be several times that many 
drones flying over just the Los Angeles basin at the 
same time. 

The FAA does have a way already to make sure that 
drones are operating safely near airports without having 
the drone pilot contact the tower. The low altitude 
authorization and notification capability allows a drone 
operator to automatically obtain an authorization to 
operate in controlled airspace near an airport. There are 
still, however, many issues to be worked out on how 
operations with commercial drones and manned aircraft 
together above 400 feet will be handled on a large 
scale. 

One of the big drivers behind the remote ID rule 
is the need for the FAA and federal and local law 
enforcement agencies to deal with drones that are 
being operated in an unsafe manner or ones that pose 
security threats. There are many clueless, careless and 
even a few criminal operators of drones (for example, 
smugglers on the southern border). The FAA and the 
aviation industry have been working together to educate 
the uninformed drone operators about the rules of the 
road and what airspace they need to avoid altogether 

such as flying over nuclear power plants or restricted 
military bases. 

The Association for Unmanned Vehicle Systems 
International and the Academy of Model Aeronautics 
have partnered with the FAA to set up the Know Before 
You Fly website to educate prospective drone operators 
about the safe and responsible operations.

The remote ID rule applies to drones that weigh 
.55 pounds (250 grams) or more and includes almost 
all recreational and commercial drones. However, 
DJI, a Chinese company that sells about 70% of all 
drones flying in the United States, has made a drone 
weighing 249 grams that does not need to be registered 
for recreational flying. The Mavic Mini drone carries 
a camera that can shoot video or 12-megapixel still 
photographs. The $400 quadcopter’s four arms fold up 
so it can fit into a compact carrying case. 

A remote ID message will be transmitted from 
the drone over the internet or broadcast over a radio 
frequency depending on the type of operation as 
defined by the FAA proposed rule. One category of 
operations would be permitted using only the internet to 
connect if the drone is operating below 400 feet within 
visual line of sight of the operator. Two years after the 
rule takes effect, drone manufacturers would have to 
include a self-test, so if remote ID is not working, the 
drone would not be able to take off. And it would not 
be possible for the operator to turn off the remote ID 
function. The FAA maintains that part of the existing 
fleet of drones could be easily and inexpensively 
retrofitted to comply with remote ID requirements. 

The FAA has not said how soon it will publish a 
final rule or when it will take effect. Two years after 
the final rule is published, any drone sold in the United 
States would have to comply with the regulation, and 
three years after that, all drones would have to comply 
regardless of when they were purchased. 

Amit Ganjoo, the founder and chief executive 
officer of ANRA Technologies, a supplier of unmanned 
aircraft system traffic management systems used by 
many companies and government organizations, said 
the proposed rule “is a good starting point but it is not 
perfect.” He thinks there are ways that model aircraft 
and recreational drone users can be included in the 
ecosystem without adding so much of a regulatory 
burden that might kill this type of activity. 

Ganjoo says a drone will provide its GPS data and 
identity to the internet via remote ID using Wi-Fi or 
Bluetooth. A citizen who sees a drone flying over his 
house will be able to identify it using a cellphone, but 

UNKNOWN DRONE
Continued from page 33
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“IT IS SO BAD THAT IT 
WILL ELIMINATE THIS 
PIPELINE PRODUCING 
PILOTS, ASTRONAUTS, 
AERONAUTICAL 
ENGINEERS, A&P 
MECHANICS, AND  
SO FORTH.  
GENERAL AVIATION 
BENEFITS FROM 
THIS HOBBY.”

 Continued on following page

not everyone will be able to see the details on who is 
flying the drone and where the remote operator is on the 
ground. The FAA, law enforcement agencies and federal 
security agencies will be able to retrieve this level of 
data. 

“Our concerns are fundamentally the impact of a 
one-size-fits-all approach as it pertains to legacy model 
aircraft operations,” said Sean Eliot, vice president of 
advocacy and safety for the EAA.

The EAA sees radio control, control line and free flight 
flying as a pathway for young people into manned flight 
or careers in aviation. “This could catastrophically affect 
model aircraft fixed sites and pop up events and flying 
contests,” he said. “We certainly advocate for a better 
differentiation that helps preserve and protect the legacy 
side of model aircraft flying.”

The Academy of Model Aeronautics has nearly 
200,000 members in 2,500 clubs in the United States 
and stages about 2,000 competitive events every year. 
Mark A. Radcliff is district III vice president, overseeing 
about 15,000 members in Ohio, Pennsylvania and West 
Virginia. He has been flying model aircraft since he was 
5 years old, and recently he became a private pilot to 
make it easier for him to get to club events in his district 
from his base in Saint Marys, West Virginia. It has been 
a dream of his for quite a while to become a private pilot, 
and now that he is 65, he is glad he made it. “Full-scale 
aviation is so expensive, and model aviation helps keep 
the flame alive,” he said.

Radcliff has earned his stripes in model aviation with 

his enthusiasm for radio control aerobatics leading him 
to compete on four U.S. aerobatic teams in the 1970s 
and 1980s flying in world championships in Switzerland, 
America, South Africa and Mexico. He said clubs need 
to operate their fixed sites at altitudes up to 2,000 feet 
to handle aerobatic competitions, model jet aircraft and 
gliders, but the government increasingly wants the clubs 
to operate only at 400 feet and below. 

He said the remote ID rule will curtail the hobby, 
making it harder for clubs to get flying areas approved 
and renewed. “It is so bad that it will eliminate this 
pipeline producing pilots, astronauts, aeronautical 
engineers, A&P mechanics, and so forth,” he said. 
“General aviation benefits from this hobby.”

Another aspect of the remote ID rule he finds annoying 
is that he will have to register each of his 40 model 
aircraft he owns individually with the FAA at a cost of 
$5 each. He thinks this is a “financially crazy” way for 
the government to make money. And that doesn’t count 
the remote ID electronics he might have to purchase and 
retrofit on his fleet of model aircraft assuming they are 
capable of using the equipment. “Our hobby has been 
safe for 80 years, but the government is punishing us 
along with the clueless people (drone operators who 
don’t know or follow the rules),” he noted. Radcliff said 
that he has nothing against drones if they are operated 
safely, and he flies a highly automated DJI Phantom 3 to 
shoot video from the air. 

MARK A. RADCLIFF,  
the district III vice president 
of the Academy of Model 
Aeronautics, about the  
remote ID rule.
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Tyler Dobbs, who is director of government affairs 
for the AMA, said some of the people he talks to at 
general aviation manufacturers worry that the FAA’s 
demanding certification and equipage requirements for 
drones could migrate into the world of experimental 
and ultralight aircraft. 

One Aircraft Electronics Association member who 
has flown model aircraft didn’t get his start in the 
hobby until he was in his late 30s when a relative 
taught him how to fly these aircraft. Brad Hayden, 
president and chief executive officer of Robotic Skies, 
is helping avionics repair shops set up to work on large 
drones such as Acecore Technologies Neo with eight 
rotors. With a maximum takeoff weight of about 20 
pounds, the professional class drone can lift a payload 
of about 10 pounds. Hayden does not see repair shops 
working on air vehicles smaller than this. 

“I do believe model aircraft are a great gateway to 
get people into manned aviation,” Hayden said. Mason 
Hutchison agrees with him, and if it weren’t for model 
aircraft, he would never have landed his dream job as 
an aerospace engineer at Scaled Composites. 

Hutchison started flying model aircraft at age 8, 
which was his only path into aviation growing up in 
New Mexico. He also flew gliders and managed to 
get his pilot private certificate. He couldn’t afford to 
go out of state for college, and New Mexico Tech, a 
mining school, had no aerospace engineering courses. 
So he got a degree in mechanical engineering. 

After getting a few years of work experience, he 
decided to apply to Scaled Composites as it was setting 
new records in aviation. Hutchison sent in a new 
application every month. In fact, he applied 56 times. 
“I would sweep the floors at that place if I could get a 
job there,” he said. 

He knew that he was good at designing model 
aircraft and that he would be good at designing 
big ones. Really big ones. He showed up for his 
interview with a photo of every model aircraft he had 
ever designed. It turns out Burt Rutan, the founder 
of Scaled Composites, is also an avid fan of model 
aircraft and started flying them at age 8. 

A few years after joining Scaled, Hutchison became 
the leader of the team designing the landing gear for 
White Knight Two, the four-engine, twin-fuselage 

aircraft that carries SpaceShipTwo to its launch 
altitude. Then he became the lead flight control 
engineer for an even bigger aircraft, the six-engine, 
twin-fuselage Stratolaunch, which has a longer 
wingspan than a 747 or an Airbus A380. The aircraft 
may soon be carrying a hypersonic vehicle to its 
launch altitude. 

Now in middle age, Hutchison has arrived where 
he wanted to be in aviation. Today, students studying 
to become avionics technicians are getting exposed to 
recreational and commercial drone operations. 

Plenty of students at AEA member Spartan College 
of Aeronautics and Technology in Tulsa, Oklahoma, 
are interested enough in drones to take a class in the 
subject at the school. Avionics instructor Prentice 
Shew, a pilot of drones and model aircraft, introduces 
them to the uses and misuses of small drones. He 
teaches them how to fly on a drone flight simulator and 
shows them videos of what not to do. One video shows 
a drone that flies too high up to 3,000 feet above the 
clouds, loses power as the battery drains and crashes 
into some trees in a park. 

“We teach them what they are supposed to do so 
they can properly fly drones within legal boundaries,” 
Prentice said. He fills them in on Part 107, which 
governs the use of small (less than 55 pounds) 
unmanned aircraft systems (drones) for other than 
recreational or hobby use. Some students take the Part 
107 knowledge exam, which is required every two 
years to fly small drones to shoot video for pay. 

Prentice introduces them to ways to make money 
by flying drones to take videos of houses for the real 
estate market or to take videos of an outdoor wedding. 
A student can make $2,000 in a weekend filming a 
wedding, but that also includes editing the video.

Drones are being used in agriculture to keep track of 
cows and pinging on a Fitbit type of device to check on 
the animals’ vital signs. And drones are used by utility 
and oil companies to make video inspections of facilities 
and pipelines. Construction companies are also using 
drones to monitor progress on new buildings. Shew 
shows his students how to set up a series of waypoints so 
a drone can capture video from the exact same angles on 
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The FAA will permit all sorts of commercial and 
recreational uses as long as the drone operators follow 
the rules. And once remote ID is up and running, the 
agency will know who is operating the drone and there 
may be consequences for not following the rules. �

UNKNOWN DRONE
Continued from page 35


