
H
AVING THE LATEST AND GREATEST in 
toys is vital on superyachts. A drone, or 
remotely piloted aircraft system (RPAS) 
if you live in Europe and Unmanned 

Aerial System (UAS) or sUAS for small Unmanned 
Aerial System if you live in the U.S., is becoming 
the next “must have” for many operations. Drones 
can take pictures or videos of your charterers 
without intruding on their fun; drones can inspect 
the mast or superstructure of a large yacht with-
out sending a man aloft. Larger drones can carry 
life jackets to struggling swimmers without taking 
the time to launch a tender, or they can check out 
a potential mooring area before the yacht arrives 
at a desired cove or location.

In Europe, drones are being test flown from Malta as 
surveillance platforms to watch over pollution, search 
and rescue operations, and the flow of migrants from 
Africa. While yacht operators are not likely to take part 
in such operations, they may encounter drones or fly 
their own. When flying drones from a yacht, you need 
to be aware of the rules and regulations governing their 
use in the country of operation; they do differ. 

The Drone Market 
In America, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) 
estimates that in 2015 the sUAS market was on track 
to expand by 1.9 million drones in 2016, with more 
than 600,000 of those drones operating commercially. 
According to the FAA report, the market is expected to 
grow by 23 percent per year for the next five years with 
around 20 million drones flying by 2020.

In a recent white paper, the European Union esti-
mates the drone market is a $5.2 billion market, which 
will create new jobs (more than 100,000 in America 
in 10 years and more than 150,000 in Europe.) The 
market itself will expand to $11.2 billion in about 10 
years. According to the white paper, there are cur-
rently 1,708 different drones available from 471 manu-
facturers worldwide. 

The uses to which drones are employed also have 
expanded dramatically. When they were first used, 
they were considered little more than a fad and were 
used for taking fun pictures, but now they are used 
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by farmers to check crops, building personnel to check 
building exteriors, bridge inspectors, search and res-
cue authorities, fire departments, and even by customs 
inspectors viewing ships entering a port.

Along with the expansion in usage has come a 
renewed interest from governments who have been 
alerted to the potential of small drones by intrusions 
onto the White House lawn, flights into restricted 
airspace around wildfires, close encounters by com-
mercial aircraft, and the potential for terrorist use. 
In turn, this has led to the division of drone opera-
tions into two categories — commercial and non-
commercial — with different regulations for each. 
Taking photos of guests (with their permission) and 
gifting them the video or stills is considered a non-
commercial operation. Getting paid for taking those 
pictures constitutes a commercial operation, although 
being paid for editing the pictures and giving them to 
guests is non-commercial. Commercial drone opera-
tors are required to have a regular pilot’s license, but 
many commercial operators are getting around this 
by obtaining a ballooning license, which costs under 
a hundred dollars.

Non-commercial Drones in the U.S.
In America, the FAA has revised its rules and as of 
December 21, 2015, owners of drones that weigh more 
than .55 pounds and less than 55 pounds must be a 
U.S. citizen or permanent resident older than 13 years 
of age, and registered. Once the owner is registered, he 
may own several drones. The process is simple, takes 
no more than five minutes, and costs $5. But it must be 
done, or you stand to lose your drone and be fined. To 
register a drone, visit www.faa.gov/uas/registration.

Drones must not be flown higher than 400 feet and 
must remain within the operator’s visual line of sight. 
They cannot interfere with the operation of a manned 
aircraft and may not be operated within five miles of 

an airport or air traffic control tower without prior 
notice of the operation. If a drone is to be flown within 
five miles of an airport from a permanent location, 
the operator and airport authorities should establish a 
mutually agreed upon operating procedure.

The drone must be flown for hobby or recreational 
use. If you wish to fly your drone commercially, you 
will operate under a different set of rules and will need 
an FAA pilot’s license. Check out www.faa.gov/uas for 
more details.

UK Operations
In Britain, the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) has 
developed a paper on drones, CAP 722, now in its 
sixth edition and 165 pages in length. It defines a Small 
Unmanned Aircraft (SUA) as weighing less than seven 
kilograms (about 15.4 pounds), an unmanned aircraft 
as between seven and 20 kilograms (15.4 pounds to 44 
pounds), a light UAS as weighing between 20 and 150 
kilograms (44 to 330 pounds), and a UAS as weighing 
more than 150 kilograms (330 pounds). All of these 
aircraft must meet the same operational standards as 

LEARNING TO FLY 
Strangely enough, cell phone technology has hugely enhanced drone operations. You can download an app 
to view what your drone sees when you’re flying. By setting your smartphone on a clip on your control panel, 
you can easily see when to take a picture. But before that, you need to learn to remotely pilot your drone.

You can learn to fly one of the newer drones in about 10 minutes. It’s that easy, but as Chris Williams, 
owner of Cloud City Drones in Providence, Rhode Island, points out, “There is a fear factor that inhibits people 
from learning to fly. That fear factor comes from being afraid that you’re going to crash your new drone.” 

The truth is, you may well crash it, so start by flying the drone on a lawn where there are few trees and no 
rocks. You can also take the propellers off and get used to the controls before your first flight. Once you have 
a feel for the controls, put the props on and take off. 

Your drone will head skywards but you can ease off on the altitude button and let it hover for a few sec-
onds. Now move it left to right and right to left to get a feel for how it moves. Move it forwards and backwards; 
try each control separately until you feel you can operate two controls at once. Always keep the green battery 
lights toward you so that you can easily see the state of charge. 

The Poseidron by Sincratech Aeronautics can 
transport a dinghy and deploy it.
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manned aircraft, and any UA weighing more than 20 
kilograms requires registration. 

Operators of SUAs must operate their drone within 
500 meters horizontally and no higher than 400 feet 
vertically as well as within Visual Line of Sight (VLOS). 
The operator must have liability and accident insur-
ance and will need to apply for permission to operate 
in congested areas (densely populated areas or where 
the operation might put people at risk). Drones may not 
fly within 150 meters of open-air assemblies of more 
than 1,000 people without special permission unless 
the people being photographed elect to participate or 
not participate in the flight operation, understand the 
risk, and did not have restrictions placed on them if 
they opted out of participating. 

Of particular interest to yacht crew is the require-
ment that drones may not be flown within 50 meters 
of persons, vehicles, vessels, and property unless that 
property is controlled by the operator. 

EU Operations 
The European Union sees the drone market as huge, 
with items such as bridge and building inspection, 
crop and field analysis, border and migrant control, 
and even coastal erosion as just a few of the potential 
uses, and virtually all countries are now delineating 
professional and amateur usage with different regula-
tions for both.

At this time, the EU suggests that country rules should 
be enforced while EU committees develop an overrid-
ing set of rules. The current situation is such that the 
EU has written a technical paper (www.easa.europa.eu/
document-library/opinions/opinion-technical-nature), 
but does not enforce regulations.

Operations in Australia
Non-commercial operations have certain restrictions 
similar to those in other countries, such as operators 
must keep the drone below 400 feet (120 meters), must 
operate in uncontrolled (class G) airspace, must be more 
than three nautical miles (5.5 kilometers) from an aero-
drome or helipad, must be more than 30 meters away 
from other people in a non-populous area, and must be 
flown within line of sight of the operator at all times. 
Details are found at www.casa.gov.au/aircraft/landing-
page/remotely-piloted-aircraft-system.

Drones are here to stay and while regulations are 
not quite fixed in most countries, any operator should 
use common sense when flying and stay below 400 
feet, away from airports, and avoid flying over people. 
Other than that, drones provide an enjoyable bird’s eye 
view of the world. DW

DJI Phantom 
4 (left); Splash 
drone (bottom)

SMART DRONES 
The most popular drone today is the Phantom, manufactured by the Chinese com-
pany DJI. Phantoms are priced from around $500 up to several thousand dollars 
for the larger ones. The latest Phantom 4 (P4) costs around $1,300 to $1,500 and 
is far more advanced than earlier versions. For example, the P4 can fly directly at 
a wall, and its collision avoidance system will stop it a few feet from it. (A terrific 
factor if you are afraid of dinging the yacht’s paintwork when bringing the drone 
in from a flight.) 

In a demonstration inside the Cloud City Drones store in Providence, Rhode 
Island, storeowner Chris Williams flew the drone directly at a wall and it stopped 
about three feet away. (However, the collision avoidance system only looks for-
ward, so you can fly into the wall going backwards.) Williams demonstrated how 
the sport version can fly at speeds up to 45 miles per hour by tilting forward, but 
when it flies at that speed, the collision avoidance system is turned off. In addition, 
the drone has a push button return-to-takeoff location should the battery begin to 
run low. It should be pointed out, however, that returning to the takeoff location 
might be a problem if the yacht is moving. 

As for the camera on the Phantom 4, “It has an ultra-stable gimbal with a mag-
nesium core to keep the weight low and allow vibration free images,” Williams 
says. “Another neat feature is the Follow-and-Fly feature. Simply point the camera 
at a central location and push a button and the drone will fly in a circle around that 
point, taking pictures as it goes.”

David Carmichael, president of Brownies YachtDiver, uses and sells the Splash 
drone. “We have sold many of them to yacht owners and captains who use them 
for a variety of things,” he says. “Some of our fishing charter customers use them to 
spot fish far ahead of the boat, some drop a chum bag away from the boat to entice 
fish to come closer. Our users find many other innovative ways to use drones.” But 
Carmichael adds, “You have to be careful where you use them, preferably not in 
high-density areas.” 

Splash drones can land on water and take off from the water and can carry up 
to a pound of camera or other gear. “In The Bahamas where the waters are clear, 
we can actually land the drone on the water and look down at the bottom rather 
like looking through a glass-bottomed bucket,” Carmichael says. “That makes it a 
great tool for finding good fishing or diving spots.”
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ADVANCED DRONES
For higher quality pictures, larger drones are more stable and more controllable and typically have two separate channels (known as team operation), one 
for vehicle control and one for camera control. Typically, one person will operate the drone and another person will operate the camera. Yuneec Typhoon 
and the DJI Inspire drones are both larger drones that allow team operation. 

The Yuneec Typhoon
The six-rotor Yuneec Typhoon can operate up to a mile away from the operator 
and establishes a 26-foot circle around the operator to prevent flying into the 
user. It has retractable landing gear, which keeps the gear out of the picture and 
it can be folded up for easy transport. The CGO3 camera is unique to Yuneec 
(couldn’t resist that one!) and delivers 12-megapixel, 720-dpi image 
to your monitor. It also has a safety feature that stops it from flying 
in No-Fly zones such as near an airport. With a flight time of about 25 
minutes and a cost of around $2,500, the GPS-guided Yuneec drone can 
return to its base before power runs out. www.yuneec.com

The DJI Inspire
The Corporate Communications Director for DJI, Adam Lisberg, suggests that 
the four-rotor DJI Inspire drone might the best possible drone for use aboard a 
yacht. The Inspire has an 18-minute flight time and can range up to two kilome-
ters from the yacht. It has a 12-megapixel, image-stabilized camera and 4K video 
ability with dual operator control. With the screen mounted on your controller, 
you can see exactly what the drone sees at any flight stage. With the Inspire, 
you’re able to view a live map in the screen’s corner, which shows the drone’s 

location at all times. Also on the screen is a battery monitor illuminating exactly 
how much battery power is remaining; when it runs low, you simply push a but-
ton and the drone returns to its starting location. www.dji.com 

 DOCKWALK.COM  JULY 2016 51


	DW_July16_047
	DW_July16_048
	DW_July16_050
	DW_July16_dig_051

