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While the Federal Aviation Admin-
istration works out what commercial 
operations may fly unmanned air 
vehicles in U.S. airspace, companies 
around the globe are using UAS to 
take photos and videos of all sorts 
of things, from leaky office building 
roofs in Canada to sporting events 
in Australia.
 However, some Americans 
without a certificate of authoriza-
tion or FAA exemption are still flying 
their unmanned aircraft — outside 
the United States. A University of 
Maryland professor flies UAS with 
infrared video in southern Africa to 
help protect endangered wildlife from 
poachers, while a small Florida com-
pany uses its mini-helicopters to take 
photos and video of Central American 
banana crops for one of the largest 
U.S. food and produce companies.
 But north of the 49th paral-
lel, where commercial UAS flight is 
less restricted, dozens of Canadian 
companies are using small UAS to 
shoot video and still photos for the 
lumber, mining, farming and real 
estate industries.

uuu

Photographers have been using small 
UAS to capture close up images of 
migrating African wildlife, but Mary-
land’s Dr. Thomas Snitch flies UAS 
equipped with night-vision cameras 
to help hunt the people who illegally 
hunt elephants and rhinos for their 
highly valuable tusks and horns. In 
2013, more than 25,000 elephants 
were killed in Africa.
 Using satellite data, complex 
algorithms and what he calls “exquisite 
mathematics,” Snitch and his team 
at Maryland’s Institute for Advanced 
Computer Studies have created the 
world’s first comprehensive analytical 
model for the behavior of poachers. 
Snitch, whose doctorate is in interna-
tional economics, says he started using 
UAS to help make the mathematical 
case that animals — and therefore the 
poachers who stalk them — do not 
move in a random pattern.
 Over the last two years he and 
his team have flown battery-powered 
fixed-wing UAVs — first Falcon Un-
manned’s Falcon UAV and now UAV 
Solutions’ Talon 120 — archiving 
thousands of hours of video. 
 “We can predict pretty well where 
a rhino or an elephant will be at 
night,” Snitch says. Recently the hand-
launched UAVs, which use a para-
chute for recovery at night, have flown 
along the perimeter of South Africa’s 
vast Kruger National Park near the 
Mozambique border. With infrared, 
Snitch says, even when the stars are 
invisible on moonless, cloudy nights, 
“people walking across the savannah 
light up like Christmas trees.” 
 With that predictive data, the 
Talon 120 can fly directly to where 
the big animals are likely to be, 
spot them easily with infrared and 

UAS Taking Fun Photos in U.S.,  
Profitable Ones Overseas
By John M. Doyle

Despite the FAA’s ban on  
commercial UAV flights until 
rules are promulgated, some 
businesses are still using 
small unmanned aircraft to 
take photos and video to en-
hance their services, like this 
luxury home photographed 
by a small UAS operator for 
real estate listings.

     MARCH 2015  |  UNMANNED SYSTEMS  |  23



relay GPS coordinates back to base. 
Snitch’s team can then direct park 
rangers to the area and advise how 
close any potential poachers are. The 
key to protecting the animals is not 
how fast or how far the UAS can fly, 
“but how fast the rangers can get 
there,” Snitch says.

uuu

The FAA is slowly allowing a few 
companies in some industries to fly 
UAS for commercial purposes, but in 
several foreign countries, authorities 
regulate with a lighter touch. Trans-
port Canada allows commercial UAV 
flights, as long as the individual or 
company obtains a special flight cer-
tificate that lists the times, dates and 
areas where flights will be. Several 
companies are flying Canadian-
made Aeryon Labs quadcopters in 

cities, out in the prairie provinces 
and over the dense forests along the 
Pacific Coast. 
 Toronto-based Industrial Sky-
works uses its Aeryon Sky Ranger to 
inspect the roofs and exterior walls 
of commercial office buildings to 
uncover problems like energy loss or 
water penetration. 
 “Roofing is about the third-most 
dangerous industry,” says Michael 
Cohen, the company’s president. In 
the past, roofers had to walk roofs 
cluttered with vents, pipes and other 
obstructions at night while looking 
down at handheld thermographic 
cameras to spot problems. 
 With partner TREMCO, a 
roofing and maintenance company, 
Industrial Skyworks uses UAS to 
scan the roofs and sides of com-

mercial buildings, taking hundreds 
of high-resolution and IR photos 
and video images. A cloud-based ap-
plication combines all the data into 
interactive 2-D and 3-D models 
to identify problems. Customers 
include school boards, real estate 
trusts and building owners.
 Farther west, near Calgary, Civil 
Works Consulting focuses mainly on 
aerial photos for mines, gravel pits 
and construction projects. But in 
2013, owner Les Klein was called to 
neighboring Saskatchewan Province 
to help find a potential archaeological 
site in a farm field: a long gone 1885 
military outpost. His Scout quad-
copter flew a tight survey grid at 164 
feet (50 meters) for about four hours, 
allowing archaeologists to get an 
aerial view in real time, and develop 
a stitched-together high-resolution 
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An interactive 2-D model based 

on high-resolution photos and IR 

imagery of building roof taken  

by a quadcopter operated by  

Toronto’s Industrial Skyworks. 
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compilation of overlapping photos, 
known as an orthomosaic. 
 “They actually found some 
discoloration in the soil,” not visible 
at ground level and knew where to 
plant their ground-penetrating radar, 
Klein says. 
 At Nanaimo, British Columbia, 
on Canada’s Pacific Coast, Integrated 
Information Systems Ltd. started out 
as a data analytics company supply-
ing geographic information services 
to the forestry, mining and fishing 
industries. But company President 
John Ziemanski realized he could add 
value to the data with aerial photos 
and videos using a UAS. 
 “Anybody can capture video 
[with a UAS], but that’s not really our 
forte,” says Ziemanski. Instead, his 
company also creates an orthomosaic 
from still photos.
 “We can’t totally replace the air-
plane, because they can cover a large 
area,” Ziemanski says, but his Scout 
and Sky Ranger quadcopters can “get 
in there nice and close and tight.” 

They are also cheaper than manned 
aircraft. He says local engineers are 
excited about using his Scout quad-
copters to vet some dams in the area 
with high-res imagery.   
 In Australia, the Civil Aviation 
Safety Authority allows commercial 
interests to fly UAS, but only if the 
aircraft’s pilot has an operator’s cer-
tificate showing thy can operate the 
UAS safely and that they know the 
rules of the air. Commercial drone 
operators also must also file a flight 
plan and submit operators certifica-
tion documentation.
 But not all countries are willing 
to open their airspace to UAS. In 
India, where drones were used briefly 
to take aerial photos of famously large 
wedding parties or deliver pizza, New 
Delhi issued a ban on all nongovern-
ment UAS use last October.

uuu

Hundreds of businesses — big and 
small — were starting to use UAV 
aerial photography to enhance their 
services, like photographers, litigators 

and real estate brokers. That all ended 
when the FAA reiterated its ban on all 
commercial UAS traffic until it pro-
mulgates rules for widespread drone 
flights in the national airspace.
 Or did it? Some entrepreneurs 
saw the vacuum this created as an 
opportunity — like a young South-
ern California man, who flew a DJI 
Phantom II he purchased off the 
shelf, to take breathtaking video of 
luxury homes. One house he pho-
tographed sold two and a half weeks 
after the real estate agent began show-
ing the video to out-of-town buyers. 
“Clearly it’s a very valuable marketing 
tool,” he says, speaking on condition 
of anonymity. 
 Using a GoPro camera, he’s taken 
stunning video footage not only 
above some high-priced California 
real estate but also at near-ground lev-
el, giving the prospective home buyer 
the sense of walking the grounds of a 
luxury estate. He’s also video recorded 
an outdoor wedding reception, but 
acknowledged the UAS was too loud 
to film the ceremony.  Ph
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 Aware that he’s flouting FAA 
restrictions, he hopes to move from 
UAS photography to still and video 
imagery with a larger company — 
until the FAA says it is OK to get 
paid for his aerial work.
 In Orlando, Florida, Elevated 
Horizons is waiting for the FAA to al-
low UAS survey flights over industrial 
farms. The tiny company is working 
with Florida International Univer-
sity researchers to see how UAS can 
improve agricultural methods like 
crop monitoring for disease. President 
Ty Rozier says many Florida fruit and 
vegetable farmers would like to use 
Elevated Horizons’ Agri6 mini-heli-

copters to keep better track of their 
acreage, but that door remains closed 
for the foreseeable future.
 Meanwhile, Rozier is acquiring 
customers in Canada and Central 
America. Elevated Horizons recently 
completed a research project with 
a Florida International University 
doctoral candidate to see if UAS over-
flights using a multispectral camera 
could help predict banana production 
for Dole Foods in Costa Rica. Dole 
liked the results, and negotiations are 

underway to sell the company three 
mini-helicopters, Rozier adds.
 The Agri6 has flown under a net-
ted enclosure to monitor the health of 
tropical plants scattered over 25 acres 
at a South Florida nursery that sup-
plies potted plants to national retailers. 
Rozier also does some UAS work near 
Toronto. “They’re just so much easier 
to deal with. If the FAA would just 
adopt what [Canadian regulators] are 
doing, it would be so much better,” 
he says. 
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Ty Rozier, president of Elevated 
Horizons in Orlando, Florida, 
surveyed a banana plantation 

in Costa Rica with his video 
and multispectral camera- 

equipoed Agri6 quadcopter  
to predict crop yields for  

Dole Food Co. 
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