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Uncrewed Aircraft Systems (UAS), also known as Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs), unmanned aircraft (UA) or 

drones are a safety threat to low-altitude aviators, especially ag aviators, if operated carelessly. NAAA believes the 

Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) needs to take a measured, incremental approach to safely integrate UAS 

into the National Airspace (NAS). This means that the Agency needs to fully assess the risk of UAS to crewed 

aircraft as they incrementally open the airspace to UAS. The Association will continue to promote and assert the 

safety of its member operators and pilots above all other interests. 

 

14 CFR Part 107 – Small UAS 

Effective since 2016, Part 107 allows small (less than 55 lb.) UAS to be operated commercially with a Remote Pilot 

Airman Certificate and Small UAS Rating. There are currently over 420,000 Certified Remote Pilots. Some notable 

operating limitations to Part 107 include a maximum groundspeed of 100 MPH and a maximum altitude of 400 

feet AGL (lowered from 500 feet thanks, in part, to NAAA efforts). Only visual line of sight operations of a single 

UAS are permitted and all UA must yield right of way to manned aircraft. Some of these rules can be waived by 

FAA if an applicant demonstrates that such a waiver will not endanger the NAS and persons on the ground. Part 

107 was amended in 2021 to allow operations over people and at night. 

 

49 USC §44807 – Exemptions 

To fly a UAS that exceeds the maximum weight in Part 107, or if the use requires relief from a non-waiverable rule, 

a petition for exemption may be filed under the authority of 49 U.S.C. §44807 – Special Authority for Certain 

Unmanned Aircraft Systems. This allows a risk-based case-by-case determination of whether certain UAS may 

operate safely in the NAS. You can search for granted exemptions here. These exemptions are a type of federal 

rulemaking, but most petitions are granted as a “summary grant” using a materially similar prior granted petition 

as justification. The FAA must publish a petition for public comment if granting the exemption would set a 

precedent. NAAA comments on each of these which would compromise the safety of crewed aerial application 

pilots. 

 

(Proposed) 14 CFR Part 108 – Normalizing Beyond Visual Line of Sight (BVLOS) Operations 

In August 2025, FAA issued the long-awaited NPRM which would Establish Part 108, providing a regulatory 

framework for UAS operations up to 1,320 lbs (either VLOS or BVLOS) flying at 400 feet or less above ground level. 

Crucially for NAAA’s constituency, it would establish a paradigm shift in right-of-way rules wherein crewed aircraft 

would bear the responsibility to see and avoid UAS. Under Part 108, UAS would have right-of-way over all Non-

ADS-B-equipped aircraft in all airspace commonly trafficked by crewed aerial application aircraft. Crewed aircraft 

would have right-of-way when ADS-B equipped except in what FAA defines as “shielded” areas—within 50 feet of 

powerlines, railroad tracks, pipelines and other infrastructure. In these shielded areas, UAS would have right-of-

way over all aircraft, regardless of ADS-B equipage. Aerial applicators routinely operate in these “shielded” areas 

and cannot easily spot UAS in-flight. 

The monumental risk of mid-air collisions imposed to aerial application pilots by this NPRM has been 

overshadowed by political pressures on FAA to grease the regulatory pathway for expanded UAS operations. If the 

Final Rule on Part 108 is unchanged from the NPRM regarding these right-of-way rules and shielded areas, it will 

result in fatalities. NAAA’s comments on the BVLOS NPRM present the data, research and changes needed to make 

this right. 

 

Uncrewed Aircra, Systems (UAS) 

Federal Policy Background 

https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-14/chapter-I/subchapter-F/part-107
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-14/section-107.63
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-14/section-107.63
https://www.faa.gov/node/54496
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-14/chapter-I/subchapter-F/part-107#subpart-E
https://www.faa.gov/uas/commercial_operators/part_107_waivers
https://www.federalregister.gov/d/2020-28947
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?hl=false&edition=prelim&req=granuleid%3AUSC-prelim-title49-section44807
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?hl=false&edition=prelim&req=granuleid%3AUSC-prelim-title49-section44807
https://aes.faa.gov/
https://www.regulations.gov/comment/FAA-2025-1908-1842
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NAAA has actively engaged aviation stakeholders over its concerns with UAS integration into the NAS since before 

their first commercial use in 2014. In short, small UAS are incredibly hard to see for aerial applicators, particularly 

in the task saturated low-altitude environment they work in. It is paramount, then, that UAS be properly equipped 

and required to detect and avoid crewed aircraft to prevent loss of life through mid-air collisions. In addition to the 

many comments to the FAA on proposed UAS airworthiness criteria and petitions for exemption, the Association 

communicates with, and facilitates communication between, its member operators and pilots, regulators and the 

public to promote the safety of pilots over all other interests in integrating UAS into the NAS.  

 

NAAA believes FAA’s integration of UAAS into Part 137 Aerial Application Operations must prioritize the safety of 

crewed aviation above all else. UAAS conduct work in the same low-altitude, rural airspace as crewed aircraft, and 

thus NAAA is vested in ensuring UAAS operators are held to a high safety standard. Since their initial introduction 

into the U.S. market in 2014, heavy interest has driven regulatory change, simplifying the process to obtain a Part 

137 certificate for UAS operations. As of fall 2025, FAA listed over 1,750 UAAS operations with over 5,500 

registered UAAS. However, industry reports suggest those numbers substantially underreport UAAS use with many 

owners skirting the registration and certification processes.  

As most UAAS are 55 lbs. or greater, they require an exemption under authority of 49 U.S.C. §44807. Nearly all 

petitions are processed without opportunity for public comment, citing a few previous “precedent-setting” 

exemptions. In other words, once a certain relief is granted to one operator, it is provided to all future applicants 

whether they request it or not. Below is a subset of the current boilerplate Part 137 exemption decision’s relief: 

• Aircraft airworthiness certificate not required (Exemption 18009) 

• Only a Remote Pilot in Command certificate is required for commercial part 137 operations, rather 

than a commercial pilot or ATP certificate. (Exemption 18009) 

• Maintenance documentation, inspections and personnel certifications not required (Exemption 

18009) 

• No required FAA-administered Knowledge and Skills test (Exemption 19037B) 

• No regular surveillance required by FAA as it is for crewed Part 137 operations (Exemption 19037B) 

• Operation of up to 3 UAS simultaneously by a single Pilot in Command, without any visual observers, 

during night (Exemption 22003) 

• No medical certificate is required, except for night operations which requires a third-class medical 

certificate. (Exemption 20257A) 

NAAA also believes that EPA should ensure UAAS are held to the same or comparable application standards for 

efficacy and drift as crewed aerial applicators. There is currently a distinct lack of publicly accessible data on the 

application characteristics for commercially available UAAS. This data is critical, not only in demonstrating 

application performance/efficacy, but in developing UAS-specific models to assess the risk of drift. Pesticide 

products must have risk assessments performed in order to be registered, and the drift risk profile of aerial 

applications is used to determine whether that product may be applied aerially. The Spray Drift Task Force 

conducted scores of field trials with fixed wing and single rotor aircraft 30 years ago to build this risk profile. UAS 

travel at lower speeds and may have multi-rotor configurations, so their risk profile may be very different and may 

merit separate labeling considerations. 

For updated Information on this issue, and others of importance to the aerial application industry, visit NAAA’s 

website: https://www.agaviation.org/policy/uas 

NAAA’s AcUons to Promote Safety 

Uncrewed Aerial ApplicaUon Systems (UAAS) 

https://www.faa.gov/uas/advanced_operations/dispensing_chemicals
https://www.faa.gov/uas/advanced_operations/dispensing_chemicals
https://www.regulations.gov/comment/FAA-2025-1908-2754
https://www.agaviation.org/policy/uas
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The Nahonal Agricultural Aviahon Associahon (NAAA) represents the interests of the 1,560 aerial applicahon 

industry owner/operators and 2,028 non-operator agricultural pilots throughout the United States licensed as 

commercial applicators that use aircrai to enhance food, fiber and bio-energy produchon, protect forestry, and 

control health-threatening pests. Furthermore, through its affiliahon with the Nahonal Agricultural Aviahon 

Research & Educahon Fund (NAAREF), NAAA contributes to research and educahon programs aimed at enhancing 

the efficacy and safety of aerial applicahon. 

 

Contact Andrew D. Moore, NAAA’s Chief Execuhve Officer, at admoore@agaviahon.org or (202) 546-5722 with any 

queshons regarding this issue, or any other related to the aerial applicahon industry. Find more informahon at 

agaviahon.org 

  

12 

 
1 Nahonal Agricultural Aviahon Associahon. May 2019. “2019 NAAA Aerial Applicahon Industry Survey: 

Operators.” agaviahon.org/2019-naaa-operator-survey 
2 Dharmasena, S. 2020. “How Much is the Aerial Applicahon Industry Worth in the United States?” Research 

presented at the 2020 Ag Aviahon Expo, Savannah, GA. agaviahon.org/aat-expo-presentahons 

About NAAA 

Importance of the Aerial Applica1on Industry 

Without the aerial applicahon of peshcides, 

the US would see annual losses of: 

• 1.69 billion bushels of corn 

• 199 million bushels of wheat 

• 548 million pounds of copon 

• 295 million bushels of soybeans 

• 3.33 billion pounds of rice 

The total area of cropland needed to replace 

the yield lost if aerial applicahon was not 

available for corn, wheat, soybean, copon, and 

rice produchon is 27.4 million acres, an area 

roughly the size of Tennessee. 

Aerial applicators annually treat: 

• 127 million acres of cropland (28% of the treated commercial cropland nahonwide) 

• 5.1 million acres of forest land 

• 7.9 million acres of pasture and rangeland 

• 4.8 million acres for public health and mosquito control 

 

Aerial applicahon is oien the only tool to: 

• Expedihously eradicate a pest before it 

destroys a crop. 

• Treat crops on rolling hills or in fields 

with soil too wet for ground 

applicahons. 

Aerial applicators seed 3.8 million acres of cover crops annually2, sequestering over 2 million tons of 

CO2. According to the EPA this would be the equivalent of removing approximately 412,000 cars with 

carbon-combushon engines from the roads each year. 

The aerial applicahon industry represents 

$37 billion in value to farmers, input 

suppliers, processors and agricultural 

transportahon and storage industries. 

mailto:admoore@agaviation.org
https://agaviation.org/
https://www.agaviation.org/2019-naaa-operator-survey/
https://www.agaviation.org/aat-expo-presentations

