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7 Things to Know About How Drones are 
Being Utilized Across Latin America  

By Juan Plaza

W e have seen an increase in the number of success stories around companies adopting 
and launching profitable business models around uncrewed aviation. Even though 
the adoption of commercial drones seems to be happening simultaneously all over 

the world, Latin America in particular is having an incredible number of specific cases that 
demonstrate that making money with uncrewed aviation is not a prospect for the future but a 
reality today. 

From wholesale distribution of medicines to hospitals, to agricultural spraying in a massive 
scale, drones are proving to be a suitable replacement for crewed aviation in regions where 
skies are less busy and where the regulator of civil aviation activities is willing to work with 
entrepreneurs to try new ideas, always under the premise of safety and social interests.

Latin America is proving to be a great geographic location to safely test new technology in real-
time situations and at the same time generate revenue which can be the difference between 
success or failure for any startup. Following this short intro, you will find many examples of 
business models that are being successfully deployed in the region and, through continuous 
improvement, are helping to safely advance the cause of uncrewed aviation.

http://www.commercialuavnews.com
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How Drones Are Helping GIS Implementations Go From 2D to 3D Digital  
Twin Deployments
GIS AND LIDAR MAPPING IN CHILE 

For the past 40 years, public utilities, local, state, tribal and federal organizations have implemented 
geographic information systems (GIS) to better understand their assets and provide the taxpayer 
with a necessary view into their operations.

These implementations have been mostly supported by 2D cartography and with limited access 
and visibility into the non-graphical data of these organizations. In other words, these entities can 
now have a complete, but flat, look at their territories and do simple queries and searches which 
involve few external parameters.

Now, with the addition of shape and 
volume to the structures depicted in the 
flat map in order to create a realistic view, 
the next revolution in terms of GIS is here. 
The challenge has always been the non-
graphical data, the topographic data, and 
the ability of computers to churn and 
present the results in a timely manner.

It seems a bit counterintuitive that it was 
computing power that enabled rendering 

software to handle the millions of pixels in a point cloud and the thousands of megabytes of image 
data, which combined to make for a beautiful three-dimensional representation of the business. 
This 3D image of the city or the distribution network can also be turned into a digital twin as long 
as we can add third party databases that allow the model to be interactive and intelligent.

1
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One company in particular, XYGO, founded in Chile in 1993, is leading the way in the development 
of tools that would allow organizations with a well-established GIS implementation to bring that 
system to the next level, turning it into a modern digital twin and connecting it to whatever 
database the organization deems necessary.

Alfredo Escobar is the CEO of XYGO, 
selling GIS deployments all over 
Latin America. In the past, that 
meant helping organizations go 
from paper to digital, enabling the 
first 2D digitalization that many 
went through. Today, he’s focused 
on helping his customers make their 
next big move in the GIS world.

“We lived through the first wave of 
GIS implementations when 80% or 90% of the entire budget was dedicated to digitization and the 
turning of paper maps and physical documents into digital records,” said Alfredo reflectively, “Now 
that all of that is done, we can focus on elevating all this data by bringing it into a more robust and 
realistic view of the true nature of the organization.”

The idea of turning existing 2D GIS implementations into 3D models also requires that the 
organization embraces a new way of collecting and rendering the data.

“By offering a complete solution, we can use our drones and ground vehicles to constantly update 
the geographic data and any existing infrastructure—signs, poles, bus stops, etc.—load it into 
the system and use the integration with other databases to create a digital twin of the city or the 
distribution network,” Alfredo said. “It is only by maintaining an updated topographic layout and 
constantly linking it to different internal systems that we can recreate a reality on the ground and 
bringing it into a computer or a mobile device for engineers and managers alike to use.”

The issue of integration plays a key 
role in XYGO’s proposal. During the 
first two or three decades of GIS 
implementations, geographic data was 
stored in proprietary formats, making 
it very difficult for IT professionals to 
use it for purposes other than pure 
GIS. Now that geographic data is 
stored in conventional databases, the 
entire organization can benefit from 
it and the IT (information technology) 
personnel in all these entities and 
public companies are offering the different internal departments the option of adding a geographic 
component to their daily activities.

“Our customers, especially in the local and state government area, are enjoying a new era of 
geographic exploitation by using their existing cartographic data and integrating it into new 
departments such as public works and infrastructure maintenance, enhancing their ability to see 

http://www.commercialuavnews.com
http://www.expouav.com
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and predict repairs and/or enhancements,” Alfredo said with excitement. “Imagine the possibilities 
in terms of exploitation of the geographical and infrastructure data if every department within 
an organization can apply their own business rules to the same 3D map, thus enhancing their 
processes by adding a location component. The possibilities are endless and by using the same 
foundation there are no discrepancies or ambiguities!”

The one hurdle that still needs to be solved in modern GIS implementations is the ever-changing 
topography, road grid, and construction that affects today’s most urban regions as new roads are 
added and new buildings are constructed.

“This challenge of a constant update of the urban footprint needs to be resolved using a low-cost 
method, otherwise the entire proposal is financially non-viable,” Alfredo said. “What we did was to 
design and construct a series of vehicles, aerial and ground, that allow us to capture, at low cost, 
the changes that have occurred during a certain period of time, process the images and point 
cloud and then upload the changes in a seamless way. There’s no interruption of services or access 
to the databases.”

When it came to the realities of the business model and the projections on successful 
implementations, Alfredo was excited about the future.

“We’ve been very successful in various countries in South America and now are embarked in an 
aggressive campaign to penetrate the USA by joining the growing community at the Research 
Park at Florida Atlantic University and launching our first pilot project deployment in a South 
Florida city,” Alfredo said. “The reception to our proposal has been very promising and there’s not 
a lot of competition out there who can offer what we offer in terms of digital twin technology and 
continuous cartographic updating. We are excited about the future.”

As with the first wave of GIS implementations in the 90’s, this new generation of technology 
promises to be a game changer in terms of what organizations can do to forecast service 
interruptions as well as provide a unique new way of communicating with its constituents in an 
open and graphically rich way.

http://www.commercialuavnews.com
http://www.expouav.com
https://www.research-park.org/
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The Growing Number of Drone Pilots
UAV PILOT TRAINING (OFFERED IN SPANISH) IS OPENING DOORS TO OPERATORS 
ACROSS THE REGION  

Since the introduction of Part 107 in 2016, the number of remote pilots has ballooned from zero to 
over 280,000, and the number of registered drones stands at 865,505 as of May, 2022.

So, what explains this meteoric rise to a number that took decades for crewed aviation to reach? 
Possibly the fact that it is an industry most analysts predict will be the next big revolution in terms 
of technological changes to our daily life.

The promise of same-day delivery by drones is becoming a reality in more and more geographies 
around the globe, and even in the USA we are witnessing an increased number of cities launching 
test procedures in partnership with large retailers such as Walmart, Amazon, and Walgreens.

This increased interest in the perceived career of the future—drone pilot—opened the door 
to a brand-new business: the remote pilot flying school at which smart entrepreneurs saw an 
opportunity enter the uncrewed arena by training the next generation of pilots.

One such school, the USA Drone Academy, located in Miami, is now training Part 107 pilots in two 
languages, English and Spanish. René Paez, founder and CEO of USA Drone Academy, detailed why 
this training is essential to pilots across the entire hemisphere.

2
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“I was working in construction in New 
York City in 2017 the first time I heard 
about drones. Given my passion for 
technology and innovation I decided 
to dig into it and what I discovered 
told me unequivocally that this was the 
future,” René said with excitement, “I 
immediately began doing some research 
about where to receive training on how 
to fly drones in the Miami area. I wanted 
to move south and was looking forward 
to starting a new career as a drone pilot. 
To my surprise I couldn’t find a single 
place where I could learn to fly a drone 
and that got me thinking about a new business opportunity.”

In 2016 and 2017, most Part 107 training was done in traditional flight schools that created a 
curriculum for this new way of being an FAA-licensed pilot. But a Part 107 license does not require 
that the pilot is proficient in the use of the drone. “What?” you might ask. But the truth is that Part 
107 aims at creating a new generation of pilots in command (PIC) that will not necessarily be in 
charge of the operation of the controls, but the safety of the flight.

“At the USA Drone Academy, we aim at creating pilots who not only comply with the Part 107 
requirements, but also they graduate expert pilots of the most widely used drone in the market,” 
René said matter-of-factly. “What we want is that people who graduate from our school can get 
jobs right away in this growing industry. What companies are looking for are FAA licensed pilots, 
but who can also get into production mode right away.”

When the issue of the language came up, René was clear that there is a difference between crewed 
aviation and drone pilots in the English proficiency requirements.

“In traditional crewed aviation, most communications with air traffic control and the FAA happens 
via radio communications. In the uncrewed aviation world, most communications are written and 
therefore the requirements for English proficiency are different,” said René. “We make sure our 
graduates are familiar with all the FAA systems, especially B4UFLY, and that if the case arises where 
they have to communicate verbally with air traffic control (ATC) they can do so in a professional 
manner. The most important thing in our philosophy of training is a laser focus on safety. This 
industry on non-traditional aviation is rapidly merging with crewed aviation which has an amazing 
safety record that we want to help maintaining.”

Regarding the statistics of new pilots and the interest in joining the ranks of the Part 107 crowd, 
René was optimistic about the future.

“We currently have around 15 registering for the course monthly, but curiously, only six to eight 
will show up for the test,” he said. “With a 90% success rate, we have one of the best records in the 
industry, and we firmly believe this trend will continue as we approach a decision on flights beyond 
visual line of sight (BVLOS).”

René Paez (Founder and CEO of USA Drone Academy)

http://www.commercialuavnews.com
http://www.expouav.com
https://www.commercialuavnews.com/public-safety/teaching-new-part-107
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When we reached the end of our conversation, the topic of what the future holds came up.

“We are launching a repair shop and are distributing a well-known brand of drones in the Miami 
area,” René said optimistically. “We firmly believe the demand for Part 107 pilots will grow 
exponentially over the next few years, and we will play a major role in the training of generations 
of pilots both for the USA market but also for Latin America. In the next few months, we will be 
launching a new initiative we are calling UAV Bootcamp Training in which we are implementing a 
short but exhausting way to bring new pilots up to speed in regulations and flying proficiency.”

We expect the demand for uncrewed pilots to grow in leaps and bounds once the FAA releases its 
formal regulation on flights BVLOS, and all industries, from delivery to inspections to mapping and 
agriculture, will demand an increasing number of qualified and ready-to-fly operators.

Drone Manufacturing  
Takes off in Brazil
UNDERSTANDING HOW 
MANUFACTURING 
DEVELOPMENTS WILL MAKE 
AN IMPACT ACROSS THE 
CONTINENT

Commercial UAV News has 
covered companies that have 
either bought unmanned aerial 
vehicles (UAVs) and adapted them 
to fit their business model or have 
created an entire new aircraft from 
scratch to serve as the platform 
to deliver their specific product or 
service. JETWIND is different as the aircraft manufacturer in Brazil develops their own solutions for a 
wide range of segments.

Tiago Giglio Rodrigues, CTO and founder of JETWIND, is an electronics and aeronautical engineer 
who saw the possibility of creating a versatile unmanned platform capable of adapting to different 
missions under varying circumstances. That insight has enabled opportunities that are being 
realized across the country and the entire region.

“In 2014, there was no drone regulation in Brazil but given the scenario in country, with many 
‘non-aeronautical’ actors, we identified many possibilities,” said Tiago reflectively. “We saw an 
opportunity to design and launch a UAV for the growing demand in agriculture, and currently for 
security and public safety and eventually logistics.”

In 2014, we had the opportunity to attend a meeting of the Brazilian civil aviation authority 
(ANAC) in what was, at the time, the first attempt at gathering public opinion regarding potential 
drone legislation and airspace regulation. In that meeting, there were over 30 UAV manufacturers 
and one large jet manufacturer, EMBRAER. Out of that meeting and many others that followed, 

3
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ANAC finally published comprehensive 
legislation in 2017 (RBAC-E No. 94) 
that opened the floodgates for 
manufacturers and service providers 
alike to flourish in one of the largest 
countries in the world.

“2017 was an exciting year because 
we now had clear regulations that 
allowed us to raise capital confidently 
in our design and our ability to deliver 
on our sales promises,” Tiago said with 
excitement. “The only issue that we had 
in mind is to have a clear differentiator 
with everyone else, so we thought long 
and hard and came out with the concept Mission-Adaptive Configuration (MAC) incorporated in 
our RQ-17 ION, a unique way to look at aircraft design.”

“Mission-Adaptive Configuration, JETWINDS’ patent pending technology, allows the customer to 
select the features in the aircraft that better suits their needs,” Tiago explained. “We have designed 
a modular vehicle that can be assembled in a myriad of different ways to adapt to a specific 
requirement. For example, we might provide the customer with an aircraft that has a fuselage with 
its own push engine, tail, and wingtips able to be detachable so it can be used as a multicopter 
(without the engine in the nose, wingtips and tail) or as an eVTOL (with all parts assembled).”

The goal of Tiago and his team from the beginning was extending flying time. Therefore, they 
selected a fixed wing configuration (VTOL) to extend battery life to the fullest.

“In short distances, even a brick can fly,” said Tiago jokingly. “So, we set out to design and 
manufacture an aircraft that would fly for long periods of time, hence enabling our customers to 
embark in more complex and profitable missions. Our latest design can take off vertically and then 
switch to horizontal flight using an internal combustion engine for extended cruise periods until 
the landing is accomplished with the multirotor electric engines.”

MAC plus a hybrid powerplant are innovative concepts that allow users to configure to their 
specifications and fly long distances, the nirvana of unmanned aviation.

“We have found that the gains in terms of flying time with internal combustion justifies the 
expense,” Tiago said convincingly. “We are not the cheapest solution in the Brazilian market, 
but we are definitely the safest. We are constantly perfecting a design that places more value in 
efficient, steady, and long flights. The RQ-17 ION and its variants are specialized solutions enabling 
applications that depend on reliability, such as security and eventually logistics.”

Recently, JETWIND announced a partnership with AirGo, a Singapore-based company sspecializing 
in composite-materials solutions. Through the partnership, both companies agree to work on the 
introduction of AirGo’s standardized lightweight/smart-drone cargo container and delivery system 
aka DroneBox™/DroneFridge™ and DroneDelivery™ for the Latin American market, amongst others.

Tiago Giglio Rodrigues (CTO and founder of JETWIND)

http://www.commercialuavnews.com
http://www.expouav.com
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“When we decided to expand into the logistics market, we looked at every possible alternative 
to creating our own delivery mechanism and identified AirGo’s solutions to be the best in terms 
of handling small to medium size items,” Tiago said. “We want to be payload-agnostic, and 
standardizing our delivery methods would guarantee we stay that way.”

How is the “Middle- Mile” Challenge Being Addressed?
DRONE DELIVERY

The fastest-growing drone delivery operation in Latin America, Aerialoop is the perfect example 
of what happens when the best education meets opportunity and timing. Founded by a group 
of aerospace and software engineers, Aerialoop’s mission is to shape the future of smart cities 
and transform millions of lives with drone delivery. This mission is something that Pedro Meneses, 
co-founder and CEO, Santiago Barrera, Chief Operations Officer, and Andreas Antener, Chief 
Technology Officer, have embraced in ways that are shaping their organization and how drone 
deliveries will be conducted in Ecuador and beyond. 

“We have launched an aerial delivery service to cover the trickiest and most valuable part of the 
entire Point to Point delivery, the middle mile,” said Pedro with conviction. “In the cities where our 
service has been a resounding success, crossing the urban footprint is the bottleneck, not the origin 
or the destination.”

Aerialoop engineers have designed mobile reception/launch modules, called “hubs,” that can 
be deployed in pre-approved locations, where deliveries arrive and are flown to the other side 
of the city, where a similar setup receives the packages and distributes them on the last mile to 

4
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final destination.“We carefully studied the different 
aspects of the aerial unmanned delivery model and 
determined that, in our mountainous cities, the big 
obstacle is not taking the package to the door of the 
house but crossing city sectors through traffic or lack of 
infrastructure, almost always in rush hour,” Pedro said. 
“So, we came up with the concept of Smart Instant 
Logistics and, once the places for takeoff and landing 
were surveyed and agreed with the civil aviation 
authority, the rest was designing the best mobile hub 
and the ideal aerial platform.”

The aerospace and autopilot software brainpower in 
Aerialoop is impressive and that is one of the reasons 
they decided to design and manufacture their own 
drone, with vertical takeoff and landing capabilities and 
changing flying configuration to save on battery life.

“We looked at a lot of different designs and finally decided to go for a fixed-wing configuration 
with auxiliary rotors that take care of the takeoff and landing phases of flight, while a single 
forward-looking propeller is used during cruise thus maximizing distance and minimizing energy 
consumption,” Andreas said with enthusiasm. “So far, we have conducted over 15,000 flights and 
project to complete 40,000 more flights in 2022, with an average ground turnaround time of 7.5 
minutes and a flight time of 10 minutes per 20 km (12.4 miles) flight.”

Another huge differentiator for Aerialoop’s design and business model is the takeoff/landing hubs 
that make the transition from ground to air and then back to ground possible.

“We designed and manufactured a semi-automatic battery changer that allows each hub to 
be minimally handled and which can manage hundreds of consecutive flights without much 
maintenance,” Pedro said. “Every aspect of the operation was carefully studied to make sure the 
costs can be reduced by the gradual optimization of each phase of the flight chain. The loop 
concept is also important to consider. While one aircraft is delivering in one direction it crosses 
paths with a returning drone in an endless loop of deliveries in both directions.”

But what makes this business model really competitive?

“The answer is in the ‘dollars-per-flight’ to complete the middle mile,” said Pedro. “If the cost of the 
flight constitutes a disproportionate portion of the entire transportation cost, then the business 
will fail, but if we manage to continually lower this amount, then the model is proven correct. We 
currently have a cost per 20 km flight of $2.08 but our goal is to get to $1.00, thus making the flight 
more competitive than conventional ground methods.”

In terms of funding, Aerialoop is already generating revenue, but they are engaged in an aggressive 
campaign to attract venture capital to grow into other countries.

Pedro Meneses (co-founder and CEO  
of Aerialoop)

http://www.commercialuavnews.com
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“The same conditions that we find in Quito, Ecuador exist in almost every other large city in Latin 
America and other parts of the world. The need for this affordable middle-mile delivery system 
is everywhere,” Santiago said. “Our goal is to become the largest drone delivery operation in 
the world and for that we need funds to grow and continually accumulate flying hours and 
experience handling the complexities of dealing with regulators and ever-changing market 
realities.”

Aerialoop’s success in Quito is unequivocal and their ambitions to become a global delivery 
company seem to be founded in a reality of thousands of flights and solid designs that can 
maintain regular deliveries. We will monitor Aerialoop’s progress and wish them all the luck in the 
world.

The Role of Social Media Influencers in Our Industry
REACHING OVER 128,000 CONTACTS ACROSS LATIN AND SOUTH AMERICA  

With the introduction and massive adoption of smart phones at the end of the first decade of 
the 21st century, social media was catapulted from a fringe business to one that completely 
dominated the internet in just a few years. A new form of entertainment was born, and a new 
wave of individuals who could identify an audience and discover a need adopted new ways of 
introducing concepts and products to a young audience that had turned sour on established 
media such as radio and TV.

These individuals are called “influencers.” Not 
surprisingly, many of these individuals have found 
their way into unmanned aviation.

Recently, a powerful group of influencers have 
emerged in our industry as forces to contend 
with. They analyze new products and have a 
huge impact in the sales and general acceptance 
of new technology. One of these influencers is 
Rafa Ocón, also known as DroneGuru. He has over 
100K followers in every continent where Spanish is 
spoken.

“There’s an immense need for information regarding what can be done and what’s prohibited in 
the world of drones,” Rafa said with enthusiasm. “There’s also an appetite for training and formal 
instructions, so we do both. I see my role as an educator, and nothing gives me more satisfaction 
than to read that my followers are getting certified and are flying safely.”

Originally, Rafa was a filmmaker, a profession that he enhanced and upgraded when he added 
drones to his portfolio, creating unique and visually stunning videos that catapulted his company 
to huge success. His original struggles to find appropriate and accurate information about drones 
and how to pilot them gave him the idea to add a training school for pilots as part of the services 
of his company.

Rafa Ocón (the DroneGuru)

5

http://www.commercialuavnews.com
http://www.expouav.com
https://www.droneguru.es/


7 Things to Know About How Drones are Being Utilized Across Latin America

14

“I had a real hard time finding real 
and accurate information about 
the different drone models, the 
requirements of the civil aviation 
authority, and the implications of 
flying an unmanned aircraft with the 
local authorities,” Rafa said reflectively. 
“That gave me an idea to create a 
YouTube channel focused on giving my followers the most accurate and relevant information that 
would allow them to be successful in the world of unmanned aviation with a minimum amount of 
wasted time.”

Rafa’s channel grew exponentially the first year, reaching 120,000 followers just a few weeks ago 
and adding new subscriptions almost daily. His audience encompasses every Spanish-speaking 
country around the globe. The reviews of his multiple postings and videos are a demonstration that 
Rafa’s initial instinct for the need of information was correct.

“At the beginning we focused on the use of drones for aerial photography and the amazing things 
that can be done and the stunning effects that can only be obtained from high above.” Rafa said 
with enthusiasm. “But then we moved on to add specific lessons on what do in other areas such 
as mapping, inspections, and many other industries that can be improved by the use of these 
incredible uncrewed machines.”

Rafa and his team are planning to expand the flying school to other regions where regulations are 
different, and a deep knowledge of the airspace is needed for success. 

The Advancement of 
B2B Drone Deliveries 
DEFINING THE FUTURE OF 
THE TECHNOLOGY AND 
SECTOR FROM BOGOTA, 
COLUMBIA 

For a few years now the drone 
industry has been waiting 
anxiously for the day that 
online retailers can send out 
orders the same day using an 
unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV). 
Unfortunately, the years keep 
coming and going, and even 
though we are making progress, 
and the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) seems willing to allow it, it has not happened.

6
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At the same time, great progress is being made in the beyond visual line of sight (BVLOS) arena, 
which many consider the holy grail of full deployment for drones and air taxis. So, it is safe to say 
that we are closer to receiving a pack of pencils that we ordered in the morning and that everyone 
working to make it happen is really busy trying.

But how about a pint of blood that is needed to save a life but is six miles away in a city with hours 
of delays on the ground because of traffic jams and incomprehensible road rules? The perspective 
changes when lives are at stake and the deployment of unmanned platforms can be the difference 
between life and death.

A few companies around the world are having great success with medical deliveries in developing 
countries and areas with uncrowded skies, such as Zipline in Africa. With almost 2.5 million 
deliveries of critical medical supplies to remote locations and over 19 million miles flown, Zipline’s 
business model seems scalable and is creating a rich database of pain points that need to be 
addressed before we move the processes and procedures to urban national airspaces with heavy 
concentration of commercial and general aviation flights.

Another company working to create a scalable, replicable business 
model in the medical delivery service is ORKID, which is beginning 
to take the first steps towards regular deliveries of medical supplies 
between corporate entities, such as wholesale and online pharmacies, 
urban hospitals, and regional health centers. Santiago Pinzon is the CEO 
and Co-founder of ORKID, and his insights around the drone delivery 
industry and exactly how his company is creating value are critical to 
understand.

“We looked at a large plethora of possibilities for our initial business 
model and selected medical supplies and the business to business 
(B2B) modality,” Santiago said with conviction. “In a country with 
a complicated topography, low rural road density, and high urban 

traffic, the ingredients were there to have a viable way of delivering life-saving supplies in short 
distances but over insurmountable obstacles if you are trying to deliver by conventional ground 
transportation.”

ORKID is based in Bogota, Colombia, one of the most congested cities in the world, given its 
mountainous terrain, antiquated road infrastructure, and beautiful, but complicated, street colonial 
setting.

Santiago, who has a BS and a Master of Science in aerospace engineering from Embry-Riddle 
Aeronautical University, has assembled a team worthy of a large aviation enterprise and has 
embarked on a crusade to use out-of-the-box drone shells, heavily modified to suit exactly the 
needs of their delivery process.

“We refused to believe in the binary choice of creating your own drone or use one manufactured 
by somebody else,” Santiago said with enthusiasm. “We decided to buy simple shells with engines 
and a functioning fuselage and then, using our aerospace know-how, modified them it to create a 
unique flying machine capable of complicated deliveries over difficult terrain.”

Santiago Pinzon  
(CEO and Co-founder 
of ORKID)

http://www.commercialuavnews.com
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The different attempts by large corporations to create their own UAVs are now stalled, and efforts 
to use out-of-the-box drones to make a scalable business model have also failed due to many 
different factors. But suffice to say, an alternative was sorely needed, and ORKID seems to have 
found one.

“Our team analyzed the efforts by Amazon and other large companies to develop their own 
platforms and also the anecdotal data of small entities trying to use DJI quadcopters to create a 
delivery service and instead opted for an alternative solution,” Santiago said. “By carefully analyzing 
the material to be delivered, the routings, the regulations of the civil aviation authority, we were 
able to design a platform that would do the job efficiently and safely.”

When the matter of the civil aviation authority came up, it was inevitable that the conversation 
would turn to the issue of regulations and the willingness of the authorities to allow for unmanned 
flights over people and property.

“Colombia is highly advanced in terms of the regulation, and the civil aviation authority is aware 
of the need for these medical supplies to arrive on time to save lives, so we have had great success 
in working with them designing routes and procedures that comply with the law and at the same 
time accomplish the mission,” Santiago concluded.

Even though the ORKID experience is constrained by certain local rules and the business model 
still needs to prove successful in the long term, we are excited to promote their crawl-walk-run 
approach as they add flying time and accumulate data that will allow them, eventually, to have a 
full-time medical delivery service in one of the most complicated topographies in South America. 
These experiences, added to others such as Zipline, are creating an abundance of useful data that 
one day will be used by the FAA and EASA, industry and academia to design and deploy a similar 
system in the complicated airspaces of the United States and Europe.

How will the expansion of the 5G network in Venezuela Enable 
Opportunities Across the Region?
DRONES IN TELECOMMUNICATIONS

Every commercial sector and 
industrial segment in the 
world is defining what effects 
uncrewed vehicles will have 
on their daily operations and 
what actions are necessary to 
implement these innovations. 
From public safety to search 
and rescue to nuclear plant 
inspections, thousands of 
public and private enterprises 
are discovering, almost daily, 
that there are operations in 
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their workflows that can be improved by introducing these uncrewed marvels.

One of the sectors that has seen a radical transformation due to the introduction of uncrewed aerial 
vehicles (UAVs) is telecommunications. The reason is simple. Today, most if not all expansion in a 
telecommunications network is happening on the wireless side, and that involves towers, lots of 
towers.

Now that cellular communications have been around for over three decades as a mainstream 
technology, towers are beginning to show signs of decay, and some are in dire need of upgrade 
and maintenance. This issue created the first real application for UAVs in telcos: tower inspections.

But the applications did not stop there. Amazingly 
enough, the popularization of drones and the 
potential for flights beyond visual line of sight (BVLOS) 
have created a need for densification of the network, 
and that has spurred a need for ultra-precise mapping 
of future tower sites, a perfect task for a mapping 
drone.

Luis Ascanio is the CEO and founder of DronePixel, a 
Venezuelan-based drone company that just received 
a contract to inspect old towers and a potential 
engagement for the expansion of the 5G network 
in the country. He has a strong sense of how these 
needs and opportunities will develop across the 

country and beyond. 

“There are two radically different sides to the issue of cellular towers, urban and rural,” Luis said 
emphatically. “In urban areas, towers are located on top of buildings, and inspections are somewhat 
routine with a couple of operators spending about 30 minutes to complete the flight and gather 
the data. The office work to turn that data into valuable information takes another day, and then we 
deliver our findings to the telecom company.”

But DronePixel was not founded with the telecom industry in mind. It started with more modest 
photogrammetry projects in areas where precision imagery and 3D models were necessary.

“It’s funny how we had a clear path forward with mapping and engineering when the 2020 
pandemic hit,” said Luis reflectively. “We lost a lot of business and many employees. We needed to 
identify the most lucrative industry in the country to focus entirely on the ability to satisfy the needs 
of one particular client. Expansion was out of the question, so we selected telecommunications as 
the sector that the country needed the most to survive the pandemic.”

The decision proved to be right, and the dependency of the population on good, reliable wireless 
communications during the COVID-19 pandemic forced the three service providers to invest 
heavily in the maintenance of existing towers and construction of new infrastructure that would 
provide service to more people.

“We set up to prove to the telco operators that using a drone for inspections and the writing of the 
report would take hours instead of days or weeks. We convinced them that this was the way to go 

Luis Ascanio (CEO and founder of 
DronePixel)
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at a time when conventional inspectors were sick or incapacitated by the virus and towers were 
failing all over the country,” said Luis. “We performed many inspections and found many issues that 
were resolved to maintain the integrity of the network.”

The operators soon realized that the uncrewed solution was ideal, not only for inspections, but to 
accelerate the rate of growth of the network by mapping potential sites for new towers faster.

“Once the operators saw the advantages of using drones, the floodgates opened for new 
opportunities such as mapping of new sites and spectrum analysis,” Luis said with enthusiasm. 
“We found a spectrum analyzer that was light enough to be placed aboard one of our drones and 
began showing the operators the weak areas in the network; this created new opportunities for 
mapping of new sites, and the business kept growing.”

Mapping of new sites in an urban setting was relatively easy, but the rural areas proved to be 
tougher for a young and inexperienced company. Mauro Iafrate, a Geodetic Engineer and 15-year 
veteran of telecom network expansion, understands the complexities and challenges of finding 
adequate sites for wireless towers.

“Access to high ground in rural areas is definitely a challenge,” said Mauro firmly. “As soon as I 
heard of the use of drones for identifying and mapping of these sites, I thought ‘perfect!’ that’s 
the answer. Creating a 3D view of a hill in the middle of nowhere is not easy using conventional 
methods, but from the air you can not only map the very top but also the adjacent areas including 
potential sources of services to feed the structure once it’s built.”

In a rare case of an emerging technology creating opportunities that arose from its own 
introduction, telecom operators are now studying the density requirements that autonomous 
vehicles will require to operate safely. These numbers are showing that there’s a need to almost 
double the number of towers throughout the service area.

“In an incredible turn of events, we were told by our customers that in order to allow drones to 
safely fly autonomously in the future, the network needs to grow exponentially over the next 
few years,” Luis said with a smile. “Apparently, there are conversations between the civil aviation 
authority and the telecom operators to define what densification is acceptable to guarantee 5G 
reliability thus allowing drones and autonomous ground vehicles to operate safely. This has created 
a brand-new revenue stream to our current operations.”

Knowing that the future of telecommunications is wireless and taking into account the key role that 
reliability of the 5G network will play in the deployment of UAVs and air taxis throughout the world, 
an expansion of the network to guarantee such dependability is guaranteed. This will create huge 
business opportunities for all drone operators looking for new revenue areas and expansion of their 
current operations.  
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