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COMMENTS OF THE SMALL UAV COALITION

The Small UAV Coalition (“Coalition”) is pleased to provide the following comments in response
to the Federal Communications Commission’s (“FCC” or “Commission”) Notice of Proposed
Rulemaking, “Spectrum Rules and Policies for the Operation of Unmanned Aircraft Systems,”!
FCC 22-101, WT Docket No. 22-323, (Jan. 4, 2023). In addition to proposing service rules for
the 5030-5091 MHz band, the Commission also seeks comments on whether its current rules
are adequate “to ensure co-existence of terrestrial mobile operations and UAS use ... and
proposels] a process for UAS operators to obtain a license in the aeronautical very high

frequency (VHF) band to communicate with air traffic control and other aircraft.”

1. 5030-5091 MHz band service rules

The Coalition supports the FCC's statement that not all UAS control-non-payload
communications (“CNPC”) occur exclusively within the band,® as drone operators should not be
required to operate within the proposed 5030-5091 band and should be able to select the
frequency that is best suited for their concept of operations, so long as they operate within both
FCC and FAA regulations. The Coalition also supports the FCC’s statement that the rules
adopted in this proceeding will not govern UAS operations in other bands.* Any requirements
designated for UAS operations in the 5030-5091 band should be performance-based and not
extend to UAS operations or functions relying on spectrum outside of the 5030-5091 MHz

spectrum.

1 Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, “Spectrum Rules and Policies for the Operation of Unmanned Aircraft
Systems,” Fed. Comms Comm’n, FCC 22-101, WT Docket No. 22-323, (Jan. 4, 2023)
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This spectrum may be instrumental in enabling future drone capabilities that include vehicle-to-
vehicle (“V2V” or “UA to UA”) drone communications. Such communications can enable intra-
fleet or cross-fleet deconfliction communications and be a critical component of an efficient
unmanned traffic management (‘UTM”) system, as well as support broadcast remote
identification (“remote ID”) information. Such V2V communication ideally is accomplished via a
meaningful band, i.e., approximately 20 MHz of continuous dedicated spectrum for V2V
communications within the 5030-5091 band, such as the proposal that is generally supported by
Qualcomm referenced in paragraph 24. Twenty contiguous megahertz is necessary because,
as Qualcomm noted, at least that much is necessary to support detect and avoid (“DAA")

systems and remote ID.

Such V2V communications could also be made available across the 5030-5091 MHz band
through time division duplexing (“TTD") of spectrum. For this alternative, the Coalition requests

that this time-divided spectrum be licensed by rule.

Further, the Commission’s service rules should allow drones to use off-the-shelf (OTS) radio
transmitters for V2V and remote ID that are accessible, affordable, and light weight, in order to

promote broad adoption and interoperability among drone fleets.

2. Airborne Use of Flexible Use Spectrum

Support for flexible use spectrum. In previous submissions to the Commission, the Coalition has
consistently supported the use of flexible use spectrum to support drone operations as well as
the FCC'’s general policy of allocating commercial spectrum for flexible use whenever possible.
Flexible-use spectrum has been an enormous, reliable asset to the UAS industry as it is

available over a range of frequencies. Flexible use spectrum, governed by spectrum licenses




issued by the Commission, provides significant utility for drone operations, as it is protected
(licensed), reliable, and ubiquitous. Moreover, mobile carriers have invested, and continue to
invest, billions of dollars in their networks® to offer not only comprehensive coverage but deliver

the latest technology as well.

Given the diverse and multi-faceted nature of the UAS industry, the use of all appropriate
bands, including flexible-use spectrum, is essential for allowing a variety of different UAS
operating models to continue benefiting from this spectrum. This freedom to choose the
frequency that is best suited to each UAS concept of operations has enabled unprecedented
innovation in the development of UAS operations and services. The United States is a global
leader in communications and connectivity, providing excellent partnership opportunities for

drone companies, who are in turn leading the world in UAS operations.

It is the Coalition’s position that unless a specific restriction on airborne operations exists in the
rules (e.g., cellular) or Table of Authorities (e.g., CBRS, C Band), flexible use spectrum license
holders are authorized to operate spectrum to serve airborne use cases, including drones. The
nature of flexible use spectrum is that it be used for the highest and best use, so long as the use
falls within the rules set forth by the Commission. This same logic applies to the Commission’s

question on altitude limits: so long as the licensee is operating within existing regulations, the

5 See CTIA, 2022 Annual Survey Highlights, at https://www.ctia.org/news/2022-annual-survey-highlights;
John Celentano, U.S. Wireless CapEx -Who's Spending What?, Inside Towers, July 7, 2022, at
https://insidetowers.com/u-s-wireless-capex-whos-spending-what/.
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licensee is compliant. The FCC should not introduce new rules that could hamper a burgeoning
industry without actual evidence of harmful interference to other networks or intra-network
degradation. While the Commission sets forth ways in which UAS operating over flexible-use
spectrum could cause either interference to users of adjacent spectrum bands or degrade the
network quality within a spectrum band, the Commission does not point to any actual instances
where either situation has occurred. When, as here, there is no actual record of any issue, it is
improper for the Commission to modify spectrum licenses, particularly when the Commissions

aims to restrict the use cases for what it refers to as “flexible use spectrum.”

Much of the Commission’s concerns lies in the potential for drones to consume greater amounts
of bandwidth and thus cause intra-network interference; that is, degrade network performance
for a carrier’'s own customers using the same spectrum in proximity to the UAS. This ignores
the fact that carriers have enormous incentives to protect the network performance for terrestrial
users. While drones may represent an opportunity to expand into a new market, it is unlikely
that carriers will upend their core revenue base, which generates billions of dollars, to cater to

the drone industry.

Furthermore, as the Commission notes, there are technical capabilities that can address the
interference concerns the Commission raises, some of which have already been adopted into
industry standards. Those that have not already been adopted can be implemented by the
carriers themselves as part of their own network management. The Commission has not
demonstrated that these technical capabilities, nor the carriers’ own practices for managing
inter-carrier interference or bandwidth-intensive users (as the Commission contends drones
would be) are insufficient to care for the interference concerns raised. Without actual evidence
that existing rules, industry standards, or spectrum management practices do not sufficiently
address interference concerns, restrictions on flexible use spectrum should not be added after
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the spectrum has been auctioned and licensed. Imposing limitations based on use cases would

contravene the very purpose of flexible use spectrum.

Interference concerns regarding adjacent markets and networks are even more speculative and
again, based on the idea that UAS consume more bandwidth than other devices. Likewise,
carriers also have decades of experience coordinating with each other as license holders for
adjacent geographic license areas. The lack of clarity regarding the cause or scope of the
interference could result in overbroad mitigation requirements that unnecessarily restrict these

so-called flexible use licenses.

Finally, the Coalition notes that while the Commission raises many questions regarding flexible
use spectrum, it does not set forth any proposed rules. Therefore, this portion of the NPRM is

not ripe to move directly to final rules.

Consideration on removing restrictions. The proceeding is a good opportunity to consider both
sides of the rules around airborne use of flexible spectrum, including whether restrictions
currently placed on some bands are necessary. Where a band is not explicitly restricted to
terrestrial use or airborne uses are not prohibited on such a band, as noted, there is no reason
for the Commission to change the flexible use status quo. By contrast, the FCC should consider
enabling drone use of spectrum bands where such restrictions are no longer necessary, such as
in the case of the 800 MHz Cellular band. The Cellular band would provide drones access to
low-band spectrum that is able to propagate long distances, which would be of particular use to

drones. The Coalition urges the Commission to consider such a proposal.




3. Proposal to require operator license
The Commission proposes to require a drone operator to obtain a license to use the VHF to
communicate with Air Traffic Control. As the Coalition has argued in previous submissions to
the FCC, operator licensing even of the ground or mobile control unit is the exclusive province
of the FAA. The Commission should defer to the FAA as to drone operator qualifications and

requirements.
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