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Commercial drone regulation could limit the usefulness of drones for
utilities. What do we need to know and do to secure our future use of
this new technology?

How should we be using utility drones and what should the
regulations allow?

Drones represent one of the most transformative technologies that have appeared
on the horizon not just for utilities but for everyone else. Drones allow, for the first
time, a mechanism for inspecting everything both during normal and during
emergencies. Drones can perform so many tasks much faster, better, and much
more easily than humans. While the most common image of a drone is that of
something that flies under remote control it also includes anything that is remotely
controlled that can crawl, walk, or fly. 
North American utilities are generally spread over broad expanses of land that very
often include downtown/urban densely populated areas and also large rural
sparsely populated areas. The problems in downtown/urban areas are very
different from those afflicting the rural areas. For the same set of reasons, the
benefits and use of drones in downtown/urban areas will be very different from
those of rural areas.

So what? Let us look at some key areas where drones can be of
use:

Vegetation management: Make routine survey trips over transmission and
major distribution lines to track the growth of vegetation in and around them.
Sophisticated imagery can be used to track growth over time and drive
vegetation management routines.
Transmission line monitoring: One or more of either flying drones or line-based
crawlers can move over the transmission lines and perform inspections of lines
and insulators.
Storm/damage assessment: Fly over vast storm-impacted territories to create a
visual image of the damage allowing utility service centers to develop a
prioritized list of outage causes even before people can drive to the locations.
Underground cable maintenance: Underground cables are one of the most
difficult components to inspect for maintenance and/or to fix when something
goes wrong (e.g., a fault). Crawlers can go into the conduit and perform close-
by inspections of the cable both visually (using imagery) and by checking other
aspects of the cabling.

This list can go on and on.

What is the key to drone success? The key to this success is a combination of
regulation and business transformation. The first focuses on what can be done by
the drones and under what constraints. The second one is equally if not more
important and that is about utility transformation. The utility needs to adjust its
processes so that the true value of the technology can be delivered.
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