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Lawmaker wants federal agencies 
working together on drones 

   

WASHINGTON, D.C. – As the sale of drones takes off, U.S. Sen. Bill Nelson (D-FL) 
today called on the heads of four federal agencies to work together to mitigate the 
safety and security risks associated with this new technology. 
  
Nelson, the top Democrat on the Senate Commerce Committee which oversees NASA 
and the FAA, made the request in a letter sent today to the heads of those agencies as 
well as the departments of Defense and Homeland Security. 
  
“Each incident of a [drone] sighted near an airport runway, or used to smuggle 
contraband over a prison wall, reminds us that this technology poses another kind of 
threat,” Nelson wrote. “I ask that your agencies increase collaboration to mitigate the 
risk.” 
  
As the FAA looks for ways to regulate the use of drones here in the U.S., NASA’s Ames 
Research Center is reportedly developing ways to manage drone traffic while both the 
Pentagon and DHS continue to learn from their respective experiences operating 
drones overseas and along the border. Nelson says he wants all four agencies to join 
forces and leverage their collective expertise to address the challenges and threats 
associated with the increased use of drones. 

  
Nelson’s request comes on the heels of a recent report that found at least 241 close 
calls between aircraft and drones in cities across the U.S.  That same report found that 
of the U.S. cities with the most near-misses, two were in Florida; Miami ranked fourth with 24 

reported incidents, and Orlando ranked 11th with 13 reported incidents. 
  
Nelson made the request as he and others on the Commerce Committee begin to work 
on legislation to reauthorize the Federal Aviation Administration, which the full 
committee is expected to take up soon.  
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Nelson says that the use of drones will likely be a key component of any FAA 
reauthorization legislation the committee takes up. 
  
Here’s the text of Nelson’s letter to the heads of the FAA, NASA, DOD and DHS, 
followed by background article on the issue: 

   
January 14, 2016 

  
  

To Administrator Huerta, Administrator Bolden, Secretary Carter and Secretary 
Johnson: 
  
             Technological advancements hold immense potential to improve lives, while 
also creating new, unintended dangers. Unmanned Aircraft Systems (UAS) are no 
exception to this. While industries clamor to integrate UAS into their operations to 
improve safety, increase efficiency, and promote growth, we must be vigilant to mitigate 
the safety and security risks that this new technology presents. 
  
             The characteristics of UAS—small, inexpensive, portable, and anonymous—
lend themselves to nefarious uses by a range of actors, from criminals to lone-wolf 
terrorists. Ground-based fences and other security systems are not a practical deterrent 
to UAS, unbounded by altitude limitations. Each incident of a UAS sighted near an 
airport runway, or used to smuggle contraband over a prison wall, reminds us that this 
technology poses another kind of threat. 
  
             Because our national defense and critical infrastructure security systems are 
vulnerable to this threat, so we must evolve to meet it. To that end, I ask that your 
agencies increase collaboration to mitigate the risk posed by UAS to aviation, critical 
infrastructure, and national security. 
  
             Additionally, the safety of the skies relies on your agencies’ air traffic control 
operations to separate and de-conflict tens of thousands of flights per day, transporting 
millions of passengers and cargo. Rapidly evolving technology, paired with the 
exponential market penetration of UAS and the ease of use for operators with no 
aviation experience or knowledge, promise to deliver new challenges. 
  

            What strategies or technologies are you pursuing to prevent UAS from entering 
airspace above or immediately adjacent to critical infrastructure and sensitive locations? 
Are you considering additional airspace restrictions to address the flight characteristics 
and capabilities of UAS that differ from manned aircraft? What is the status of federal 
collaboration to meet these challenges in a manner that promotes safety without stifling 
growth in the UAS or traditional aviation industries? 

  
             Leveraging the expertise and efforts of your agencies through collaboration and 
communication will enable our nation to meet the threats and challenges posed by UAS 
and take advantage of the opportunities too. Congress should be your partner in these 



endeavors, and as we work to reauthorize aviation programs, I ask that you keep me 
informed of developments to promote safety and security for UAS. 
  

Sincerely, 
 

 


