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Drones a Valuable Tool in Hurricane
Response and Recovery E�orts
As the �ood waters continued to recede and �ight restrictions were eased or lifted, a
number of insurance companies – including Allstate, Farmers Insurance, Travelers,
and USAA – began to use drones to assess property damage and speed claims ...

Sep. 12, 2017

“Hurricane Harvey is the �rst major catastrophe in which drones have been used on
a large scale by both government and commercial operators,” according to Ken Long,
an analyst at the Freedonia Group.  They are also likely to �nd widespread use if
Hurricane Irma either directly strikes or skirts the east coast of Florida early next
week, as current projections show.

In addition to helping keep emergency workers safe by allowing them to look for
people trapped by �oodwaters and inspect damage in high-risk areas, drone use can
speed up the recovery process.  Drones can be �own over structures such as fuel
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tanks, power lines, and railroad tracks before they can be reached by land, enabling
government agencies and utilities to identify what is in most urgent need of repair.

They also allow insurance adjusters to more quickly process claims, enabling
rebuilding efforts to get underway faster.  Farmers Insurance reports that an
insurance inspector using a drone can complete up to eight times the number of
home inspections each day than he or she otherwise would be able to do.

When Hurricane Harvey �rst made landfall in Texas on August 25, the Federal
Aviation Administration (FAA) set up a temporary but extensive no-�y zone over
Houston and nearby areas to help protect �rst responders in helicopters and other
manned aircraft.  This �ight ban included all drone operations except those
speci�cally approved by the FAA.

In the 10 days that followed Hurricane Harvey, the FAA issued more than 100
separate authorizations for drone use in the Houston area, according to the Wall
Street Journal.  Some of the applications for drone use were reviewed and approved
by the FAA within hours, an unusually fast turnaround time for an agency that
typically takes days or weeks to make decisions.

With the exception of a handful of �ights conducted by media �rms, all of the
approved operations were for drones used in conjunction with, or on behalf of,
government agencies.  Drones were used to inspect bridges, roadways, and power
lines; assess the condition of oil re�neries and water plants; and survey coastal
damage.

As the �ood waters continued to recede and �ight restrictions were eased or lifted, a
number of insurance companies – including Allstate, Farmers Insurance, Travelers,
and USAA – began to use drones to assess property damage and speed claims
processing.

However, drone use by insurance companies and other commercial users is currently
limited by FAA rules that do not allow them to be �own above 400 feet, outside the
visual line of sight of the operator, or above people not directly involved in their
operation, unless a waiver is granted.

These regulations could change with a 2018 FAA reauthorization bill being
considered by Congress.  “The demonstrated usefulness of drones in Hurricane
Harvey response and recovery efforts could well in�uence the content of that
legislation,” says Long.
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Even if the current FAA regulations remain in place, US commercial drone demand
will expand rapidly from what is currently an extremely small market base,
according to the Freedonia Group’s Drones (UAVs) study.  “Non-military government
use of drones will also climb at a robust rate through 2020,” says Long.

Both commercial and non-military government market gains will be fueled by
further improvements in drone designs, making them more capable and easier to
operate; increased availability of systems customized for use in speci�c applications;
and the cost savings that drone use can provide.
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