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When one thinks of drones, a variety of images may come to mind. These may
include military surveillance drones hovering above, gathering intelligence in remote
areas, or the high-tech drones employed by companies like Google to map the earth.
Perhaps the image is of small, toy-like drones that we purchase for our children to fly in
the backyard, or even the drones now used in light and firework displays. The images
we associate with drones are as varied as the technology itself.

Drone technology has evolved rapidly, and its presence is expanding in ways we
may not have imagined only a decade ago.” As commercial drone delivery operations
begin to roll out across municipalities around the state,? many of us are starting to see
how drones will become a part of our everyday lives. Soon, instead of just thinking about
drones for entertainment or high-tech uses, we might also think about them delivering
groceries, prescriptions, or other essential items right to our doorsteps.?

Municipalities are grappling with challenges in finding the balance between
fostering innovation and safeguarding public safety and property owner rights. The
integration of drones into urban landscapes presents both exciting opportunities and
complex regulatory hurdles. This paper provides a brief background on the emerging
field of commercial drone delivery technology and explores a case study of local
commercial drone delivery regulations within the Dallas-Fort Worth metroplex. This case
study demonstrates how local governments have navigated the complex regulatory
landscape thus far, analyzing the successes and potential pitfalls of recently enacted
regulations.

l. Current State of Commercial Drone Delivery Technology

According to Forbes, we are “about to witness the normalization of drone
delivery”,* signaling a transformative shift in how goods are transported and delivered
across the globe. Commercial drone delivery has rapidly emerged as a “multi-billion
dollar industry”, with forecasts indicating exponential growth over the next decade.® This
technology is not only revolutionizing logistics in developed nations but began and
continues to gain momentum in regions with less developed ground infrastructure.® In
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fact, “the emerging use of commercial drone delivery is happening . . . particularly in poor
regions of Africa and Asia.”’

Drones present a cost-effective and efficient solution to the logistical challenges
posed by poor road conditions, long travel distances, and the inability to reach remote or
rural locations.? By bypassing these physical barriers, drones enable faster delivery of
critical goods such as medical supplies, food, and emergency relief, often reaching
destinations in a fraction of the time it would take traditional delivery methods.® The ability
to rapidly respond to emergencies and deliver essential items is one of the most impactful
advantages of commercial drone delivery technology. In urban areas, the use of this
technology may even lead to a reduction in traffic congestion, alleviating pressures on
crowded transportation networks.

Environmentally, drones represent a sustainable alternative to traditional delivery
vehicles. When you “compare drone delivery with other vehicles, [it] show[s] that energy
per package delivered by drones (0.33 MJ/package) can be up to 94% lower than
conventional transportation modes . . . .”'% This eco-friendly approach is gaining attention
as part of the broader trend toward sustainable logistics.’ “According to calculations,
14,000 daily deliveries are expected to result in 5 million business-to-consumer drone
deliveries worldwide in 2024. This number is projected to soar to 808 million within ten
years.”'?> As this technology continues to scale, the impact on global delivery
infrastructure will be profound.

Municipalities are also using drone technology for a variety of practical applications
in law enforcement and public safety. Drones are being deployed by police departments
for surveillance, search and rescue operations, and crime scene monitoring.' The ability
to gather real-time data quickly and efficiently enhances law enforcement safety and
improves response times during critical incidents.’ Local permitting departments are
using drones for building inspections, offering a more efficient alternative to manual
inspections.’ Drone inspections can reach hard-to-access areas which not only speeds
up the inspection process, but also ensures the safety of inspectors.
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