How to Become a Drone Operator and Pilot: A Comprehensive Guide
Introduction

With the rapid growth of industries such as real estate, agriculture, film, and emergency
response, drone piloting has evolved from a hobby into a sought-after career. Becoming a
professional drone operator or pilot, especially in Europe, requires not only technical skills
and expertise but also an in-depth understanding of regulatory requirements. This
comprehensive guide will walk you through each step to become a licensed drone operator
and pilot in the EU, covering everything from training and certification to regulatory
compliance and career opportunities.

Step 1: Understand Drone Use Categories and Regulations in the EU

In Europe, the use of drones is regulated by the European Union Aviation Safety Agency
(EASA), which has established a set of rules that apply uniformly across EU member states.
The regulations classify drone operations into three categories based on the level of risk:
Open, Specific, and Certified. Understanding these categories is crucial, as they determine the
requirements for training, certification, and allowed operations.

EU Drone Use Categories:

e Open Category: Covers low-risk operations and includes subcategories Al, A2, and
A3. It allows drones weighing up to 25 kg to operate within visual line of sight
(VLOS) and includes recreational and low-risk professional activities. Most consumer
drones fall under this category.

o Specific Category: Applies to moderate-risk operations and requires a risk
assessment. Operations may include flying near people or in controlled airspace.
Operators must obtain an operational authorization based on a predefined risk
assessment (PDRA) or a Specific Operations Risk Assessment (SORA).

o Certified Category: Covers high-risk operations, similar to manned aviation, and
includes activities like flying over large crowds or transporting hazardous materials.
This category requires extensive certification, similar to that required for manned
aviation pilots.

Each category comes with its own requirements, and knowing the category relevant to your
intended drone operations will guide the necessary certifications and authorizations.

Step 2: Choose Your Drone and Check Its Compliance with CE Class
Marking

Before beginning training, choose a drone suitable for the type of work you intend to pursue.
As of 2024, drones are classified by CE markings (CO to C4), which are used to regulate their
use in the Open Category.

Drone Classes:



e CO0and C1: For low-risk operations; typically lightweight drones used for basic
recreational and low-risk commercial tasks.

o C2: Allows for operations closer to people, making it suitable for some professional
applications in populated areas.

e C3and C4: For larger drones intended for more specialized applications but with
additional restrictions due to their size and weight.

Make sure your drone complies with EASA requirements and fits into the category of work
you’re aiming for, as this will influence training and certification requirements.

Step 3: Complete Basic Training for the Open Category (Al, A2, A3)

If you plan to operate in the Open Category, you must complete basic training and obtain a
European Drone Operator Certificate (A1/A3) or an additional Certificate of Competency
(A2) if you wish to fly close to people.

Training Requirements:

o A1/A3 Certificate: Complete an online training course followed by an online test. The
A1/A3 certification covers foundational knowledge like safety guidelines, privacy
rules, and general aviation regulations. This certification allows you to fly drones up to
25 kg but prohibits flying over people (A3) and within a certain distance of crowds
(AL).

e A2 Certificate: If you wish to fly closer to people (within 30 meters and down to 5
meters in low-speed mode), you’ll need the A2 Certificate. This involves passing an
additional theory exam at an approved test center and requires knowledge of subjects
like meteorology, UAS flight performance, and risk assessment.

After passing the exams, you’ll receive the relevant certificates, allowing you to operate
drones in the Open Category.

Step 4: Obtain Operational Authorization for the Specific Category (If
Needed)

If you plan to conduct operations that fall outside the Open Category (such as flying near
crowds, in controlled airspace, or beyond visual line of sight), you’ll need to apply for an
operational authorization under the Specific Category. This step is more complex and
involves additional assessments and paperwork.

Steps to Obtain Operational Authorization:

1. Conduct a Risk Assessment: Most Specific Category operations require a Specific
Operations Risk Assessment (SORA), a structured process to evaluate operational
risks and implement mitigation measures.

2. Submit an Operational Authorization Application: Apply to your national aviation
authority, providing documentation of your SORA, planned safety measures, and any
additional information they require.



3. Obtain a Light UAS Operator Certificate (LUC): In some cases, companies
operating multiple drones may benefit from a LUC, which provides them with greater
operational flexibility and allows self-authorization of some Specific Category
operations.

Receiving authorization can take several weeks, so plan accordingly if your career goals
involve Specific Category operations.

Step 5: Develop Practical Flying Skills

Regardless of regulatory requirements, practical flying skills are essential for successful drone
operation. Practice with your drone in open spaces and under safe conditions to build your
confidence and control over the aircraft. Many countries offer drone flight schools that
provide practical training, flight simulations, and advanced maneuvering exercises.

Essential Skills to Practice:

« Basic Maneuvers: Master take-offs, landings, hovering, and basic directional control.

o Obstacle Avoidance: Practice flying around objects to improve your spatial
awareness and reaction time.

o Advanced Techniques: If pursuing aerial videography or photography, practice
techniques like tracking, panning, and orbiting a subject.

Consistent practice is key to mastering drone operation, especially if you aim to work in
professional fields requiring precision and reliability.

Step 6: Learn Drone-Specific Safety and Maintenance

To operate a drone professionally, you’ll need to understand essential safety practices and
basic maintenance. Maintaining your drone properly ensures it’s in optimal condition,
minimizes the risk of accidents, and prolongs its lifespan.

Key Safety Practices:

o Pre-Flight Checklists: Develop a routine to inspect battery levels, propellers, GPS
connection, and weather conditions before every flight.

o Emergency Procedures: Familiarize yourself with fail-safe settings, return-to-home
functions, and emergency maneuvers to prevent crashes in case of signal loss or other
issues.

o Weather Awareness: Wind, rain, and extreme temperatures can affect drone
performance. Learn how to assess weather conditions and avoid flying in unsuitable
environments.

Basic Maintenance:

o Battery Care: Drone batteries are sensitive and require proper handling. Store them in
a cool, dry place, avoid full discharges, and monitor battery health regularly.



o Propeller Checks: Inspect propellers before and after flights for cracks or wear, and
replace them as needed.

o Firmware Updates: Keep your drone’s software up to date to ensure access to the
latest safety features and regulatory compliance tools.

Step 7: Explore Specializations and Career Paths in Drone Operation

Once you have the necessary certifications and experience, it’s time to consider which
specialization aligns with your skills and interests. Drone piloting offers numerous career
paths, from photography and videography to industrial inspections and emergency services.

Potential Career Paths:

« Aerial Photography and Videography: A popular option, especially for creative
professionals interested in real estate, event coverage, or cinematography.

e Industrial Inspections: Drones are increasingly used for inspecting pipelines, power
lines, and wind turbines. This specialization requires precision and the ability to
handle complex machinery.

e Agricultural Monitoring: Agricultural drones help farmers monitor crop health, map
fields, and optimize resources. This field requires knowledge of multispectral imaging
and data analysis.

o Public Safety and Emergency Response: Drones assist in search and rescue, disaster
response, and firefighting. These roles are highly specialized and often require
additional training.

Each of these specializations may require additional training, software skills, or knowledge in
related fields, but they also offer unique rewards and professional growth.

Step 8: Build a Portfolio and Market Your Services

To succeed as a professional drone operator, building a portfolio that showcases your skills
and expertise is essential. In addition, establishing an online presence and networking with
potential clients can help you secure work.

Tips for Building a Portfolio:

e Showcase Variety: Include a range of shots that demonstrate your abilities, from
sweeping landscape views to detailed inspections and dynamic tracking shots.

o Highlight Technical Skills: Include footage that showcases advanced skills, such as
precision flying or complex maneuvers, relevant to your intended industry.

e Use Professional Editing: High-quality video editing can elevate your footage.
Consider adding background music, titles, and annotations to make your work stand
out.

Marketing Strategies:



o Create a Website and Social Media Presence: Use platforms like YouTube,
Instagram, and LinkedIn to share your work, and create a professional website with
contact information and portfolio samples.

o Network Locally: Connect with real estate agencies, construction firms, media
companies, and others who may benefit from drone services.

o Seek Certifications and Affiliations: Certifications beyond the minimum
requirements, such as a certification from the International Association for Unmanned
Vehicle Systems (AUVSI), can boost your credibility.

Conclusion

Becoming a professional drone operator and pilot in the EU requires thorough knowledge of
regulations, practical training, and a commitment to continuous improvement. From mastering
basic skills to obtaining advanced certifications and building a professional portfolio, each
step in this journey brings you closer to a rewarding career. Whether you’re drawn to creative
videography or industrial inspections, the demand for skilled drone operators is growing,
offering diverse and exciting opportunities in a rapidly expanding field.



