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Spectrum for UAVs- The Outcome of the WRC-15 

The WRC-15 in Geneva has just 
concluded. 

One issue that was a high priority 
for some administrations, 
particularly the US and 
Germany, was the allocation of a 
portion of the commercial Ku-
band or Ka-band spectrum used 
by commercial satellites for UAV 
command and control on 
transoceanic or transcontinental 
routes. 

The use of Ku and Ka bands for 
UAV command and control 

The governments advocating for the use of the Ku 

and Ka bands for UAV command and control did so 

on the basis that UAVs would need to meet the 

standards and recommended practices and 

procedures established by the International Civil 

Aeronautical Organisation (ICAO). 

A draft ITU document, which was published on 16 

November, and which summarised the common 

position of many governments which backed the 

UAV allocation stated that UAVs would be bound 

by the same no-interference constraints that 

currently apply to satellite Earth stations and that 

UAVs would not be granted any special rights. 

However, opposing the UAV spectrum allocation 

were several Asian, Middle Eastern and European 

(including the Netherlands and the UK) 

governments, which put forward varying reasons 

for their opposition. Some governments noted their 

concerns about safety and the allocation of fixed 

satellite services spectrum to UAVs, being in nature 

mobile platforms. 

Russia insisted that further studies be carried out 

before agreeing to the UAV proposal, and that the 

issue be put off until the 2019 WRC. 

The difficulty facing the UAV community is that 

many do not see that there is any other spectrum, 

apart from the fixed satellite services spectrum, that 

could meet the requirements of the UAV industry 

across transoceanic or transcontinental routes. 

Outcome of WRC-15 

The pro-UAV campaign had the support of 50 

countries and ICAO and by the end of WRC-15 had 

persuaded several of the undecided countries out of 

the 163 ITU administrations attending the WRC-15 

to grant the spectrum to the UAV community. 

Colin Thomson, Director at Access Partnership, 

comments on the outcome of WRC-15 in relation to 

the allocation of spectrum to the UAV community: 

“WRC-15 adopted a new Resolution enabling use of 

the geostationary fixed-satellite service spectrum 

by UAVs, but significant regulatory challenges 

need to be overcome first, including: no use of the 

spectrum before ICAO adopts relevant standards 

and recommended practices (SARPS), and no 

satellite network filings that support UAVs should 

be processed by the ITU before further technical 

studies are concluded.” 
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Bird & Bird's Satellite Group 

Bird & Bird's satellite group are international 

specialists with a unique reputation and track 

record in the industry. Through many years of 

experience working in-house, at regulators, in 

international institutions (EC, ESA, ITU, UN) and 

in private practice, we have built an extensive 

footprint of expertise and knowledge. Possessing a 

genuine interest in the sector, our team assist 

clients in many areas including: regulatory advice, 

industry specific commercial contacts, competition, 

corporate, finance, dispute resolution, employment, 

and insurance.

Our international team offers clients a one-stop 

shop to address the issues they face, with expert 

lawyers across Europe, the Middle East, Asia, and 

strong experience in Africa.  

Our satellite group fits neatly within Bird & Bird's 

world leading Tech & Comms sector group, which 

offers advice in related sectors such as: energy and 

utilities, life sciences, transport and maritime, 

aerospace, defence and security, aviation, financial 

services, and healthcare. Bird & Bird also house a 

team focused on SMEs and the needs of start-ups. 
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