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FAA: Privately owned drone aircraft must
be registered before they are flown

The Federal Aviation Administration is requiring that privately
owned drone aircraft weighing up to 55 pounds be registered
before they are flown.

The online registration system is live on the FAA website.
Before they can fly, owners must provide the FAA with their
name, home address, and email address. The FAA will issue a
certificate and a registration number that has to be displayed

visibly on the drone. Owners with more than one drone can use the same registration
number for all of them. 

“It’s very easy,” Richard C. Balough of Balough Law Offices, told the Cook County
Record. “Basically it can be done online. You have to be 13 years of age or older and a
US citizen. If you have a drone that you got as a Christmas present or bought at
Christmas time you can register it free … up until mid-January.”

Previously owned unmanned aircraft systems must be registered no later than February
19, 2016. For anyone who purchased a drone after December 21, 2015, the drone must
be registered prior to its first outdoor flight. The fee for registration is $5, payable by
credit card at the time of the registration. 

Balough stressed these new regulations apply only to privately owned unmanned aircraft
systems. 

“Right now, unless you have a special permit from the FAA, if you’re flying for commercial
purposes, you’re flying it illegally,” said Balough, who moderated a panel discussion on
drones at the annual meeting of the American Bar Association’s Business Law Section.
“That’s the way the FAA has interpreted their authority and their rules.” 

Regulations for commercial drones are under review by the FAA. For now, the focus is
on drones for recreational use. 

Drones were one of the hot toys this holiday season, for both adults and children. In
December, the FAA estimated that more than 1 million drones would end up under
Christmas trees this season. The Consumer Technology Association released a more
conservative estimate of 400,000 drones for the holidays. 
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Because of their speed and maneuverability drones are fun to fly, but can also be
dangerous to bystanders and aircraft if used irresponsibly. Since most drones have
cameras, their use can raise questions of privacy. Last year, a drone pilot was arrested
when he flew his drone too close to the White House.  

When asked if he thought rules for drones would be tightened over time, Balough said, “I
think the FAA is going to wait and see for a while as to what it wants to do.” 

For now, the penalties for failing to register include a civil fine up to $27,500 and criminal
penalties of up to $250,000 and imprisonment. The severity of the penalty would most
likely be determined on a case by case basis. 

In addition to registering their aircraft, Balough advised users to also follow basic safety
precautions: fly below 400 feet and keep the drone in sight; never fly near aircraft,
airports, or emergency responders; and never fly over large groups of people.
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