
In the last couple of years, the online megaretailer
Amazon has made headlines with its ambitious plan
to use drones – unmanned aerial vehicles – for

product delivery. This past April, the company actually
earned FAA approval to test “delivery by drone” in the
United States. During its testing phase, Amazon drones
will be allowed to fly at altitudes up to 400 feet, and at
speeds up to 100 miles per hour. 

Sound implausible as an order-fulfillment process?
Do you find it tough to picture a quadcopter following
GPS coordinates to your front lawn, where it’ll drop off
some toner cartridges, a box of diapers and the latest
New York Times bestseller? Maybe. Maybe not.

Imagine traveling back in time to the mid-1990s,
when Amazon (then primarily a bookseller) regularly
made headlines with its seemingly endless red ink, and

describing to anyone the commercial behemoth
Amazon would become. Imagine throwing in some
sidebar material about land lines disappearing, CDs
going the way of 8-tracks, and cable television fading
into irrelevance. Folks would likely greet your
descriptions of the future with no small amount of
skepticism. (Twenty years ago, after all, there were still
newspaper publishers looking ahead to bright futures,
and it looked like the dial-up phenomenon America
Online would take over the world.) 

Experience has taught us that mind-blowing
advancements in technology have a way of sneaking up
on us. As far as what drone tech will mean to each of us
20 years from now … the skies could be filled with the
little buggers, and they might have as much of a role in
our daily lives as smartphones and wi-fi do today. 
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Eyes in the Sky
Unmanned aerial vehicle manufacturers seek 

to revolutionize ranching and farming.
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Ranchers and farmers will not be exempt. Drone
manufacturers are looking with particular interest at the
agricultural industry, foreseeing a market for unmanned
aircraft that can be put to use monitoring remote cattle
herds, spotting predators and gathering data on
everything from fence conditions to wildfire risks to
water levels in stock tanks. Drone-oriented startups are
banking on the idea that their machinery will become
standard equipment for large-scale (and, even small-
scale) ranchers and farmers. If they’re right, the
inventory at your local farm-equipment dealer could
come to include not only tractors, balers, swathers and
combines, but all manner of unmanned aircraft, as well
as the hardware and software required to operate them. 

Last fall, we spoke to two entrepreneurs in the field
– engineer and former U.S. Air Force pilot George Bye,
founder and CEO of Colorado-based Bye Aerospace,
and John Faus, COO of Oregon’s HoneyComb
Corporation – about their products, and their
expectations for the ways in which drone tech will
change the landscape, and the skies above it, in the
American West’s farm and ranch country.

Ranch & Reata: Tell me about your companies.

George Bye: We were formed in 2007. We design a
UAV called Silent Falcon. [Editor’s note: Silent Falcon is
manufactured by Silent Falcon UAS Technologies, based
in New Mexico.]

John Faus: Our company is about three years old. I had
an idea for using drones for aerial surveying. [Editor’s
note: Bye prefers the term “UAV,” while Faus uses “drone.”]
One of my two co-founders had an idea for using drones
for the precision-spraying of crops. And my other co-
founder had been at work writing an autopilot program.
We were working on similar projects, so a company

came together perfectly for us. 

R&R: Boiled down, and in layman’s terms, can you
describe your flagship product?

GB: Silent Falcon is a fixed-wing aircraft, in the 25-
pound weight class, with a 13-foot wingspan. It’s solar-
electric, so it can stay in the air a long time. It’s been
flight-tested, and it’s now in production. 

JF: We make drones that use multispectral cameras to
measure crop health – specifically the crop’s chlorophyll
intake.

R&R: How will your products be utilized in the ag
industry?

GB: Commodity traders operate on data collection,
including data on crop health. With a UAV like Silent
Falcon, large areas can be surveyed quickly to
understand how commodities are coming along, or to
do head counts of cattle and sheep. And, UAVs can
monitor the integrity of a ranch’s fences, the location of
its stock, the availability of water and feed. Gathering
that data becomes immensely more efficient. 

JB: We market what we call the AgDrone System,
which runs off a battery. [Editor’s note: This system
includes a drone the size of a kite. The drone and its
components fit inside a box that, itself, can fit in the back
of a pickup.] So, a farmer owns the drone, and flies it
whenever he wants. The drone gathers crop data, storing
it on an SD card. The farmer downloads the card to a
tablet, and pipes the data to us via the cloud. We process
it, and the farmer gets back a mosaic map of the field,
showing stress areas. He can zoom in on a high-
resolution image of a particular area in the field.
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Everything is geo-referenced, with imagery overlaid on
a Google Earth map, so the exact location of a stress area
can be found. 

R&R: And these are fixed-wing aircraft, not the
quadcopters we see in the news all the time?

GB: Yes. A quadcopter might be suitable for smaller
operations, but their time aloft is limited compared to
fixed-wing aircraft. Most large farms and ranches would
need fixed-wing aircraft to cover more area.

JF: Everyone pictures quads, and quads are cool. But

they’ll never give you the acreage coverage a fixed-wing
aircraft will.

R&R:What prompted your interest in the ag market?

JF: I was raised around farming and worked as a farm
hand here in Oregon, moving irrigation pipe, driving
tractors. I’d always hear farmers say they didn’t have
enough time to see what was happening on every acre
of their property. A farmer once mentioned to me that
he used to take photos of different fields to compare
how they were doing. That got my mind turning :
there had to be a better way of doing that. My initial
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A Honeycomb drone in flight.
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thought was putting a camera on a remote-controlled
airplane. Years of engineering later, it’s more detailed.
Once we started testing with some local farms here,
the demand was so apparent. It’s going to make
farming more manageable, with better resource
allocation and loss mitigation.

R&R:What are the costs of your products?

JF: Our basic system is $15,000, and includes
everything you need out of the box – the tablet,
batteries, everything. With a thermal camera, which
ranchers would want, you’d look at another $10,000. 

GB: Price point. It’s a great question, and it’ll be a
matter of volume. [Editor’s note: At the time of this
interview, pricing had not been finalized for Silent
Falcon.] I could see pricing from $30,000 to $50,000,
up to $200,000. It would depend on the specs – the type
of camera, the sensors, the vehicle size.

R&R:Who have been the early adopters?

JF: All sizes of operations, but so far, it is definitely the
“early adopter” types latching on – people comfortable
with new technology and excited by it. 

R&R:How do FAA regulations impact marketability?

GF: Experimental adaptation of the technology has
been underway for some time, but commercial
operations have been hindered by the FAA’s rulemaking
process. That’s not been the case in many locations
overseas, though. So the benefits are being realized, just
not here in the United States. There are a host of issues:
qualification of the vehicle itself, its safety, operator
experience. Until those guidelines exist and are

understood, it hampers the benefits from being realized
here. We’re looking for the FAA to move along briskly
to bring benefits to U.S. farmers and ranchers. 

R&R:How do consumers learn to operate these vehicles,
and how will that evolve?

GB: Anyone operating something like this will need
training. It’ll be a combination of learning what to do
with the computer and how to operate the aircraft,
including launch and recovery. The aircraft is operated
from a laptop. You program a screen for what you want
done. The plane actually then flies itself from point to
point to point. 

R&R:What about maintenance? If a farmer or rancher
buys a UAV, who works on it if it breaks down?

JF: We have a customer-service department that takes
care of anything that can be taken care of over the
phone. Otherwise, it means shipping the drone back to
us. We’re looking at opening dealerships all over the
nation, though, so customers would be able to take
planes to dealers for servicing. 

R&R:How do you expect the technology to evolve in the
next few years?

JF: We’ve talked with camera and sensor manufacturers.
They’re developing cameras that will detect specific crop
diseases. There will be programs that can actually
diagnose crops. Then, a drone could collect data that
tells you exactly what’s going on.

R&R: And what about further into the future? Give us
the most out-there, sci-fi prediction for this technology.
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JF: I see agricultural drones eventually being fully
autonomous, with no operators. A drone will sit on a
base tower. Every morning it’ll go out and make its
rounds. It’ll land and upload data for processing. By the
time the farmer is at his computer in the morning, he’ll
have real-time data he can push to field hands.

R&R:Do you foresee UAVs being sold in farm-machinery
dealerships?

GB: I don’t imagine ground vehicles would be co-
located [with UAVs]. It’s possible, but not something
we’ve pondered. In our case, I would expect customers
to come to the company directly, at least at this stage of
the industry’s development. 

JF: I actually do envision drones being sold by farm-
machinery dealers. They have customers already asking
for this. It makes sense because you go there to buy farm
equipment, which is what this is – equipment for the
farm. 

R&R: A big question: you’re developing products that
could replace horses and cowboys, at least for certain tasks.
Have you contemplated that cultural change and whether
it’ll be accepted? Do you think it’ll hinder you?

GB: Agriculture has lots of deep history, traditional
ways of doing things, but this will benefit farmers and
ranchers. And a lot of farm equipment has computer
screens. Folks are comfortable with the computer age. 

R&R:What personal rewards do you get from your work
with this technology?

JF: One bad crop can make or break some farms. My
goal is to save farmers money by helping them mitigate
losses and keep better tabs on crops. And, what kid
didn’t dream of playing with radio-controlled airplanes
all day?

GB: Airplanes have long offered value to businesses, to
our nation. This is another way to leverage that
technology. It’s a cool way to contribute to our
country, our people.

A.J. Mangum is the editor of Ranch & Reata. He lives in Colorado.

https://youtu.be/3aVUbcPnTM4
See an agricultural drone in action in this video from

HoneyComb.

https://youtu.be/JgpPtz5ewVo
Bye Aerospace’s George Bye discusses solar-powered

aircraft at a DaVinci Institute event.
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