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Aviation

transition

Koen De Vos, Secretary General, GUTMA
believes connectivity, data and automated
digital services will drive the next evolution

GUTMA tracking in 2026?

The overriding priority is scaling BVLOS
operations. The enabling technology exists
and regulatory frameworks increasingly exist;
implementation is now the challenge.

Three issues are particularly important: creating
interoperable UTM/U-space infrastructure; moving
from demonstrations towards commercially sustainable
operations; and increasing international regulatory
convergence.

Q What key industry priorities is

opportunities for your members?

The largest opportunity is the transition from
individually authorised drone flights towards automated
operations at scale. Once routine BVLOS operations
become possible, the economics of drones change
fundamentally. Many of the services involved are digital,
with relatively low marginal costs. Scale is therefore
essential to the business case.

That creates opportunities not only for drone operators,
but across an entire ecosystem — UTM providers,
telecom operators, data-service companies, infrastructure
providers and manufacturers — ultimately benefiting the
wider economy and the customers using drone services.
Applications range from logistics and infrastructure
inspection to emergency response and public services.

A second major opportunity is international scalability.
Digital services are inherently scalable; a UTM provider
or drone operator should not have to rebuild its
operational model for every country.

How can members take advantage of
these opportunities?
Interoperability is crucial. Companies such as
Wing and Zipline demonstrate how highly-automated

Q What topics present the greatest
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drone operations can reach
significant scale. UTM/U-space providers are developing
the interoperable digital services needed to support
such operations, while open-source initiatives such as
OpenUTM offer new approaches to deployment.
Telecom players such as Ericsson, together with
specialised aviation-connectivity companies, are
exploring how mobile networks can provide connectivity,
positioning and other data services to drones. Crucially,
this development happens in collaboration with
progressive regulators, including GUTMA members such
as the FAA and Swiss FOCA.
The opportunity is greatest when these elements
are combined into a global ecosystem rather than
developed independently.

challenges for your members?

The biggest challenges are lack of implementation
and risk of fragmentation. Companies can demonstrate
technology successfully but still struggle to deploy
commercially across multiple jurisdictions.

Europe illustrates this particularly clearly. It has
sophisticated drone and U-space regulation, but
implementation has been slow and uneven — to put it
euphemistically. Certification, operational authorisations,
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airspace assessments, onboarding and different national
technical interpretations can make scaling prohibitively
difficult.

Time is therefore becoming an industrial issue:
innovative companies cannot wait indefinitely for markets
to materialise. Time kills innovative companies.

How are members working to

overcome these challenges?

Our members are increasingly focussing on
interoperability, standards and reusable compliance
evidence. Large US operators bring experience from
scaling commercial BVLOS operations, while European
members have accumulated practical experience with
U-space implementation and certification. Progressive
regulators are working actively with industry to develop
open, multi-provider U-space ecosystems.

Experiences from the US and Switzerland also
highlight the importance of electronic conspicuity:
automated BVLOS operations need a predictable
environment in which relevant airspace users can
be digitally detected and traffic can be strategically
deconflicted.

Why choose Tokyo/Japan for

Harmonized Skies 2026?

Harmonized Skies is deliberately global, so
moving the conference between regions where
the needle is moving is important. Japan combines
advanced technology, a strong aviation and industrial
base, active government involvement and a clear
interest in advanced drone and AAM operations.

Tokyo gives us the opportunity to bring European and

North American experience into a direct conversation
with Japan and the wider Asia-Pacific (APAC) ecosystem
— and equally to bring lessons from APAC back to
Europe and North America.

Does APAC move at a different pace in
scaling drone use?
There is no single APAC model. Japan, Australia,
Korea, Singapore and other markets have different
regulatory and industrial approaches.

What is striking, however, is the willingness in several
APAC countries to actively manage and steer the
introduction of these new technologies and connect
industrial policy, technology development and
operational deployment.

The interesting question is therefore not simply who
moves fastest, but who succeeds in turning technology
and regulation into scalable operations. Europe can
sometimes spend too long perfecting frameworks
before creating sufficient operational scale.

What lessons are you hoping to take
away from the event?
We want to understand what actually enables
deployment: where commercial operations are scaling,
what regulators did differently, what enabling services
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make the difference, which barriers remain and which
approaches can be transferred internationally.

But Harmonized Skies is also about another question:
what can we harmonize? Automated aviation will
become a global industry only if companies can operate
across borders without rebuilding their technology and
compliance systems country by country.

Aviation is entering a profound transition. The

first aviation revolution connected the world
through aircraft, airports and air traffic management. The
next will increasingly combine aircraft with connectivity,
data and automated digital services.

The impact of these digital technologies and the
business models they enable is difficult to overestimate.
Look at the automotive industry, where electrification,
connectivity, software and increasingly automated driving
are transforming not only the vehicle itself, but the entire
ecosystem and the underlying business models. We
believe aviation is entering a comparable transformation.

The industry does not primarily need more
demonstrations. It needs implementation,
interoperability and markets.

Q Anything else you'd like to share?
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domains.
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