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Paloma Coelho explores the growing role of drones in sporting 
events and the new opportunities emerging above the stadium

T 
he sporting arena has traditionally been defined 

by what happens on the ground. Athletes 

compete, spectators watch and cameras 

capture the event for viewers at home. Increasingly, 

another layer is developing above the action.

Drones are becoming part of the sporting 

environment in several di�erent ways, supporting 

broadcasting and event operations while also creating 

new forms of entertainment and competition. The 

result is an emerging space above the stadium where 

cameras, light shows, security systems and even 

sporting contests can operate.

A new angle on the action
Broadcasting is one of the most established uses, with 

the Tour de France bike race deploying drones since 

2013, for example. Unlike conventional cameras, drones 

can move through three-dimensional space, creating 

perspectives that would otherwise require helicopters, 

cranes or fixed camera positions.

German broadcaster TVN says its live-copter operation 

carries out more than 100 assignments worldwide each 

year, covering events including the Bundesliga, UEFA 

competitions, the DFB Cup and the FIFA Women’s World 

Cup. During the Bundesliga season, TVN produced live 

aerial images across more than 80 flights per season.

The technology is also changing the way individual 

sports are filmed. At the 2026 Milano Cortina Winter 

Olympics, FPV drones were used to capture high-

speed footage around skiing events, with custom-built 

aircraft reaching speeds of up to 120 km/h. Pilots trained 

alongside athletes to understand the courses and 

anticipate how competitors would move through them. 

For teams, the value goes beyond the broadcast. US-

based FlyRoute, which specialises in drone footage for 

sporting programmes, says its systems can provide live 

drone footage directly to sideline replay systems, as well 

as material for coaching, scouting and recruiting. Harald 

Hasselbach, a former NFL defensive end and defensive 

coach at Regis High School, said: “Drones provide us 

with an unprecedented perspective that encompasses 

all the needed angles in games, as well in practices.”

The stadium as a stage
Drones are also becoming part of the spectacle itself. 

Drone light shows are becoming part of major sporting 

events, turning the air above a stadium into another 

space for entertainment, branding and sponsorship. At 

the 2026 Monaco Grand Prix, Formula 1 staged what 

it described as Europe’s largest-ever drone show, with 
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3,050 drones flying up to 600 feet above the circuit 

during the opening celebrations. 

For companies such as Flyby Guys, this also creates 

a new advertising opportunity. Drone fleets can display 

logos, products and messages in the sky, enabling 

sponsors to turn an otherwise unused part of the 

venue into a branded canvas. That changes the role of 

the drone again. Beyond a camera or an operational 

tool, it becomes part of the production itself, creating 

something for spectators to watch rather than simply 

helping them watch something else.

Team drone
Sometimes drones are the main attraction. The World 

Air Sports Federation (FAI) incorporated drones in 2016 

and now oversees international drone racing and drone 

soccer competitions. Its 2026 Drone Racing World Cup 

has 16 competitions planned across 14 countries. 

Drone soccer takes the concept in another direction. 

Pilots compete inside a netted arena using protected 

drones to score goals, testing manoeuvrability and 

control. 

Meanwhile, the Drone Champions League is 

bringing autonomy into racing through its 2026 AI 

Grand Prix, where drones compete without direct pilot 

control. These developments suggest that drones are 

beginning to create sporting formats around their own 

capabilities of speed, precision, autonomy and aerial 

manoeuvrability, rather than simply being added to 

existing sports.

The airspace above the arena
As these applications grow, managing the airspace 

around them becomes part of the challenge. A major 

sporting event can involve authorised broadcast 

drones, security systems and entertainment fleets, 

while thousands of spectators are concentrated below. 

Authorities must also account for unauthorised aircraft 

that could disrupt an event or create a safety risk. The 

2026 FIFA World Cup demonstrated the scale of this 

challenge. The US Federal Aviation Administration 

established temporary flight restrictions around match 

venues and fan-event locations, with unauthorised 

drone operations prohibited in the a�ected airspace. 

At the PGA TOUR Farmers Insurance Open, 

organisers have used drone detection technology to 

distinguish approved aircraft used by broadcasters such 

as CBS and Golf Channel from unauthorised drones. 

The system can also identify where an unauthorised 

drone was launched, enabling security teams to work 

with law enforcement. 

The sporting arena is becoming an increasingly 

complex airspace environment, where the benefits of 

drone operations have to coexist with safety, security 

and event management. Sport has always provided 

a showcase for new technology. Drones are doing 

something slightly di�erent: they are changing not only 

how the game is experienced, but what can happen 

above it. The stadium of the future may therefore have a 

second arena overhead.
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