
38 // GLOBAL AIRSPACE RADAR MAGAZINE

Charlotte Essiet, CEO of ELINT SYSTEMS Limited, 
reimagines low-altitude airspace

These operational realities require systems capable 

of integrating safety, security, operational e�ciency 

and accessibility into a single digital ecosystem.

Beyond traditional UTM
The aviation industry is gradually shifting from 

thinking exclusively about drone tra�c management 

to considering the broader concept of integrated 

low-altitude airspace management. This evolution is 

particularly relevant for Africa.

Future airspace systems must integrate artificial 

intelligence, real-time surveillance, digital 

identity, Remote ID, weather intelligence, 

cybersecurity, communication networks 

and counter-uncrewed aircraft 

capabilities. These components 

must work seamlessly with 

existing Air Tra�c Management 

systems while remaining flexible 

enough to accommodate rapid 

technological change.

For Africa, this presents a 

F
or many years, discussions around uncrewed 

aircraft systems (UAS) and low-altitude 

airspace have been dominated by Europe and 

North America. Much of the global conversation has 

focused on integrating drones into mature aviation 

systems through frameworks such as U-space and 

unmanned tra�c management (UTM). While these 

initiatives have significantly advanced the industry, 

Africa has a unique opportunity—not to replicate 

these models, but to shape the next generation of 

low-altitude airspace in ways that reflect its own 

realities, priorities and ambitions.

Contrary to the perception 

that Africa is merely following 

established markets, the 

continent is rapidly becoming 

a living laboratory for 

innovation. With fewer legacy 

constraints, expanding 

digital infrastructure and 

an increasing demand for 

practical drone applications, 

Africa has the potential to 

leapfrog traditional approaches 

and build an integrated low-

altitude airspace ecosystem that is 

resilient, inclusive and designed for the 

future.

Building around need, not convenience
One of the defining di�erences between Africa and 

many developed regions lies in the purpose of drone 

operations. In Europe and North America, drone 

technology is increasingly focused on commercial 

e�ciency and convenience. In Africa, drones are 

solving essential challenges.

Across the continent, drones are supporting 

healthcare logistics, agricultural monitoring, energy 

infrastructure inspections, environmental conservation, 

disaster response, humanitarian operations and 

security. They are extending services to remote 

communities where conventional infrastructure is 

limited, reducing operational costs and providing real-

time intelligence for decision-makers.
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significant advantage. Rather than retrofitting decades-

old infrastructure, many nations have the opportunity to 

design digital-first ecosystems that incorporate these 

capabilities from the outset.

Nigeria’s progress
Nigeria o�ers a compelling example of both the 

opportunities and the complexities associated with 

developing low-altitude airspace. As Africa’s most 

populous nation and one of its largest aviation 

markets, Nigeria is witnessing increasing demand 

for drone operations across oil and gas, power 

transmission, agriculture, logistics, infrastructure 

inspection, environmental monitoring, emergency 

response and public safety.

Encouragingly, this collaborative approach is already 

emerging. Regulatory engagement, indigenous 

innovation and public-private partnerships are 

beginning to shape frameworks that prioritise safety 

while enabling innovation. Rather than viewing drones 

as isolated technologies, stakeholders are increasingly 

recognising them as part of a broader national digital 

infrastructure.

Intelligent automation
Future systems will assess tra�c patterns, predict 

conflicts, optimise flight paths, detect unauthorised 

aircraft, support emergency response and provide 

real-time situational awareness for operators. 

For African nations, AI o�ers an opportunity to 

maximise limited resources while enhancing safety 

and operational e�ciency. Instead of relying solely 

on manual processes, intelligent automation can help 

regulators oversee increasingly complex airspace 

environments without proportionally increasing 

operational costs.

Collaboration is key
As an indigenous UTM service provider, ELINT 

SYSTEMS has been involved in developing solutions 

that connect low-altitude airspace management with 

real-world requirements, including drone operations, 

critical infrastructure protection and airspace security. 

The company’s work in Nigeria combines technology, 

regulatory engagement and local operational 

knowledge. 

One important lesson from this experience is that 

UTM cannot operate in isolation. It must connect 

operators, regulators and security stakeholders 

through a common operational picture. 

Success will depend upon collaboration 

among governments, aviation authorities, Air 

Navigation Service Providers, security agencies, 

telecommunications companies, academia, 

infrastructure operators and technology companies. 

Public-private partnerships will play a particularly 

important role in accelerating deployment, sharing 

expertise and creating sustainable business models 

capable of supporting long-term growth.

Africa as a trailblazer
Within the next decade, low-altitude airspace 

could become an essential layer of Africa’s digital 

infrastructure. Routine operations may include 

autonomous medical deliveries, infrastructure 

inspections, environmental monitoring, emergency 

response, precision agriculture, urban logistics and 

Advanced Air Mobility (AAM). 

Intelligent platforms will coordinate thousands 

of simultaneous operations safely and e�ciently. 

The world should pay attention, not because Africa 

is following established models, but because it is 

developing solutions shaped by necessity, flexibility 

and innovation.

Africa’s greatest contribution to global aviation 

may not be the number of drones it operates, but 

the new way it chooses to manage the skies. By 

embracing digital technology, artificial intelligence 

and collaborative governance, the continent can 

create a blueprint for integrated low-altitude airspace 

that other regions may follow.
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