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Executive Summary

There are more than 140,000 cell towers operating across the United States — and every
one of them needs regular inspection. For decades, that meant sending a human climber
up a steel structure that could be 200 to 300 feet tall, under time pressure, often in adverse
conditions, frequently relying on layers of subcontractors with inconsistent training and
equipment.

The result has been a long, troubling safety record, significant cost, and inspection reports
that often missed what they were supposed to catch.

Drone inspection changes that equation. An FAA-licensed commercial drone operator can
inspect the same tower in under an hour, deliver higher-resolution imagery from more
angles than any climber could practically capture, and do it without putting a single person
on the structure. The cost savings are significant — industry data consistently shows 30 to
50 percent lower cost per inspection compared to traditional methods, with some
estimates reaching 70 percent when full crew, travel, equipment, and liability costs are
factored in.

This white paper is written for telecom carriers, tower owners, infrastructure contractors,
and insurance professionals who are responsible for the condition of tower assets in
Northeast Ohio and the surrounding region. It makes the case — in practical, financial
terms — for why aerial drone inspection is not a future technology. It's available right now,
it's legally authorized, and it works.

The Problem with the Traditional Approach
The Human Cost

Tower climbing has been documented by the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration (OSHA), ProPublica, PBS Frontline, and others as one of the most
dangerous occupations in the United States. The death rate among tower climbers has



been measured at roughly ten times that of general construction work — a profession not
known for being safe.

The causes are structural, not accidental. Climbers are often subcontractors, sometimes
separated from the carriers or tower owners who ultimately direct the work by multiple
layers of sub-contracting. Deadlines are tight. Pay rates are set by the top of the contracting
chain. OSHA has documented cases where workers were inadequately trained or
improperly equipped before being sent up hundreds of feet. Investigations after fatal
accidents have found that in nearly one-third of tower climbing deaths, faulty or misused
equipment was a contributing factor.

No inspection — of any tower, for any reason — is worth a human life. And yet the
traditional model created exactly the conditions where lives were routinely at risk.

The Financial Cost

Manual tower inspection using a certified climb crew is not cheap. Typical costs run from
$2,000 to over $4,000 per tower, accounting for specialized labor, safety equipment, crew
transport, and insurance. A single inspection can consume a full day — six to eight hours of
crew time — at a single site.

For a carrier or tower management company with a regional portfolio of even twenty
towers, that's a substantial and recurring line item. For post-storm emergency inspections,
where multiple towers may need assessment simultaneously, the traditional model simply
cannot scale. Climb crews take time to schedule, mobilize, and deploy. Meanwhile, the
tower owner may not know whether a structure is compromised and operational, or
damaged and creating liability.

What Manual Inspection Misses

Even when a climber reaches the top of a tower without incident, the visual inspection
itself has limitations. A climber carrying a camera captures what they can reach from the
angle they're at. Subtle antenna misalignment, early-stage corrosion behind a mounting
bracket, or structural stress beginning at a weld point may go undocumented — or
unnoticed entirely — when inspection depends on a person clinging to the structure.

The documentation that results from a manual inspection is also often inconsistent.
Photographs vary in quality and coverage. There's no systematic guarantee that every
antenna array, every cable run, every mounting point, and every structural joint has been
visually captured and recorded.



What Drone Inspection Delivers
Complete Visual Coverage

A commercial drone equipped with a high-resolution camera can orbit a tower at any
altitude, approaching from any angle, and capture imagery of every component from top to
bottom. Antenna mounts, cable connections, structural welds, platform grating, guy wire
terminations, anchor points — all documented with consistent coverage that doesn't
depend on what a climber could physically reach or see.

The imagery is also more comprehensive than what the human eye catches in the field.
High-resolution stills and 4K video capture detail that can be reviewed, enlarged, and
analyzed after the fact, by engineers and asset managers working from the documentation
— not just from memory of what they saw at the time.

Speed and Scalability

A drone inspection of a typical cell tower takes under an hour from deployment to wrap.
Compare that to six to eight hours for a manual crew. More importantly, a single drone
operator can inspect multiple towers in a single day. For carriers managing regional tower
portfolios — or facing post-storm assessment of multiple sites — the difference is not
marginal. It's the difference between a one-day job and a week-long operation.

The Numbers

Factor Manual Inspection Drone Inspection

Time per tower 6-8 hours Under 1 hour

Typical cost per tower  $2,000-$4,000+ 30-50% less

Safety risk High — climbers at 200-300 ft None — ground operations only
Data coverage Limited by climber position  Full 360°, top to bottom
Documentation delivery Variable Digital, within 24 hours
Scalability 1 tower per day, per crew Multiple towers per day

Legally Defensible Documentation

There's an important distinction that often gets overlooked in conversations about drone
inspection: not all drone footage is created equal, legally speaking.



Imagery captured by a licensed, insured, FAA Part 107 commercial drone operator carries
evidentiary weight that phone camera photos or hobbyist drone footage simply does not.
The files are geotagged, time-stamped, and produced by an operator with verifiable
credentials and liability coverage. That matters for insurance claims, maintenance
compliance documentation, lease enforcement, and any situation where the imagery
might be reviewed by an adjuster, attorney, or regulatory body.

An unlicensed operator — a contractor's employee with a consumer drone, a site employee
using a recreational device — creates documentation that may not hold up when it needs
to. And in many parts of Northeast Ohio, those operators are also flying illegally. Cell towers
near Cleveland Hopkins International Airport, Akron-Canton Regional Airport, and other
regional airports sit in or near FAA-controlled airspace. Commercial drone operations in
those areas require FAA LAANC authorization before any flight takes place. Hiring an
operator who doesn't know — or doesn't care — about airspace authorization creates legal
and liability exposure for the tower owner or carrier who hired them.

The 5G Factor: Why Inspection Frequency Is Increasing

The ongoing deployment of 5G networks across the United States is not just adding new
towers. It's adding new equipment, new antenna configurations, and new co-location
arrangements to thousands of existing structures. Towers that were last modified for 4G
LTE are being upgraded — often multiple times, by multiple carriers sharing the same
structure.

Every upgrade is an opportunity for documentation. Pre-work condition surveys, post-
installation verification, and ongoing structural monitoring are all legitimate business
needs that exist because someone is accountable for the condition of the tower and the
work done to it. Drone inspection is the most efficient way to create that documentation
record.

For tower owners who lease vertical space to multiple carriers, pre- and post-work aerial
documentation is also a form of asset protection. When a contractor completes an
antenna installation, having dated aerialimagery that shows the state of the tower before
and after the work creates an independent record that belongs to the owner — not the
contractor.



Use Cases: When Drone Inspection Is the Right Tool

Portfolio Maintenance Inspection Carriers and tower management companies with
regional portfolios need regular visual documentation of every site. Drone inspection
makes it practical to inspect every tower on schedule — not just the ones that canfitinto a
climb crew's calendar.

Post-Storm Assessment After a significant weather event, getting eyes on towers quickly
is both operationally urgent and legally important. A drone can assess antenna damage,
visible structural deformation, or downed cabling within hours of a storm — without waiting
for a climb crew to be scheduled, equipped, and dispatched.

Pre- and Post-Work Verification Before a contractor goes up for an antenna swap or
equipment upgrade, aerial documentation establishes the existing condition. After the
work is complete, aerial documentation confirms it was done to specification. This
protects the tower owner, provides the carrier with independent verification, and creates a
defensible record if disputes arise later.

Insurance Claims When a tower sustains damage from a storm, vehicle strike, or
equipment failure, the quality of the claim documentation matters. Dated, geotagged, high-
resolution aerial imagery from a licensed operator provides a stronger evidentiary basis
than ground-level photos — and, in many cases, allows the adjuster to assess the damage
remotely rather than requiring a site visit.

Municipal and Public Safety Towers Local governments, water utilities, and public safety
agencies often own communications towers or water towers that require periodic
inspection. The same business case applies: drone inspection is faster, safer, and less
expensive than any alternative that requires a climber.

What to Look for in a Drone Inspection Provider

Not every operator with a drone is qualified to inspect a cell tower. When evaluating a
provider, the following credentials are non-negotiable:

FAA Part 107 Certification. Commercial drone operations in the United States require FAA
Part 107 certification. This is the legal minimum for any paid drone work. If an operator
cannot produce their Part 107 certificate, they are not operating legally.

Airspace Authorization Capability. In Northeast Ohio, many cell tower sites are located in
or near controlled airspace. A qualified operator must be able to obtain FAA LAANC
authorization before flying in these areas. This is not a routine inconvenience — it's a legal



requirement, and an unauthorized flight creates real liability for the tower owner or carrier
that hired the operator.

Commercial Liability Insurance. A minimum of $1 million in general liability coverage is
the professional standard for commercial drone operations. This protects the clientin the
event of an incident on or near the tower site.

Demonstrated Documentation Process. The value of drone inspectionis in the
documentation it produces. Ask how imagery will be delivered, how it will be organized,
and how quickly it will be available after the inspection. Professional delivery within 24
hours of the shoot is a reasonable standard.

Direct Operator Relationship. Many drone "companies" subcontract their actual flight
work to operators they've never met. When you're documenting a tower asset, you want to
know who is actually holding the controller and what their experience is.

NE Ohio Drone: Tower Inspection for Northeast Ohio

NE Ohio Drone LLC is an FAA Part 107 licensed, fully insured commercial drone operation
based in Akron, Ohio, serving carriers, tower owners, and infrastructure contractors across
Northeast Ohio, western Pennsylvania, and beyond.

Ed Rich handles every inspection personally — no subcontractors, no middlemen. Every
engagement includes FAA airspace authorization as a standard part of the job, whether the
site is in open rural airspace or near a controlled airport. Documentation is delivered
digitally within 24 hours of the shoot.

NE Ohio Drone provides aerial inspection services for cell towers, water towers, and
communications structures of all types, including pre- and post-work documentation,
portfolio inspection programs, post-storm assessment, and insurance documentation.

To discuss your tower inspection needs:

Q. (330) 208-3601 [] NEOhioDrone@gmail.com O www.NEOhioDrone.com/Cell-Tower-
Inspection

Based in Akron, Ohio. Serving Cleveland, Canton, Youngstown, Mansfield, Erie, Pittsburgh,
and all of Northeast Ohio and Western PA.
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