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Executive Summary 

Construction projects are expensive, complex, and full of moving parts. Disputes over what 
was built, when, and by whom are not exceptional events — they are routine features of the 
industry. A PMI study found that poor communication leads to one-third of all construction 
project failures, and those communication problems negatively aƯect more than half of all 
projects. Cost overruns aƯect the vast majority of construction projects across every 
market segment. 

What separates projects that resolve disputes quickly, satisfy lenders eƯiciently, and 
deliver investor confidence from those that spiral into claim-and-counterclaim battles is 
often not the quality of the work — it's the quality of the documentation. 

Ground-level documentation — the clipboard walk-through, the smartphone photo, the 
hand-drawn sketch — is how most Northeast Ohio construction projects are documented 
today. It's also the most expensive approach available, because it consistently misses 
what matters most: the full picture of the site, captured from above, at a documented point 
in time. 

This white paper is written for general contractors, project owners, developers, lenders, 
and construction managers who want to understand what aerial drone documentation 
delivers — in financial, legal, and operational terms — and why a retainer arrangement with 
a licensed drone operator is one of the lowest-cost, highest-impact investments available 
on any active project. 

 

The Problem Is Bigger Than Most Contractors Admit 

The Scale of Construction Project Failures 

The data on construction project performance is stark. Research tracking construction 
mega-projects across twenty countries over a 70-year period found that 85% experienced 
cost overruns, with an average overrun of 28%. Only 25% of projects were completed 



within 10% of their original deadlines. More recent data is no more encouraging: studies 
estimate that 98% of construction projects globally experience some form of cost overrun 
or delay. 

These are not primarily the result of bad contractors or incompetent project managers. 
They are the predictable result of the fundamental complexity of construction projects — 
large numbers of stakeholders, long timelines, evolving conditions, and the near-constant 
need to make consequential decisions based on incomplete information. 

What changes outcomes is information quality. And the single most consistent gap in 
construction project information is spatial: what is actually happening across the entire 
site, at any given point in time. 

What a Ground-Level Walk-Through Misses 

A project manager conducting a site walk carries a hard hat, a clipboard, and a camera. 
They see what is in front of them. They document what they can reach. They miss what is 
above them, behind active work, or across a site that spans more acreage than one person 
can comprehensively walk in an afternoon. 

The result is a documentation record that is: 

Fragmented. Ground-level photos are taken from whatever angle was accessible, not from 
a consistent vantage point that allows meaningful comparison over time. The same portion 
of the site photographed three weeks apart from slightly diƯerent positions tells no 
coherent story about progress. 

Incomplete. A roofing installation, a structural connection, a staging area that's 
encroaching on an easement — these are all visible from above and largely invisible from 
the ground until something goes wrong. 

Reactive. Ground-level documentation tends to be triggered by events — a milestone 
reached, a problem noticed, a lender draw request coming due. By the time 
documentation is collected, the moment it was meant to capture has already passed, and 
the site has changed. 

DiƯicult to share. A collection of ground-level smartphone photos, emailed to a project 
owner or pasted into a PDF report, communicates a fraction of what a single well-
composed aerial image delivers. An investor reviewing a progress report from another city, 
a lender processing a draw request, or an owner assessing how their project compares to 
the schedule — they cannot form an accurate picture of site status from ground photos. 

 



What Aerial Documentation Changes 

The View That Changes Everything 

A drone deployed to a construction site in Northeast Ohio can capture the entire project — 
every structure, every staging area, every perimeter, every elevation — in a single flight 
lasting thirty to sixty minutes. The result is not just a collection of photos. It's a complete 
spatial record of the site at a specific point in time, shot from consistent angles that allow 
direct comparison with images from the previous visit and every visit before that. 

That comparative record is where the value is. When a lender asks "where does the project 
stand?", the answer can be shown — not described. When a dispute arises over when a 
particular phase of work was completed, the aerial record answers the question with 
dated, geotagged imagery rather than competing assertions. When a subcontractor claims 
material was staged and ready before a scheduled installation date, the documentation 
either confirms it or it doesn't. 

A site survey that previously required 100 person-hours to walk on foot can be replaced by 
a drone flight of comparable coverage in 2 hours or less. That eƯiciency compounds across 
every visit on a project with a multi-month or multi-year timeline. 

The Math on a Retainer Program 

The ROI on scheduled aerial documentation is straightforward and documented. On a $10 
million commercial project, monthly drone monitoring at a few hundred dollars per visit 
over a twelve-month build totals a fraction of a percent of total project cost. Against that 
investment, consider what the documentation protects against: 

A single resolved dispute that avoids litigation. A lender draw processed in days rather than 
weeks because the visual record is clear and complete. A subcontractor's claim denied 
because aerial imagery shows the work wasn't done when the invoice said it was. An 
insurance claim supported by dated aerial imagery rather than reconstructed from memory 
after the fact. 

Any one of those outcomes pays for a full year of aerial documentation many times over. 
The ROI isn't theoretical — it's the diƯerence between documented facts and unresolvable 
disagreements. 

Specific Situations Where Aerial Documentation Changes Outcomes 

Lender and Investor Draw Reporting 

Construction lenders require documented progress before releasing draw funds. The 
quality of that documentation directly aƯects how quickly draws are processed and 



whether they're questioned. A well-produced aerial progress report — showing the site 
from consistent angles at each milestone, edited and delivered within 24 hours — 
communicates project momentum in a way that written updates and ground photos simply 
cannot. For investors and ownership groups who may never set foot on the site, it builds 
confidence and demonstrates professional project management. 

Change Order and Scope Disputes 

Change orders are inevitable on construction projects. Disputes over what work was 
authorized, what conditions existed before a change was requested, and what was actually 
completed by a given date are among the most common and most expensive sources of 
construction litigation. Aerial documentation that captures site conditions at regular 
intervals creates a visual audit trail. What did the site look like before the subcontractor 
claims the unforeseen condition existed? What was completed before the change order 
was submitted? The images either support the claim or they don't — and that clarity tends 
to resolve disputes at the negotiation table rather than in court. 

Subcontractor Payment Disputes 

Payment disputes between general contractors and subcontractors are a significant source 
of project friction and delay. A subcontractor claiming work is complete when aerial 
imagery shows a portion of the site still in progress — or confirming that it is — gives the GC 
an objective record that bypasses the competing assertions that typically characterize 
these situations. 

Roofing and Exterior Work Verification 

Roofing projects are particularly well-suited to aerial documentation because roof work is 
almost entirely invisible from the ground once a crew is on the structure. Tear-oƯ, decking 
condition, installation sequencing, material coverage, and completion status are all clearly 
visible from above. For owners managing roofing contractors, a drone visit mid-project and 
at completion creates an independent photographic record that confirms the work was 
done to scope — or surfaces discrepancies before the final invoice is paid. 

Safety Documentation 

OSHA requirements for construction site safety create real documentation obligations. 
Aerial imagery of an active site captures crew positioning, fall hazard areas, equipment 
proximity, and housekeeping conditions across the full site — from a vantage point no 
ground-based inspector can match. Documenting site safety conditions from the air keeps 
the observer out of the active work zone while delivering more comprehensive coverage 
than a physical walk-through. 



Pre-Leasing and Marketing 

A commercial development under construction competes for tenant and buyer 
commitments against projects that are already complete. Aerial photography and video of 
a project at key milestones — foundation, framing, envelope, rooftop — shows prospective 
tenants the scale and progress of the development in a way that renderings and ground-
level photos cannot. The ability to see a project from above, in its actual site context, drives 
leasing conversations in a way that is diƯicult to replicate by any other means. 

 

The True Cost of Not Documenting 

The cost of aerial documentation is easy to see on a budget line. The cost of not having it is 
distributed across dozens of situations where the absence of a clear visual record creates 
friction, delay, or loss. 

A lender draw that takes three weeks to process instead of five days because the progress 
documentation was ambiguous. A roofing dispute that results in a $15,000 settlement 
rather than a clear denial because there's no aerial record of what was done. A change 
order claim that gets paid in full because the contractor can't disprove the subcontractor's 
version of events. An investor who loses confidence halfway through a project because 
they've never been able to visualize where it actually stands. 

None of these costs show up as line items attributed to "inadequate documentation." They 
show up as delays, disputes, overpayments, and strained relationships. The 
documentation that would have prevented them was never a budget consideration — until 
after it was needed. 

 

What to Look for in a Construction Drone Documentation Provider 

Scheduling a drone operator to visit a construction site is straightforward. Getting 
documentation that holds up in a dispute, satisfies a lender, and creates a credible project 
archive requires more than a drone and a camera. The following credentials are the 
professional minimum: 

FAA Part 107 Certification. Commercial drone operations require FAA Part 107 
certification. Without it, the operator is flying illegally, and the documentation they produce 
carries no regulatory standing. 

Airspace Authorization. Construction sites in Northeast Ohio — near Cleveland Hopkins, 
Akron-Canton Regional, and other airports — frequently fall in or near FAA-controlled 



airspace. Every flight in controlled airspace requires FAA LAANC authorization before 
takeoƯ. A licensed operator handles this as a standard part of every job. An unlicensed 
operator typically doesn't know it's required. 

Commercial Liability Insurance. A minimum of $1 million in general liability coverage 
protects the project owner, contractor, and lender in the event of an incident on or near the 
site. Confirming coverage before any drone operator flies your site is not optional. 

Consistent Documentation Process. A retainer arrangement is only as valuable as the 
consistency of the documentation it produces. The same operator, flying the same 
waypoints, delivering organized, dated, digital files within 24 hours of each visit — that's the 
standard that creates a usable project archive rather than a random collection of photos. 

Direct Operator Relationship. On a construction site, you need to know who is flying. 
Many drone "companies" are scheduling platforms that subcontract to pilots they've never 
met. When documentation needs to hold up in a dispute or support a lender draw, the 
chain of custody matters. 

 

NE Ohio Drone: Construction Documentation for Northeast Ohio 

NE Ohio Drone LLC is an FAA Part 107 licensed, fully insured commercial drone operation 
based in Akron, Ohio. Ed Rich works directly with general contractors, project owners, 
developers, and lenders throughout Northeast Ohio to provide scheduled aerial 
documentation that protects projects and the people responsible for them. 

Retainer arrangements are available and structured around your project schedule — 
weekly, bi-weekly, or monthly, with weather-dependent flexibility built in. Every visit 
includes FAA airspace authorization, professional-grade imagery, and digital delivery within 
24 hours. Ed handles every shoot personally. 

The best time to start documenting is before the first dispute. 

 ᔎᔏᔐ (330) 208-3601  ᜾᜿ᝀᝁ NEOhioDrone@gmail.com  ௲௳௴ 
www.NEOhioDrone.com/Construction 

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