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It’s happening. The era of an entire subset of the avi-

ation industry, commercial and public use of unmanned aerial 

vehicles (UAVs), and drones are becoming a major force in ci-

vilian aviation and aerospace with a long list of applications 

including surveillance, tracking, monitoring, and photography, 

as well as movie production.

The growing impact and increasing employment opportu-

nities in the UAV industry was explained in detail in “The Real 

NextGen,” a feature in Aviation for Women July/August 2015 

issue, written by Amy Laboda, 

WAI 14. Brad Hayden, CEO of 

US Robotics, a company developed exclusively to repair the 

sophisticated electronics required to fly the UAVs in the Na-

tional Airspace Systems, called the phenomena two years ago 

“a convergence of technologies.”

Drone flying is one of the most rapidly expanding niche avi-

ation segments, and FAA statistics reveal there are 38,000 reg-

istered drone pilots (as of May 1, 2017), and notably female 

drone pilots account for 1,800 of that total, or 4.75 percent.

Embracing this community, WAI recently announced a new 

membership partnership with Women and Drones to welcome 

those females operating drones for business or pleasure to be 

a part of a larger networking women in aviation organization.

The opportunity to connect, engage, and inspire with other 

WAI members is a nod to this evolving technology that prom-

ises to bring new career opportunities for women and young 

girls well into the future.

by Kelly Murphy

Wendy Erikson, an  
Emmy award-winning 
journalist, FAA-certified 
remote pilot, and Women 
and Drones adviser. A
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INSPIRATION FROM A MAINE UAS PILOT

A
student GA pilot and a commercial 

unmanned aircraft system (UAS) 

pilot, Nancy Rimm Staples, WAI 

74915, is busy working on her busi-

ness, Rimm Air, in northeastern Maine. Having 

been a travel consultant for 14 years, Nancy has 

always been drawn to aviation. She was seeking 

a more specialized market for her existing pho-

tography business, established in 2012. In 2015, 

she renamed it Rimm Air LLC to reflect her focus 

on aerial imagery. She would have to wait to put 

that into practice, however.

While the FAA was establishing drone regu-

lations, Nancy filed for a Section 333 exemption 

authorization, which had a projected six-month 

wait. In the meantime, she took a private pilot 

ground school course in Orono, Maine, through 

WINGsReality EDU. At the time, the FAA required 

all commercial UAS operators to hold a sport pi-

lot or higher certificate. Nancy completed the 

course in May 2016 and continued her flying as 

a GA student pilot.

Flying drones since 2014, Nancy also contin-

ued flying them under the hobbyist umbrella 

until the FAA implemented the UAS certification 

testing process. She earned her remote pilot cer-

tificate with an sUAS rating in October 2016. This 

allowed her to officially transition her photog-

raphy business to focus on aerial photography 

and cinematography. 

“Running a drone business in this rapidly ex-

panding field requires keeping on top of the lat-

est regulations, news, and information,” Nancy 

shares. She has flown four UA Systems, all DJI 

products: Phantom 2 Vision +, Phantom 3 Pro-

fessional, Inspire 1, and Inspire 2. “I registered 

the P3P and I2 with Rimm Air. The I2 is a better, 

stronger, faster upgrade to the I1—with multiple 

lenses, self-heating dual batteries, FPV camera, 

and many other features allows for profession-

al, year-round imaging options, even in below-

freezing temperatures common during Maine 

winters,” Nancy explains.

The Inspire 1 is registered with DEEMI (Down 

East Emergency Medicine Institute) Search and 

Rescue, an all-volunteer organization founded 

in 1991 and based in Orono. Nancy, the first fe-

male DEEMI UAV Team pilot, has participated in 

multiple searches in Maine, flying individually 

both the Inspire 1 and 2. Images she takes are 

immediately uploaded to DEEMI’s server and 

viewed by analysts in Ohio. These types of im-

ages have helped find the lost. DEEMI also has 

divisions in Florida, New Hampshire, and Texas, 

with a new division forming in California.

Nancy sees a lot of value in being a member 

of a larger aviation organization like WAI. 

“I went to an FAA Safety Expo in New Hamp-

shire last year and met a high-level female pilot,” 

Nancy says. “We had a very good conversation 

that I found helpful, and that was meeting just 

one person. So I definitely see positives in con-

necting with many other women in aviation. The 

percentage of women flying drones seems to be 

very low. Most of my communication pertaining 

to my work has been with men. I don’t mind that 

at all, though I would welcome conversations 

and networking with women too.”

“I was one of only two women in the private 

pilot ground school class; we were the first two 

females along with one male in the 10-year his-

tory of the class to pursue a remote pilot certif-

icate. I was the only one to pursue both certifi-

cates. I certainly feel like a pioneer in all of this, 

and even more so with search and rescue. I am 

the SIC UAV Pilot for DEEMI SAR, the first SAR 

organization in the entire country to be FAA 

approved to use UAVs. I recently received a 

Daylight Operations Certificate to be more spe-

cialized. Once I get my private pilot certificate, I 

will be able to fly left seat on DEEMI’s SAR fixed-

wing airplane. It’s all very exciting, and I am hon-

ored to be a part of it,” Nancy says. 

Being a part of WAI will allow Nancy to net-

work with other women about her business and 

search and rescue efforts. She notes, “As com-

mercial drone usage is relatively new in the state 

of Maine, we are learning as we make our re-

quests. I recently contacted the Maine State Bu-

reau of Parks and Lands to obtain a waiver to fly 

drones in state parks for search and rescue—

as they are currently banned. I’m waiting on a  

lawyer and other decision-makers to finalize 

the paperwork. These are areas I’m looking for-

ward to networking with other women about.”  

As of the writing of this article, the MSBPL2 has 

posted its updated drone policy, and Nancy was 

instrumental in shaping the current language 

written for search and rescue missions.  ✈

Burning blueberry fields at 
Staples Homestead Farm.   
Burning operation run by Josh 
and Kim Dickson of Foggy Hill 
Farm in Frankfort, Maine.
Photo taken with a  
DJI Phantom 3 Professional.

Nancy launches  
Inspire 1 drone  
during a search and 
rescue training 
session with the 
DEEMI SIC UAV team.
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Q: You have a varied professional background. What led 

to your interest in the UAS industry? 

Having worked the majority of my career in insurance and 
financial services the opportunity to apply my executive and 
business experience in a completely “blue sky” arena was in-
triguing. I am fascinated by the potential of the “flying robot” 
technology and the application for so many industries. I’ve al-
ways loved aviation, but education and life took me in a dif-
ferent direction. It’s great to have my journey lead me to the 
opportunities within the UAS industry.

Q: What is the mission and purpose of Women and 

Drones, and what prompted you to create the company?

The purpose and mission of Women And Drones LLC is to 
raise the profile and visibility of women in UAS. Our daily fo-
cus is on disseminating positive images of women in the in-
dustry and on demonstrating how women are major contribu-
tors to the economic pulse of this emerging global ecosystem.

The idea for W&D came to me in July 2016. I was complet-
ing forms for an upcoming industry panel and realized I did 
not know any of the other women on the panel. As I searched 
online for information about the other panelists, little to no 
information was available about their experience in the UAS 
industry. I thought it would be great to have a community 
for women to connect, in-
spire, and encourage one 
another, thus the launch of 
Women And Drones. 

The mult imedia plat-
form features online and 
audio podcast interviews 
and will soon feature vid-
eo casts. The website has 
expanded to include a page 
to focus on STEM/STEAM 
programs, in par t icular 
programs with an empha-
sis on engaging girls in 
learning about STEAM—
drones/aviation. Soon af-
ter the launch, the audience 
and interview subjects ex-
panded beyond women in 
the United States to wom-
en around the globe. We 
have featured women from 
Australia, Ireland, Italy, Po-
land, Spain, and Sweden.

Q: Can you explain the 

background to the 2017 

Women to Watch in UAS 

program? 

Shortly after launching 
Women And Drones, we 
started receiving feedback 
about how reading another 
woman’s story was inspir-
ing others to find their own 
way. We also heard from 
men saying they appreciat-
ed the positive role models 
of women in the industry 
and they were sharing the 
stories with their daugh-
ters. The more emails we 
received the more we knew 
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Q&A WITH
 SHARON 

ROSSMARK
Women and Drones CEO and founder

Sharon Rossmark, WAI 70317, is a licensed FAA remote pilot 

who is the CEO/founder of the global initiative Women and 

Drones (womenanddrones.com). The initiative is focused on 

raising the profile of women in the UAV industry with an em-

phasis on STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) 

programs. Sharon has experience scaling organizations, lead-

ing an executive team, and developing a performance culture 

among a group of diverse, talented individuals. Her profession-

al background includes corporate officer at a Fortune 100 com-

pany and entrepreneurial experience. She shares her business 

knowledge by serving in leadership roles on the boards of sev-

eral nonprofit organizations.

RESOURCES
Aurora Flight Sciences is

a Manassas, Virginia-based  

developer and manufacturer of UAS  

and aerospace vehicles.  

Aurora.aero 

AUVSI (Association of Unmanned  

Vehicle Systems International)  

is the world’s largest nonprofit  

organization devoted exclusively  

to advancing the unmanned systems  

and robotics community. 

www.AUVSI.org

GleimAviation.com/drones 

offers FAA Test Prep Online Software  

and Knowledge Test Prep Book.

KingSchools.com offers online 

Drone Pilot License Test Prep Course.

Skytango.com 

Co-founder Susan Talbot  

lists six empowering actions for  

women in drones at 

www.SkyTango.com/6-empowering- 

actions-for-women-in-drones-learn- 

share-and-get-inspired.

Sportys.com 

offers Drone Study Buddy  

Remote Pilot Test prep and  

select drone models with camera.

Wyvernltd.com 

provides an industry safety  

and risk management  

certification program for UAS and UAV  

operations called EXACT.

http://womenanddrones.com
http://Aurora.aero
http://www.AUVSI.org
http://GleimAviation.com/drones
http://KingSchools.com
http://Skytango.com
http://Sportys.com
http://Wyvernltd.com
http://www.SkyTango.com/6-empoweringactions-for-women-in-drones-learnshare-and-get-inspired
http://www.SkyTango.com/6-empoweringactions-for-women-in-drones-learnshare-and-get-inspired
http://www.SkyTango.com/6-empoweringactions-for-women-in-drones-learnshare-and-get-inspired
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the site was striking all the right chords with our audience. 
The “Women to Watch” global initiative came about as a way 
to further our mission of identifying women in the industry 
who are making an impact. The recognition is designed to ac-
knowledge and motivate women who are driving change.

Q: There are lots of drone applications, for both the  

hobbyist and professional. What do you foresee are  

some of the growth areas in the future? 

As a growth-oriented industry, one capability I’m excited 
about is the pending rules and regulations to approve Beyond 
Visual Line of Sight (BVLOS). The drone industry is rapidly 
evolving. BVLOS will accelerate growth in numerous ways 
including package delivery, which is an application getting a 
great deal of media attention. Others include humanitarian 
services, border patrol, inspections (powerline, crop/irriga-
tion, windmills, pipelines) search and rescue, civil unrest, and 
crowd control, just to name a few. Mapping, environmental, 
and agricultural arenas are prime areas for breakout oppor-
tunities when it comes to expanding the use of drones beyond 
the current applications.

Q: You have your FAA remote pilot drone certificate.  

What advice do you have for a female pilot (or nonpilot) 

considering getting one? There are so many training  

options available; what are your recommendations?

Like most things in life education is fundamental. Take the 
time to invest in yourself. There are many companies advertis-
ing and marketing drone training programs. The right train-
ing from an established and recognized institution is a good 
investment. Drones fly in the national airspace. It’s vital to un-
derstand FAA regulations, flight safety, and the risks associ-
ated with flying a drone. Talk with others who have taken on-
line and in-person courses to weigh the pros and cons of each 
approach. Your final decision should be based on how you 
learn best.

To prep for the FAA remote pilot test I utilized a combina-
tion of FAA online study materials and an online self-paced 
study course. This approach allowed me to learn the content 
and understand the concepts. I reviewed each topic as many 
times as needed until I had a good understanding of the con-
cepts and successfully passed the practice tests.

Q: There’s an industry effort to communicate that drones 

are good. What education efforts are needed to share this 

message with the aviation industry and the general public?

The inertia of change makes it difficult to influence public 
perceptions. Media reports of drones dropping bombs in war 
zones, irresponsible drone pilots using drones for illegal pur-
poses, and drone hobbyists unfamiliar with the laws and regu-
lations have all created negative news stories, which makes for 
a difficult hurdle to overcome. On the positive side, there are 
many in the industry working hard to communicate and edu-
cate the general public on the positive social change drones can 
have on our global society. Once people understand the value  
of drones tracking sharks swimming near public beaches,  

drones delivering water and medical supplies to remote areas,  
or how drones can assist in natural disasters and medical 
emergencies, then we can change public perception. 

Q: What advice do you have for women and young girls 

considering getting involved with drones? What’s the best 

way to get started on a UAS career?

The sky is the limit! Jump in and find your space. Define 
your specific areas of interests. Key questions to ask yourself 
include do you envision yourself as a hobbyist, or a profes-
sional drone operator? Do you prefer to work in a support-
ing role of an organization? Whether your background is in 
engineering, science, human resources, law, manufactur-
ing, technology, sales, insurance, advocacy, policy making, 
or any number of other areas, opportunities abound within 
the industry.

Become a sponge and learn all you can. Reach out to oth-
ers in the industry, ask for help, and attend conferences. WAI 
will begin to offer drone education tracks at the 2018 confer-
ence. Meet other women in the industry and network with us. 
There’s plenty of room for more women who share our pas-
sion. As long as you are willing to put forth the effort others 
will help you along your learning curve. Come join us! ✈

DRONE PILOT 

MEMBERSHIP
WAI welcomes female UAS community

WAI and Women and Drones are reaching out to the 
drone community encouraging women involved with 
drone operations to be part of WAI. From now until  
December 31, 2017, Women and Drone members are 
eligible for a discounted WAI membership of $40 per 
year. Women who fly drones personally or profession-
ally or operate UAS for business entities can claim this 
discount by using the promo code WID17 when signing 
up at www.WAI.org/membership/join-renew.

“Drones are an important, emerging segment of our 
industry,” WAI President Dr. Peggy Chabrian says. “We 
welcome women from all aspects of aviation and look 
forward to a meaningful exchange of expertise and in-
formation with them.”

Peggy has been named to the Women and Drones ad-
visory board and recently participated in a WomenAnd-
Drones podcast. The 30-minute podcast can be found 
at womenanddrones.com/2017/07/leading-aviation- 

organization-embraces-drone-pilots/.

Education and training sessions specifically focused on 
drone, UAV, and UAS certifications and operations will be 
featured at the 29th Annual International Women in Avi-
ation International Conference, March 22-24, 2018.

https://www.WAI.org/membership/join-renew
http://womenanddrones.com/2017/07/leading-aviation-

	AVWOM_LEFT
	AVWOM_COV1
	AVWOM_COV2
	AVWOM_1
	AVWOM_2
	AVWOM_3
	AVWOM_4
	AVWOM_5
	AVWOM_6
	AVWOM_7
	AVWOM_8
	AVWOM_9
	AVWOM_10
	AVWOM_11
	AVWOM_12
	AVWOM_13
	AVWOM_14
	AVWOM_15
	AVWOM_16
	AVWOM_17
	AVWOM_18
	AVWOM_19
	AVWOM_20
	AVWOM_21
	AVWOM_22
	AVWOM_23
	AVWOM_24
	AVWOM_25
	AVWOM_26
	AVWOM_27
	AVWOM_28
	AVWOM_29
	AVWOM_30
	AVWOM_31
	AVWOM_32
	AVWOM_33
	AVWOM_34
	AVWOM_35
	AVWOM_36
	AVWOM_37
	AVWOM_38
	AVWOM_39
	AVWOM_40
	AVWOM_41
	AVWOM_42
	AVWOM_43
	AVWOM_44
	AVWOM_45
	AVWOM_46
	AVWOM_47
	AVWOM_48
	AVWOM_COV3
	AVWOM_COV4

