
1. Tell us about Solar Impulse. What’s the story behind that company? 
 
Solar Impulse was the first solar-powered aircraft which circumnavigated the globe in 
2015/2016 successfully. The Solarimpulse aircraft is a symbol of clean technology and 
promotes the use of renewable energies and energy efficiency, for a better quality of 
life for all. During the Round-the-World flight, the team overcame, human, 
technological and operational challenges that had never been faced before. Especially 
the flight path and energy prediction for flights lasting up to several days imposed 
several challenges and presented a major hurdle to the successful completion of the 
mission. Today Unisphere leverages this unique expertise in its Flight Management 
Platform (FMP). 

 
2. When and how did the idea to leverage the knowledge from Solar Impulse into the 

drone space come about?  
 
On the up to a weeklong trip over the Pacific, Solar Impulse has been flown only by 
one pilot, who had to rest in the aircraft with no possibility to land if required. 
Therefore, the team in the mission control center monitored the aircraft systems and 
alerted the pilot if required during his resting periods. Taking a closer look at the flight 
path planning which has been performed by mission control on the ground using very 
powerful simulation tools. Results of the simulation have been forwarded to the 
Solarimpulse aircraft and were uploaded by the pilot into the navigation system of the 
aircraft. Taking the pilot out of the loop Solarimpulse would have very close to a drone-
like aircraft able to stay airborne for an almost unlimited time and relying on guidance 
provided by the flight management team and its tools on the ground. 

 
3. How is your solution different or unique when compared to some of the other 

platforms for flight management of drones options that are out there? 
 
The terms flight management and flight planning are widely used in the eco system of 
drones and UTM/U-Space. Some provide “flight planning” tools to accurately position 
their drone system with the best angle to take the best pictures for photogrammetry 
applications. Whereas other “flight planning” providers offer powerful solutions to 
draw the flight path, patterns and altitude profile for the upcoming drone mission. 
 
In the world of unmanned aircraft there is no more pilot and drone operations will be 
centralized in drone operations centers or even controlled by a higher instance. 
Unisphere´s flight management concentrates efforts about the flight itself and 
automates planning work, and decisions which have to be taken in flight for drone 
operators. 
 
Unisphere with its aviation background supports flight planning as tasks and duties of 
the drone operator to guarantee safe flight and pre-canned plan B´s. Such are 
situational and tactical awareness of weather conditions expected, energy planning 
and contingency strategies to always ensure that the flight remains within its allowed 
operational envelope. 
 



With the FMP of Unisphere flights are already executed before they are actually 
happening. Unisphere uses high resolution weather models, drone performance data 
and its powerful cloud-based simulation infrastructure to run hundreds of thousands 
of simulations and confirm its feasibility or level of risk before take-off. 
 

4. What are some of the ways you’re working to enable better public acceptance of 
drone technology? 
 
Drone technology will be only successful, especially in urban areas with a high 
population density, when the drone service delivers an added value to society and at 
the same time have a high operational safety and minimal disturbance to people’s 
daily life. The Flight Management Platform of Unisphere mitigates risks by: 
 

• tracking the position of the drone, to guarantee that it stays in the 
allowed envelope  

• avoiding flying in bad weather conditions because the flight was 
analyzed and simulated pre-flight 

• reducing unnecessary holdings/waiting times with an effective flight 
planning 

• an energy and time efficient routing  
 

5. What does the future of the airspace look like in terms of drones, air-taxis and planes 
all operating in the same space? What are some of the most important milestones 
in getting there? 
 
The progressive deployment of U-space is linked to the increasing availability of blocks of 
services and enabling technologies. Over time, U-space services will evolve as the level of 
automation of the drone increases, and advanced forms of interaction with the environment 
are enabled (including manned and unmanned aircraft) mainly through digital information 
and data exchange.  

• U1 U-space foundation services provide e-registration, e-identification and 
geofencing.  

• U2) U-space initial services support the management of drone operations and may 
include flight planning, flight approval, tracking, airspace dynamic information, and 
procedural interfaces with air traffic control.  

• U3 U-space advanced services support more complex operations in dense areas and 
may include capacity management and assistance for conflict detection. Indeed, the 
availability of automated ‘detect and avoid’ (DAA) functionalities, in addition to more 
reliable means of communication, will lead to a significant increase of operations in 
all environments.  

• U4 U-space full services, particularly services offering integrated interfaces with 
manned aviation, support the full operational capability of U-space and will rely on 
very high level of automation, connectivity and digitalization for both the drone and 
the U-space system. 

 
Source: U-Space Blueprint broschure: 
(https://www.sesarju.eu/sites/default/files/documents/reports/U-
space%20Blueprint%20brochure%20final.PDF) 



6. In what ways are you helping non-aviation businesses find value with drones? Is 
that in terms of their bottom line? Or making certain processes faster? Or making 
certain operations safer? 
 
Drone technologies are not anymore used by only aeronautical companies but find a 
wide range of applications in other industries as well. Therefore, non-aviation 
companies have their own expertise but lacking knowledge about operating drones. 
Unisphere unique experience with the interaction between the aeronautical world 
and the future of drone can lead companies to a better understanding of business 
cases and opportunities of their projects. We transfer aviation knowledge in software 
to enable those companies to operate in an efficient way and according professional 
standards. 
Example: Today demonstrations of drone operations still involve a lot of people. In 
order to make business case viable operations need to be centralized to reduce costs. 
Therefore, two things need to evolve: 
 
1. Drone needs to be separated from other traffic and vice versa. Task for UTM 

providers 
2. Instead of on-site pilots and airspace observers the assurance of acceptable 

operational conditions (weather and energy) for take-off and landing site as well 
as an-route need to be covered by another instance. 

 
Non-aviation businesses: E.g. logistics. Unisphere services help to plan and schedule 
deliveries by drone within the overall logistics chain. 
 

7. Do you find that you have to convince potential users of the value of drone 
technology, or do they usually understand the potential value and just need to more 
fully understand how they can leverage it? 
 
Most of our customers are well aware of the benefits of drone technology. The 
implementation of the drone technology intro their cooperation and daily workflow is 
another topic. Non-aviation companies are not aware of the regulatory constraints 
and operational challenges that drones bring with them. Unisphere offers interested 
customer in a first step drone workshops to share knowledge and teach about the 
current status of the drone industry. Those first workshops are always eye-opening to 
our customers.  

  
8. What are some of the biggest challenges you help users sort through? Are they 

typically focused on regulatory concerns, or logistics, or something else? 
 
One of the biggest concerns of our customers is the reliability of drone operations. For 
example, if a logistics company decides to outsource some of their deliveries into 
drones, then it is very important, that those drones deliver on time and can be counted 
on to operate. Another challenge is that all drone operations should be as safe as 
commercial airliner. A high safety standard is the main goal of Unisphere and will 
overall lead to a commercialization of drone operations.  
 



9. Is there a set process you work through with clients in the development of the 
Concept of Operations? Or is that process unique for each use and industry? 
 
Most commercial drone operations differ widely and are still unique as there is no 
standard drone, standard ground station, certification, it´s equipment, standard 
procedures or license for a drone airline. Hence it is a case by case approach. Typically, 
the customer has an application in mind but doesn’t know how to implement all safety 
standards, regulatory processes and operational limits. We educate and help through 
initial update on technology, regulatory and operational aspects.  

  
10. How do you address privacy and security concerns with your clients? Does GDPR 

factor into these conversations? 
 
We value our customer privacy and secure private data and mission data safely on our 
servers. GDPR is a factor in our company policy and we act accordingly on it.  

  

11. Can you tell us about some of your partnerships with companies like Matternet and 
Intel? What kind of opportunities have been created as a result of these 
partnerships? 
 
Matternet as a leading drone operator with years of experience in transporting 
medical goods by drone. Unisphere supported Matternet during its first drone flights 
over the Zurich lake in 2017. Intel and Unisphere among others are members of the 
Drone Alliance Europe. Drone Alliance Europe (DAE) is a coalition of leading 
technology companies representing the commercial drone industry before European 
political leaders, regulators, and other industry stakeholders, as well as international 
regulatory and advisory bodies. 
 

12. How are you working with organizations like EMSA and ESA? What have been the 
results of these collaborations? 
 
This year Unisphere successfully completed the Copernicus Incubation Program of 
ESA. This program is a business platform and idea hub for young companies and 
supports those in the first two years. Subsequently, Unisphere met many other young 
companies and had the chance to connect with more experienced businesses. EMSA 
and ESA are constantly publishing open tenders on unmanned operations utilizing 
space assets. 
 
Recently Unisphere as consortium leader initiated the demonstration project FLAMES. 
Within project FLAMES Unisphere and its consortium partners will demonstrate the 
Flight Management Platform in 2 different user scenarios. The goal of the project is to 
validate the FMP. 

  
  



13. When and how do your clients start seeing results? Are they immediate or does it 
take a great deal of time to see these differences? 
 
Customers are able to benefit from our knowledge and expertise from the very 
beginning. In an introduction phone call the operation of the customer is evaluated 
and Unisphere can usually give already several hints and point out possible challenges 
in the drone mission. During the drone operation the Flight Management Platform of 
Unisphere generates an added value for the customer by improving the mission time, 
minimizing the resources needed and improving the overall safety level.  

 


