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Abstract

Yesterday's drone tariff proclamation turns thermal imaging into a consequential border classification. Covered aircraft
with thermal imagers enter a 100 percent additional-duty tier, while smaller non-thermal aircraft generally face 25
percent, beginning in September. The distinction is understandable as a capability screen and an attempt to redirect
production. It is a poor substitute for an account of a particular system's security or civilian value. This essay examines
the tariff's scope, its relationship to the FCC's separate authorization regime, and the manufacturing bargain behind
proposed relief. It argues that the policy's legitimacy depends on the transition it can support: dependable production,
affordable mission capability, and assurance that follows firmware, components, and remote authority. As of August 14,
these remain obligations to demonstrate rather than outcomes the announcement has delivered.

An expensive way to see in the dark

A thermal camera has become a consequential border. Under the proclamation signed yesterday, an otherwise
small drone can enter a 100 percent tariff tier because it integrates a thermal imager. A comparable small aircraft
without that capability generally falls into a 25 percent tier. The difference is large enough to change the business
calculation around a sensor that may be central to the aircraft's purpose. It is also easy to misdescribe: this is a
measure on specified drone systems and components, not a universal tariff on every standalone thermal

camera.!'11%]

The distinction needs to be explained without inventing a calculation the government has not made. A 100 percent
rate does not mean a thermal drone has been measured as four times more vulnerable to hacking than a
non-thermal drone. Tariff rates are policy choices, not units of cyber risk. Here the choice joins strategic
capability, dependence on overseas production, and the ambition to make American or qualifying partner
production more attractive. Reading it solely as a security score obscures the industrial leverage the proclamation
states openly.

Thermal imaging supplies an intelligible marker for that leverage. It extends useful observation beyond
visible-light conditions and can support both civilian search and military surveillance. That is precisely why the
classification reaches an awkward population. A public-safety team and a hostile observer can value some of the
same perceptual advantages. A sensor does not acquire a different physical principle when the operator's purpose
changes. The difficult policy question is how to reduce strategic dependence without treating the civilian
usefulness caught by the category as an incidental inconvenience.
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The administration's answer begins with price and promised production. It is not an instruction to stop using
heat-sensitive cameras. The proclamation creates lower-rate and onshoring routes under conditions, and it ties
parts of the transition to existing trusted-drone and conditional-approval processes. A sufficiently trusted
production arrangement can therefore change the treatment of a system whose thermal capability remains the
same. The point is to alter how that capability is supplied. Whether the change improves security and industrial
resilience will depend on what happens after the border rule.!

There is a familiar temptation to treat the arrival of a strong measure as evidence that its intended outcome is now
under way at the required scale. Yesterday's decision does establish an important policy direction. It does not
establish the prices agencies will pay, the number of qualified aircraft available, or the support networks that will
sustain them. Those questions belong to a transition that has now become more consequential. They should be part
of judging the intervention from its first day.

What the proclamation actually changes

Proclamation 11055 uses section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act to address imports found to threaten impairment
of national security. Its principal aircraft duties are scheduled to apply to goods entered for consumption, or
withdrawn from warehouse for consumption, from September 3. A separate 25 percent tier for specified additional
components begins on February 9, 2027. These dates are part of the announced rule. On August 14, the principal
duties have not yet reached their effective date.!!!

The high tier includes aircraft above 25 kilograms, UAS integrating thermal imagers, docking stations, and
specified components. Annex I applies the additional duty to the full value of listed articles. Its thermal marker
reaches the listed small-aircraft classifications, rather than establishing a price only for the camera attached to
them. The component provisions have their own classifications and scope limitations. Ordinary discussion should
not enlarge that list into a confident assertion that every imported drone part immediately faces 100 percent.[l][z]

Full-value treatment is a particularly important choice. A sensor that forms one part of the product can determine
the tier applied to the aircraft as a whole. That gives the classification more economic force than a duty on the
sensor's value alone. It can affect how a supplier configures and markets a system, how a customer compares
alternatives, and whether a production change appears worth financing. Those are plausible responses to the
incentive. They are not yet observed national market effects.

The duties generally apply in addition to other applicable duties and charges, subject to the proclamation's
specified treatment. This is substantial without being a license for casual arithmetic about retail prices. A 100
percent additional duty is not proof that every customer invoice will double. Import timing, customs value,
already-cleared inventory, contract terms, and the distribution of costs through the supply chain all matter. A
purchaser needs an actual quotation for an identified configuration. A policy analyst needs evidence about prices
actually paid.[l]

An illustrative entry makes the distinction concrete. If a covered aircraft has a customs value of $5,000 and no
specified relief applies, the new 100 percent duty adds $5,000 under this measure. That calculation is about an
importer's entry, not a prediction that a particular department's final purchase will rise from $5,000 to $10,000.
The final transaction can include other charges, service, training, and margins. It can also draw on inventory
entered earlier. Keeping the calculation attached to its actual object preserves the severity of the intervention
without inventing a price observation.

The measure is also broader than a tariff aimed only at China. Its default structure applies across imported
products within scope, with preferred treatment subject to conditions. That changes the position of allied suppliers
as well as the firms most often discussed in the American drone debate. A foreign corporate name is not a
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complete answer to the relevant origin question, and a familiar domestic brand is not a complete explanation of
where its critical technology comes from. The proclamation deliberately reaches behind the finished enclosure.

The published preferred-origin provisions contemplate a ceiling of 15 percent, including the ordinary Column 1
rate, for qualifying products from specified partners, and a 10 percent rate for qualifying British products. They
require certification about the origin of substantially all critical components and technology and a process through
which Commerce determines qualifying products and informs Customs. As of this essay's dateline, those
provisions describe conditional routes and administrative work to be performed. Their announcement should not

be promoted into an assurance that every importer can already claim relief, 11°]

The dates create different planning problems. An importer needs to understand an entry falling around September's
boundary. A component maker faces a later deadline for the specified broader component tier. A firm considering
construction needs to know the treatment of imports during the period before domestic output exists. These are not
minor details added after the policy. They are the mechanism through which a sudden price signal is supposed to
become a production response rather than a lasting shortage of useful inputs.

A capability screen with a public mission

Thermal sensing changes the information available to an observer. Its usefulness depends on the sensor, the scene,
environmental conditions, the platform, and the person or software interpreting the image. The presence of a
thermal camera therefore indicates a type of capability without establishing a single level of performance. It does
not promise that a person will be found at a specified range, that every obstruction becomes transparent, or that a
heat signature will be interpreted correctly. Those are questions for the relevant configuration and conditions.

National-security policy can reasonably consider the strategic value of that capability before a specific misuse
occurs. The combination of an aircraft and a sensor can make observation possible from positions difficult to reach
otherwise. A system that returns automatically to a dock can sustain recurring observation differently from one
dependent on a person preparing each flight. The proclamation's grouping of thermal systems, heavier aircraft, and
docking infrastructure can be read as attention to perception, payload, and persistence. That is an interpretation of
the structure, rather than proof that every item performs all three functions equally well.

The FCC's July proposal supplies a more explicit account of the capability concern. It seeks comment on
restricting continued importation and marketing of specified previously authorized covered systems described as
military-grade. Thermal imaging appears among the features used to identify such systems. But this remains a
proposal, with stated exceptions and a separate implementation question. It is not a completed general recall, and it
does not establish that existing owners have lost permission to operate their equipment.[4]

The overlap is instructive. Different institutions are using a recognizable capability to organize risk and market
access. One instrument concerns the conditions under which equipment can continue to be imported and marketed;
another changes the applicable import duty. Neither instrument turns every aircraft possessing the feature into an
observed military operation. A classification is doing prospective administrative work. Its breadth can be
defended, but the defense must acknowledge that the feature is also useful in missions the public wants to
preserve.

NIST's account of its First Responder UAS Triple Challenge makes this civilian value concrete. Its 2023 article
describes a competition in which the winning search team combined visible and thermal cameras with machine
learning to identify people in low-visibility conditions. Other parts of the challenge addressed communications
and navigation security. The same public research effort treated the ability to find a person and the ability to keep

control of the aircraft as related but distinct engineering problems.[s]
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That distinction is more useful than a generic declaration that drones save lives. NIST opens its article with an
imagined rescue scenario; the scene should not be retold as a documented rescue. The competition itself supports a
narrower and sounder point: civilian institutions have deliberately developed thermal capability while separately
working on the system's security. A camera can make a platform more useful without making its command link
more trustworthy. A secure link can protect control without establishing that the camera can resolve the intended
target.

The public investment in that research also complicates the language of strategic sensitivity. A capability can
become sensitive partly because public institutions have worked to make it useful. Better perception and more
reliable control serve a rescue team and can also broaden a system's military applications. There is no clean
technological line that lets government cultivate only the benevolent half of that progress. It has to govern users,
production, access, and conduct as well as features. A feature-based tariff is one intervention in that larger
problem, with a particularly direct effect on who must pay to acquire the capability.

For a public-safety buyer, removing thermal capability to obtain a different tariff treatment could therefore change
the mission rather than simply lower a bill. So could substituting an aircraft with different endurance,
maintenance, processing, or training requirements. These are possibilities to examine, not evidence that all
lower-cost alternatives are inadequate. The comparison has to follow the task. A purchasing list that treats every
small drone as interchangeable would conceal the same capability distinctions the government is invoking to
justify the higher tier.

The bargain inside the exception

The proclamation is candid about industrial weakness. It records the Commerce Secretary's finding that domestic
production is insufficient for anticipated national-security needs and that foreign dependence reaches components
used by American manufacturers. These are the administration's findings, rather than an independent production
audit conducted for this essay. They nevertheless make the intended remedy legible. The tariff is supposed to
change the conditions under which investment in domestic capacity becomes worthwhile.'I]

Commerce is authorized to establish an onshoring program for companies building, refurbishing, or expanding
American facilities. The contemplated plans include construction commitments before January 20, 2029.
Approved imports during construction can receive relief in volumes commensurate with reasonably anticipated
annual output. Monitoring and possible rescission are part of the announced design. This is a bargain about time:
current access to imports is linked to the credibility and performance of a future production plan.[l]

The connection to the FCC process is explicit. Commerce may consider DoW or DHS conditional approvals and
their onshoring plans, while information submitted through the FCC can be shared for Commerce's assessment.
The proclamation directs alignment where appropriate. That can reduce duplicated work and allow agencies to
build on relevant evidence. It can also give an initial administrative decision consequences in another regime. The
value of that reuse depends on whether the second decision preserves the scope and limits of the first.

An equipment exemption and tariff relief still answer different legal questions. An exemption from the Covered
List does not itself prove that every necessary authorization exists. A favorable customs treatment cannot make
prohibited equipment lawful to market. An onshoring plan may support more than one agency's judgment without
collapsing the agencies into one approval authority. The practical experience of a supplier can involve several
gates, each with its own conditions. Clear coordination should make those relationships easier to understand,
rather than reduce them to one reassuring badge.

A shared application can help, but the agencies still need to know which evidence they are inheriting. A
supplier-origin statement answers a different question from an estimate of future factory output. A security review
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may have examined one configuration before a new payload or component supplier was introduced. Reusing the
document is administratively convenient; reusing its conclusion requires attention to those boundaries. Good
coordination would preserve the date, scope, dependencies, and unresolved conditions of the earlier judgment.
Otherwise an effort to reduce duplicated paperwork can allow an old claim to travel further than its supporting
evidence.

There is also a time-bound route tied to specified Blue UAS and FCC lists as of September 2. The proclamation
defers the relevant principal duty date for qualifying covered products to February 9. September 2 is still ahead of
today's dateline. It would be premature to identify every firm that will satisfy that cutoff, or to suggest that an
approval obtained at any later time automatically carries the same benefit. A future list date is a condition to plan

around, not an outcome already known.!!

Relief can be a sensible bridge precisely because a domestic industry needs inputs before every domestic input
exists. The policy's own structure recognizes that an immediate break with foreign supply could obstruct the
production it is trying to encourage. An exemption is therefore not intrinsically a surrender of the security
objective. It may be the practical means of pursuing it. The difficult question is whether the bridge has milestones
that reveal progress, realistic volumes, and consequences that distinguish a failed promise from a supply problem
shared across several producers.

The construction commitment also needs to be read at its stated level. A date before which construction must
occur is not itself proof of a completed facility or a schedule of accepted aircraft reaching users. Reasonably
anticipated annual output is a forecast on which the permitted import volume can depend. The proclamation
provides monitoring and the possibility of rescinding benefits, including retroactive consequences in cases of
fraud or deliberate deception within the law. Those powers can discipline a promise. They cannot remove the

ordinary uncertainty between a plausible project plan and a stable production process.[l]

Small firms deserve attention in that design. A company able to finance lawyers, component-origin analysis, and a
long construction horizon may navigate the bargain more easily than one with strong engineering and limited
working capital. That is a structural risk to evaluate, not a finding that the new program has already favored
incumbents. Industrial policy should widen dependable supply where possible. An admissions system that quietly
rewards the ability to carry uncertainty for the longest period can frustrate that aim without anyone intending to do
SO.

What the proxy leaves out

Annex [ supplies an administratively usable answer to one question: whether listed aircraft have thermal imaging.
It does not establish separate thresholds for sensor resolution, range, frame rate, temperature sensitivity, or the way
imagery is processed and transmitted. Those differences can matter enormously in a particular mission. The
simplicity of the marker makes it enforceable without a complete performance trial at the border. It also
compresses a wide technical range into a binary answer.”!

The same compression leaves important forms of remote authority untouched. A locally stored image and an
image routed to an external service can have different data implications even when the cameras are identical. Two
platforms can differ in update controls, privileged accounts, and the ability of an owner to constrain network
traffic. A tariff officer's product classification does not resolve those distinctions. The policy can serve its
industrial purpose while the admitted system still requires a serious account of its technical dependencies.

There is no reason to pretend that such an account can be finished once for the life of a model. Software changes,
substitute components become necessary, and service providers can change operating terms or ownership. A
useful assurance record should identify what was examined and what has changed since. It should make it possible
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to ask whether an earlier conclusion still applies. National production can improve access to people, law, and
manufacturing knowledge needed to answer that question. It does not make the question disappear.

Nor is the absence of thermal imaging a complete account of operational sensitivity. A visible-light payload may
still collect valuable information. Autonomy, communications, location, persistence, and the way observations are
combined can change the significance of a flight. Some systems may face other controls, but the thermal tariff
should not be read as the government's exhaustive ranking of every possible drone capability. A defensible screen
can remain incomplete. It becomes misleading when its administrative convenience is presented as comprehensive
technical understanding.

The serious counterargument is that perfect granularity has costs. A regime attempting to classify every sensor's
exact performance and every aircraft's security architecture could become slow, expensive, and difficult to enforce
consistently. A broad marker may reduce evasion and allow a government to act before a dependency becomes
worse. The alternative is therefore not a choice between a blunt rule and a costless, perfectly discriminating
system. It is a choice about which errors to tolerate, who bears them, and what opportunities remain to correct
them.

That is why review matters as much as initial definition. If evidence shows that a category includes civilian
systems with materially different risks or excludes comparable sensitive capability, the regime should have a way
to respond. If domestic production becomes dependable in one segment and remains scarce in another, transition
arrangements should recognize the distinction. Precision need not mean enumerating every possible product on
day one. It can mean preserving a disciplined process for improving the proxy as the market and evidence change.

The capacity the duty must buy

A strong tariff can create room for investment. It cannot determine production yield, train technicians, qualify
alternative parts, or maintain an aircraft after a fault. Those achievements depend on organizations doing specific
work. The public needs to know how protected opportunity becomes repeatable output, dependable repair, and
equipment that performs under the conditions its users face. The more consequential the intervention, the stronger
the case for milestones that show movement along that chain.

This is not a demand for an entire replacement industry to appear before any protective measure can be justified.
Domestic capacity can have option value before a crisis, and building it may require an advance cost. Itis a
demand to identify the capability being purchased with that cost. Output in one military configuration does not
automatically replace the needs of a civilian inspection team. A facility's floor area does not establish a stable
supply of qualified sensors. A credible production account has to remain specific about the product and the
customer it can serve.

Procurement can make that account more credible when it supplies an intelligible demand horizon. A producer
deciding whether to qualify a new input needs some basis for estimating future orders. A public buyer needs
enough performance evidence to avoid financing the wrong configuration. Carefully designed purchasing can help
connect those needs through staged commitments, acceptance criteria, and support obligations. The tariff can
change the relative attractiveness of suppliers, but it does not write that purchasing arrangement. Sustained
demand, tolerable financing risk, and disciplined acceptance remain separate pieces of the industrial work.

Distribution across institutions matters too. A national government can impose a trade measure while a local
department or small business carries an immediate purchasing constraint. The agency making the industrial
argument and the organization budgeting for an aircraft may not draw on the same funds. If the future benefit is
national and the transition burden is concentrated, support should be designed with that distribution in view.
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Otherwise essential users can be asked to finance a change whose practical timetable they have little power to
influence.

The measures of success should include acquisition and lifecycle costs, availability of qualified replacements,
repair turnaround, supplier diversity, and the ability to keep useful equipment in service. They should also include
security properties that survive ordinary engineering change. These are proposed standards for judging the policy,
not assurances that the proclamation has already produced them. Recording prices, delays, and failures would
make debate more useful than trading predictions about either inevitable renewal or inevitable collapse.

As of August 14, the government has announced a consequential price boundary and a set of conditional ways
through it. The principal effective dates remain ahead. The manufacturing and security outcomes remain to be
demonstrated. Thermal imaging is a plausible marker of capability worth governing carefully, but the camera is
only part of the system and the duty is only part of the transition. The policy will earn its strongest defense when
the people asked to bear its cost can point to the dependable capability that cost has helped create.
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Notes and sources

1. President of the United States, Proclamation 11055, August 13, 2026, findings 3-13 and operative clauses 1-7. Establishes the
announced scope, future effective dates, stacking, preferred-origin conditions, onshoring program, and September 2 eligibility
cutoff. This essay uses the proclamation as available on August 14, without later customs guidance. Original proclamation.

2. Proclamation 11055, Annex I, August 13, 2026. Specifies full-value treatment and the “TI” thermal-imaging marker in the listed
aircraft classifications, with separate limitations for specified components. It does not establish sensor-performance tiers. Annex
L

3. White House, August 13, 2026, fact sheet on tariffs on drones and their parts and components. Used for the administration's
expressed security and industrial objectives; the proclamation governs detailed conditions and dates. Contemporaneous fact
sheet.

4. FCC, DA 26-758, July 21, 2026, proposal seeking comment on importation and marketing restrictions for specified previously
authorized covered UAS and critical components. The proposal distinguishes continued operation, federal use, and other
exclusions. It is not treated as a final prohibition or recall. Original proposal.

5. NIST, April 19, 2023, “Uncrewed Aircraft Systems Triple Challenge,” updated February 3, 2025. Reports separate search,
communications, and cybersecurity competitions and the winning combination of color and thermal cameras with machine
learning. Its opening rescue scenario is illustrative, not a reported rescue or verified general performance guarantee. NIST
account.
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