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Abstract

The first named conditional exemptions from the FCC's foreign-drone Covered List turn an argument about national
origin into a problem of continuing product governance. Four entries received relief in March, each with a December
expiration. The January application guidance already requires supply-chain disclosure, onshoring plans, quarterly
updates, and prompt reporting of material changes. These requirements recognize that a product can change while its
name remains familiar. This essay examines what it would take to keep the administrative judgment connected to the
actual machine. It also considers the capital and industrial conditions surrounding the decision, including Unusual
Machines' offering and the Commercial Drone Alliance's proposed transition policies. Conditional admission can
support a workable transition, provided its evidence, commercial meaning, and continuing obligations remain specific
enough to survive ordinary engineering change.

Four entries change the question

The important development in the March 18 FCC notice is its specificity. SiFly's Q12, ScoutDI's Scout 137,
Verge's X1, and a set of Mobilicom communications and security products received conditional exemptions from
the Covered List after Department of War review. The approvals run from March 17 through December 31, 2026.
This is a short list with a consequential implication: the default restriction on foreign-produced systems is
beginning to coexist with individual decisions about particular equipment.[1]

That coexistence should surprise nobody who read the original exception pathway. A categorical national-security
judgment can be followed by a narrower judgment that a given system does not present the unacceptable risks
identified by the broader rule. The difficulty starts when the individual judgment must remain true while the
product changes. A name on a public list is easy to recognize. The changing collection of components, software,
suppliers, and remote services behind that name is harder to follow.

The four entries make the difficulty visible in different ways. Three identify aircraft systems. Mobilicom's entry
covers a family of data links, controllers, and named security software. The relevant object is therefore not always
an airframe, and the scope is not always a single consumer-style model number. The March notice identifies what
has been exempted. A reader should not silently enlarge that into approval of every product made by the company,
every future version, or every operating arrangement in which an approved component might appear.[1]

There is a practical reason to welcome this precision. An indiscriminate transition can deprive domestic
manufacturers of useful foreign components while the replacement supply chain is still being developed.
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Individual admission can retain capabilities that matter to users without abandoning the production and security
objectives behind the December designation. It can also give an applicant an intelligible route through the
restriction. The alternative to a categorical default need not be an unregulated market; it can be a decision with
conditions that are difficult to evade and possible to understand.

The commercial force of the decision is substantial even though it occupies a narrow administrative space. An
exemption removes a Covered List obstacle. It does not independently establish that every necessary equipment
authorization has been issued, that a public buyer has accepted the system, or that the aircraft may perform any
requested flight. Those are different institutional decisions. A supplier selling the value of its exemption has an
incentive to compress them into a reassuring word such as approved. A buyer needs to know which question that
word actually answers.

The public interest is not served by making the exemption sound smaller than it is. Market admission can
determine whether a firm has access to customers, whether customers have access to a replacement product, and
whether an investment plan appears workable. It is served by maintaining the relationship between that value and
the precise obligation that produced it. If a government decision can create commercial advantage, the recipient
should be able to explain what remains required to retain the advantage.

This is why the March development deserves to be read as the beginning of a governance problem rather than a
scorecard of winners. The question is no longer only who gets through the initial gate. It is how a granted
exception stays attached to an identifiable product, how changes reach the authority that judged it, and what
happens when the evidence supporting the judgment becomes inadequate. The quality of that continuing
arrangement will matter long after the first four names cease to be news.

The application already anticipates change

The January 7 submission guidance is more revealing than the brevity of a public list suggests. Applicants must
provide a bill of materials, component origins, manufacturing and testing locations, the origin of onboard software
and firmware, concentration measures, and supply-chain failure points. Corporate disclosure reaches ownership
and foreign influence. The process asks about both the machine's composition and the relationships capable of
affecting its continued production or control.[2]

The same guidance requires a time-bound U.S. manufacturing or expansion plan, identified responsibility for that
plan, and quarterly progress updates. An authorized corporate officer must certify completeness and accuracy and
undertake to disclose material changes promptly. Knowing violations or material misrepresentations can terminate
an approval and prevent a new application. The guidance contemplates approvals of up to twelve months.
Conditionality is present in the original terms, not an accountability mechanism being imagined after the event.[2]

These requirements join two types of uncertainty. One concerns the equipment available now: where it comes
from, what it contains, and which relationships might expose it to unacceptable risk. The other concerns the
production base promised for later. An applicant might be acceptable as a temporary bridge precisely because it
proposes to alter the dependencies that make the bridge necessary. The authority is consequently judging both an
existing configuration and a credible course of action.

Those judgments require different evidence. A purchasing record can help establish where a component
originated; it cannot establish that a future facility will reach useful output. A construction milestone can
demonstrate progress; it cannot establish that delivered firmware has the expected update controls. An accountable
process needs to preserve both dimensions without pretending that success in one automatically resolves
uncertainty in the other. Otherwise the most visible part of the plan can overshadow the less visible technical
dependency.
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Quarterly reporting also introduces a rhythm that does not necessarily match engineering. A change to a
manufacturing schedule may be intelligible in a quarterly report. A discovered vulnerability or a new privileged
service relationship may require attention before the next reporting date. The material-change obligation is
therefore important in its own right. It creates a route for events that cannot responsibly wait for a calendar. What
the public guidance does not supply is a detailed public taxonomy that tells every applicant and customer which
technical changes cross that threshold.

That absence should be described accurately. It does not demonstrate that reviewers have no internal criteria or
that the four applicants received no specific instructions. Their full submissions and individual conditions are not
reproduced in the notice. It does mean an outside buyer cannot reconstruct the complete continuing obligation
from the list alone. The appropriate response is to ask for a usable account of scope and change handling, rather
than to assume either perfect scrutiny or none at all.

The process is already more demanding than a simple country label. It asks the applicant to reveal why foreign
sources were selected and whether alternatives exist. It recognizes concentration and sole-source exposure. This is
a promising basis for judgment because dependence is a relationship, not merely a location. The remaining
challenge is to make the submitted account durable enough that routine substitutions and corporate changes do not
quietly detach the approved name from the conditions that justified its admission.

One advantage of a detailed application is that it can reveal a bottleneck whose solution is outside the applicant's
control. Several firms may depend on the same specialist input, and each may be too small to finance an
alternative alone. Individual applications could therefore inform a broader industrial response, provided the
agencies can aggregate what they learn without disclosing protected company information. That would give
continuing review a constructive role beyond checking promises. A repeated dependency might become a
candidate for shared qualification work, manufacturing support, or a realistic adjustment to transition timing. The
record should make it possible to distinguish that collective problem from a firm's unwillingness to act.

The machine keeps moving underneath the name

An engineering team does not stop working because an approval arrives. Components become unavailable. A
supplier changes a board. A software release repairs one problem while altering another behavior. Manufacturing
moves between facilities. A service provider changes its infrastructure. None of these ordinary events necessarily
makes a product untrustworthy. Together they make clear why continuing assurance cannot consist entirely of
checking whether a familiar model name remains on a list.

Consider a hypothetical radio substitution in an otherwise unchanged aircraft. From the sales department's
perspective, the replacement may preserve range and customer experience. From a supply-chain perspective, it can
alter origin, firmware dependencies, manufacturing control, and the available repair path. From the
equipment-authorization perspective, its regulatory consequences depend on the actual change and applicable
rules. A materiality decision must be able to see these separate consequences rather than using sameness of
advertised performance as a universal answer.

A software repair creates an even sharper tension. Prompt updates are often essential to security, yet an update
changes the object about which earlier evidence was gathered. Requiring a complete new review for every repair
could leave users exposed while paperwork catches up. Allowing every change described as maintenance to
inherit the old judgment could create the opposite failure. The useful distinction concerns what the update changes
in authority, dependencies, and relevant behavior, together with the evidence showing that the change remains
within the accepted bounds.



LrrK Letters  |  Vol. 1, Issue 7 Conditional Approval as...

March 2026 4

That calls for an intelligible baseline. The manufacturer should know which hardware revisions, firmware
branches, critical suppliers, and external services belong to the approved account. Reviewers should be able to
compare the later product with that baseline. Customers need enough of the same information to establish what
they actually received. These are proposed operating requirements for a credible process, not a claim that the
public March notice contains such a baseline for each entry.

The baseline should not become a secret technical monument that cannot be used outside the application office. A
procurement team needs a readable description that can accompany a delivered unit. A maintainer needs to
identify an acceptable replacement. A security team needs a way to distinguish a routine configuration adjustment
from a change in who can administer the system. The deepest technical details can remain restricted while these
practical relationships are made clear.

Identity also has a commercial dimension. A distributor can sell a bundle containing an approved component and
unreviewed integrations. A product line can retain a familiar name while serving different markets with different
hardware. An acquisition can alter control without immediately changing the enclosure. Marketing tends to
compress these differences because a broad claim travels more easily than a careful one. Governance must move
in the other direction: it should make the unit of the decision difficult to enlarge by implication.

The most useful public question is therefore concrete. If a buyer points to a particular delivered configuration, can
the manufacturer explain how it relates to the granted exception? The answer should not require the buyer to
reproduce the national-security review. It should require the supplier to maintain a traceable relationship between
a valuable administrative judgment and the equipment sold under its shelter. That obligation is modest in principle
and demanding in practice because it has to survive the commercial life of the product.

Reassessment without engineering paralysis

There is a serious objection to this account: an elaborate continuing review can become another obstacle to
building the domestic industry it is supposed to secure. Small manufacturers do not have unlimited compliance
staff. A regulator can demand perfect documentation and receive a frozen product, a delayed repair, or a market
left to firms large enough to manage the process. It would be self-defeating to make the legitimate route so
expensive that only the best-resourced applicants can use it.

The answer is proportionality, not casual treatment of change. A public framework can distinguish corrections
within a documented design from changes to critical suppliers, remote authority, manufacturing commitments, or
other features central to the risk judgment. An applicant should know what requires immediate notice, what can be
reported on an ordinary schedule, and what cannot proceed under the existing exception. Clear categories would
reduce avoidable work for both companies and reviewers.

Such categories should be tied to reasons. A component replacement matters because it may alter a dependency
the authority considered important, not because every altered line in a bill of materials is equally dangerous. A
corporate change matters when it affects control, access, financing, or the ability to fulfill commitments. The
process should identify the causal concern and request evidence appropriate to it. A system that asks for the same
dossier after every event will struggle to distinguish urgent changes from routine ones.

Time is part of the design. The March approvals have a common December termination date. A customer planning
a longer equipment lifecycle will reasonably ask what happens before that date, how renewal is considered, and
how much warning the organization can expect if the status changes. The guidance allows an applicant seeking
extension to present progress on earlier onshoring plans. It does not turn the expiration into a promise of renewal.
A predictable process must leave room for an unfavorable judgment while giving good-faith users enough
information to plan around it.[1][2]
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Fairness to the applicant and protection of users are closely related here. If reviewers cannot explain why a change
matters, firms may delay disclosure or contest the boundary. If status can change without a usable public history,
buyers may retain an outdated understanding. Reasoned decisions, recorded dates, and an intelligible relation
between conditions and consequences make the process more governable. They also make it easier to distinguish a
remediable execution problem from a false representation.

There are legitimate limits on disclosure. National-security evidence may reveal sensitive methods; supply-chain
details may expose commercial information. Public accountability need not mean publishing every supplier
contract or internal assessment. It does require enough information to establish what the decision covers, who is
responsible for continued compliance, and how an affected customer can discover a change. Confidentiality
should protect necessary detail without turning administrative status into an unverifiable promotional asset.

This is an argument for institutional capacity as much as for better forms. Someone must receive disclosures,
compare them with the existing record, decide what follows, and maintain a reliable history. A short list can
conceal a labor-intensive process. If individualized approval becomes a durable part of market access, the
government will need the people and technical systems to administer it consistently. Conditionality without that
capacity risks becoming either unpredictable intervention or a promise that nobody has time to inspect.

Customers also need an orderly response when confidence narrows. A status change might concern future imports,
a particular configuration, or the basis for an exemption; the appropriate operational response cannot be inferred
from an alarming headline alone. A useful notice would identify the affected scope and direct users to the
authority able to explain the consequences. Manufacturers should have customer-contact and support
arrangements that work when the message is unfavorable. This is especially important for equipment integrated
into a larger service, where the purchaser of the aircraft and the person relying on its output may be different
organizations.

The possibility of an adverse decision should also shape contracting before the difficulty arises. A buyer can ask
who supplies maintenance information, what happens to prepaid support, and how data is recovered if a vendor
relationship ends. These are ordinary commercial questions made more pressing by conditional market access.
They cannot guarantee continuity, but they distribute responsibility while the parties still have a reason to
negotiate. Leaving them until an exemption is approaching expiration allows an administrative uncertainty to
become an avoidable dispute over access, records, and the cost of keeping useful equipment in service.

Capital enters through a different door

The surrounding industrial record shows why precision is commercially urgent. In a March 20 release filed with
the SEC, Unusual Machines announced pricing for 8,823,529 common shares at $17 each, with expected gross
proceeds of approximately $150 million. The company identified Ondas among the investors and described
intended uses including additional inventory, working capital, and general corporate purposes. The pricing release
expected closing around March 23, subject to customary conditions. It is a pricing and intended-use disclosure; it
should be read on those terms.[3]

There is no need to diminish the significance of access to capital. Inventory and working capital can determine
whether a component business can serve growing demand. They can finance purchases before customers pay and
allow a firm to maintain a useful stock of inputs. But acquiring inventory and establishing domestic manufacturing
are different activities. A discussion of supply resilience needs to ask what the inventory contains, where
replacement supply will come from, and what changes when the stock is consumed.

The offering also illustrates how investors and regulators operate on different clocks. Capital can be priced quickly
against expected future demand. A manufacturer must still convert the opportunity into a repeatable ability to
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produce and support a product. Individual conditional approvals can affect expectations, but the timing of this
offering does not establish that the March decisions caused it. Nor does a rising opportunity for domestic firms
establish that every firm's plan addresses the same bottlenecks.

The Commercial Drone Alliance's March 26 paper argues that the FCC signal alone cannot supply the resources
needed for a domestic transition. Its recommendations cover coordinated policy, demand, finance, regulatory
predictability, workforce, and technology. This is industry advocacy, with the interests and practical experience
that description implies. It usefully identifies the difference between restricting access and organizing production.
It is not an independently audited inventory of what each American factory can deliver.[4]

The paper's request for business certainty has a direct bearing on conditional approval. A company investing
against a temporary exception must understand both the production objective and the likelihood that changed
circumstances will be considered fairly. Certainty cannot mean guaranteeing favorable decisions regardless of
evidence. It can mean published expectations, credible review times, and a transition schedule connected to the
actual work of qualifying new sources. Those features are valuable to an honest manufacturer and to a customer
trying to maintain service.

Useful milestones should follow the work rather than its publicity. Equipment ordered for a facility is one stage;
equipment installed and producing acceptable units is another. A new domestic supplier may require qualification
before it can replace the existing source. A company can make genuine progress and still fall short of a date, just
as it can meet a ceremonial milestone without resolving the underlying dependency. Reviewers need discretion to
recognize those differences, but discretion is more defensible when it leaves a reasoned record. The question
should be whether the transition is reducing the exposure identified in the application, at a pace that remains
credible, rather than whether the company has generated enough visible activity to sustain confidence.

The public bargain should connect these different doors. Capital-market enthusiasm does not relieve a firm of its
continuing product obligations. Detailed approval does not supply the machinery, workforce, or demand needed
for production. Industrial support should help meet genuine transition costs, while the resulting supplier should
remain answerable for what it delivers. A policy that treats money, admission, and capability as interchangeable
will have trouble finding the stage at which an otherwise promising transition failed.

Keeping the approval true

The strongest defense of conditional admission is that it permits learning without requiring a complete domestic
ecosystem to arrive all at once. A broad default can address correlated risks; individual review can retain useful
systems whose circumstances justify a different treatment. Time-bound conditions can make room for production
changes while preserving leverage. Properly administered, this is a more serious arrangement than either an
unqualified exemption or an indefinite promise to revisit the problem.

Its weakness is the distance between the decision office and the delivered machine. A public list is one
representation of status. A supplier's technical record is another. A customer's installed configuration is a third.
When those records disagree, a company may be marketing confidence the government did not grant, or a buyer
may be maintaining equipment outside the assumed support path. The useful work is to keep their relationship
visible, especially when something changes.

That work should improve ordinary procurement rather than burden it with policy theater. A buyer should receive
a clear scope statement, the relevant current status, the configuration to which it applies, and a reliable route for
discovering changes. A supplier should retain the more detailed account supporting those statements. Reviewers
should be able to examine material changes and record what they decided. The public need not operate a shadow
certification office to learn whether a valuable exception still covers the product being offered.
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Material change is ultimately a question about the continued truth of a reason. If the original approval depended on
a particular supply arrangement, onshoring commitment, or allocation of control, an alteration to that relationship
deserves attention even when the product looks identical. If a change preserves the important relationships and has
appropriate supporting evidence, the process should permit progress. The objective is a decision that can evolve
honestly, not an object permanently frozen in the form in which it first received scrutiny.

As of March 27, the public record establishes a functioning beginning: application guidance, specific entries, dated
approvals, and an expiration. It does not expose the complete review record of the four cases, and it does not settle
how every future change will be handled. Those limits define the next test of the arrangement. The first exceptions
should be judged by whether their continuing administration makes admission more precise, production
commitments more credible, and customers better able to understand the systems they buy.

The worth of conditional approval lies in the condition remaining consequential. A status that survives every
alteration without a reason becomes a badge. A status that cannot survive a justified improvement becomes an
impediment. Between them is the harder institutional achievement: preserving a defensible judgment while
allowing a changing product and a changing industry to develop. The government has begun deciding which
equipment may enter under an exception. It must now keep that decision connected to what the equipment
becomes.
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Notes and sources

1. FCC, DA 26-253, March 18, 2026, including Appendices A-B. Identifies the four entries, March 17 approvals, December 31
termination, and the Covered List exemption mechanism. Official notice.

2. Department of War and Department of Homeland Security, January 7, 2026, submission guidance hosted by the FCC. Establishes
requested ownership, supply-chain and manufacturing information, officer certification, prompt material-change disclosure,
quarterly onshoring updates, and approvals of up to twelve months. Proposed practical arrangements in this essay are
distinguished from these stated requirements. Original guidance.

3. Unusual Machines, pricing release filed with the SEC, March 20, 2026, although exhibit headers also refer to March 19. The
release identifies 8,823,529 shares at $17, expected gross proceeds of approximately $150 million, intended uses, and an
expected closing subject to conditions. It is issuer disclosure, not independent manufacturing validation. Filed release.

4. Commercial Drone Alliance, March 26, 2026, Advancing the Domestic Drone Industry. Used for the association's
industrial-policy diagnosis and recommendations, with its advocacy status retained. Original paper.
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https://www.fcc.gov/sites/default/files/UAS-Guidance-Submissions-Conditional-Approvals.pdf
https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1956955/000168316826002113/umac_ex9901.htm
https://www.commercialdronealliance.org/file/secure/cda-supply-chain-white-paper-3.26.2026-final.pdf

