Choosing Between Part 107 Certification and
Recreational Drone Flying

When you pick up a drone and head outside to fly, the rules that apply depend on why you are
flying. For many hobbyists, the freedom of recreational flight is enough. But for anyone who
wants to earn money from aerial imagery, data collection, or any kind of commercial operation,
the Federal Aviation Administration's Part 107 certification is the gateway. Understanding the
difference between these two paths matters because the wrong choice can lead to fines,
grounded flights, or missed opportunities.

Recreational flying under the FAA's Exception for Limited Recreational Operations is
straightforward. You fly for fun, you follow a few basic safety rules, and you do not need a
remote pilot certificate. The aircraft must be registered if it weighs more than 0.55 pounds, and
you must keep it within visual line of sight. You also need to stay away from other aircraft and
people on the ground. The rules are designed to keep the airspace safe while allowing casual
use. For someone who flies occasionally in a park or at the beach, this is the right fit.

But as soon as you fly in connection with a business, even if the flight itself is not directly paid,
you move into commercial territory. That is where Part 107 comes in. The FAA Part 107 pilot
certificate is a professional credential that proves you understand airspace classifications,
weather patterns, flight restrictions, and emergency procedures. Getting it requires passing a
knowledge test at an FAA-approved testing center. The exam covers topics such as reading
sectional charts, understanding NOTAMs (notices to airmen), calculating load and
performance, and managing risk. It is not a trivial exam; most people study for several weeks
before attempting it.

What Part 107 Gives You That Recreational Rules Do Not

The main advantage of becoming a certified remote pilot is that you can operate for
commercial purposes. That means you can accept payment for aerial photography, inspection
services, mapping, or any other drone-based work. You can also fly in controlled airspace
(around airports) after obtaining an airspace authorization through the FAA's LAANC system.
Recreational pilots cannot do that. Furthermore, Part 108 waivers may allow you to fly at night,
over people, or beyond visual line of sight under certain conditions. For a professional, these
capabilities are essential.

Another significant difference is the requirement for a pre-flight inspection and maintenance
log. As a Part 107 pilot, you must keep a record of each flight, including the date, time, location,
and any issues observed. You also need to perform regular equipment checks and keep up
with manufacturer service bulletins. Recreational pilots are not required to keep such records,



though it is good practice anyway. The discipline of maintaining a flight record helps you spot
developing problems before they cause a crash.

Who Should Get Certified

If you are already flying recreationally and you see potential to turn your hobby into a side
business, the certification is worth the investment. Real estate agents often ask for aerial
property shots; farmers need crop health surveys; construction managers want progress
photos. Even if you are not sure you will get paid flights right away, having the certificate makes
you eligible for platforms that connect pilots with clients. One such platform is National Drone

Services, which helps FAA-certified drone pilots find paid capture work and deliver their own
clients' aerial data through a shared processing, hosting, visualization, and reporting platform.
Being certified opens that door.

You should also consider certification if you want to fly in more complex airspace. Many drone
pilots live near airports or in urban areas where the airspace is controlled. Recreational fliers
are restricted from operating in those zones without special permission. A Part 107 pilot can
apply for LAANC authorizations in minutes and fly legally in places a hobbyist cannot. This is
especially useful for photographers who want to capture city skylines or industrial sites.

When Recreational Flying Is Enough


https://nationaldroneservices.net/pilotsignup/
https://nationaldroneservices.net/pilotsignup/

Not everyone needs Part 107. If you fly purely for enjoyment, never accept money or services in
exchange for your flights, and never fly in controlled airspace, then the recreational rules are
sufficient. The cost of the certification exam, study materials, and recurrent testing every two
years can be a barrier for someone who only flies a few times a year. Similarly, if you are under
16, you cannot yet get the remote pilot certificate. In that case, you must fly under the
supervision of a certified pilot or stick to recreational flights.

Another group that might stay recreational are those who fly small drones that weigh under
250 grams. These micro drones have fewer restrictions. They do not need to be registered with
the FAA, and they can be flown in many places where heavier drones are prohibited. For a
traveler who wants to capture vacation footage without paperwork, that is a good fit.

Costs and Commitments

The financial side is straightforward. The Part 107 knowledge test costs about $175, plus
whatever you spend on study materials. The certificate itself is valid for two years, after which
you must pass a recurrent test. Compare that to recreational flying, which has no test fee and
no renewal cost. However, the real cost of not being certified can be higher. If you fly
commercially without a certificate, the FAA can impose civil penalties of over $1,000 per
violation. For a professional who plans to make money from drone work, the certification is an
investment that pays for itself quickly.

Time commitment is another factor. Studying for the test typically takes 20 to 40 hours,
depending on your familiarity with aviation concepts. Once you pass, you need to keep your
knowledge current. The FAA does not require a flight review or logbook for recreational pilots,
but Part 107 pilots must keep a flight record and stay informed of regulatory changes. If you
are the kind of person who enjoys learning and staying organized, this is not a burden.

Safety and Professionalism

Safety is a shared responsibility, but the standards differ. Recreational pilots must follow the
FAA's safety guidelines but are not required to have formal training. Part 107 pilots must
demonstrate understanding of airspace, weather, and aeronautical decision-making. They also
need to carry their certificate and photo ID during flights. This extra layer of accountability
makes certified pilots more attractive to clients and insurers. Many commercial drone
insurance policies require the pilot to hold a valid Part 107 certificate. Without it, you may not
be able to get liability coverage, which is risky when working for paying customers.

Equipment inspection is another area where certification adds rigor. The FAA requires that the
drone be in airworthy condition before each flight. That means checking propellers, motors,
batteries, and the airframe for damage. A pre-flight checklist is a good habit for anyone, but for



a certified pilot it is mandatory. This reduces the chance of equipment failure during a job. It
also builds trust with clients who see that you follow a professional process.

Making Your Choice

Deciding between recreational and Part 107 flight comes down to your goals. If your drone is a
toy or a hobby tool, stay recreational. If you want to earn money, work in controlled airspace, or
operate with professional credibility, get certified. The process is not difficult, but it does
require commitment. Start by studying the FAA's Remote Pilot Knowledge Test Guide, take
practice exams, and schedule your test when you are scoring consistently well.

Once you hold the certificate, you can explore opportunities that are not available to
recreational fliers. For example, National Drone Services connects certified pilots with clients
who need aerial data processed and delivered. The platform handles the technical side of data
management, so you can focus on flying and building your business. That kind of support
makes the investment in certification even more worthwhile.

In the end, both paths have their place. The key is to be honest with yourself about what you
want from drone flying. If it is a hobby, enjoy it within the recreational rules. If it is a career, get
certified and fly professionally. The airspace belongs to everyone, but the rules ensure we all
share it safely.



