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Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) continue to transform 
modern warfare, offering unprecedented operational 
capabilities and enhanced situational awareness on the 
battlefield. Ukraine has demonstrated by far the most 
intensive use of UAVs in a military conflict in history, 
having more than 200.000 drone operations per month by 
early 2025.  
 
This frontline experience has become the proving ground 
for UAV effectiveness, significantly influencing procurement 
strategies globally, particularly within the EU and NATO 
military procurement circles.
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AUTONOMY AT THE TACTICAL EDGE 
Advancements in AI and autonomous technologies have 
enabled direct capabilities to be deployed to frontline units, 
allowing for company-level deployments. Low-weight, compact 
UAVs now offer immediate tactical insights without complex 
logistics or specialized operators. This autonomy significantly 
enhances rapid decision-making cycles, which are critical in 
dynamic frontline environments.

EMERGING UAV TECHNOLOGY 
TRENDS 

ORGANIC ISR & DECISION-MAKING 
Today’s UAV operations, exemplified by the high-tempo 
engagements in Ukraine, demand rapid decision-making loops 
(Observe-Decide-Act). Effective UAVs must integrate seamlessly 
into these accelerated cycles, providing frontline commanders 
with timely, actionable intelligence.

ENHANCED PAYLOAD CAPABILITIES 
ISR (Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance) payloads 
continue to evolve, becoming lighter yet more sophisticated. 
UAVs now regularly feature payloads with advanced AI-
driven image analysis, electronic warfare resilience, and 
GNSS-denied navigation capabilities. Sky-Watch, for 
instance, excels with lightweight ISR drones that effectively 
navigate electronically contested environments.
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OPERATIONAL DYNAMICS AND 
THE FRONTLINE IMPACT

OPERATIONAL CHALLENGES
The high density of drone operations necessitates robust 
resistance to electronic warfare (EW) and reliable performance 
in GNSS-denied conditions. Systems that excel under such 
stress, demonstrating resilience and maintaining operational 
integrity, offer significant value in procurement.



DOCTRINAL ALIGNMENT 
Procurement decisions must rigorously evaluate the 
compatibility of UAVs with existing military doctrines. 
Misalignment often results in underutilized technology or 
operational failures. Solutions must provide straightforward 
integration, operational ease, and flexibility to match dynamic 
frontline doctrines.

PROCUREMENT  
CONSIDERATIONS

Procurement teams face diverse capabilities when evaluating 
UAV solutions, making it essential to clearly understand the 
differentiating factors. Key procurement considerations include:

LIFECYCLE COST AND SUSTAINABILITY 
Long-term sustainability and cost efficiency have become 
procurement priorities. Metrics such as attrition rate become 
critical; notably, Sky-Watch maintains attrition rates below 
0.2% in frontline deployments, offering exceptional lifecycle 
value. Additionally, fast innovation cycles and high-
volume production capabilities greatly enhance logistical 
sustainability.
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DYNAMICS IN THE UAV MARKET

•	 Scale of Operational Tempo 
Ukraine has demonstrated the most intensive use of 
UAVs in a military conflict, producing around 200,000 
FPV drones per month by early 2025, with some forecasts 
predicting up to 500,000 small drones monthly by year-
end. This immense operational tempo demands UAVs that 
can sustain massive deployment cycles without frequent 
resupply or logistic bottlenecks. 

•	 Frontline Performance and Attrition Rate 
UAVs with extremely low attrition rates significantly reduce 
lifecycle cost and ensure consistent availability. Sky-
Watch’s platforms have sustained attrition rates under 
0.2% in active frontline conditions, a key indicator of 
operational reliability. 

•	 Proof of Combat Validation 
In 2024, the German Government donated 684 RQ-35  
Heidrun drones to Ukraine (see reference in annex 1) , 
underscoring official trust in their frontline performance 
and reliability under heavy electronic warfare and GNSS-
denied conditions.
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•	 Ease of Integration and Operational Simplicity 
Solutions engineered for rapid field deployment—with 
minimal training, standardized launch mechanisms, and 
plug-and-play software—enable swift adoption at unit 
levels. Sky-Watch’s user-friendly systems are specifically 
designed for this purpose. 

•	 Adaptability and Innovation Speed 
Suppliers that iterate rapidly—introducing upgrades 
based on frontline feedback and scaling production 
quickly—deliver UAVs that evolve in response to battlefield 
demands. Sky-Watch’s engineering cycles reflect 
such agility. This highlights the importance of shifting 
procurement strategies toward fast-trial procurements, 
tested against operational scenarios, rather than 
traditional, lengthy specification-based models. 

•	 Logistical Capacity for High-Volume Demand 
Manufacturers must be able to support large-scale, 
sustained deployments. Sky-Watch has proven it can 
deliver battlefield-ready systems at high volumes to NATO 
allies.

LESSONS FROM UKRAINE
Ukraine has become the definitive case study for frontline 
UAV procurement strategies. Sky-Watch’s standout success, 
providing low-attrition, highly resilient, easy-to-operate ISR 
drones at high volumes, highlights the operational benefits 
achievable through careful technology alignment and vendor 
agility. The lesson can be turned in to a simple evaluation 
as illustrated below for RQ-35 Heidrun in a Battle-Tested 
Performance Matrix.



Military procurement teams in 2025 face a landscape 
defined by intense operational demands, rapid technological 
advancements, and complex frontline dynamics.  
 
Success hinges on selecting UAV solutions with proven frontline 
capabilities, doctrinal compatibility, and sustainable lifecycle 
management, ensuring strategic advantage in contemporary 
and future conflict scenarios.

CONCLUSION 

Contact Thomas Jensen on tje@sky-watch.com 
or +45 20 91 51 00 to book a demonstration of what  
the RQ-35 Heidrun can do for your missions.
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PROCUREMENT  
CONSIDERATIONS

•	 Prioritize Autonomy and Integration: UAVs must easily 
integrate into existing doctrines and provide autonomy at 
the tactical edge.

•	 Assess Frontline Validated Performance: Validate 
technologies with proven frontline records, such as low 
attrition rates and resilience under EW and GNSS-denied 
conditions.

•	 Focus on Agility and Sustainability: Select suppliers 
that can deliver rapid innovation, scalable production, 
and logistical support to sustain prolonged frontline 
operations.

•	 Evaluate Total Lifecycle Cost: Prioritize systems 
demonstrating low attrition, ease of maintenance, and 
strong supplier support.

•	 Use Trial Procurement: Validate performance and 
doctrines with fast-trial procurements, tested against 
operational scenarios. The focus on trial procurement is 
summarized in the table. 

P R O C U R E M E N T  S T R AT E G Y  S H I F T:  S P E C I F I -
C AT I O N S  V S .  T R I A L- B A S E D  VA L I DAT I O N

Traditional Spec-Based  
Procurement

Fast Trial Procurement  
(Ukraine-Inspired)

Decision Timeline: 
18+ months.

Decision Timeline: 
4–6 weeks.

Evaluation Criteria: 
Static Specs & Compliance.

Evaluation Criteria: 
Operational Fit & Feedback.

Risk Profile: 
Rigid and Delayed Adjustments

Risk Profile: 
Iterative, Rapid Adaptation

Pros: Ensures procedural compli-
ance, supports large-scale tenders, 
easier to justify.

Cons:  Harder to justify via traditi-
onal frameworks, may bypass full 
certification early on.

Best Used When: 
Regulatory mandates dominate, 
stakes are high, vendor pool is 
mature.

Best Used When: 
Urgency is high, frontline needs  
dominate, and innovation is  
prioritized.
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ANNEX 1 REFERENCES

D E P L OY M E N T  E S T I M AT E S  TA B L E  ( 2 0 2 2 – 2 0 2 5 ) 
B Y  S K Y-WATC H

Time Period Estimated Drones/Month Reference/Source used for the 
estimate

Mid 2022 ~5,000 Sky-Watch Estimate

2023 Avg 66700

JUST IN: As Russia-Ukraine war 
continues, Russia’s drone  
technologies evolve 
 
Second front: Who will win the first 
drone war?

Early 2025 200000

4.5 million drones is a lot of drones. 
It’s Ukraine’s Goal for 2025
 
Drone superpower: Ukrainian war-
time innovation offers lessons for 
NATO - Atlantic Council

Drones in Ukraine (2022–2025):  
A Comprehensive Report

Forecast End 2025 500000

Factory-to-Frontline Pipeline:  
How Ukraine’s 2025 drone surge is 
reshaping the battlefield. 
 
A first point view: Examining Ukra-
ine’s drone industry – Georgetown 
security studies review

NOTE ON 2022 ESTIMATES 
No third-party source provides a directly verifiable, exact figure for the number of UAVs deployed per month in Ukraine during 2022. 
However, the following method is used to construct a conservative estimate for mid-2022:

1. The Royal United Services Institute (RUSI) was quoted in Forbes and IEEE Spectrum stating that Ukraine was losing  
   approximately 10,000 drones per month to Russian jamming by 2023.

2. Given the similar operational conditions and rising intensity from mid-2022, it is plausible that deployment levels  
    approached 5,000 per month during that period.

3. This 5,000/month figure should not be considered confirmed but rather a conservative midpoint based on confirmed  
    2023 loss rates and Ukrainian drone production ramp-up timelines.

Readers are encouraged to consult the following sources:
•	 Forbes: https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidhambling/2023/07/07/ukraine-losing-10000-drones-a-month-to-russian-jamming-reports/

•	 IEEE Spectrum: https://spectrum.ieee.org/ukraine-drones-electronic-warfare

•	 RUSI commentary (via secondary citations in defense journals and expert panels)
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