
Tracking Construction Progress with Drone
Imagery: A Practical How-To
Construction projects generate a lot of data, but the most useful kind is visual. A weekly
photograph from the same vantage point tells you more about pace, order of work, and
potential delays than a stack of spreadsheets. When that photograph comes from a drone, you
get a consistent, high-resolution view of the whole site in minutes, not hours. The real value,
however, lies in how you handle that imagery after the flight.

Drone imagery for construction progress tracking is not complicated, but it does require a
system. You need a predictable flight plan, a way to organise the output, and a method for
comparing images over time. The steps below cover the full workflow, from planning the first
flight to sharing a time-lapse with your project team.

Step 1: Define the capture area and flight parameters
Before the rotors turn, decide what the drone needs to see. Draw a polygon around the site
boundary, including the structures under construction, laydown yards, access roads, and any
adjacent areas that might affect logistics. The polygon defines the area the drone will cover on
every visit.

Set the altitude and camera angle. For construction tracking, a nadir (straight down) view at
around 60 to 120 metres works well. It gives a clean orthographic image that can be stitched
into a map. An oblique angle, about 45 degrees, helps when you need to see vertical elements
like walls, cranes, or scaffolding. Most teams capture both on every flight.

Also choose the overlap percentage. A front overlap of 75 percent and side overlap of 60
percent ensures the stitching software has enough common features to align images correctly.
Lower overlap might save battery but risks gaps in the model.



Step 2: Set a repeatable flight path
Consistency is everything in progress tracking. The drone should fly the same path, at the
same altitude, with the same camera settings, every time you visit. Use a flight planning app or
the drone's built-in mission mode to save the waypoints and altitude. That way, the pilot simply
loads the saved mission and taps go.

Mark the flight schedule on your project calendar. Weekly flights are standard for active
construction, but the pace of change on site should guide the interval. During foundation work
or framing, a flight every four or five days may be better. During finishing work, every two weeks
might be enough. The key is to never miss a flight when something changes on the ground.

Step 3: Process the raw images into usable data
Raw drone images are just photographs. To make them useful for progress tracking, you need
to assemble them into orthomosaics, 3D models, or digital surface models (DSMs). This is
where a dedicated platform becomes valuable. National Drone Services construction drone
mapping is one option that handles upload, processing, and organisation in one place, but any
photogrammetry software that aligns images using ground control points will work.

Upload the images from each flight to the platform. The software will detect the drone model,
camera settings, and GPS coordinates embedded in the image files. It then stitches the images
together, corrects for lens distortion, and produces a georeferenced orthomosaic. A DSM
shows the elevation of every point on the site, which is especially useful for tracking
earthworks, stockpile volumes, and slab pours.

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


Check the processed output for alignment. If the orthomosaic shows a shift from the previous
week's map, the ground control points may need adjustment. Most platforms let you add
manual tie points to correct this.

Step 4: Compare images over time
A single orthomosaic tells you what is there right now. Two or more orthomosaics, overlaid in
time, tell you what has changed. This comparison is the heart of progress tracking. Load the
current orthomosaic and the one from the previous flight into a viewer that supports swipe,
blend, or transparent overlay. Swipe mode lets you slide a divider across the screen to reveal
the older image on one side and the newer on the other. Blend mode fades between the two so
you can see exactly where the ground has changed.

Look for specific markers of progress: new foundations, steelwork rising, walls going up, roof
sections installed, paving laid, or landscaping started. If the project has a schedule, compare
the actual footprint of each element against the planned footprint from the drawings. A delay
in the slab pour, for instance, shows up as an empty area where the model predicts concrete. A
crane that has not moved in two flights may indicate a hold-up on steel delivery.

Measurements in the platform can confirm what the eye sees. Draw a polyline over a newly
poured curb and the software calculates its length. Draw a polygon over a stockpile and it
estimates volume. These numbers are what make the imagery objective: the site manager can
say "the north retaining wall is 80 percent complete, verified by drone measurement," instead of
"it looks about three-quarters done."



Step 5: Share the results with the team
Progress tracking only helps if the information reaches the people who make decisions. Export
the comparison images, mark them up with annotations, and share them in a format the team
can view without special software. A PDF with before-and-after screenshots, a link to a shared
online project, or a short time-lapse video created from the flight series all work.

Include the date and flight number in every share. Over months of construction, it is easy to
confuse which image belongs to which week. A consistent naming convention, such as "2025-
04-15_NorthBlock_Flight12," keeps the archive searchable.

For larger teams, set up automatic sharing. Many platforms can send a notification to
stakeholders when a new flight is processed, with a direct link to the data. This reduces the
number of status meetings because everyone can see the same imagery and check progress
themselves.

What to watch out for at each step
Flight planning: weather matters more than you think. High wind, low cloud, or poor light can
ruin the consistency of the images. If the drone cannot fly the same path at the same altitude,
the comparison will be less precise. Have a backup plan for the next day.

Processing: orthomosaics from different flights sometimes drift in alignment due to GPS
inaccuracies. Use ground control points, such as painted marks on hardstanding or permanent
site features like manhole covers, to anchor each flight to the same coordinate system.
Without them, the "same" view may shift by a metre or more between flights.

Comparison: avoid over-interpreting a single image. A shadow from a nearby building can
make a slab look poured when it is only excavated. Always cross-check suspicious areas with
the oblique images or a site visit. The goal is to flag potential issues, not to replace the site
walk.



Sharing: keep the audience in mind. A project owner may only want a monthly summary with
key milestones highlighted. The site superintendent may want the full raw orthomosaic every
week. Tailor the format and frequency to the person, not to the software's default export.

For teams that are new to drone imagery, a platform that combines processing, comparison,
and sharing in one workflow reduces the learning curve. National Drone Services construction
drone mapping is an example of such a platform, designed for teams that need to move from
capture to insight without hopping between multiple tools. The important thing is to pick a
workflow and stick with it, because the real value of drone progress tracking comes from the
accumulated record, not from any single flight.

Set up the flight plan once, process consistently, compare methodically, and share broadly.
Over the life of a project, that routine turns a series of aerial photographs into a detailed,
objective record of how the building rose from the ground. It answers questions about timing,
sequencing, and subcontractor performance that would otherwise stay buried in site notes and
memory.

National Drone Services on social media Facebook

https://www.facebook.com/p/National-Drone-Services-61578034312089/

