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Regulatory Challenges, International Experiences, and China’s
Collaborative Governance Pathway for the Low-Altitude Economy

CHEN Yongwei

(Research Department, Journal of Comparative Studies, Beijing 100029, China)

Summary: As a burgeoning strategic industry, the low-altitude economy (LLAE) has evolved from an academic concept into
a focal point of global economic competition. However, lagging regulation has emerged as a critical bottleneck hindering its
sustained development. This paper systematically examines the conceptual evolution and current status of LAE, dissects
core regulatory challenges including airspace safety risks, privacy violations, data sovereignty concerns, and legal gaps, and
compares the characteristics and outcomes of regulatory models in the EU and the U. S., namely the EU’ s “unified
legislation + forward-looking governance” approach versus the U. S. ’s “federal-state decentralization + litigation-driven”
framework.

The study traces LAE’s conceptual development through four stages: from its origin in general aviation (2009-2010) to
its expansion into UAV applications (2010-2020), and further to its current form as an integrated economic ecosystem
incorporating electric vertical take-off and landing (eVTOL), urban air mobility (UAM), and digital infrastructure
(post-2020). Globally, LAE is still in the cultivation phase, with a projected market size of CNY 4 trillion by 2029 at a
compound annual growth rate of 12%.

Key regulatory challenges identified include: rising risks of mid-air collisions and unauthorized flights (“black
flights”); privacy infringements from unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) surveillance, exemplified by cross-border cases
involving property rights and governmental overreach; data security threats from uncontrolled data flows, particularly in
sensitive areas; and fragmented legal frameworks and multi-agency coordination issues. A comparative analysis reveals
distinct regulatory philosophies. The EU adopts a top-down model with unified legislation (e. g. , Commission Implementing
Regulation (EU) 2019/947) and the U-space air traffic management framework, prioritizing pre-emptive risk management,
privacy protection under the General Data Protection Regulation, and innovation support through pilot projects. In contrast,
the U. S. relies on reactive rulemaking by the Federal Aviation Administration, with federal-state conflicts over regulatory
authority and gaps in privacy laws, leading to legal uncertainties. While the EU model ensures stability and scalability, the
U. S. approach fosters initial innovation but struggles with delayed policy adaptation.

This paper proposes a hybrid regulatory framework that integrates EU-style systemic planning and U. S. -inspired
market flexibility. Recommendations include: establishing a cross-departmental coordination mechanism under the State
Council to resolve multi-agency governance issues; enacting specialized laws and technical standards to clarify operational
rules; developing a dynamic monitoring platform and “one-stop” approval systems to enhance enforcement efficiency;
strengthening data localization requirements and privacy safeguards in line with the Personal Information Protection Law;
and promoting industrial clusters and international cooperation to drive technological breakthroughs.
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