In the distant future, rich people may use electric aircraft as
a replacement for chauffeured cars. Niraj Chokshi has the story

Up in the air

few months ago,

under a clear blue sky,

a new kind of electric

aircraft flew from the

Kennedy International

Alrport in New York into the heart

of Manhattzm The trip took around

10 minates, a fraction of the houror

more it could take in acar.

The flight offered a2 glimpse at

how the aircraft, which is made

by Joby Aviation and combines

features of a belicopter and an air-

plane, and others like it could some-

day operate in cities, It was made

possible by a US federa] programime

that 1s trying to hasten the arrival of
what are ofien called zir taxis.

The companies that make the
new electric aircraft and some in-
dustry experts szy air taxis will
someday replace helicopters and
mayte even cars for some uses. But
some sceptical experts say the air-
craft will be more expensive than
helicopters and have relatively Hm-
ited uses, noting that the industry
hias promised commercizl flights for
years but that no company has se-
cured federal approval to routinely
carTy passengers or cargo in the US.

“It’s neat going to be like we look
oant our window and there are flying
cars everywhere,” said Laurie Gar-
row, an engineering professor at the
Georgia [nstitute of Technology in
the US who focuses on aviation. “1
think we are, in the next two 1o five
years, looking al these aircraft en-
tering into service and filling these
miche markets W begin with.”

The Trump administration has
been s0 eager (o usher in that era
that it created a programme last

¥ear to encourage states, cities and
compzanies to work together to help
roll out electric zircraft for passen-
ger, cargo and medical operations.

In March, the transportation
department selected eight projects
across 26 states, including the one
that allowed for Joby’'s pilot-only
demonstration flight in New York.

One central aim of the adminis-
tration’s efforts is ensuring that the
US doesn’t fall behind China, which
leads the world in

But air taxi companies cannot
begin regular commercial flights
until the Federal Aviation Admin-
istration certifies the aircraft after
rigorous tests. [tis not clear how soon
the agency will certify its first air taxi.

. There are three leading US elec-

through the air like planes, while
Beta is also developing

commercial drones Production may  a version that flies only
and is also develop- be difficult to like a plane, which it
ing air taxis; at least plans to bring to market
one company there speed up because first. A Boeing subsid-
has received limited = taxis iary, Wisk Aero, is also
authority for com- alr, are made developing an air taxi but
mercial flights using Of light and strong that aircraft will be cer-
a pilotless aircraft. . tified later, experts said,
The United Arap CArboncomposites | o o o
Emirates has also that are more fly autonomously.
been preparing for e Toyota is a major in-
commercial air taxi .exp ensive and vestor in Joby and is pro-
flights in parmer- difficult to process viding it with manufac-
ship with Joby and a than metals turing expertise. Archer
rival manufacturer, has a similar partner-
Archer Aviation. e S ship with Stellantis, the
“The US still has parent company of Fiat,

the scars of the 2000s, when it abdicat-
ed the entire drone market to China,”
said Sergio Cecutta, an aerospace
constultant. “The whole idea with this
push from Washington is to make
sure that it doesn't happen again ™
The federal programme allows
limited operations, including some
commercial flights, which the air
taxi companies say will help them
gain Night experience and collect
data It also allows local government
officials and residents o get more
cormdortable with the technology

Jeep and Ram. And GE Aerospace
has invested in and is working on
technology with Beta.

The Joby demonstration flight
departed from Kennedy before noon
on April 27. It landed minutes later
al the West 30th Street Heliport, a
short walk from Penn Station. The
helipad is often used by Blade, which
connects cities to airports around
the world with conventional helicop-
ters. Blade sold its passenger busi-
Dess last year to Jobry, which plans to
eventually replace Blade's helicop-
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ters with its own aircraft.

The most likely use of air taxis,
which can generally fiy short dis-
tances before needing to be re-
charged. is as a replacement for hel-
icopters, which are noisy and rela-
tively hard tomaintain, experts said

ow widely the aircraft are

used will depend primarily

on how much they cost to
make, operate and maintain. Avia-
tion experts are deeply divided on
how that maths will work out. Most
analysts agree that air taxis will be
expensive to produce at first. Ac-
cording to some experts, the aircraft
could cost up to $5 million in the
early days, as much as or more than
a helicopter that can carry, more
passengers, travel farther and be
refuelled more easily. Production
may also be difficult to speed up be-
cause air taxis use light and strong
carbon composites, which are more
expensive and difficult to make than
the aluminium, titanium, steel and
other metals traditionally used for
helicopters. “It's this huge speed
bump for the production.” said
Bjorn Fehrm, an aercnautical and
economic analyst with Leeham, an
aerospace consulting firm.

Most experts say air taxis should
have lower operating costs than
helicopters, particularly if they iy
often. The newer aircraft won't rely
on expensive jet fuel and complicat-
ed mechanical components. As air
taxi companies build more aircraft,
their executives say, the cost of each
one will fall
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