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Regardless of how and when this 
vision becomes reality, there is no 
question that such futuristic trans-
portation concepts have the potential 
to take the aviation industry in a 
completely new direction, with some 
major consequences for all its stake-
holders. 

The most obvious one is that the 
race for bigger, faster and farther may 
finally be reversed. From the time 
when aviation pioneers like Charles 
Lindbergh were flying single-seat, 
single-engine, purpose-built mono-
planes to the current generation of 
mass-produced jets that can carry 
several hundred passengers, the 
history of commercial aviation has 
been primarily about creating bigger 
and more powerful flying machines. 
In that race, Boeing and Airbus have 
come out on top, monopolizing the 
market for large commercial aircraft 
and setting the innovation agenda for 
the rest of the industry.

Today, however, the challenge for 
new air transportation systems is of a 

The beginning of a new year is always a good occasion to  
reflect on major trends that have been taking shape in the 

past 12 months. One development in commercial aviation is the 
emergence of new air transportation concepts taking us one 
step closer to a “Blade Runner” type of future, where flying cars 
become part of a three-dimensional transportation system. 
Uber’s Elevate concept paper, published in October, gives a 
glimpse of what is on the drawing board: fleets of autonomous 
vertical-takeoff-and-landing (VTOL) vehicles flying around 
megacities and cutting our daily commuting time by nearly 90% 
for a price that could ultimately be the same as a taxi ride.  

Smaller, Slower  
and Closer 
A new era of air transportation systems

tal airliners flying over oceans.
Economically, the only way to make 

such new means of transportation 
viable—even in a ride-sharing or taxi 
format—is to bring the acquisition 
price of the vehicle close enough to 
that of a typical car. This will require 
the vehicles to be small enough, if 
only to fully leverage the potential of 
3-D-printing technology, and to make 
thousands, if not tens of thousands, of 
them every year to generate sufficient 
economies of scale. 

Overall, this points to a future of 
aviation in which most innovations 
will be driven by new applications and 
new performance dimensions (such 
as noise, emissions and agility), where 
the economics of manufacturing VTOL 
vehicles will become more akin to auto-
mobiles than aircraft, and flying will 
become much more user-centered and 
part of a fully integrated and largely 
individualized mobility service.  

The aviation ecosystem as we 
know it is therefore likely to change 
dramatically in the next few decades. 
As people start rethinking transporta-
tion in three dimensions and flying 
becomes an integral part of individual 
mobility scenarios, traditional air 
travel—on large airplanes, to and from 
distant airports, on fixed schedules 
and limited routes—will increasingly 
look old-fashioned and out of sync with 
the modern urban lifestyle. Airlines 
may rebrand themselves as luxury 
cruise operators, Boeing and Airbus 
may keep battling it out, but they will 
lose their status of industry trailblaz-
ers. The aviation world as a whole will 
become much more diverse and its 
boundaries much more permeable. 

Ultimately, thanks to technology 
and human creativity, aviation in the 
21st century may even bring us back to 
the original vision that drove many of 
its pioneers but was widely lost in the 
quest for largeness and productivity: 
make air travel suitable for small-scale 
applications, cheap enough so that it 
is accessible to virtually everyone and 
compatible with the human aspiration 
for freedom, adventure and beauty. As 
Lindbergh said: “It was that quality 
that led me into aviation in the first 
place, it was a love of the air and sky 
and flying, the lure of adventure, the 
appreciation of beauty.”

very different nature. In the context of 
on-demand urban air transportation, 
it is not about making “bigger” better 
but about making “smaller” better—
both technologically and economically. 

Technologically, the constraints for 
flying in an urban environment are 
such that only vehicles of a certain 
size will be able and allowed to do it. 
And they will need to be quiet, fast, 
clean, efficient and safe, all of which is 
more likely to be achieved with tech-
nologies such as electric propulsion, 
vertical lift and autonomy that are 
better adapted to small-scale vehicles. 
Even solar propulsion could be an 
option for some small vehicles, as 
Bertrand Piccard’s Solar Impulse first 
round-the-world solar flight brilliantly 
demonstrated last year. 

As far as autonomy is concerned, 
thanks to swarm intelligence and 
advanced precision positioning 
technologies, it may actually turn out 
to be easier and safer to operate and 
monitor fleets of small, self-driving 
air vehicles than large transcontinen-
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