Uber says it will bring its flying taxis to Los
Angeles in 2020 (Update)
8 November 2017, by Tracey Lien, Los Angeles Times
way," said Jeff Holden, Uber's chief product officer,
explaining why the company chose Los Angeles
and Dallas as the first cities to test the service.
"L.A. is a model city for this in that it's highly
congested from a traffic perspective, and there's
not a great mass transit relief on the horizon,"
Holden said.

This computer generated image provided by Uber
Technologies on Wednesday, Nov. 8, 2017 shows a
flying taxi by Uber. Commuters of the future could get
some relief from congested roads if Uber's plans for
flying taxis work out. The ride-hailing service has
unveiled an artist's impression of the sleek, futuristic
machine it hopes to start using for demonstration flights
in 2020 and deploy for ride-sharing by 2028. (Uber
Technologies via AP)

In just over two years, Uber says it will let
commuters soar over Los Angeles' snarled traffic
in flying taxis.

UberAir differs from UberChopper, a helicopter
service the company has in the past offered during
events such as the Coachella music festival, or
during summertime for trips between New York City
and the Hamptons. Rather than offering the service
as a luxury product (trips to Coachella Valley from
Los Angeles cost passengers $4,170 each way),
Uber envisions UberAir as a commuter option, with
fares comparable to taking an UberX car ride.
The efficiency of electric aircraft brings "the price
point down dramatically" compared with
helicopters, Holden said.
Just like with self-driving vehicles, Uber says it
plans to eventually develop aircraft that fly
themselves - removing the cost of a pilot and
subsequently lowering fares.

By the 2028 Olympics, Holden said, the company
The ride-hailing firm announced Wednesday that
believes Angelenos will be making "heavy use" of
L.A. will be one of the first cities served by UberAir,
UberAir. When the service is in full swing, he
which it says will begin ferrying passengers across
anticipates that "tens of thousands" of flights will be
the region in electric aircraft in 2020.
performed each day across the city.
Aviation manufacturers such as Embraer, Bell
Helicopter, Pipistrel, Aurora Flight Sciences, and
Mooney Aviation will supply and pilot the aircraft.
Uber will operate the software that passengers use
to book a trip and take a commission, much like
with Uber rides on the ground.

The city of Los Angeles has shown initial support
for the project, with Mayor Eric Garcetti saying L.A.
is the "perfect testing ground for this new
technology." But a spokesperson for the mayor said
conversations about regulation, environmental
effects and zoning had not yet started.

"We're trying to work with cities in the early days
Designs for the aircraft - which differ from
who are interested in partnering to make it happen,
helicopters in appearance, technical features,
while knowing that there will be pitfalls along the
efficiency and fuel consumption - are yet to be
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finalized. Proposed take-off and landing zones
equipped with aircraft charging stations have not
yet been built.
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In a white paper published last year, Uber outlined
hurdles the company is likely to face, including
infrastructure challenges, pilot training and
certification and air traffic concerns.
The company has taken steps to address some of
those issues: It announced Wednesday that it
signed an agreement with real estate developer
Sandstone Properties to build take-off and landing
hubs at Los Angeles International Airport and in
downtown L.A., Santa Monica and Sherman Oaks
in time for a 2020 launch.
The company has also partnered with NASA to
develop new unmanned traffic management
systems intended to enable appropriate air traffic
control for aircraft flying at low altitudes in urban
environments.
Despite the momentum behind the project, Jim
Harris, a partner at Bain & Co. who leads the firm's
aerospace and defense practice, said the
regulatory timeline tends to be longer than
companies expect.
Certification from the Federal Aviation
Administration for commercial aircraft can include
two years of rigorous testing. On top of that the
company must ensure the safety and stability of the
batteries that will power the aircraft. And then the
company will need to win over consumers, Harris
said.
"When you have a pilot in the aircraft, you'll see
consumer adoption pretty fast," he said. "But for
some autonomous experiments, it's going to take
awhile for consumers to be comfortable being in an
air taxi without a pilot."
Harris said he could see a commercial electric
aircraft service launch within the next 10 years. But
for a larger-scale service that's economically
viable?
"More like 15," Harris said.
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