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He was called the  “Steve Jobs of  
Rotorcraft” in 2013 by Wired Maga-
zine for unveiling the world’s first 
electric aerial vehicle that year.

In June this year, Professor James 
Wang relocated to Singapore from 
Italy, armed with ideas to roll out a 
commercially viable electric air taxi 
in six years, or 2025. 

He left  Italian helicopter maker 
AgustaWestland, where he became 
known in 2013 for the invention, to 
join Nanyang Technological Univer-
sity (NTU) to take his research to the 
next level. “NTU has many of the key 
components  of  smart  mobility  –  
rechargeable battery, motor, flight 
and traffic control management and 
lightweight composite material re-
searches – which can be modified 
and used for electric air taxis,” said 
Prof Wang in an exclusive interview 
with The Sunday Times.

He  now  heads  NTU’s  four-
month-old  research  and  innova-
tion centre that focuses on this spe-
cialised field, dubbed electric verti-
cal take-off and landing (eVTOL).

The centre aims to make Singa-
pore a global supplier of disruptive 
technologies that will power a new 
generation  of  safer,  quieter  and  

cheaper urban air  taxis  for  short  
shuttles between major cities.

Aircraft today are powered by old 
technologies  like  turbine  engines 
and the gearbox, which make the 
aircraft, and thus rides in it, expen-
sive, he said. 

For instance, it costs one US$195 
(S$265) for a one-way eight-minute 
helicopter ride from Lower Manhat-
tan  to  John  F.  Kennedy  Interna-
tional Airport in New York. The ser-
vice is operated by Blade Urban Air 
Mobility, a short-distance aviation 
firm.  For  comparison,  going  by  
ground taxi costs around US$70.

Over the past year, many automo-
tive  and  aerospace  giants  have  
jumped  on  the  electric  aircraft  
bandwagon,  hoping  to  secure  a  
slice of the future of smart mobility 
– expected to generate revenues of 
US$270  billion  and  profits  of  at  
least  US$125 billion by 2040,  ac-
cording  to  New  York-based  re-
search company Oliver Wyman.

Germany’s  Volocopter,  which
took a test spin in Singapore at the 
Marina Bay area last  month,  is  a  
type of eVTOL aircraft. Its backers 
include German automotive giant 
Daimler, American chipmaker Intel 
and Chinese carmaker Geely.

But Prof Wang, a 30-year indus-
try veteran, is not too enthusiastic 
about the design of the Volocopter.

“It has too much drag. Thus it will 
not travel far,” he said, noting that 
many of the current designs, includ-
ing  those  from  renowned  aero-
space firms, look “crude”.

He believes that there will be a 
consolidation in the field over the 
next  few years.  The  winners  will  
have intelligent designs and strong 
financial backing. But those that can 
mass-produce  cutting-edge  tech-
nologies will also win. “Mass produc-
tion provides  economies of  scale.  
There is a lot of untapped potential 
from  the  electric  car  production  
chain which can be used for making 
air taxis,” said Prof Wang.

The  Taiwan-born  American  is  
looking  for  funding  of  at  least  
US$500 million from potential busi-
ness  partners  –  venture  capital  
firms,  automotive  manufacturers  
or  aerospace  manufacturers  –  to  
carry out the mission he came to 
Singapore for.

Among his ideas are research to 
increase the  maximum flight  en-
durance  between  quick  charges  
from 150km to 250km, and a new 
electric  motor  that  can  generate  
twice the horsepower without any 
increase in its size and weight.

Although ditching the pilot will  
lower operating costs further, it is 
not something that the public will 
accept  until  after  2030,  he  said.  
That is at least five years after a com-
mercially viable electric air taxi is in-
troduced here.

Prof Wang, who is in his 50s, holds 
two undergraduate degrees in aero-
nautical and electrical engineering. 
After  completing  a  master’s  from 
the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology Sloan Business School and a 

PhD in aerospace engineering from 
the  University  of  Maryland,  he
started his career at US helicopter 
maker Sikorsky Aircraft.

He left America in 2007 for Italy 
to join AgustaWestland as its vice-
president of research and develop-
ment, where he managed an annual 
research budget of €25 million (S
$37.5 million). That was when he 
pushed the transportation technol-
ogy  boundaries  with  the  world’s  
first electric aerial vehicle, coined 
Project Zero. In June 2011,  a full-
scale model performed a tethered 
flight in Cascina Costa, Italy. And 
two years later, the invention was 
unveiled at the Paris Air Show.

Now the same idea has also been 
picked  up  by  ride-hailing  service  
provider Uber.  It  is  working with 
two US firms to design and build 
electronic air  taxis  to  beat  urban  
congestion.  Although  the  needed  
safety regulations have yet to be laid 
down, Uber has already announced 
plans to make Uber Air commer-
cially available in Dallas, Los Ange-
les and Melbourne by 2023.

“High-tech electric motors and 
longer-lasting  batteries  are  the  
game changers in the automotive 
world. Now we have to make them 
fly taxis and make an aircraft that 
is cheap, powerful and light,” said 
Prof Wang.

And what if the industry does not 
take off? 

He said jokingly: “My speciality is 
to design something that spins and 
runs with an electric motor. I could 
apply my skills to design washing 
machines if I lose my current job.”
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Bride-to-be  Lynn  Yang  has  been  
planning for this year’s Singles Day 
sale for the past five months.

Come  tonight,  the  26-year-old  
will be seated in front of her laptop 
with credit cards ready, so that at 
the stroke of midnight she can be-
gin her online shopping spree. 

The avid shopper and founder of 
creative  agency,  Project  WXY,  is  
getting married next year and in-
tends to buy items for the big day 
on  Alibaba-owned  shopping  site,  
Taobao.

These include invitations, decora-
tions, wedding favours, dresses for 
her  bridesmaids  and  flower  girls  
and four custom-made gowns for 
herself. 

While this might sound like a lot, 
buying the  items  during  the  sale  
will mean big savings of at least 50 
per cent. 

For  example,  Ms  Yang’s  four
gowns will cost less than $2,000 in 
total and her custom acrylic invites 
will cost $1.50 a piece rather than $6. 

Ms Yang said: “It’s definitely the 
biggest sales day of the year for me. 
The deals and discounts are usually 
the best.” 

Items that she has got from previ-
ous  Singles  Day  sales  include
kitchenware, bedding, accessories, 
and electronics. 

She even bought an $80 wedding 
gown for a photo shoot in Shenan-
doah Valley, Virginia, last year. 

“Though I got it online, the dress
was of good quality and since it was 
more affordable, I was not worried 
about trekking through the valley 
in it,” she said.

Like Ms Yang, many shoppers are 
looking forward to the Singles Day 
sale, which has become the largest 
shopping event in Singapore with 
prices cut by at least half on many 
sites.

Conceived  by  Chinese  e-com-
merce  giant  Alibaba  in  the  late  
2000s, the annual sales day, also 
called the 11.11 sale, now rakes in bil-
lions for participating companies. 

Last year, Alibaba logged 168.3 bil-
lion yuan (S$32.7 billion) in sales in 
just 16 hours on Singles Day. 

A  recent  report  by  advertising  
platform Criteo found that the 11.11 
sale is the largest shopping event in 
Singapore,  surpassing  events  like  
Black Friday and Cyber Monday.

The report said the 11.11 sale last 
year saw a 368 per cent increase in 
online retail sales and 255 per cent 
increase  in  online  retail  traffic  –  
compared with the respective in-
creases of 114 per cent and 83 per 
cent during Black Friday, the next 
biggest shopping event here.

Physical  retailers  here,  such  as  
Tangs, Ikea and Courts, have also 
jumped on the bandwagon in recent 
years. For example, Courts is offer-
ing deals in stores and online this 
year with up to 85 per cent off for fur-
niture, IT gadgets and appliances. 

E-commerce  players,  such  as
cashback platform Shopback, and 
online retailers Lazada, Shopee and 
Zalora are also expecting big things 
from the sale. 

Lazada has seen a huge jump in 
staff numbers – close to 200 per 
cent  more  personnel  have  been  
added to their warehouses in Singa-
pore – while manpower at the com-
pany’s last-mile service has been in-
creased by 50 per cent for Singles 
Day. 

A Lazada Singapore spokesman 
said: “We expect another record-

breaking performance for 11.11 this 
year.  We have more than double 
the number of active sellers partici-
pating in this year’s sale, and more 
than 50 million vouchers to be col-
lected by consumers.”

Last year, Lazada received 1.2 mil-
lion orders within the first hour of 
the sale.

E-commerce platforms are  also 
stepping  up  engagement  efforts  
with in-app live-streaming shows 
and games created to drive more 
sales. 

Ms Pauline Lemaire, director of 
account strategy – large customers 
at Criteo South-east Asia,  Taiwan 
and Hong Kong, said more firms are 
engaging in “shopper-tainment”. 

“These  forms  of  shopper-tain-
ment  allow  brands  and  e-com-
merce players who do not have a 
physical shop to interact with their 
users and get them to buy more.” 

Shopback chief commercial offi-
cer Candice Ong said the platform 
has created a new game called Cash-
back  Troopers  for  11.11  this  year.  
Players  have  to  score  points  to  
stand  a  chance  to  win  discount  
vouchers. 

Since  the  start  of  the  month,  
Lazada has also held daily activities 
with various games, which enable 
users to earn vouchers. 

The popularity of 11.11 is in line 
with the rapid growth of the digital 
economy in South-east Asia. 

A report by Temasek, Google and 
Bain  &  Company,  released  last  
month,  said  the  region’s  digital  
economy  is  expected  to  grow  to  
US$300 billion (S$408 billion) by 
2025, three times its current annual 
value. 

In Singapore,  online sales  typi-
cally make up about 5 to 6 per cent 
of overall retail sales. 

Figures from the Department of 
Statistics showed that overall retail 
sales came in at around $3.6 billion 
in August, with online retailers mak-
ing up an estimated 5.5 per cent of 
this figure.

For shoppers, it all boils down to 
getting the best deals. 

Public relations consultant Ash-
leigh Ow, 31, said he is looking to 
buy electronics and shoes during 
the sale, and hopes to get discounts 
of about 30 per cent. 

He already has 18 items saved in 
his online shopping carts and wish 
lists. 

Even though Mr Ow will be partic-
ipating in a friend’s wedding as a 
groomsman tomorrow, he is confi-
dent he will have time to shop. 

“Of  course  I  will  prioritise  my  
friend’s wedding and help him with 
whatever I can. But shopping will 
be easy since I can just buy on my 
phone.”

The sale, he said, is just too good 
to miss. 

“There is so much hype around it 
and so many brands have jumped in 
on it. So the pricing is very competi-
tive and there are discounts for ev-
eryone,  which  is  great  for  con-
sumers like me.” 
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1
DO YOUR RESEARCH
Take  some  time  to  browse  
through your favourite shop-
ping sites and compare prices. 
Many  e-commerce  sites  will  
start listing 11.11 sale prices a 
week or so before the actual 
day. 

Place  the  items  that  you  
might want to buy into your 
online  shopping  carts.  This  
will help you shortlist your pre-
ferred items and make the buy-
ing process quicker when
Nov 11 comes around. 

2
TAKE TO SOCIAL MEDIA 

Make  sure  to  follow  your  
favourite brands and websites 
on their various social media 
platforms so that you can keep 
up to date on their latest flash 
deals and promotion codes. 

Some brands will also have 
newsletters that you can sign 
up for that will let you know if 
there  are  additional  promo-
tional codes that can be used 
during the sale. 

3
DON’T GET CARRIED AWAY 

While the many deals and dis-
counts  online  can  be  very  
tempting,  be  cautious  about  
giving out your credit card de-
tails. 

Shop only on reputable web-
sites and mobile apps. A good 
way to check if a site is reliable 
is  to  run  a  simple  Google  
search on it and read available 
reviews and feedback. 
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11.11 sale has become the largest shopping event 
here with prices cut by at least half on many sites

Bride-to-be Lynn 
Yang, founder of 
creative agency 
Project WXY, 
with her online 
purchases in her 
office on 
Thursday. She 
intends to buy 
wedding items 
on shopping site 
Taobao at the 
stroke of 
midnight today, 
when many 
things go on 
sale for 
Singles Day.
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Online shoppers all set
for Singles Day frenzy

How to get the best 
out of Singles Day 

FUTURE OF SMART MOBILITY

High-tech electric motors and 
longer-lasting batteries are the 
game changers in the automotive 
world. Now we have to make them 
fly taxis and make an aircraft that 
is cheap, powerful and light.

’’PROF JAMES WANG, on the future of electric aircraft. He hopes to 
roll out a commercially viable electric air taxi in six years, or 2025.

Don on a mission to roll out
cheap, safe electric air taxis

The report said the 11.11 
sale last year saw a 368 per 
cent increase in online 
retail sales and 255 per 
cent increase in online 
retail traffic – compared 
with the respective 
increases of 114 per cent 
and 83 per cent during 
Black Friday, the next 
biggest shopping event 
here.

A8 | Topof theNews The Sunday Times | Sunday, November 10, 2019

Headline Don on a mission to roll out cheap, safe electric air taxis
Publication THE STRAITS TIMES
Date 2019-11-10
Section SUN
Page Number A8
Article Size 677.362 cm2
Journalist itham@sph.com.sg (Irene Tham Tech Editor)
AVE $ 7898

THE SUNDAY TIMES, 11 NOV 2019, PAGE A8


