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MANASSAS, VIRGINA: From the outside, the sin-
gle-engine Cessna Caravan that took off from a
small airport here on Monday looked unremarkable.
But inside the cockpit, in the right seat, a robot with
spindly metal tubes and rods for arms and legs and
a claw hand grasping the throttle, was doing the fly-
ing. In left seat, a human pilot tapped commands to
his mute colleague using an electronic tablet.
The demonstration was part of a government and
industry collaboration that is attempting to replace
the second human pilot in two-person flight crews
with robot co-pilots that never tire, get bored, feel
stressed out or become distracted.

The program’s leaders even envision a day when
planes and helicopters, large and small, will fly peo-
ple and cargo without any human pilot on board.
Personal robot planes may become a common
mode of travel. Consider it the aviation equivalent
of the self-driving car.

The program, known as Aircrew Labor In-Cockpit
Automation System or ALIAS, is funded by the
Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency and
run by Aurora Flight Sciences, a private contractor.
With both the military and airlines struggling with
shortages of trained pilots, defense officials say they
see an advantage to reducing the number of pilots
required to fly large planes or helicopters while at
the same time making operations safer and more

efficient by having a robot step in to pick up the
mundane tasks of flying.

Taking over a lot of the workload
The idea is to have the robot augment the

human pilot by taking over a lot of the workload,
thus freeing the human pilot - especially in emer-
gencies and demanding situations - to think strate-
gically. “It’s really about a spectrum of increasing
autonomy and how humans and robots work
together so that each can be doing the thing that
its best at,” said John Langford, Aurora’s chairman
and CEO. Sophisticated computers flying planes
aren’t new. In today’s airliners, the autopilot is on
nearly the entire time the plane is in the air. Airline
pilots do most of their flying for brief minutes dur-
ing takeoffs and landings, and even those critical
phases of flight could be handled by the autopilot.

But the ALIAS robot goes steps further. For
example, an array of cameras allows the robot to
see all the cockpit instruments and read the gauges.
It can recognize whether switches are in the on or
off position, and can flip them to the desired posi-
tion. And it learns not only from its experience fly-
ing the plane, but also from the entire history of
flight in that type of plane.

The robot “can do everything a human can do”
except look out the window, Langford said. But give

the program time and maybe the robot can be
adapted to do that too, he said. In other ways, the
robot is better than the human pilot, reacting faster
and with knowledge instantaneously available, able
to call up every emergency checklist for a possible
situation, officials said.

It some ways, it will be like flying with a “co-pilot
genius,” Langford said. “The robot carries in them the
DNA of every flight hour in that (aircraft) system,
every accident,” he said. “It’s like having a human
pilot with 600,000 hours of experience.”

The ALIAS robot is designed to be a “drop-in”
technology, ready for use in any plane or helicopter,
even 1950s vintage aircraft built before electronics.
But the robot faces a lot of hurdles before it’s ready
to start replacing human pilots, not the least of
which is that it would require a massive rewrite of
Federal Aviation Administration safety regulations.
Even small changes to FAA regulations often take
years to make.

Elements of the ALIAS technology could be
adopted within the next five years, officials said,
much the way automakers are gradually adding
automated safety features that are the building
blocks of self-driving technology to cars today. Dan
Patt, DARPA’s ALIAS program manager, said he thinks
replacing human pilots with robots is still a couple of
decades away, but Langford said he believes the

transition will happen sooner than that.
Pilot unions, however, are skeptical that robots

can replace humans in the cockpit. Keith Hagy, the
Air Line Pilots Association’s director of engineering
and safety, pointed to instances of multiple system
failures during flights where only through the heroic
efforts of pilots able to improvise were lives saved. In
2010, for example, an engine on a jumbo-sized
Qantas airliner with 450 people on board blew up,
firing shrapnel that damaged multiple other critical
aircraft systems and the plane’s landing gear. The
plane’s overloaded flight management system
responded with a cascading series of emergency
messages for which there was no time to respond.
By chance, there were five experienced pilots on
board - including three captains - who, working
together, were able to land the plane. But it was a
close call.

“Those are the kind of abnormal situations when
you really need a pilot on board with that judgment
and experience and to make decisions,” Hagy said. “A
robot just isn’t going to have that kind of capability.”

David Strayer, a University of Utah professor of
cognition and neural science who has studied the
human-machine interface, agreed. “Pilots are going
to make mistakes, but a skilled human in that con-
text, their expertise is quite amazing,” he said. “It’s a
high bar for the robot to meet.” —AP

Pilot in the cockpit may someday be a robot

85% of Businesses in UAE and Saudi Arabia 

Feel Threatened by Digital Start-ups 

Digital start-ups Business Obsolete Within 3-5 Years
DUBAI: 85% of businesses believe digital start-ups
will pose a threat to their organization, either now
or in the future, according to new research from
Dell Technologies. This phenomenon is propelling
innovative companies forward and accelerating the
demise of others. Almost half (45%) of businesses
surveyed fear they may become obsolete in the
next three to five years due to competition from
digital-born start-ups.

Some companies are feeling badly bruised by
the pace of change. More than half (54%) of busi-
ness leaders have experienced significant disrup-
tion in their industries over the past three years
as  a  result  of  d igita l  technologies  and the
Internet of Everything, and 44% of businesses
don’t know what their industry will look like in
three years’ time.

The findings result from an independent survey
by Vanson Bourne of 4,000 business leaders-from
mid-size to large enterprises-across 16 countries
and 12 industries including UAE and Saudi Arabia

Patchy Progress or Digital Crisis looming?
Some companies have barely started their digi-

tal transformation. Many have taken a piecemeal
approach. Only a small minority have almost com-
pleted their digital transformation. Only 7% of
businesses surveyed are performing critical digital
business attributes* well. While only parts of many
businesses are thinking and acting digitally, the
vast majority (71%) admits digital transformation
could be more widespread throughout their
organization.

Nearly two-thirds (63%) confess to not acting on

intelligence in real-time. Only 41% of businesses
reported to meet customers top demand for better
security, while only 46% of businesses said they can
meet the demand for 24/7 faster access to services
and information

Dell Technologies’ Digital Transformation Index
supplements the research and rates companies
based on respondents’ perceived performance
about their firms’ digital transformation. According
to the benchmark, only 4% of businesses in UAE
and Saudi Arabia have catapulted themselves into
the Digital Leaders group
1. Digital Leaders: 4% - digital transfor-

mation, in its various forms, is ingrained in the
DNA of the business 

2. Digital Adopters: 13% - have a mature digital
plan, investments and innovations in place 

3. Digital Evaluators: 35% - cautiously and gradu-
ally embracing digital transformation, planning
and investing for the future  

4. Digital Followers: 37% - very few digital invest-
ments; tentatively starting to plan for the future

5. Digital Laggards: 11% - do not have a digital
plan, limited initiatives and investments in place

Digital Rescue Plan 
Given the acute threat of disruption, business-

es are starting to escalate a remedy. To advance
their digital transformation: 

73% agree they need to prioritize a centralized
technology strategy for their business

64% are planning to invest in IT infrastructure
and digital skills leadership

69% are expanding their software develop-
ment capabilities  

In order of priority according to respondents,
the top planned IT investments over the next three
years are: 

Internet of Things technologies- 43%
Ultra-high performance technologies (Example:

Flash) - 42%
Analytics,  big data and data processing

(Example: Data Lakes) - 42%
Next Generate Mobile Apps - -41%
“We’re in the midst of the next industrial revolu-

tion that will fundamentally alter the way we live,
work and relate to one another. This shift will trans-
form the way every business in every industry oper-
ates. We are already witnessing a transformation of
business priorities as both public and private sector
entities across this vast region continue to invest in
advanced new technologies to better meet chang-
ing customer needs and expectations. In the near
future, almost every business will have software
development expertise at its core. Many of these
companies will be brand new; others - having not
written a line of code in 20 years - will have been
on a momentous journey. New digital products and
services will drive the transformation of IT infra-
structure as businesses struggle to manage 1000x
more users and 1000x more data. We believe that
this monumental change is rich with opportunity,
and we see ourselves as the transformational cata-
lyst,  and partner,  for our customers,” said
Mohammed Amin, Senior Vice President, Turkey,
Eastern Europe, Africa and Middle East at Dell EMC.

MIAMI: Orbital ATK on Monday
launched its Antares rocket en route to
the International Space Station for the
first time since a massive explosion
after liftoff two years ago. The new
Antares 230 rocket propelled an
unmanned cargo capsule, called
Cygnus, toward the orbiting outpost
carrying 5,100 pounds (2,300 kilo-
grams) of supplies, food and science
experiments.

The white rocket emblazoned with
an American flag lit up the clear night
sky as it blasted off from Wallops
Island, Virginia, at 7:45 pm (2345
GMT), and was visible to millions of
people along the US East Coast from
Massachusetts to South Carolina. The
first and second stage portion of the
rocket separated about five minutes
after the launch as planned, and the
Cygnus cargo ship reached orbit
shortly after,  according to a l ive
broadcast of the launch on NASA tel-
evision. “We have Cygnus spacecraft
separation,” an Orbital ATK commen-
tator said amid the sound of applause
in mission control. 

It is scheduled to berth at the space
station early on Sunday, October 23.
After the Cygnus is unloaded, astro-
nauts will repack it with trash from the
space station. The spaceship will
unlatch from the ISS in a month and
burn up on re-entry into Earth’s
atmosphere. The previous Antares
rocket exploded in a fireball on
October 28, 2014 just seconds after
liftoff, destroying the cargo capsule
and damaging the launch pad.

After an investigation, Orbital
blamed the accident on a flaw in the
rocket’s AJ26 engines, which had been

designed four decades earlier in the
Soviet Union, and were supplied by
Aerojet Rocketdyne. The Antares 230 is
powered by new RD-181 engines from
Russian manufacturer NPO
Energomash. “These engines have
flown in slightly different variations on
other rockets,” said Frank Culbertson,
president of Orbital ATK, in a news
conference Saturday.

Since the blast, the launch pad has
been rebuilt at a cost of $15 million,
and the rocket has been overhauled to

be more powerful. “So yeah, we are
always nervous, but I am extremely
confident in this team and in this hard-
ware,” he told reporters.

Cargo missions resumed    
The launch was initially planned for

Thursday, October 13, but was
rescheduled a few times. A liftoff for
Sunday was scratched due to a ground
support cable that “did not perform as
expected during the pre-launch check-
out,” the company said in a statement.

In December 2014, Orbital resumed
cargo missions to space as part of a
$1.9 billion contract with NASA.
Instead of the Antares rocket, the com-
pany used a United Launch Alliance
Atlas V rocket to propel the cargo to
space from a launchpad in Cape
Canaveral, Florida.

After the 2014 blast, the Cygnus
cargo ship was redesigned to be able
to carry a larger payload. 

Monday marked the third such
flight of a similarly improved Cygnus
vehicle, with new solar arrays and fuel
tanks. The cargo ship is carrying food
and supplies for the six-member astro-
naut crew in orbit, including science
experiments to test the behavior of
fire in space.

In addition to Orbital ATK, US com-
pany SpaceX is engaged in a contract
with NASA to supply the space station,
using its Falcon 9 rocket and Dragon
cargo ship. SpaceX has also suffered
explosions after launch, including one
in June 2015 that destroyed a Falcon 9
rocket and Dragon cargo ship headed
to the space station, and a blast last
month that blew up a Falcon 9 rocket
and its Israeli satellite during a routine
launchpad test.

The 30-year US space shuttle pro-
gram was retired in 2011, leaving the
United States no program for reaching
space. For now, the world’s astronauts
must purchase seats aboard Russia’s
Soyuz spaceships at a cost of some
$71 million each. Orbital and SpaceX
can ship cargo to orbit, however. 

NASA has also signed contracts
with SpaceX and Boeing to begin
launching astronauts to space in the
next two years. —AFP

First launch for Orbital’s 

Antares rocket since ‘14 blast

Rocket visible to millions of people along East Coast

VIRGINIA, UNITED STATES: This NASA handout photo shows the
Orbital ATK Antares rocket, with the Cygnus spacecraft onboard,
taking off from launch Pad-0A, October 17, 2016 at NASA’s Wallops
Flight Facility. —AFP

SINGAPORE: A car taking part in the world’s first
public trial of driverless taxis was slightly damaged
yesterday when it collided with a lorry in
Singapore, its operator said. No one was hurt in
the accident in One North, a suburban research
campus where the vehicle has been on a limited
run since August, US software firm nuTonomy said

in a statement. “None of the people involved was
injured. The nuTonomy car, which was operating
with two engineers onboard, was travelling at a
low speed at the time of the incident,” it said.

A company spokeswoman told AFP the dam-
age to the car was “minimal” and the trial has not
been suspended. The cause of the accident is not

yet known. The company, police and Singapore’s
Land Transport Authority are investigating.

The authority said in a statement the taxi was
changing lanes when it collided with the lorry.
NuTonomy became the world’s first company to
launch driverless taxi trials in public, beating rival
Uber by weeks. —AFP

Driverless taxi hits lorry in Singapore trial


