
LAS VEGAS: Attendees visit the Neon booth on Friday on the final day of the 2020 Consumer Electronics Show (CES) in Las Vegas, Nevada. —AFP
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LAS VEGAS: In the not-too-distant future
you could ride one, two or three wheels... or
maybe none at all. Tech-inspired solutions
for mobility-on land, air and water-featured
prominently at the 2020 Consumer
Electronics Show this week. Some innova-
tors played with long-established ideas like
the bicycle or scooter by adding artificial
intelligence, electric power and other tech-
nologies. With bold and striking designs, the
new transportation gadgetry suggests a wild
ride ahead:

Autonomous and shared 
Autonomous and shared vehicles intended

to curb traffic and emissions were front and
center. Swiss-based group Rinspeed showed
its latest “modular mobility” vehicle
“Metrosnap,” which is built on a skateboard-
like chassis and looks like a futuristic minibus.
Different components can be swapped in to
accommodate passengers, deliveries or even a
mobile retail outlet.

Germany’s Bosch showed a similar
autonomous shuttle bus-style vehicle that
can offer “customized on-demand mobility.”
“If there is demand, it can transport people,
and then if there is a need to move goods, it

can be adapted for that as well,” said Bosch’s
Andrew Yip.

Juergen Reers, a mobility analyst with
Accenture, said people are looking for flexible
solutions. “People want something more than
(transit) where they are tied to rigid schedules
and pickup stations,” he said.

Pedal power, with extras 
Adaptations of the bicycle, infused with

new tech for the connected generation,
appeared at CES.  French startup Wello
showed its open-sided, three-wheeled car-
bike that relies on pedaling, electric power
and solar panels on the roof, already in use by
French postal services.

“It’s taking the best from the bicycle and
the best from the car,” said Arnaud Chereau,
co-founder of the group, which is based in
Reunion Island in the Indian Ocean. “It’s 100
percent sustainable because it produces ener-
gy from the solar panels.”

Also seen at the show was an off-road
electric cargo bike from Sweden-based
startup Cake, which riders can customize for
various kinds of trips. “You can commute to
work, pick up your groceries and then grab
your surfboard and head to the beach,” Cake

spokesman Garin Fons said of the two-
wheeler.

Another electric-assisted tricycle concept
from Italian startup Measy adds another
dimension: a cargo bay for a small delivery
robot that can be set free to bring goods
inside buildings.

“This is a concept for multi-mobility,” said
Measy engineer Matta De Santis, demonstrat-
ing with a robot from fellow Italian startup
Yape. China-based Smacircle offered a sim-
pler, lighter electric bicycle designed as two
small, connected rings that fold up and fit a
backpack or commuter case. “If you take a
train to work, you can use this for the first mile
or last mile,” said Smacircle’s Darren Pike of
the e-bike, which is only 53 centimeters (20
inches) high and weighs just over 10 kilos (24
pounds).

Breaking the mold 
Some models presented a more outlandish

way to get from A to B. Ninebot Segway,
which makes personal transporters and scoot-
ers, unveiled its S-Pod, a self-balancing arm-
chair designed for urban streets. “We are
looking at different solutions for urban mobili-
ty,” said company spokeswoman Julie Tang.

According to Segway, the new personal trans-
port pod can travel up to 24 miles (39 kilome-
ters) an hour and is designed with intuitive
controls to avoid tipping over.

New Zealand startup Manta5 presented its
water bike, which also uses electricity. “Our
founder had a dream that he was riding a
bicycle, and he saw dolphins, and that’s how
this started,” said spokesman Louis Wilks. The
Manta5 hydrofoiler, with variable electric
power assistance, is “a new category of water
sport” that is quiet, environmentally friends
and allows you “to see directly into the water,”
Wilks said.

Flying above the crowd 
Some CES exhibitors said the best way

to cope with traffic on the ground is to
rise above it. Aeronext unveiled a scaled-
down model  o f  i t s  “ f ly ing  gondola”
designed as a personal transporter. The
gondola uses so-called “4D gravity” to
keep the passenger compartment stable
even during turbulence.

“This is original technology. Conventional
air mobility drones are not stable,” said
Keisuke Toji, chief executive of the group,
which has offices in Japan and China. Toji said

the company hopes to have a working proto-
type in the next year as it moves toward com-
mercialization.

South Korea’s Hyundai meanwhile
announced it would begin mass-producing
flying cars for Uber, moving the idea of aerial
robo-taxis closer to reality.

Putting it all together 
The vast array of new transport options

could lead to a more sustainable future, but
only if coordinated, Accenture’s Reers said.
Hyundai proposed a network of hubs to con-
nect various forms of personal and mass
transit with stations for its drones. Toyota
said it would create a “woven city” in Japan,
powered by hydrogen fuel cells, where it
would test autonomous driving and related
technologies.

At the moment, Reers said cities have
resisted new modes of transport like scooters
because they don’t fit into the ecosystem,
highlighting the need for better planning.
“These new developments create huge oppor-
tunities to manage the system in a more sus-
tainable way,” he said. “Instead of looking for
the next big thing, we should be thinking
about making things work together.” —AFP
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‘Damning’ Boeing 
emails say 737 
MAX was ‘designed 
by clowns’
NEW YORK: Boeing employees bantered about whether the
737 MAX was safe to fly and joked that the aircraft was
“designed by clowns who in turn are supervised by mon-
keys,” according to emails released late Thursday. “Would
you put your family on a MAX simulator trained aircraft? I
wouldn’t,” a Boeing employee wrote to a colleague in one
newly-released exchange conducted about eight months
before the first of two fatal MAX crashes.

“No,” the colleague answered. The communications,
released by Boeing following their disclosure to lawmakers
and regulators, raised fresh questions about the aerospace
giant, which has been in crisis mode since March following a
pair of MAX crashes that claimed 346 lives and grounded the
company’s best-selling plane. Adding to the problems, a top
MAX supplier, Spirit AeroSystems, announced Friday it will
lay off 2,800 employees, and possibly more, after Boeing
halted production of the top-selling plane, and the Federal
Aviation Administration proposed a $5.4 million civil fine on
Boeing for installing defective parts on the MAX. The latest

disclosures could complicate efforts by Boeing to win FAA
approval to return the plane to service and may amplify calls
in Congress for more profound steps to address company
culture after the aerospace giant ousted its chief executive in
December. 

The new emails-called “incredibly damning” by one top
lawmaker-come on the heels of a shock exchange publicly
disclosed in October in which a Boeing pilot called a flight
handling system implicated in the two crashes “egregious.”

In late December, after months in crisis mode, Boeing
pushed out its embattled chief executive, Dennis Muilenburg,
in part due to tensions with the FAA, replacing him with long-
time board member David Calhoun, who is set to take over
Monday. Boeing disclosed late Friday that Muilenburg will
not receive a severance payment or bonus awards for 2019.
The company’s share price dropped 1.9 percent to close
Friday at $329.92, the biggest loser in the Dow. 

Clowns and monkeys 
The latest exchanges happened as Boeing was working to

persuade the FAA that pilots would not need simulator train-
ing to fly the new MAX, arguing that training on computer
tablets would be sufficient.

“I still haven’t been forgiven by God for the covering up I
did last year,” one employee wrote in a message from 2018 in
reference to dealings with the FAA. “I know but this is what
these regulators get when they try and get in the way. They
impede progress,” another wrote in August 2015.

“This airplane is designed by clowns, who in turn are
supervised by monkeys,” another employee said in 2017,
apparently in reference to the FAA. Boeing apologized for the

tone of the messages, which it said were sent to congression-
al investigators in the interest of transparency.

“We regret the content of these communications, and
apologize to the FAA, Congress, our airline customers, and to
the flying public for them,” the company said

“We have made significant changes as a company to
enhance our safety processes, organizations, and culture,” the
company said, adding that it will ultimately take “disciplinary
or other personnel action.”

And despite jokes about problems with MAX simulators,
“we are confident that all of Boeing’s MAX simulators are
functioning effectively,” the statement said. 

FAA: ‘No new safety risks’
The FAA called the language in the documents “disap-

pointing,” the emails did not reveal any new safety risks. “Our
first priority is safety, and we have set no timeframe for when
the work will be completed,” an FAA spokesman said.

Representative Peter DeFazio, the Oregon Democrat
leading the House investigation of the MAX, called the
emails “incredibly damning.” “They paint a deeply disturbing
picture of the lengths Boeing was apparently willing to go to
in order to evade scrutiny from regulators, flight crews and
the flying public.”  Robert Clifford, who represents family
members of victims, said employees in the exchanges
demonstrate “a lack of concern for human life is beyond
cold-heartedness,” adding that the company’s conduct “goes
far beyond negligence.”

Boeing on Tuesday reversed its earlier position and
endorsed simulator training for MAX pilots prior to resuming
flights, a change likely to further delay the aircraft’s return to

the skies. In another development late Friday, the FAA
announced a $5.4 million penalty against Boeing for allegedly
installing parts on 178 MAX aircraft that did not meet quality
standards. Boeing allegedly failed to adequately oversee its
suppliers on the parts and “knowingly submitted” the aircraft
for certification, the FAA said. The FAA company last month
announced a $3.9 million fine on Boeing for the same issue
involving some 737 NGs, a predecessor to the MAX. —AFP

In this file photo, employees work on Boeing 737 MAX airplanes
at the Boeing Renton Factory in Renton, Washington. Boeing
employees bantered about whether the 737 MAX was safe to fly
and joked that the aircraft was “designed by clowns who in turn
are supervised by monkeys,” according to emails released late
on Thursday. —AFP


