
Chinye Osamusali
science & technology editor

Pilot-less aircraft lands first flight test

On Feb. 4, a new, special type of  air-
craft took the skies: an unmanned aircraft. 
Manufactured by the Northrop Grumman 
Corporation, a corporation that specializes in 
military and defence mechanisms, the X-47B 
Unmanned Combat Air System Demonstra-
tion (UCAS-D) was launched at an Air Force 
base in California. 

The X-47B UCAS-D is supposed to be 
able to take off  on its own, control its flight 
throughout the voyage, recognize and neu-
tralize any threats that may come its way, 
and land back on an airstrip safe and sound. 

Prior to this test, the plane did airframe 
proof  load tests, propulsion system acceler-
ated mission tests, software maturity and 
reliability simulations, and other system test 
activities to prepare for its first flight. The 
plane flew to an altitude of  over 1,500 metres 
and did a few patterns while in flight.

The objective of  the test is to identify 
whether the first version of  the plane is stable 
enough to take off  and land on the aircraft 
carrier without any problems. 

It was a compilation of  the system data 
collected and analyzed by both the U.S. Navy 
and the Northrop Grumman Corporation. 
Since the flight was successful, it verified that 
the data was correct and certified the plane 
for the next level of  testing. According to 
Captain Jaime Engdahl, the Navy’s UCAS-
D program manager, this is one of  the first 
of  many tests that will be used to assess the 
airworthiness of  the aircraft.

The next set of  tests is scheduled to run 
in 2013. When fully tested and functional, 
the pilot-less plane will open doors for the 
next revolution in combat plane technology.

Solar powered boat to take the waters

Boat technology is still being improved and 
developed further. For example, Tamarack 
Lake Electric Boat Company is working on 
a solar-electric boat.

In 2006, the idea first came to light, but 
the feedback was not positive. The designer, 
Monte Gisborne, had suggested that the boat, 
also known as the Loon, is still bad for the 
environment because it is polluting the water 
it floats upon.

The boat emits hydrocarbons into the 
water. Gisborne stated that it is not much 

different from “urinating in your own fam-
ily room.”

In reaction to the negative feedback, the 
Loon got a design overhaul three years later. Pro-
ducers began to reinvent their original design.

It had recently been announced that the 
new and improved version of  the boat will 
be manufactured in the next few months, in 
both North America and Europe. Consumers 
can even begin to place deposits on the boats, 
which will be priced around $30,000 USD.

The boat is approximately seven metres 
long. The solar array on the roof  of  the boat 
is 1,000 watts. It extends the range of  the 
boat, which is currently around 80 kilometres. 
However, the boat does not rely only on the 
solar array. There is a 48-volt battery that can 
be charged. Both of  these power a motor that 
has 5.5 horsepower. The boat will be able to 
reach speeds up to 15 kilometres per hour.

As this technology becomes avail-
able, there will also be a larger version 
of  the boat on the market: the Osprey. 
It will be a lot like the Loon, except it 
will be able to seat up to 30 passengers. 

—With files from Gizmag Energing Tech-
nology Magazine

The future of transportation

Seven things I learned from Calamai

The “Journalism 101 for Scientists” conference held in the Davis Centre was 
designed to teach the research community about the media and its relationship 
to scientific journalism.
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Before the “Journalism 101 for Scientists” 
conference began, I had the chance to 
sit down with Peter Calamai. He was the 

former national science reporter for The Toronto 
Star and a founding member of  the Canadian 
Science Writers’ Association. Calamai gave 
some useful pointers for the aspiring (science) 
journalist. I have encapsulated these insights 
into seven points.
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Journalists do not have careers; they 
have work6

Communications is about dealing with the fun-
damentals; journalism is about covering what’s 
newsworthy. Remember that if  you want to 
speak to the people who stopped caring about 
science in grade 10, you could end up spending 
half  your airtime or half  your word count just 
explaining the basics— what Calamai called “the 
children’s encyclopedia of  knowledge”— before 
you can get into the real meat of  things.

2Science communications vs. science 
journalism

3What medium will best enable me to 
achieve my mission?

If  you happen to be drawn to a medium first, 
you must then figure out how to use it for it 
to fulfill your goal of  communicating to your 
target audience. 

It’s okay if  the etching out the game plan takes 
a few years. It doesn’t have to be done by to-
morrow morning. The important thing to real-
ize here is that mere “shotgunning” is no lon-
ger going to work in today’s fast-paced media 
environment. As Graeme Stemp-Morlock (UW 
Science alumni and freelance science writer) also 
pointed out, “there’s just no more time to stum-
ble around anymore.”

4Taking time to really figure out your 
strategy

5 Consider: Internet TV in 20 years

journalism will look like in 20 years with the 
advent of  Internet TV. What will compel 
people to watch your channel out of  all the 
50,000 other channels?

Think about what the prospects of  television

1 Know who your target audience is

people who don’t care about science (yet), or 
people who already do? 

Decide who it is that you want to speak to:

7 Entrepreneurship
If  you’re not independently wealthy, you’ll 

need entrepreneurial spirit to pay the bills.

Tips for an aspiring science journalist
It’s okay if the etching out the game plan 
takes a few years. It doesn’t have to be 
done by tomorrow morning. 
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