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Honestly, if you were 
a postie, and your 
boss offered you the 
option to retrain as 
a drone pilot, would 
you say no?
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When the possibility was first 
discussed to have items delivered by 

drones, I thought, ”Well, here we have an 
example of a runaway craze, and this is 
clearly not going to happen!”

DRONE

DELIVERY
Chris Ebbert investigates the 
future of drone delivery >>>>
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The thought seemed simply naïve, like something 
out of a cartoon. A future in which pizza delivery, 
parcel delivery, and medical couriers would avail 
themselves of small, electric helicopters with four 

propellers to drop off their goods? Nuts!

And why, actually, do we need that type of service anyway? 
Logistic arrangements and systems as we know them didn’t 
seem so deficient to warrant such extravagance. The world 
worked reasonably well as it was, I figured.

What’s more, I began to imagine all sorts of problems with 
this concept:

How much more staff would be required to operate all 
these flotillas of small, flying vehicles? Would it require 
special training? A license? How about legislation regulating 
residential no-fly zones and privacy concerns? How about 

registration and tracking of drones? How to avoid collisions 
in the air? How to avoid collisions with power lines? What 
if a drone crashes? What if a drone runs out of battery 
charge? What if a drone gets nicked by thieves, or attacked 
by a dog or eagle? What if people start using it for evil?

And these are probably only the most obvious of questions. 
There may be a whole universe of more profound 
considerations nobody sees coming right now.

I was skeptical, to say the least.

But it as it turns out, there are actually plenty of good 
reasons to introduce drones for a number of purposes, and 
all of the problems I had imagined are being worked on, and 
solved, by tech companies such as DroneTerminus, one of 
companies I researched for this article. Let’s begin with the 
good reasons to have these things in the air:
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1. Drones are machines; for that reason, you can send 
them into situations you wouldn’t subject humans to. That 
means we will be able to fix stuff we can’t now, and save 
lives in disaster areas or places we humans can’t reach 
easily.

2. Drones don’t get tired, so you can get them to do work 
nonstop.

3. Drones can go anywhere, any time, so we can live more 
conveniently, following whims, when we have drones. Pizza 
at 03:22 am? Out to your sailboat in the bay? Coming.

4. Drones aren’t afraid of dogs, so your letters will get 
delivered even though the scary pit bull may happen to 
be outside.

5. Drones allow us to survey nature in ways we never could 
before, feeding us with information we may need to help 
drive conservation efforts better.

6. Drones can be used to observe and intercept wildlife 
poachers in nature reserves.

7. Drones can be used in agriculture to manage pesticide 
use more efficiently, ultimately benefitting food quality 
and our health.

8. Drones can make policing easier – boo-hoo! Yes, 
surveillance; but what else does a cop in his patrol car do? 
Keeping an eye out. Only that now, patrols can also go 
airborne. Police will have flying eyes. I’d feel safer for it.

9. Drones can help journalists investigate. It will get harder 
to hide stuff.

10. Drones can help make much better sports footage, 
because you can fly them into positions you can’t reach 
as an actual cameraman.
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As for the problems, I personally think they boil down to a 
mere three:

1. People will crash drones into things, be it by accident or 
on purpose.

2. Anyone may be able to use the new surveillance 
capabilities to someone else’s detriment.

3. Some delivery jobs may disappear.

That’s as far as I can see.

As to how these could be countered, I think we’ve prevailed 
against trickier stuff than that in the past. Let’s take them 
one by one:

The drone being in the wrong place at the wrong time is an 
issue we can solve. The technology start-up DroneTerminus 
for example has developed what they call the “eyes on 
the sky” solution. The DroneTerminus is a smart receiving 
platform that can live in your yard or on the roof of your 

• DroneTerminus is a hardware platform 
but its core technology is the AI behind 
the 'last mile solution'. 

• A DroneTerminus is a small, homeowner 
installable, piece of hardware that has 
wifi and 5G communication via both 
the network and operator with the 
ability to directly link to the drone. This 
piece of hardware has about the same 
processing power as a mobile phone and 
uses multiple sensors (UWB, Camera) 
and machine learning to determine 
what is normal in the area surroundings 
and what elements or activities would 
prevent a drone landing. The system 
communicates sensor data directly to 
the drone for it's consumption. There 
are other functions like reporting on 
weather.

• The machine learning algorithms 
will signal a go/no-go to the drone 
depending on environmental conditions. 
It also uses a speaker and strobe to 
alert anyone in the area that a landing is 
imminent.

Drone Terminus
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apartment. It is empowered with artificial Intelligence that 
gives it a situational awareness of its surroundings and all 
potential hazards. It communicates in real-time to the drones 
and their operators, and if little Johnny is playing in the 
yard or if the neighbor is inebriated and zooming his drone 
wickedly around the yard, then the delivery can be waved 
off—it can come back when things are safer.  The device 
can assess risk and therefore lower instances of crash or 
collision.  This is pretty cool technology.

But how can we avoid squadrons of criminally motivated 
drones going out, doing dark side stuff? Well… We can’t. 
Wherever there’s potential for technical advancement, it 
will be used by both good and evil. But why not respond 
with fighting drones designed specifically to fight drone-
on-drone? Since we can’t make them go away anymore, we 

might as well equip ourselves to deal with the phenomenon 
in all its shades. And we can. Flying things that fight other 
flying things – honestly, we’ve grown up with that. Star 
Wars 1976, anyone? This is not new as a thought. It’s just 
new as a reality.

Disappearing delivery jobs: Honestly, if you were a postie, 
and your boss offered you the option to retrain as a drone 
pilot, would you say no? Think about it: No more fearing 
the pit bull terrier when delivering letters, and your risk 
of getting involved in a traffic accident goes down to zero 
while you recline with a cappuccino at Post Office Drone 
Central, flying drone number 342.

I’d love it.

Chris Ebbert is 
Innovation Advisor/ 

Government of Sweden
Office at Mid Sweden 
University, Östersund

Sweden, originally 
transportation designer 

with industry experience 
in the US, Germany, 

France, India, China, and 
Britain.
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New drone uses 
cutting-edge 

technology  
to deliver parcels 

weighing up to  
500 grams.

The device will never 
get stuck in traffic, it’s 
programmed to avoid 
obstacles, and it can 
reach destinations on 
steep or uneven terrain. 
Its protective cage and 
foldable design mean that 
it can be carried around 
in a backpack and used in 
total safety.
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With a drone, things like letters, medicine, 
first-aid supplies and food can be delivered 
quickly, cheaply and autonomously without 
having to worry about traffic, blocked roads 

or a lack of roads. Some companies will surely come to 
rely on these drones. And engineers will be called on to 
develop ever more sophisticated models to keep pace with 
this new facet of e-commerce.

The drone, which has been designed in EPFL’s Laboratory 
of Intelligent Systems with funding of NCCR Robotics, is 
equipped with several innovations that make it particularly 
safe, autonomous and easy to transport.

The unique idea here is that the drone becomes the 
package that wraps around 
the cargo before flight, just like 
a mail package. The foldable 
carbon-fiber cage protects the 
drone and the cargo in case of 
a collision or fall. What’s more, 
the recipient can catch the 
drone midflight without being 
injured by the propellers, which 
are located within the structure 
and have a safety system so 
that they stop when the cage 
is opened.

The origami-inspired design 
means that the frame can be 
folded and unfolded in a single 
movement. It can be flattened 
in just a few seconds, reducing 
the drone’s volume by 92% 
so that it can easily be slipped 
inside a backpack.

An accurate,  
self-flying drone

The drone – a multicopter with 
four propellers – can take off and 
land vertically, which enhances its 
accuracy. And it can carry a package 
weighing up to 500 grams over a 
distance of 2 kilometers.

The drone contains specially 
designed self-flying software to 
program the delivery. A flight plan is 
created to ensure it avoids obstacles 
such as trees and buildings. The 
drone can then be tracked in real 
time on a tablet or smartphone. 
And once the package has been 
delivered, the drone makes its way 
back on its own. The device also has 
a safety system to prevent it from 
being hacked.

“This project is a work in progress 
- in addition to strengthening its ability to detect and 
avoid objects, we are exploring possibilities to increase 
the drone’s payload capacity and enhance its autonomy, 
”says Przemyslaw Kornatowski, who developed the drone. 
“Throughout the summer, we tested our human-friendly, 
drone-delivery system on the EPFL campus, delivering 
items to people over 150 test flights”. The drone will also 
have a parachute to increase its safety in the event of a 
breakdown.

Source: EPFL  https://actu.epfl.ch/news/a-drone-for-
last-centimeter-delivery/
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