
32  |  FIRE AND RESCUE INTERNATIONAL Volume 7  |  No 2

Technology: eVTOLs

I n the realm of emergency 
medical services (EMS), a 
ground-breaking transformation 

is on the horizon—one that could 
revolutionise how South African 
first responders mobilise and 
respond to emergencies. The key 
lies in the electric vertical takeoff 
and landing (eVTOL) industry and 
its constantly evolving technology, 
which holds immense promise for 
EMS operations.

While eVTOL technology might seem 
cutting-edge, its roots trace back 
centuries. Visionaries like Leonardo 
DaVinci, the Wright brothers, 
Sikorsky and many others paved 
the way for vertical lift aircraft. The 
concept gained momentum when 
Stanley Hiller, inspired by Charles 
H Zimmerman’s work, pushed the 
boundaries in the 1950s with his VZ-1 
Pawnee, a direct-lift rotor aircraft. 

Today, advancements in lightweight 
materials, electric engines (as seen 
in Elon Musk’s Tesla vehicles), and 
the proliferation of drones have set 
the stage for the development of 
manned eVTOLs.

eVTOLs, also known as personal 
aerial vehicles (PAV), play a crucial 
role in the larger urban air mobility 
(UAM) plan. The goals of this 
concept are clear: reduce traffic 
congestion, cut travel time, and 
provide an environmentally friendly 
and efficient mode of transportation. 
Unlike traditional aircraft, eVTOLs 
combine electric propulsion 
with vertical takeoff and landing 
capabilities, making them ideal for 
short-distance, point-to-point travel 
within cities.

South African emergency 
medical services face unique 

challenges due to the country’s 
vast geography, remote locations, 
and limited resources. Integrating 
eVTOL technology could bring 
several benefits to the table. Faster 
response times, especially in 
challenging terrains, mean prompt 
medical care for those in need. 
The ability to navigate congested 
roads and reach emergency 
locations quickly could potentially 
save more lives.

Compared to traditional helicopters, 
eVTOLs are anticipated to be 
safer and more cost effective for 
emergency medical transportation. 
With reduced maintenance and fuel 
expenses, eVTOLs offer a sustainable 
option for EMS operations. 
Furthermore, their quiet operation 
and lower emissions contribute to 
a healthier environment for patients 
and medical professionals.
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While eVTOLs show great promise, 
some limitations, like limited weight 
and patient capacity, need to be 
addressed. Until technology improves 
further, a hybrid system combining 
ground ambulances with eVTOLs will 
likely be the way forward.

To drive progress in the field, ongoing 
research and development in eVTOL 
technology and infrastructure are 
crucial. Collaborating with avionics 
suppliers, advancing battery 
technology, and integrating new 
propulsion systems can enhance 
eVTOL capabilities in emergency 
medical response.

Around the world, regions have 
already explored eVTOL integration 
in their EMS systems, providing 
valuable insights for South African 
emergency services. One notable 
collaboration between ADAC 
Luftrettung and Volocopter has 
shown significant advantages 
from technical, sustainable, and 
operational perspectives.

In South Africa, startups like Welkin 
Aero and Verti-Go Solutions are actively 
involved in applying eVTOL technology. 
Collaboration with organisations like 
ARFF South Africa supports the safety 
operations of eVTOL craft at airports 
and future vertiports, contributing to a 
comprehensive urban air mobility plan 
that has been well underway since 
early 2019.

Safety and value creation are 
top priorities in this endeavour. 
Thorough engineering designs and 
site selection processes, including 
adherence to NFPA and ARFF 
standards, ensure a robust and 
efficient eVTOL infrastructure. 

Past consultation with the South 
African Civil Aviation Authority has 
demonstrated their excitement 
about the prospects of urban air 
mobility. Working closely with 
authorities ensures regulatory 
compliance and maximises the 
benefits of eVTOL technology in 
South Africa.

The integration of eVTOL 
technology holds immense 
potential for transforming 
emergency services in South Africa. 
With faster response times, cost 
efficiency and reduced emissions, 
eVTOLs offer a promising solution 
to overcome the challenges faced 
by the South African EMS system.

To move forward the technology 
will first have to advance whilst 
also jumping through obstacles 
such as safety and regulatory 
compliance to remain essential. 
Strategic partnerships and ongoing 
collaborations drive progress 
and foster growth in the region. 
Companies like Welkin Aero, Verti-
Go in conjunction with organisations 
like ARFF South Africa play a vital 
role in shaping the future of urban air 
mobility, making emergency medical 
transportation more efficient, 
sustainable, and accessible.

Ultimately, the integration of eVTOL 
technology into South African 
emergency services represents 
a significant opportunity for 
progress in the future. Through 
careful planning, collaboration, and 
adherence to safety standards, 
South Africa could even lead the 
way in leveraging eVTOL technology 
for emergency medical services. By 
doing so, the nation can save lives, 
improve patient outcomes and build 
a safer and more resilient future.


