I was at the Transportation Advisory Committee meeting of the Southwestern Regional Planning Commission last week. A commission staff member and an NCDOT engineer presented a new comprehensive transportation plan for the Western Carolina region. The plan will begin in the coming year and address all forms of transportation that will affect the region.
On several occasions in recent weeks, I traveled on NC106 and noticed the many heavy and large trucks moving goods back and forth to Highlands, along with the many vehicles of workers coming to our town. The Comprehensive Transportation Plan (CTP) is a long-range plan covering the next 25 to 30 years, and as I listened to the presentation, my mind began to work on the idea that NC 106, from the state line to Highlands, will certainly be included in the plan.
But a question from the audience really jolted my perspective about the plan. Someone asked the presenters about air taxis. I immediately thought, what planet is this person on, air taxis like I saw as a kid on The Jetsons cartoon TV show?
I was even more surprised when one of the presenters said yes, the plan will address air taxis and the growing use of drones for delivering goods. I suddenly realized that we were not guessing about science fiction ideas. In the next 25 or 30 years, within the scope of the plan, there certainly will be, or should be, air taxis. Drones have already revolutionized warfare and are used in metropolitan areas for medication and food deliveries.
I confess I am a Fred Flintstone guy, but with the lightning-fast development of AI, air taxis, drone deliveries, and, for that matter, driverless vehicles are all just around the corner. Such a long-term CTP must include these transportation modes. And do not tell me they will not be in the Highlands; every advancement in technology eventually, and usually quite quickly, finds its way to the Highlands Plateau.
Driverless, or I should say AI operators, will be running automobiles here and everywhere very soon. Waymo’s are already in operation in metropolitan areas. Now I know people will say I'm not about to get into one of those unsafe contraptions. I had a great-great aunt who would never ride in a Model T because she thought a horse and buggy were safer. But again, if we can harness AI technology, AI-operated vehicles will be much safer than the current human-driven car. Think about it: no more inexperienced teenagers flying down the road, no drunk drivers, just drunk passengers. Nor will there be old folks who have lost their reaction time and faculties, driving 15 mph in a 45-mph zone. No road rage, testosterone-high studs who think they own the road. No meth-heads behind the wheel or distracted drivers texting or talking to their best friend while driving. And no good drivers who just make a tragic mistake in a millisecond.
In the coming years, the airspace everywhere will become more congested, but new air control systems and air or drone ports will be needed. Someone at town hall recently complained about drones flying over their property. The cold fact is the town does not control airspace, nor do property owners; the FAA does. With that in mind, expect more drones and air passenger vehicles to fill the sky in the coming years.
In conclusion, the long-range transportation plans will of course include new roads and bridges, rail lines, sidewalks, etc., but it will also include in a big way the emerging technologies I have described and some that we do not even know about now. As Bob Dylan once sang, the times they are a-changin '. Changing faster than we old boomers who were once with it on the cutting edge can imagine and dare, I say, accept.

