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This research project proposes an exploration into the applications of ornithopters, which are bio-

inspired aircraft that achieve flight through wing flapping. Ornithopters may have many qualities of a bird 
that can either be suitable for gliding above terrain or have a mechanism of a hummingbird to use high-
frequency flapping to hover above a location. Ornithopters show immense promise for many different 
applications in both civilian and military use. The goal of this research is to investigate the feasibility of 
implementing ornithopter technology into various fields. The civilian applications include surveillance, 
environmental monitoring, search and rescue operations, communication relay, and agricultural monitoring. 
With this application people can also know more about the natural flying mechanism that already exists in the 
form of birds and other flying species. Ornithopters, with their ability to mimic natural flight patterns, can 
blend in with other natural flight species and help in discreet data collection without disturbing wildlife. The 
ornithopter can maneuver through complex terrains and provide solutions ranging from tracking wildlife to 
migration patterns of many species. In the military context, ornithopters could be skillful use for surveillance 
and intelligence, reconnaissance in urban environments, stealth operations, communication relay in 
challenging terrains, and search and rescue in hostile environments. The bionics of ornithopters gives 
opportunities for enhanced stealth capabilities in which they can blend in the skies as a normal bird, which will 
prove to be a genius technique in military operations. This research will provide insights into the practical 
implementation of ornithopter technology across diverse fields and bring a new era of innovation and creativity, 
in which the future of Unmanned Aerial Flight might just flap its wings. 

 
 
 
 

I. Introduction 
 The fascination with flight has always captured human imagination, driving exploration in various ways to achieve 
airborne mobility. Among these endeavors, ornithopters stand out to be a remarkable blend of biomimicry and 
engineering ingenuity. During the first stages of exploring achievable flight, Ornithopters were considered the only 
means by which a person could achieve flight. This idea was countered as fixed wing designs of aircraft were 
introduced [4]. This led to the dismissal of Ornithopter technology, and it was considered an impractical technology 
with no relevant applications. However, the story of the ornithopters isn't over. Today, this technology is experiencing 
a resurgence, with the potential for exciting and innovative applications.  

This technology traces their origins back to ancient Greece, with the first prototype of a wooden mechanical bird 
designed by Archytas of Tarentum around 400 BC [6]. However, the first documentation of early conceptualizations 
of a human powered ornithopter appears in the visionary sketches of Leonardo da Vinci (Fig. 1). Da Vinci's design 
was indeed innovative, incorporating moving parts controlled by a pilot, unlike earlier concepts like fixed wings 
strapped to humans [4]. This represented an early exploration of powered flight, using human muscle as the source of 
propulsion. However, da Vinci's visionary concepts sometimes diverge from modern understanding of aeronautics, 
atmospheric flight, and the dynamics of flapping wings. 

 

 
1 Undergraduate Sophomore Student, Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University, AIAA Student Member ID: 1538370 



2 
 

 In the following sections, this paper will delve into the diverse applications of ornithopter technology, spanning 
civilian endeavors such as landscape monitoring and wildlife conservation to military operations including 
reconnaissance missions and covert surveillance. Through a comprehensive exploration of ornithopter design, 
mechanics, and practical implementations, this research aims to illuminate the potential of bio-inspired flight in 
shaping the future of the most promising world of unmanned aerial systems. 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 1 Leonardo da Vinci: Ornithopter Sketch [6] 

II. Literature Review 
The exploration of ornithopters, spanning centuries of human ingenuity and fascination with flight, has sparked 

interests in research and development endeavors. This section provides an overview of the existing literature on 
ornithopters, encompassing their design principles, & propulsion mechanisms. 

A. Design Principles & Propulsion Mechanisms 
Early inventors faced significant challenges in replicating bird flight and creating a controllable ornithopter. One 

primary obstacle was the complexity of mimicking the flapping motion. This required a deep understanding of 
aerodynamics, necessitating careful consideration of both the structure's materials and the design of the wings. Despite 
these difficulties, achieving a successful flapping-wing mechanism offers potential advantages in terms of both 
maneuverability and propulsive efficiency [4]. Early success in ornithopter development came from France, where 
the first documented mechanism for a working model appeared in 1871. This design utilized a simple rubber band as 
the power source. Later in the 1890s, Gustave Trouvé built an ornithopter powered by internal combustion, employing 
gunpowder charges to activate a Bourdon tube (a pressure gauge) that drove the wing flapping mechanism [11].  

Another noteworthy contributor was Lawrence Hargrave, who built various ornithopters powered by diverse 
means, including steam engines, springs, and compressed air. He also pioneered a design where smaller flapping wings 
provided thrust for a larger fixed wing [11]. This concept was inspired by Leonardo da Vinci's observations of birds 
in flight. In his research on the motion of wings, he concluded that the lift needed for a bird wasn't entirely produced 
by the up-and-down motion, but also by the tip of its wing, which provided forward thrust and caused the air to flow 
over the wings [9]. This then brought up the idea that flight could be achieved with a fixed wing flying machine. 
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Fig. 2 E.P. Frost’s 1902 Internal Combustion Ornithopter [11] 
 

 In research done by J.D. DeLaurier from the University of Toronto, Canada. The fundamental design of an 
ornithopter is described which shows potential in greater propulsive efficiency using a powered engine, and better 
efficiency in creating lift through solely flapping wings [1]. DeLaurier illustrated the results of his design of a better 
wing demonstrating how specific wing shapes and materials can significantly impact both lift and thrust generation. 
DeLaurier's advancements in the flapping wing mechanism have significantly impacted the engineering perspective 
on ornithopters. He has outlined key areas for further development, providing valuable insights that can guide 
engineers and aerodynamicists in constructing a fully functional ornithopter. DeLaurier's work represents a significant 
step forward in the ongoing quest to achieve sustained, controlled flight using flapping-wing technology. His research 
has not only revived interest in ornithopters but also offered valuable insights that can pave the way for the 
development of these captivating machines in the future. The figure below (Fig. 3) shows what DeLaurier has modeled 
and how this morphed wing can obtain an actual birds’ flapping motion which bends the wing and pitches it so that it 
creates forward thrust. 

 
 

Fig. 3 Structure Defining Morphing of the Wings [1] 

III. Key Characteristics 

A. Maneuverability 
 The maneuverability of Ornithopters is phenomenal due to their unique flapping wing mechanism. Unlike fixed-
wing aircraft, their wings actively generate lift and thrust, allowing for fine-tuned control and swift changes in 
direction. This enables them to navigate through intricate spaces, hover effortlessly, and even perform rapid maneuvers 
like aerial acrobatics. Moreover, individual wing adjustments can further enhance their agility, allowing for 
independent control of each wing for precise movements. This unmatched maneuverability positions ornithopters as 
valuable tools for diverse applications, from search and rescue missions in dense forests to surveillance in cluttered 
urban environments. The important aspect of maneuverability lies in the shape of the tail of the ornithopter, as it 
provides stability and control both in longitudinal and lateral direction [3]. 
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B. Perching 
 Equipping ornithopters with a perching mechanism unlocks a new level of functionality. During landing, this 
mechanism, often incorporating a single or dual claw design, mimics the way birds grasp branches. By slowing down 
significantly just before landing and extending the perching appendage, the ornithopter can securely grip a designated 
landing spot, eliminating the need for a flat landing surface. This capability allows for landings on thin wires, tree 
branches, or uneven terrain, significantly increasing operational flexibility [2]. Furthermore, the grasping ability of 
the perching mechanism extends beyond landing. By incorporating sensors and actuators, the ornithopter can 
manipulate and grab objects during flight. This opens doors for tasks like sample collection from remote locations, 
delivering small payloads, or even assisting with repairs in hard-to-reach areas. The perching mechanism thus 
transforms the ornithopter from a simple flying machine into a versatile tool capable of interacting with its 
environment in unique ways. 

 

Fig. 4 Perching Mechanism on Ornithopters [2] 

C. Significant Advantages 
 Unlike conventional drones that rely on constantly spinning propellers powered by multiple motors, the ornithopter 
takes a unique approach. It utilizes a single motor connected through gears for reduction, powered by the same 
lightweight battery used in current drones. Remarkably, this single motor not only powers the ornithopter to reach a 
desired altitude but also enables extended gliding periods. The secret lies in the bird-like design of the ornithopter. 
Once airborne, its wings leverage the principles of aerodynamics to glide efficiently, utilizing high-altitude winds to 
maintain altitude and cover vast distances. This innovative approach translates to a significant advantage: longer flight 
times compared to traditional multi-motor drones, all with the same battery capacity. Challenges associated with the 
current design of the ornithopter are addressed in the future study section. 

IV. Applications 
 For successful flight, an ornithopter requires proficiency in three key areas: gliding, maneuvering, and perching 
[8]. Gliding capability allows the ornithopter to maintain airborne travel during periods of reduced flapping, 
maximizing efficiency and extending flight duration. Maneuvering agility is essential for navigating complex 
environments, enabling the ornithopter to avoid obstacles, change direction quickly, and respond to wind gusts [10]. 
Finally, perching ability provides a safe and stable landing platform, allowing the ornithopter to rest or refuel on 
various surfaces, enhancing its operational versatility and mimicking the natural behavior of birds. By excelling in 
these three crucial aspects, ornithopters can achieve the level of flight control and functionality necessary for diverse 
applications in both military and civilian domains. 
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A. Military  
 One of the most compelling military applications for ornithopters lies in covert reconnaissance and surveillance 
missions. Their bio-inspired design, characterized by silent operation and bird-like movements, offers several 
advantages. Compared to traditional drones with their signature noise and heat signatures, ornithopters blend 
seamlessly into natural environments, making them more difficult to detect visually and acoustically [7]. The 
ornithopter proves to have enhanced maneuverability, this allows them to navigate complex environments, including 
urban landscapes and dense foliage, where traditional drones might struggle. This enables them to access areas 
inaccessible to other surveillance tools. If equipped with high-resolution cameras and sensors, they could be deployed 
to monitor sensitive areas, inspect hostile locations, or assist in search and rescue missions by providing a bird's-eye 
view of the situation.  
 The most important use of this technology could be implemented in areas with limited or damaged communication 
infrastructure, ornithopters could act as communication relays. By establishing temporary aerial connections, they 
could bridge communication gaps, facilitate information exchange, and restore essential services in disaster zones or 
remote regions with limited connectivity. Similarly, the ornithopter will possess the functionality to perch on any 
surface just like a real bird, this allows the military to deploy miniature sensors or communication relays in strategic 
locations for extended monitoring, providing valuable insights into enemy activities. 
 
 China's recent ornithopter development represents a significant leap forward in achieving a truly functional 
flapping-wing drone. This innovative design embodies many of the key features desired for a successful ornithopter, 
including extended flight duration and gliding capabilities [13]. 
 

 
 

Fig. 5 Chinese Ornithopter [13] 

B. Civilian  
 Ornithopters, due to their lightweight design and minimal environmental footprint, could be instrumental in 
environmental monitoring [11]. Equipped with specialized sensors, they could be employed to collect air samples, 
monitor pollution levels, or track the movement of wildlife populations in sensitive ecosystems. This wildlife tracking 
model utilizes specialized, machine-learning equipped cameras and GPS technology to unveil the secrets behind 
animal movement. By analyzing spatial patterns, the model aims to identify migration routes, understand the drivers 
of animal behavior, and even detect potential threats to their well-being. Their ability to hover and maneuver precisely 
allows them to access remote areas traditionally difficult to reach. The hovering capability and agility of ornithopters 
make them ideal for search and rescue operations in challenging environments. They could be deployed to locate 
missing individuals in dense forests, mountainous terrain, or even urban rubble after natural disasters. Equipped with 
thermal imaging cameras and other life-detection tools, they could quickly scan large areas, increasing the chances of 
locating survivors. In the agricultural sector, ornithopters equipped with multispectral sensors could be utilized to 
monitor crop health and identify areas requiring attention. By analyzing the spectral reflectance of crops, they could 
detect early signs of disease, pest infestation, or nutrient deficiencies, allowing for targeted interventions and improved 
agricultural practices.  
 The hummingbird-inspired design developed by researchers at the University of Purdue, is a configuration of the 
ornithopter and it represents a significant innovation. This small, agile drone possesses the remarkable ability to take 
off and land vertically, as well as hover efficiently in mid-air [12]. Utilizing machine learning, these autonomous 
drones can navigate their environment independently, making real-time decisions to avoid obstacles and reach 
designated locations (Fig. 6). 
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Fig. 6 Hummingbird configuration Ornithopter [12] 

C. Space  
 On planets with thin atmospheres, ornithopters could prove to be invaluable exploration tools. Unlike traditional 
fixed-wing aircraft that rely on dense air for lifts, ornithopters generate lift through actively flapping their wings. This 
makes them perfect for navigating environments where air resistance is minimal. Their lightweight design, achieved 
through advancements in materials, would further reduce the energy needed for flight. Furthermore, their 
maneuverability allows for precise control and hovering capabilities, ideal for navigating tight spaces and collecting 
samples from specific locations. Equipped with cameras and sensors, ornithopters could map the terrain, identify 
interesting geological features, and even collect samples for further analysis. This biomimetic approach to flight could 
revolutionize our exploration of planets with thin atmospheres, offering a nimble and efficient way to gather crucial 
scientific data [7].  

V. Future Studies 

 While ornithopters showcase the potential for biomimicry in flight, they currently face challenges in stability, 
efficiency, and scalability for widespread use. In current Ornithopter mechanisms (Fig. 7), the mechanism in the main 
body consists of one motor which powers both the wings to flap, and it doesn’t really have redundancy. If the motor 
was to fail, the whole UAV would fall to the ground. Further research into implementing a second motor for 
redundancy would be highly recommended. Achieving precise control also presents a significant hurdle. 
Implementing machine learning models for partial autonomy, although promising, would incur substantial costs and 
pose integration challenges within the ornithopter's limited payload capacity. However, advancements in material 
science can offer lightweight, high-strength frames and wings, which will provide a higher strength to weight ratio 
and provide durability to withstand the stresses of the flapping motion. 
 Further research on biomimetic wing kinematics, studying bird wing movement and translating it to mechanical 
flapping, can lead to more efficient flight patterns. Additionally, addressing control challenges through advanced 
gyroscopes and microprocessors could enhance stability and maneuverability.  
  
 If these hurdles are overcome, mass production of ornithopters becomes a possibility, allowing them to take on 
various tasks. Their unique ability to hover, take off and land vertically, and navigate tight spaces makes them ideal 
candidates for search and rescue operations, surveillance in complex environments, and even potential applications in 
urban logistics. 
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Fig. 7 Current Ornithopter Mechanism [14] 

VI. Conclusion 
 

Ornithopters, captivating machines that mimic bird flight, have inspired inventors for centuries. Initially faced 
with challenges by limitations in replicating complex wing motion and achieving lift, recent advancements in wing 
design and flapping mechanisms have rekindled interest in these flying marvels. With potential applications ranging 
from covert military missions to environmental monitoring and even planetary exploration, the future of ornithopters 
seems bright. However, as with any developing technology, challenges remain. Addressing issues like stability, 
efficiency, and scalability is crucial for the widespread adoption of ornithopters. Continued advancements in material 
science, biomimetic wing design, and control systems hold the key to unlocking their full potential. By overcoming 
these hurdles, ornithopters will rise in a new era of exploration, both on Earth and beyond. As technology continues 
to evolve, we can expect these biomimetic marvels to not only fulfill the dream of autonomous flight but also 
revolutionize various fields, blurring the lines between nature's ingenuity and human innovation. 
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