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Breitling Orbiter 3 over the Alps 

 

Bertrand Piccard an adventurer 
To fly around the world without fuel, this is the challenge 
Bertrand Piccard set himself following the first successful 
nonstop round-the-world balloon flight in 1999 with Brian 
Jones. When the Breitling Orbiter 3 balloon touched down in 
the Egyptian desert, there were just 40 kg of liquid propane 
left in the bottles, out of 3.7 tons at take-off. Had there been 
any slackening of the high altitude winds, the fuel reserves 
would have run out before reaching the mainland and the 
balloon would have been unable to complete its journey. 
 
Bertrand Piccard’s objective 
It was clear in his mind: to be free of fossil fuel he would need 
to use renewable energy. Unlike oil and gas, reserves which 
are being exhausted, solar energy will remain available for 
billions of years to come.  Another major advantage is that 
solar energy produces no polluting emissions, unlike 
conventional engines, which emit carbon dioxide (CO²). The 
gas burned by the Breitling Orbiter 3 also emitted CO². 
 
The challenge 
Bertrand Piccard went to meet various solar aviation pioneers. 
Other inventors around the world had already succeeded in 
flying solar airplanes, but only during the daytime. With 
existing technologies, only drones (unmanned aircrafts 
remotely piloted from the ground), have managed to fly at 
night. The challenge for Bertrand Piccard was therefore to 
design a manned solar airplane capable of flying day and 
night. To fly a solar airplane means pushing the limits of 
what’s possible. That’s when the real adventure began, 
immediately raising a host of questions: what shape will the 
plane have?  Will solar panels be sufficient? How will it be able 
to fly at night? 
  
Progress does not happen overnight. Brilliant ideas – the 
bicycle, the telephone, the electric light – all required lots of 
time and creativity from their inventors. At first one has a 
rather a crazy idea and one says to oneself: “Yes, it would be 
great if ...” After that, it takes perseverance and courage to 
challenge existing ideas and to make it happen. 

 
Breitling Orbiter 3 touched down in Egypt 

 

 
Only 40 kg of liquid propane left in the bottles 

 
A man... A vision... 

 


