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Abstract—Aviation contributes approximately 2.4% to the
annual global CO2 emissions. This serves as a driving force
behind the development of a fully electric, zero-emission aircraft.
One possibility is using liquid hydrogen at a temperature of 20 K
that fits very well with lightweight and efficient superconducting
components within an electric aircraft to produce energy through
a fuel cell, as it has the highest energy content per weight among
all energy carriers. A potential powertrain of a large electric air-
craft comprises various components, including the motor, DC/AC
inverter, DC and AC cables, fuel cell, and fault current limiter.
Building on previous work that modeled superconducting fault
current limiters and cables using MATLAB/SIMULINK, this
study focuses on the motor, DC/AC inverter, and fuel cell. For the
fuel cell, even though most publications propose only the resistive-
capacitive (R-C) electrical equivalent circuit, in some cases, a
resistive-inductive (R-L) behavior or sometimes a combination
of both is detected. Therefore, a novel model that covers all
scenarios is proposed for this work. Furthermore, the electrical
model and control scheme of the permanent magnet synchronous
motor (PMSM) via a DC/AC inverter are detailed. Additionally,
an algorithm is developed to protect the inverter during short
circuits. The simulation flight scenarios are employed with input
speed as a key parameter to simulate the complete integrated
system. Moreover, a DC pole-to-pole short circuit is analyzed to
simulate the system’s behavior in fault conditions. The simulation
shows the entire system’s behavior during nominal test flight
scenarios and short circuit events. Moreover, these models give
the user flexibility to adjust the powertrain properties.

Index Terms—Electric Aircraft, Superconducting Powertrain,
Polymer Exchange Membrane Fuel Cell, Motor Control.

I. INTRODUCTION

AVIATION has been under investigation in recent years to
tackle its 2.4% of the annual CO2 emissions challenge

[1], [2]. With 85% of these emissions coming from passenger
flights and a projected yearly passenger traffic growth of 3.6-
6.8%, air travel carbon emissions are expected to double by
2050 [3], [4]. Previous research works show that to achieve
the net zero target, the most feasible solutions are sustainable
aviation fuel (SAF) and green hydrogen [5], [6]. Despite
SAF, which can only be burnt in combustion engines, green
hydrogen can be used in both combustion engines or to
produce electricity through fuel cell stacks [5]. In this work,
an electric aircraft with hydrogen as energy carrier and the fuel
cell as energy generation is investigated in combination with
lightweight and efficient superconducting components within
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Fig. 1. Schematic of the electric aircraft superconducting powertrain [8].

TABLE I
MAIN SPECIFICATIONS CONSIDERED FOR THE ELECTRIC AIRCRAFT

POWERTRAIN.

Parameter Symbol Value
Maximum DC power (total power) Pmax 456 kW

Maximum speed nmax 1043 rpm
Maximum nominal AC current IAC,nom 1.8 kA

Minimum nominal pole-to-pole DC voltage UDC,nom 300 V
Maximum nominal DC current IDC,nom 1.52 kA

the whole powertrain [7]. Considering all the benefits and
the motivation for an electric aircraft with a superconducting
powertrain, a model to simulate the entire system in a power
simulator tool like MATLAB SIMULINK is pivotal. This work
focuses on providing the approach for such a model, which
should be adjustable and adaptable under various require-
ments, providing accurate results to simulate the powertrain
behavior and sizing estimation of the components.

A potential superconducting powertrain architecture for an
electric aircraft is shown in Fig. 1, with the basic specifications
described in TABLE I [8]. In this system, the superconducting
bipolar DC and three-phase AC cables are used to transport
energy from the fuel cell stacks to the permanent magnet
synchronous motor (PMSM). The torque and the speed of
the PMSM are controlled by a DC/AC inverter via field-
oriented control (FOC), as the most well-known technique
method. Moreover, a resistive superconducting fault current
limiter (RSFCL) limits current rises in the system. For this
study, liquid nitrogen (LN2) at a temperature of 77 K is the
cooling medium for the system. Previously in [8], modeling
of the RSFCL and cables in MATLAB/SIMULINK with the
properties described in TABLE II made up of REBCO tapes
was explained, and the focus in this work is on the DC/AC
inverter, motor, and fuel cell. Finally, the complete system is
simulated in SIMULINK under different scenarios.

II. FUEL CELL

The fuel cell, as an electrochemical system converting
chemical energy into electrical energy, generally consists of

© 2025 IEEE. Personal use of this material is permitted. Permission from IEEE must be obtained for all other uses, in any current or future media, including reprinting/republishing this 
material for advertising or promotional purposes, creating new collective works, for resale or redistribution to servers or lists, or reuse of any copyrighted component of this work in other 
works.



TABLE II
PROPERTIES OF THE RSFCL, BIPOLAR DC CABLE, AND THREE-PHASE

AC CABLE [8].

Parameter RSFCL DC Cable AC Cable

Number of tapes 3 tapes 8 tapes in inner pole
12 tapes in outer pole

8 layers/phase
3 tapes/layer

Tapes critical
current / A 550 210 100

Tapes length / m 8.5 50 2.4
Inductance / µH - 6.91 0.89

TABLE III
FUEL CELL UNIT AND STACK PROPERTIES [12].

Parameter Symbol Value
Membrane thickness lM 178 µm

Fuel cell unit active area AFC 64 cm2

Cell operating temperature T 333 K
Hydrogen pressure pH2

1 atm
Oxygen pressure pO2 0.2095 atm

Fuel cell maximum current density JFC,max 0.469 A/cm2

Number of cells in the stack Nc 500
Stack active area AFC,st 0.385 m2

two electrodes, cathode and anode, and an electrolyte mem-
brane in the middle [9]. Depending on the electrolyte material
and chemical reactions inside the fuel cell, there are several
types of fuel cell systems such as Proton Exchange Membrane
Fuel Cell (PEMFC), Alkaline Fuel Cell (AFC), and Phosphoric
Acid Fuel Cell (PAFC) [10]. This work considers PEMFCs
as they are particularly well-suited for aeronautic applications
due to the high efficiency and fast startup [11].

A. Fuel Cell Stack Design

This work considers a fuel cell unit based on [12] with the
properties described in TABLE III. To design a stack of fuel
cells, based on the system requirements given in TABLE I, the
voltage-current characteristic named the fuel cell polarization
curve is needed. In a PEMFC, the thermodynamic potential of
a unit cell that represents its voltage is called Nernst potential,
shown with ENernst. This voltage, which varies with the cell
temperature and hydrogen and oxygen pressures, is calculated
with (1) [12].

ENernst = 1.229− 0.85× 10−3(T − 298.15)

+ 4.31× 10−5T · [ln(pH2
) + 0.5 ln(pO2

)]
(1)

Nernst potential is an ideal voltage a PEMFC can generate,
but the output voltage is lower due to the different voltage
drops inside the fuel cell unit. These voltage drops are [13]:

• activation voltage drop (uact): due to the electrodes acti-
vation to initiate a chemical reaction between reactants

• Concentration voltage drop (ucon): due to the change in
the reactants concentration at the surface of the electrodes

• Ohmic voltage loss (uΩ): due to the membrane resistance
to the electron flow and the electrodes contact resistance

Calculation of these voltage drops is found in [12]–[14]. The
fuel cell unit output voltage uFC is then calculated with (2).

uFC = ENernst − uact − ucon − uΩ (2)
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Fig. 2. Fuel cell stack polarization curve.

Based on the cell polarization curve, the nominal operating
point for the stack design is chosen as (3).

JFC,nom = 0.375mA/cm2, UFC,nom = 0.6V, PFC,nom = 14.4W
(3)

The required number of cells in the stack Nc is calculated
based on the minimum nominal DC voltage provided in
TABLE I and nominal voltage of a single cell unit using (4).

Nc =
UDC,nom

UFC,nom
(4)

Moreover, to deliver the required power PDC,max, the stack
active area AFC,st is adjusted based on the maximum current
IDC,nom and nominal current density JFC,nom with (5).

AFC,st =
IDC,nom

JFC,nom
=

PDC,max

UDC,nom · JFC,nom
(5)

The stack design parameters are given in TABLE II, and its
polarization curve is illustrated in Fig. 2. In this figure, the
cell stack power PFC,st is calculated from its voltage uFC,st

and current iFC,st with (6).

PFC,st = uFC,st · iFC,st (6)

B. Fuel Cell Electrochemical Model

As shown in Fig. 2, the fuel cell voltage varies with
the change in the fuel cell current. This variation is not
immediate, and it takes time for the fuel cell to reach
its steady-state condition. Most studies propose a resistive-
capacitive (R-C) electrical equivalent circuit to model the
PEMFC behavior [12]–[16]. However, a resistive-inductive
(R-L) behavior equivalent circuit is detected in some works
[17]–[20]. In addition, a fuel cell system might not exhibit
purely resistive-capacitive or resistive-inductive behavior when
its current changes and it could include characteristics of both.
As indicated in multiple studies, such as [18] and [20], an R-
L behavior is observed when the current increases, whereas
an R-C response is detected when the current decreases. The
simulation model considers normal operation and transient
conditions and allows the user to select the desired behavior.
The R-C and R-L equivalent circuits of the fuel cell stack are
depicted in Fig. 3., where the index “st” stands for the stack,
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Fig. 3. Fuel cell stack equivalent circuits: (a) resistive-capacitive equivalent
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Fig. 4. Fuel cell stack simulation results considering: (a) resistive-capacitive
or resistive-inductive behaviors, (b) combination of the resistive-capacitive
(current decrease) and resistive-inductive (current increase) behaviors.

uac,st,NL represents the stack activation voltage drop at no-
load condition (iFC,st=0A), and uss,st is the steady-state stack
voltage which is calculated with (7).

uss,st = ENernst,st − uact,st − ucon,st (7)

Furthermore, to model the fuel cell dynamic behavior, an R-C
or R-L branch is implemented in the circuits, with Rd, Cd,
and Ld indicating the dynamic resistance, capacitance, and
inductance. These parameters are chosen based on the dynamic
behavior such as the time to reach the steady-state condition.

C. Fuel Cell Simulation

A PEMFC model considering the possible dynamic be-
haviors (chosen by the user) is developed in MATLAB
SIMULINK. In a study case, the load current iFC,st varies
in a 10 s interval with 1 s steps between 0 A to 1.5 kA. The
results are demonstrated in Fig. 4 assuming approximately 1 s
for the fuel cell to reach its steady-state condition. With the
combined R-C and R-L models, the simulation result shown in
Fig. 4(b) gives more realistic results in some cases compared
to the experiments within the literature [18], [20].

TABLE IV
SUPERCONDUCTING MOTOR PARAMETERS.

Parameter Symbol Value
Number of pole pairs Npp 6

Stator resistance Rs 10 µΩ
Stator (d- and q-axis) inductance Ls=Ld=Lq 8.5 µH
Permanent magnet flux linkage φPM 0.2577 Wb

Nominal (maximum) torque Tmax 4175 N.m
Propeller inertia J 0.1176 kg·m2

Propeller damping coefficient B 38.25 N·m/(rad/s)
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Fig. 5. PMSM, superconducting AC cable, and DC/AC inverter electrical
equivalent circuit with the FOC schematic of the PMSM.

III. DC/AC INVERTER AND SUPERCONDUCTING MOTOR

A. Inverter and Motor Electrical Model

A permanent magnet synchronous motor (PMSM) with a
stator made up of superconducting tapes with the parameters
described in TABLE IV is considered in this work. In nominal
conditions, a PMSM can be treated like a conventional motor,
with the difference of having a significantly small stator
resistance (10 µΩ) due to the superconducting materials.

Figure. 5 illustrates the electrical equivalent circuits of the
PMSM and superconducting AC cable (ACC). The parameters
RACC,abc (approximately zero in nominal conditions) and
LACC,abc (given in TABLE II) represent the phase resistance
and inductance of the superconducting AC cable. Moreover,
since the switching effects of the inverter are neglected, this
work considers an average model of the inverter. Furthermore,
in the PMSM circuit, ePM,abc is the three-phase back elec-
tromotive force (EMF) generated by the permanent magnet
(PM). This EMF is assumed to vary sinusoidally over time t
and is determined by mechanical speed ωm, number of pole
pairs Npp and PM flux linkage φPM with (8). The three-phase
angles θabc in (8) are given as θa=0, θb=2π/3, and θc=4π/3.

ePM,abc = φPM ·Npp · ωm · sin(Npp · ωm · t+ θabc) (8)

B. Motor Control

The field-oriented control (FOC) is the most well-known
and adaptable PMSM control technique, offering a stable
control with reduced ripple, fast dynamic response, and high
control accuracy [21], [22]. The PMSM FOC schematic via
inverter is depicted in Fig. 5. In this method, the motor currents
iM,abc are converted to the dq-axis using Park transform (abc
to dq0) [21]. To optimize the electromagnetic torque Te, the
reference motor current in the d-axis id is set to zero, while
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the q-axis current iq is maximized. The relationship between
Te and iq is given in (9), with kT as the torque constant.

Te = 1.5Npp · φPM · iq = kT · iq (9)

From torque Te, the actual motor speed ωm is calculated using
the torque balance equation described in (10).

Te = TL +B · ωm + J · dωm

dt
(10)

In the FOC, the tuning of the PI controllers is based on
the desired response speed and the transient error. The current
controller parameters, kp,c and ki,c, are adjusted based on the
stator inductance Ls and resistance Rs. Similarly, the speed
controller parameters kp,s and ki,s are tuned according to the
rotor inertia J and friction B. Additionally, an algorithm is
developed to protect the inverter when its DC or AC currents
exceed 1.5 to 1.8 times nominal values [23].

IV. COMPLETE POWERTRAIN SIMULATION

After standalone modeling of all the components, a MAT-
LAB/SIMULINK model of the entire powertrain is developed.
In this model, the properties of all the components can be
adjusted by the user, and different cases, including nominal
flight scenarios and short circuit events, can be studied. This
work analyzes a simulation flight scenario based on the motor
speed variations and a 100 ms DC pole-to-pole short circuit
at t=1.2 s with fault resistance of 1 mΩ between the DC cable
and DC/AC inverter as shown in Fig. 1.
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Fig. 7. DC pole-to-pole short circuit simulation results: (a) DC current and
voltage on the fuel cell output, (b) tapes temperature, as TT (RSFLC), TT,in

(DCC), and TT,a (ACC) being the tapes temperature in the RSFCL, DC
cable (DCC) inner pole, and phase a of the AC cable (ACC), (c) total tapes
resistance, following the same naming style as tapes temperature.

In the simulation flight scenarios from takeoff to cruising
and finally landing, the reference speed nm,ref varies between
0 rpm to 1043 rpm. The simulation results are displayed in
Fig. 6, showing that the main design parameters described in
TABLE I are met. This figure highlights the fast and precise
tracking of the reference speed by the PMSM control, with
minimal transient error. Additionally, Fig. 6(c) depicts the fuel
cell non-linear and dynamic response to the current variations.

In the case of the above-mentioned short circuit, the sim-
ulation results are depicted in Fig. 7. These results indicate
the RSFCL proper design to limit the fault current and protect
other components, particularly the DC and AC cables. Given
that a lumped-parameter, non-adiabatic model is used for the
RSFCL, the LN2 absorbs the heat generated in the tapes,
leading into their recovery to the superconducting state in
approximately 2.3 s.

V. CONCLUSIONS

A hydrogen-powered electric aircraft with a superconduct-
ing powertrain presents a promising solution for decarbonizing
aviation. Alongside the previous work [8], this work provides
advanced modeling tools for such a powertrain. The main
advantage is the ability to simulate the entire powertrain under
various conditions without requiring separate models, enabling
the users to customize component properties. Additionally,
multiple models are available for most components, allowing
users to select the ones that best suit their specific study case
and requirements in any power system. Beyond high accuracy,
these models are highly time-efficient, with the complete
powertrain simulation for the 6 s simulation flight scenarios
taking less than 3 minutes on a computer with a 6-core 2.3
MHz CPU and 16 GB RAM.
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