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The Airbus A320 family represents a watershed moment in the history of civil aviation. Since its inception in the

mid-1980s, this aircraft line has not only redefined the narrow-body market but also introduced pioneering

technologies that have become the industry standard for modern flight decks and flight control systems. Designed

to compete directly with the Boeing 737, the A320 family—comprising the A318, A319, A320, and A321—

integrated digital fly-by-wire (FBW) technology, side-stick controllers, and an advanced electronic flight instrument

system (EFIS) into a commercial platform for the first time.

The Conceptual Framework of the A320 Series

The core philosophy of the Airbus A320 family is centered on Operational Commonality. This concept allows

pilots with a single type rating to operate any aircraft within the family, from the short-fuselage A318 to the

stretched A321, with minimal differences in handling characteristics. This is achieved through a sophisticated

software-driven flight control layer that masks the aerodynamic differences of the various airframes, providing a

consistent 'feel' to the flight crew.

Aerodynamic Design and Fuselage Optimization

The A320 family features a cabin cross-section that is significantly wider than its primary competitors. This 3.95-

meter (12 ft 11 in) outer diameter allows for wider seats (typically 18 inches) and a wider aisle, facilitating faster 

passenger boarding and deplaning—a critical metric for short-haul low-cost carriers. The aerodynamic efficiency is 

further enhanced by high-aspect-ratio wings and, in later models, the addition of 2.4-meter-tall Sharklets, which

reduce fuel burn by up to 4% on longer sectors by minimizing wingtip vortices.

Detailed Technical Specifications: A Multi-Variant Comparison

The family is categorized by its varying fuselage lengths and payload capacities. Below is a detailed technical

comparison of the 'Current Engine Option' (CEO) variants based on standard manufacturer data.



Feature / Metric Airbus A318 Airbus A319 Airbus A320 Airbus A321

Overall Length 31.44 m 33.84 m 37.57 m 44.51 m

Wingspan 34.10 m 34.10 m 34.10 m (35.8 with 
Sharklets)

34.10 m (35.8 with 
Sharklets)

Typical Seating 107 - 132 124 - 156 150 - 186 185 - 236

Max Takeoff Weight 
(MTOW)

68.0 t 75.5 t 78.0 t 93.5 t

Engine Options CFM56 / PW6000 CFM56 / IAE V2500 CFM56 / IAE V2500 CFM56 / IAE V2500

Max Range 5,750 km 6,950 km 6,100 km 5,950 km

The Flight Control Law Architecture

The most distinctive technical feature of the A320 family is its flight control system. Unlike traditional aircraft where 

cables and pulleys connect the cockpit controls to the control surfaces, the A320 uses a Fly-by-Wiresystem. Pilot

inputs are processed by seven main flight control computers which then send electronic signals to hydraulic

actuators. This architecture is governed by specific 'Laws' that ensure the aircraft remains within its safe flight

envelope.

1. Normal Law

Under Normal Law, the computers provide maximum protection. The pilot does not control the surfaces directly but

rather requests a 'load factor' or 'roll rate.' The protections include:

•  Load Factor Protection: Prevents the pilot from overstressing the airframe (typically +2.5g to -1.0g in clean 

configuration).

•  Pitch Attitude Protection: Limits the aircraft to +30&deg; nose-up and -15&deg; nose-down.

•  High-Angle of Attack (AoA) Protection (Alpha Floor): Automatically increases engine thrust to TOGA (Takeoff/

Go-Around) if the aircraft approaches a stall.

•  Bank Angle Protection: Limits the maximum bank angle to 67&deg;.

2. Alternate Law

If multiple sensor failures or computer malfunctions occur, the system degrades to Alternate Law. In this state,

some protections (like bank angle protection) are lost, while others (like load factor protection) remain. The aircraft

handling becomes more conventional, requiring the pilot to manually trim the aircraft in certain phases.

3. Direct Law

Direct Law is the lowest level of flight control logic, typically occurring when the landing gear is extended while in

Alternate Law. In Direct Law, there is a direct linear relationship between side-stick movement and control surface

deflection. There are no protections, and the pilot must manually handle the aircraft as they would a non-FBW

airplane.

Hydraulic System Redundancy and Power Distribution

The A320 family utilizes three independent hydraulic systems: Green, Blue, and Yellow . This color-coded



architecture ensures that even in the event of two system failures, the aircraft remains controllable. Unlike many

other aircraft, the A320 does not utilize a pneumatic backup for flight controls; it relies entirely on these three

systems.

•  Green System: Driven by Engine 1. It powers the landing gear, slats/flaps, and normal brakes.

•  Blue System: Driven by an electric pump or a Ram Air Turbine (RAT) in emergencies. It is primarily for flight 

control redundancy.

•  Yellow System: Driven by Engine 2, an electric pump, or a hand pump. It powers the cargo doors and 

alternate braking.

A critical component is the Power Transfer Unit (PTU) . The PTU is a bidirectional pump that allows the Green

system to pressurize the Yellow system (or vice versa) without transferring fluid. This occurs automatically when a

pressure differential of 500 PSI is detected between the two systems, ensuring that flight control authority is

maintained even if an engine-driven pump fails.

The Transition to NEO: New Engine Option

Introduced in 2010, the A320neo family (New Engine Option) represents the latest technological leap. The primary 

upgrades involve the engines: the CFM LEAP-1A and the Pratt &amp; Whitney PW1100G-JM(Geared Turbofan).

These engines utilize advanced materials and higher bypass ratios to achieve significantly lower fuel consumption

and noise levels.

Engineering Improvements in the NEO

1.  Propulsion Efficiency: The Geared Turbofan (GTF) architecture allows the fan to rotate at a lower speed than 

the internal turbine, optimizing the efficiency of both components.

2.  Weight Optimization: Despite heavier engines, the use of composite materials in the pylon and nacelle 

structures helps maintain the aircraft's center of gravity and structural integrity.

3.  Environmental Impact: The NEO reduces CO2 emissions by 20% compared to previous generations and has 

a noise footprint that is nearly 50% smaller.

Operational Maintenance and Pilot Type Rating

The A320's success is largely attributed to its Cross Crew Qualification (CCQ) and Mixed Fleet Flying (MFF)

capabilities. Because the cockpit layout and handling qualities are nearly identical across the A318, A319, A320,

and A321, airlines can manage their pilot pools with extreme flexibility. A pilot can fly an A319 in the morning and

an A321 in the afternoon with no additional training requirements.

Maintenance Philosophy: MSG-3

Airbus utilizes the Maintenance Steering Group-3 (MSG-3) logic for the A320 family. This is a 'top-down' approach

focusing on functional failures rather than scheduled component overhauls. This results in longer intervals between

heavy maintenance checks (A-Checks and C-Checks), drastically reducing the Total Cost of Ownership (TCO) for

operators.

Case Study: The A319 as a Performance Specialist

The Airbus A319 is often highlighted for its versatility. With a shorter fuselage but the same wing area as the A320,

it possesses a higher power-to-weight ratio. This makes it the preferred choice for 'hot and high' airports or airfields

with short runways, such as London City Airport (specifically the A318/A319 variants) or airports in the Himalayas.

The A319neo further extends this capability, offering a range of nearly 7,000 km, allowing it to serve thin long-haul



routes that were previously the domain of larger wide-body aircraft.

Engineering Reliability and Troubleshooting

Modern A320 operations rely on the Centralized Fault Display System (CFDS). This system monitors all aircraft

computers and records faults in real-time. Maintenance crews can access this data via the Multipurpose Control

and Display Unit (MCDU) in the cockpit. If a 'Class 1' fault occurs (one that affects dispatch), the CFDS provides

specific troubleshooting steps, often pointing directly to the Line Replaceable Unit (LRU) that needs to be swapped.

Common Operational Challenges

•  PTU 'Barking': Passengers often hear a barking sound during engine start or taxi. This is the Power Transfer 

Unit performing a self-test or equalizing pressure between the Green and Yellow systems. It is a normal mechanical 

function but often misunderstood by travelers.

•  Avionics Cooling: Because the A320 is essentially a flying computer, heat dissipation in the avionics bay is 

critical. The system uses a dedicated skin air inlet and outlet valve to circulate air, which must be monitored during 

high-temperature ground operations.

The Airbus A320 family has fundamentally changed the landscape of commercial aviation. By prioritizing digital

integration, commonality, and fuel efficiency, Airbus created a platform that is as relevant today as it was thirty

years ago. The shift from the CEO to the NEO variants demonstrates the platform's adaptability, ensuring its place

as the backbone of global short-to-medium haul aviation for decades to come. As the industry moves toward more

sustainable solutions, the engineering lessons learned from the A320's fly-by-wire and hydraulic redundancy

systems will undoubtedly serve as the foundation for the next generation of zero-emission aircraft.
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