
AEROSPACE ENGINEERING

Airbus A320 Technical Systems: An In-Depth Guide to 
Engineering and Flight Control Architecture
Published: February 9, 2025  |  Index ID: #925

The Airbus A320 family represents a watershed moment in aviation history, marking the transition from traditional 

mechanical flight controls to the sophisticated digital Fly-By-Wire (FBW) architecture that defines modern 

commercial aerospace. Introduced in the late 1980s, the A320 was the first civil aircraft to utilize side-stick 

controllers and a fully integrated digital flight management system. This technical analysis explores the intricate 

systems of the A320, ranging from its flight control laws and hydraulic redundancy to the revolutionary propulsion 

technologies found in the Current Engine Option (CEO) and New Engine Option (NEO) variants.

The Philosophy of Fly-By-Wire and Flight Control Laws

At the heart of the Airbus A320 is the flight control system, which replaces physical cables and pulleys with 

electronic signaling. Pilot inputs from the side-stick are processed by a suite of flight control computers, which then 

command hydraulic actuators to move the flight surfaces. This system is governed by a hierarchical set of Flight 

Control Laws designed to maximize safety and operational efficiency.

1. Normal Law

Under Normal Law, the aircraft operates with full flight envelope protection. This is the standard operating mode

where the computers (ELAC, SEC, and FAC) prevent the aircraft from exceeding specific safety parameters. Key

protections include:

•  Load Factor Protection: Limits the aircraft to +2.5g to -1.0g in clean configuration.

•  Pitch Attitude Protection: Limits pitch to 30 degrees nose up and 15 degrees nose down.

•  High-Angle of Attack (Alpha) Protection: Prevents the aircraft from stalling by automatically increasing thrust 

(Alpha Floor) and limiting the angle of attack.

•  Bank Angle Protection: Limits the maximum bank angle to 67 degrees.

2. Alternate Law

If multiple system failures occur (such as the loss of multiple Air Data Inertial Reference Units), the system 

degrades to Alternate Law. In this mode, some protections are lost, and the aircraft's handling characteristics

change. While the load factor protection usually remains, the bank angle and alpha protections are often replaced

by simpler stability augmentations.

3. Direct Law and Mechanical Backup

Direct Law is the lowest level of computer-assisted flight, where a direct relationship exists between side-stick 

deflection and control surface movement. If all digital signaling fails, the A320 possesses a Mechanical Backup,

allowing the pilot to control pitch via the manual trim wheel and yaw via the rudder pedals, which are connected by

traditional cables to specific actuators.

Propulsion Systems: CEO vs. NEO Architecture

The evolution of the A320 has been largely driven by advancements in turbofan technology. The original A320ceo 

offered a choice between the CFM56-5B and the IAE V2500. However, the introduction of the A320neo (New 



Engine Option) brought a 15-20% improvement in fuel efficiency through the Pratt & Whitney PW1100G-JM (GTF) 

and the CFM International LEAP-1A.



Feature CFM56-5B (CEO) LEAP-1A (NEO) PW1100G (NEO)

Bypass Ratio 6.0:1 11:1 12:1

Fan Diameter 68 inches 78 inches 81 inches

Architecture Direct Drive Direct Drive Geared Turbofan

Max Thrust ~27,000 - 33,000 lbf ~24,500 - 32,900 lbf ~24,000 - 33,000 lbf

The Geared Turbofan (GTF) technology used by Pratt & Whitney is particularly significant. By utilizing a reduction

gearbox between the fan and the low-pressure spool, the fan can rotate at a slower, more efficient speed while the

turbine rotates at a higher, more optimal speed. This reduces noise footprints and significantly cuts NOx emissions.

Electrical and Hydraulic System Redundancy

Redundancy is the cornerstone of A320 engineering. The aircraft utilizes three independent hydraulic systems, 

color-coded as Green, Blue, and Yellow . Unlike many aircraft of its era, the A320 does not use a pneumatic

backup for flight controls, relying instead on the cross-functionality of these three systems.

Hydraulic Distribution

•  Green System: Powered by Engine 1. Controls landing gear, flaps, slats, and primary flight controls.

•  Yellow System: Powered by Engine 2 or an electric pump. Also features a hand pump for cargo door operation 

on the ground.

•  Blue System: Powered by an electric pump or, in emergencies, the Ram Air Turbine (RAT).

The Power Transfer Unit (PTU) is a critical mechanical link between the Green and Yellow systems. It allows one

system to pressurize the other without exchanging hydraulic fluid, ensuring that a single engine failure does not

result in the total loss of primary hydraulic functions.

Electrical Architecture

The electrical system is primarily powered by two 90kVA Integrated Drive Generators (IDGs), one on each 

engine. A third generator is provided by the Auxiliary Power Unit (APU). In the event of a total electrical failure, the

RAT deploys automatically to provide emergency AC power through a small hydraulic-to-electric emergency

generator.

The Glass Cockpit and ECAM Integration

The A320 popularized the Electronic Centralized Aircraft Monitor (ECAM). This system is designed to provide

the flight crew with real-time data regarding the aircraft's systems and to guide them through abnormal procedures.

The ECAM philosophy follows a "Need to Know" principle, suppressing unnecessary information during high-

workload phases of flight.

The display suite consists of six interchangeable Liquid Crystal Displays (LCDs):

1.  Primary Flight Display (PFD): Shows attitude, airspeed, altitude, and vertical speed.

2.  Navigation Display (ND): Shows flight plan, weather radar, and TCAS information.

3.  Engine/Warning Display (E/WD): Displays primary engine parameters and fuel flow, along with checklist 

memos.



4.  System Display (SD): Displays detailed synoptic pages for hydraulics, electrics, bleed air, and other 

subsystems.

Pneumatic and Environmental Control Systems (ECS)

The A320’s pneumatic system supplies high-pressure air for wing anti-ice, engine starting, and the Environmental 

Control System (ECS). Air is bled from the intermediate-pressure (IP) or high-pressure (HP) stages of the engine 

compressors. This air is extremely hot and must be cooled by Pack Heat Exchangersusing RAM air before

entering the cabin.

The cabin pressure is controlled by two Cabin Pressure Controllers (CPCs) that manage the position of the 

Outflow Valve. In a typical cruise at 39,000 feet, the system maintains a cabin altitude of approximately 8,000 feet,

ensuring passenger comfort and structural integrity.

Technical Maintenance and Troubleshooting

Modern maintenance for the A320 is facilitated by the Centralized Fault Display System (CFDS). This system

records faults from all Line Replaceable Units (LRUs) throughout the aircraft. Maintenance crews can access these

logs via the Multipurpose Control and Display Unit (MCDU) in the cockpit. This allows for rapid troubleshooting and

reduces the Mean Time To Repair (MTTR).

Common Failure Modes and Solutions

A frequent technical challenge involves the IDG oil temperature. If the internal cooling of the generator fails, the 

crew must disconnect the IDG to prevent mechanical seizure. Once disconnected, the IDG can only be 

reconnected on the ground by maintenance personnel. Another critical procedure involves Dual Engine Failure,

where the crew must manage the RAT deployment and follow the "Grave" procedure to attempt a relight while

maintaining glide speed.

Strategic Impact and Future Evolution

The A320 family continues to evolve with the A321XLR, which pushes the boundaries of narrow-body range to 

4,700 nautical miles. By utilizing an Additional Rear Center Tank (RCT)and structural strengthening, the aircraft

is now capable of transcontinental routes previously reserved for wide-body jets like the A330 or Boeing 787.

The success of the A320 is rooted in its highly modular and digital nature. From the Full Authority Digital Engine 

Control (FADEC) that manages thrust with precision to the Flight Management and Guidance System (FMGS)

that optimizes trajectories for fuel efficiency, the aircraft remains a benchmark for technical excellence in the 21st

century. As the industry moves toward more sustainable fuels (SAF) and hydrogen propulsion, the A320 platform

remains the primary testbed for these revolutionary technologies, ensuring its relevance for decades to come.

Ultimately, the A320 is more than just a transport vehicle; it is a complex ecosystem of integrated digital and

mechanical systems working in harmony. For pilots, engineers, and technicians, understanding these systems is

not merely a matter of operational necessity but a deep dive into the pinnacle of modern aerospace engineering.

The balance of automation, redundancy, and performance continues to make the A320 the backbone of global

aviation infrastructure.
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