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The Airbus A320 family represents a milestone in aviation engineering, introducing the first digital fly-by-wire (FBW)

flight control system in a commercial airliner. For pilots, maintenance engineers, and technical enthusiasts,

understanding the intricate systems of the A320 is not merely about operational proficiency but about mastering the

synergy between hardware, software, and aerodynamics. This technical analysis serves as a high-level educational

resource, synthesizing critical data points from historical technical notes, including those from industry veterans

such as Captain Chris Gauci, and aligning them with modern Airbus technical standards. By exploring ATA

chapters from airframe dimensions to integrated avionics, we provide an in-depth framework for the A320’s

operational ecosystem.

ATA 06: Dimensions and Structural Geometry

To understand the A320, one must first comprehend its physical footprint and the structural parameters that define 

its ground and flight handling characteristics. ATA 06provides the foundational measurements essential for airport

planning, maintenance positioning, and weight and balance calculations.

According to standard technical specifications, the A320 features a fuselage length of approximately 123 feet 

(37.57 meters). Its wing span is roughly 117 feet (35.8 meters), which incorporates a wing sweep angleof 24.97

degrees at 25% of the Mean Aerodynamic Chord (MAC). These dimensions are not static across the family; the

A318, A319, and A321 variants offer different lengths but maintain commonality in wing design and cockpit layout.

The aircraft’s height, measured to the top of the vertical stabilizer, is approximately 40 feet (11.76 meters). From a 

technical recording perspective, distances on the aircraft are plotted using Fuselage Datum Lines:

•  X-axis (STA): Fore and aft distance from a reference point (Station 0).

•  Y-axis: Lateral distance from the fuselage centerline.

•  Z-axis: Vertical distance from a reference horizontal plane.

These coordinates are vital during heavy maintenance or after a hard landing inspection to verify structural integrity

and alignment.

ATA 31: Indicating and Recording Systems

The A320’s cockpit is a masterpiece of the “dark cockpit” philosophy. Central to this is ATA 31, which covers the 

Electronic Instrument System (EIS) and the Flight Warning System. The EIS consists of six identical Liquid

Crystal Displays (LCDs) divided into the Primary Flight Display (PFD), Navigation Display (ND), and the Engine/

Warning Display (E/WD) and System Display (SD).

The Flight Warning Computer (FWC)

The Flight Warning Computer (FWC) is the “brain” of the indicating system. It collects data from various system

sensors and generates alerts. The FWC prioritizes warnings based on the phase of flight and the severity of the

malfunction. Warnings are categorized into three levels:



1.  Level 3 (Red Warning): Requires immediate crew action. Accompanied by a continuous repetitive chime 

(CRC) and a red master warning light.

2.  Level 2 (Amber Caution): Requires crew awareness but not necessarily immediate action. Accompanied by a 

single chime and an amber master caution light.

3.  Level 1 (Amber Caution): Monitoring required; usually no aural alert.

Technical notes emphasize that the FWC suppresses non-critical warnings during high-workload phases, such as 

takeoff and landing, through Flight Phase Inhibition (FPI)logic. This ensures that the pilots are not distracted by

minor system faults during the critical 80 knots to 1,500 feet window.

ATA 32: Landing Gear Systems and Logic

The A320 Landing Gear (ATA 32) is a conventional retractable tricycle arrangement, consisting of a twin-wheel 

nose gear and two twin-wheel main gears. The extension and retraction are controlled electrically by the Landing 

Gear Control and Interface Unit (LGCIU) and actuated hydraulically by the Green hydraulic system.

Extension and Retraction Sequence

When the pilot moves the landing gear lever, the LGCIU signals the hydraulic valves to sequence the door opening, 

gear unlock, movement, and locking. A critical safety feature is the Gravity Extensionsystem. In the event of a

total Green hydraulic system failure, the gear can be extended manually via a crank in the cockpit. This uses gravity

and aerodynamic forces to lock the gear into place.

Braking and Steering

The braking system is managed by the BSCU (Braking and Steering Control Unit). The A320 features multi-disc

carbon brakes. The BSCU provides several functions:

•  Normal Braking: Powered by the Green hydraulic system with anti-skid protection.

•  Alternate Braking: Powered by the Yellow hydraulic system with an accumulator backup.

•  Autobrake: Three modes (LO, MED, MAX) used during landing or rejected takeoff (RTO).



System Feature Normal Operation Backup / Alternate Operation

Hydraulic Power Green System Yellow System / Accumulator

Anti-Skid Available via BSCU Available (Yellow) or Disabled 
(Accumulator)

Nose Wheel Steering Fly-by-wire via BSCU Disabled if Green System Fails (older 
models)

Control Logic LGCIU 1 &amp; 2 Gravity Extension Crank

ATA 24 &amp; 33: Electrical Systems and Cockpit Lighting

The electrical system (ATA 24) of the A320 is highly automated. It primarily uses 115V 400Hz AC power, provided 

by two 90kVA Integrated Drive Generators (IDGs). A third generator, driven by the APU (Auxiliary Power Unit),

can provide power on the ground or in flight if an IDG fails.

Emergency Power and Battery Protection

In a total electrical failure, a Ram Air Turbine (RAT)  deploys automatically to power the Emergency Generator. 

However, a specific technical detail often noted in maintenance manuals is the battery protection logic for cockpit 

lighting. As cited in technical notes, the dome lightis the only cockpit lighting equipped with battery protection. In

the event of a loss of main power, the dome light will remain illuminated for a set period if the battery bus is active.

For takeoff and landing in low light, the “dim” position is recommended to balance visibility and power preservation.

FCU Lighting and Potentiometers

The Flight Control Unit (FCU)lighting is controlled by two sliding potentiometers located under the FCU

glareshield:

•  Left Potentiometer: Controls the integral lighting of the labels, knobs, and switches.

•  Right Potentiometer: Controls the brightness of the LCD displays (Heading, Altitude, Vertical Speed windows).

ATA 21 &amp; 36: Environmental Control and Pneumatics

The Pneumatic System (ATA 36) supplies high-pressure air for air conditioning, wing anti-ice, engine starting, and 

hydraulic reservoir pressurization. Air is bled from the engines (IP or HP stages) or the APU. The Bleed 

Monitoring Computers (BMCs) supervise the system for leaks or over-temperature conditions.

Air Conditioning Packs

The Air Conditioning System (ATA 21) utilizes two packs that cool the bleed air using air-to-air heat exchangers 

and air cycle machines. The temperature is regulated by the Pack Controllers, which modulate bypass valves to

mix hot bleed air with cold air to achieve the desired zone temperature. The A320 is divided into three zones:

Cockpit, Forward Cabin, and Aft Cabin.

Pressurization Logic

The pressurization system is fully automatic and requires only the landing elevation to be known (usually via the 

FMGS). It utilizes two Cabin Pressure Controllers (CPCs)that operate an outflow valve. The system follows a pre-

programmed cabin altitude profile to ensure passenger comfort, limiting the rate of climb or descent to avoid ear



discomfort.

ATA 22: Auto Flight and Flight Control Unit (FCU)

The Auto Flight System (AFS) consists of the Flight Management and Guidance System (FMGS) and the Flight 

Augmentation Computers (FAC). The FCU serves as the primary interface between the pilot and the FMGS for

short-term changes to the flight path.

Managed vs. Selected Guidance

A fundamental concept in A320 operation is the distinction between Managed and Selected modes:

•  Managed Guidance: The aircraft follows the vertical and lateral profile pre-programmed into the Flight 

Management Computer (MCDU). (Indicated by dots on the FCU and “magenta” symbols on the PFD/ND).

•  Selected Guidance: The pilot “pulls” the knob to take manual control over a specific parameter (Heading, 

Speed, or Altitude). (Indicated by digital values on the FCU and “blue” symbols).

Maintenance Planning and Aircraft Characteristics

For maintenance planning, the Aircraft Characteristics (AC)document is the authority. It provides data for towing,

jacking, and parking. Technical notes highlight that the A320 has a maximum ramp weight (MRW) and maximum

takeoff weight (MTOW) that vary depending on the specific engine option (CFM56 or IAE V2500) and airframe

modifications (e.g., Sharklets vs. Wingtip Fences).

Ground Maneuvering

The A320’s turning radius is a critical factor for airport operations. For a standard A320, the minimum pavement 

width for a 180-degree turn is approximately 75 feet (22.9 meters). Ground crews must be aware that the wingtips 

and the taildescribe different arcs during a turn, necessitating careful monitoring during pushback and taxi in

confined spaces.

Technical Troubleshooting and Case Studies

Real-world technical challenges often arise in the interaction between systems. A common troubleshooting 

scenario involves the Airbus ECAM (Electronic Centralized Aircraft Monitor) actions. 

Case Study: Dual LGCIU Fault

If both LGCIUs fail, the aircraft loses the ability to sense whether it is “in flight” or “on ground.” This has cascading 

effects: the landing gear must be extended via gravity, and certain spoilers and autobrakes may become 

unavailable. Pilots are trained to refer to the QRH (Quick Reference Handbook)to manage the landing

configuration. The technical solution involves verifying the breaker status and, if necessary, performing a reset if the

aircraft is on the ground and the logic permits.

Case Study: FWC Data Discrepancy

In instances where the FWC receives conflicting data from the ADIRUs (Air Data Inertial Reference Units), it may

trigger an "ADR CHECK" or "UNRELIABLE SPEED" indication. The priority here is for the flight crew to maintain

pitch and thrust settings according to the QRH tables while the technical team later analyzes the Pitot-Static

system for blockages or sensor icing.

Comparative Analysis: A320ceo vs. A320neo



While the technical notes often focus on the “ceo” (current engine option), the “neo” (new engine option) introduces 

significant changes in ATA 70 (Engines) and ATA 27 (Flight Controls)through software updates. The neo

features the CFM LEAP-1A or Pratt &amp; Whitney PW1100G engines, which offer higher bypass ratios and

greater fuel efficiency.



Feature A320ceo A320neo

Engine Type CFM56-5B / IAE V2500 LEAP-1A / PW1100G

Bypass Ratio Approx 5:1 to 6:1 Approx 11:1 to 12:1

Wingtip Wingtips Fences (Standard) Sharklets (Standard)

Fuel Efficiency Baseline ~15-20% Improvement

The digital backbone of the A320 is designed for longevity and safety. By integrating complex logic like the LGCIU

sensing and the FWC prioritization, Airbus created an aircraft that assists the crew during failures rather than

overwhelming them. These technical notes underscore the importance of understanding the "why" behind the

cockpit indications. Whether it is the sliding potentiometers for FCU lighting or the gravity extension of the landing

gear, every system on the A320 is built with redundancy and logic-driven safety at its core.

As the A320 continues to evolve through the neo and XLR variants, the foundational technical notes remains the

same. Professional mastery requires constant review of these ATA chapters and an appreciation for the engineering

rigor that allows a 123-foot, 70-ton machine to navigate the skies with digital precision. For those in training, these

notes serve as a bridge between the theoretical manuals and the practical realities of flight operations, ensuring

that the legacy of technical excellence in the Airbus fleet continues into the next generation of aviation.
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