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Introduction to the Airbus A320 Operational Ecosystem

The Airbus A320 family, encompassing the A318, A319, A320, and A321, represents a revolutionary milestone in 

aviation history. As the first civil aircraft to implement digital fly-by-wire (FBW) flight control systems and side-stick 

controllers, it redefined the relationship between the pilot and the machine. For flight crews, operating this 

sophisticated platform requires a deep understanding of integrated systems, automated flight laws, and a 

standardized documentation hierarchy. This guide provides an exhaustive technical analysis of the Flight Crew 

Operating Manual (FCOM), Flight Crew Training Manual (FCTM) , and the operational philosophies that govern

the world's most successful narrow-body aircraft family.

The Hierarchy of Airbus Documentation

In the high-stakes environment of commercial aviation, information management is critical for safety. Airbus utilizes

a structured documentation system designed to provide crews with everything from theoretical background to

emergency checklists. The core of this system consists of several interlinked manuals:

•  Flight Crew Operating Manual (FCOM): This is the primary reference for pilots. It contains technical 

descriptions of aircraft systems, normal procedures, abnormal/emergency procedures, and performance data. It is 

often divided into volumes covering systems, flight preparation, and the Pilot’s Guide for the Flight Management 

and Guidance System (FMGS).

•  Flight Crew Training Manual (FCTM): While the FCOM tells you what to do, the FCTM explains how and why. 

It focuses on technique, operational philosophy, and the practical application of procedures.

•  Quick Reference Handbook (QRH): A condensed version of the FCOM’s abnormal procedures, used in the 

cockpit for rapid response to system failures.

•  Minimum Equipment List (MEL): A document that determines if an aircraft is airworthy for dispatch with 

specific systems or components inoperative.

Airbus Operational Philosophy and the Golden Rules

The Airbus cockpit is built around a specific operational philosophy intended to minimize human error and 

maximize situational awareness. Central to this are the Operational Golden Rules, which every pilot must

internalize:

1.  Fly, Navigate, Communicate (In that order): Maintaining aircraft control is the absolute priority, followed by 

situational awareness (navigation), and finally coordination with Air Traffic Control (ATC).

2.  Use the Appropriate Level of Automation: Pilots must decide when to use full automation (Managed Mode), 

partial automation (Selected Mode), or manual flight depending on the workload and environment.

3.  Understand the FMA (Flight Mode Annunciator): The FMA at the top of the Primary Flight Display (PFD) is 

the only reliable indicator of what the automated systems are doing.

4.  Take Action if Things Go Wrong: If the aircraft does not behave as expected, the crew must immediately 

intervene, often by disconnecting the automation and reverting to manual control.



Technical Analysis: Flight Control Laws

The A320 utilizes a triplex digital flight control system. Unlike conventional aircraft where the pilot's input directly

moves the control surfaces via cables or hydraulics, the A320 uses computers to interpret pilot input and move

surfaces according to specific "Laws." This provides flight envelope protection, preventing the aircraft from stalling

or exceeding structural limits.

1. Normal Law

Under Normal Law, the computers provide maximum protection. It includes:Load Factor Protection: Prevents 

overstressing the airframe (+2.5g to -1.0g in clean configuration).Pitch Attitude Protection: Limits pitch to +30° 

and -15°.High-Speed Protection: Automatically recovers the aircraft if the maximum operating speed (VMO/MMO) 

is exceeded.Alpha Floor Protection: A critical safety feature where the Auto Thrust (A/THR)automatically

commands TOGA (Take-Off/Go-Around) power if the Angle of Attack (AoA) becomes too high.

2. Alternate Law

If multiple system failures occur (e.g., loss of several Air Data Inertial Reference Units - ADIRUs), the system

degrades to Alternate Law. In this mode, most protections are lost or significantly modified. The aircraft no longer

has positive spiral stability, and the pilot must be more vigilant regarding speed and attitude limits.

3. Direct Law

Direct Law is the lowest level of computer-assisted flight. There is a direct proportional relationship between side-

stick movement and control surface deflection. In this state, the aircraft handles like a conventional airplane without

any electronic protections. Pilots must use manual trim for pitch control.

Comparison of Flight Control Laws



Feature Normal Law Alternate Law Direct Law

Pitch Protection Full (Load factor, Alpha, 
Pitch)

Reduced / Load Factor 
Only

None

Roll Protection Bank Angle Limits None None

Yaw Control Turn Coordination / 
Damping

Damping Only Mechanical / Direct

Auto-Trim Full Automation Available Manual Only

Envelope Protection Active Limited None

Crew Composition and Resource Management

The minimum flight crew for the Airbus A320 family is two pilots: a Captain (Pilot in Command) and a First Officer.

However, the total crew composition for a flight includes cabin crew (Flight Attendants), whose numbers are

determined by regulatory requirements (such as FAA or EASA standards).

Flight Attendant Requirements

According to international safety standards, the number of flight attendants is typically based on the seating 

capacity of the aircraft, not the number of passengers actually on board. The standard ratio is one flight attendant 

for every 50 passenger seats. 



Aircraft Model Typical Seating Min. Flight Attendants

A318 107 - 132 3

A319 124 - 156 3 - 4

A320 150 - 186 4

A321 185 - 236 5

The Flight Management and Guidance System (FMGS)

The heart of the A320’s navigation is the FMGS. It consists of two Flight Management and Guidance Computers 

(FMGCs) and two Multipurpose Control and Display Units (MCDUs). The FMGS performs four main functions:

Flight Planning: Lateral and vertical flight path construction.Navigation: Calculating the aircraft's current position 

using GPS, IRS, and radio beacons (DME, VOR).Performance Optimization: Calculating optimum speeds and 

altitudes for fuel efficiency.Guidance: Sending commands to the Autopilot and Flight Director.

Mathematical Basis for V-Speeds

The FMGS calculates critical speeds for takeoff based on aircraft weight, temperature, and flap setting. While the 

computers handle the bulk of the math, the underlying physics involves the Lift Equation: L = 1/2 * <��¢�k"�¢�2�¢�6À

Where <� is air density, v is velocity, S is wing area, and Cl is the lift coefficient. The FMGS ensures that V1 (Decision 

Speed) and Vr (Rotation Speed) are always higher than Vmcg(Minimum Control Speed on Ground) to ensure

safety in the event of an engine failure.

Normal Procedures: The Walkaround and Cockpit Preparation

The FCOM mandates a strict sequence for preparing the aircraft for flight. This begins with the Exterior 

Walkaround. Pilots must inspect:Tires and Brakes: Checking for wear indicators and hydraulic leaks.Probes and 

Sensors: Ensuring Pitot tubes and Static ports are unobstructed.Engine Fan Blades: Looking for nicks or debris 

(FOD).Oxygen Disks:Checking the green discharge disk on the fuselage to ensure the crew oxygen system

hasn't over-pressurized.

Cockpit Flow Patterns

Modern crews use "flows"—memorized sequences of actions—followed by checklists to verify completion. The

A320 cockpit is designed with an "overhead-to-pedestal" logic. Switches are generally positioned such that "lights

out" means the system is in its normal operational state, reducing the cognitive load on the pilots.

Case Study: Managing System Failures and Redundancy

A primary feature of the A320 is its system redundancy. For instance, the electrical system is powered by two

engine-driven Integrated Drive Generators (IDGs), an Auxiliary Power Unit (APU) generator, and an Emergency

Ram Air Turbine (RAT) that deploys if all electrical power is lost.

Scenario: Dual Engine Failure

In the unlikely event of a dual engine flameout, the aircraft enters a high-workload state. The FCOM and QRH 

provide a specific protocol:Fly: Maintain green dot speed (best glide).Power: The RAT will automatically deploy to 



provide hydraulic pressure and emergency electrical power.Restart: Attempt engine relights using the residual 

heat and airflow (windmilling).Plan:Identify the nearest suitable landing site using the FMGS "Closest Airports"

function.

Airport and Maintenance Planning (AC)

The A320 Aircraft Characteristics (AC)manual is vital for airport authorities and maintenance planning. It

includes data on aircraft dimensions, turning radii, and pavement load requirements (ACN/PCN). For example, the

A320-200 has a wingspan of 34.1 meters (with Sharklets), which dictates the category of gate it can occupy and

the width of taxiways it can safely navigate.

Future Trends: The A321neo and Beyond

As seen in recent orders from major carriers like American Airlines, the A321neo (New Engine Option) is 

becoming the industry standard. The neo variants feature more efficient engines (LEAP-1A or PW1100G) and large 

wingtip devices known as Sharklets. While the core cockpit remains familiar to maintain a Common Type Rating ,

the FCOM for these aircraft includes updated sections on engine FADEC (Full Authority Digital Engine Control)

logic and enhanced fuel monitoring systems.

Practical Implementation for Aspiring Pilots

For those training on the A320, the transition from conventional aircraft involves a significant mental shift. Key areas 

of focus should include:Side-stick Logic: Understanding that the stick commands a rate of change or a load factor, 

not a direct surface position.Auto-Thrust Management: Learning that the thrust levers do not move automatically; 

the pilot sets them in the "CLIMB" detent, and the computers manage the actual N1/EPR output.MCDU Fluency:

The ability to quickly re-program the flight plan during a diversion or arrival change.

Synthesizing the Technical Landscape

The Airbus A320 family is a masterpiece of systems engineering, but its safety record is as much a result of its 

documentation as its hardware. The Flight Crew Operating Manual acts as the definitive constitution for the 

aircraft, ensuring that whether a pilot is in London, New York, or Tokyo, the aircraft is operated with the same level 

of precision and safety. By adhering to the Operational Golden Rulesand maintaining a deep technical

understanding of the flight control laws, crews can leverage the full power of Airbus technology to navigate the

complex skies of modern aviation.

Ultimately, the synergy between the pilot's decision-making and the aircraft's protective envelope creates a safety

margin that was once thought impossible. As the platform continues to evolve with the A321XLR and further

software enhancements, the principles laid out in the FCOM and FCTM remain the bedrock of professional flight

operations, ensuring the A320 remains a dominant force in the global fleet for decades to come.
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