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In the highly regulated environment of commercial aviation, documentation is as critical as the physical hardware of 

the aircraft itself. For the Airbus A320 family—which includes the A318, A319, A320, and A321—a complex 

ecosystem of manuals ensures safety, operational efficiency, and airworthiness. This article provides an in-depth 

exploration of the primary technical documents used by flight crews, maintenance engineers, and airport planners. 

By analyzing the Flight Crew Operating Manual (FCOM), the Flight Crew Training Manual (FCTM) , and the 

Aircraft Characteristics for Airport and Maintenance Planning (AC), we can understand the rigorous

framework that supports one of the world's most successful narrow-body aircraft programs.

The Architecture of Airbus Technical Documentation

Airbus utilizes a modular approach to technical documentation, ensuring that every stakeholder—from the pilot in

the cockpit to the engineer on the ground—has access to precise, verified information. The documentation suite is

designed to evolve throughout the life of the aircraft, incorporating service bulletins (SBs), airworthiness directives

(ADs), and operational feedback. The primary documents mentioned in technical study data often overlap, yet they

serve distinct functional purposes.

1. The Flight Crew Operating Manual (FCOM)

The FCOM is the primary reference for flight crews. It is divided into several modules, including Normal 

Procedures (NP), Abnormal and Emergency Procedures, and System Descriptions. The FCOM is not merely 

a "how-to" guide; it is a legally binding document that defines the limitations and operating envelopes of the aircraft. 

For the A320, the FCOM highlights the Operational Philosophyof Airbus, which focuses on automation

management and the protection of the flight envelope.

2. The Flight Crew Training Manual (FCTM)

While the FCOM tells the pilot *what* to do, the FCTM explains *how* and *why*. It provides the pedagogical 

background for the procedures outlined in the FCOM. It focuses on the Airbus Golden Rules, such as "Fly,

Navigate, Communicate, in that order," and provides detailed guidance on handling techniques, such as crosswind

landings, energy management, and the use of the fly-by-wire (FBW) system.

3. Aircraft Characteristics for Airport and Maintenance Planning (AC)

The A320 AC manualis indispensable for airport authorities and maintenance planners. It provides the physical

dimensions, ground clearance, turning radii, and pavement load requirements (ACN/PCN). This ensures that an

airport's infrastructure can support the A320-200 or the newer A320neo variants without damaging taxiways or

requiring excessive ground handling modifications.

Core Mechanics: Fly-By-Wire and Load Factor Protection

One of the defining features of the A320 family is its Fly-By-Wire (FBW) system. Unlike conventional aircraft where 

cables and pulleys connect the cockpit controls to the flight surfaces, the A320 uses electronic signals processed 



by flight control computers. This allows for the implementation of Flight Envelope Protection.

Structural Design and Load Limits

As noted in the Flight Crew Training Manual , the A320 is designed to operate within specific structural limits. In 

Normal Law, the aircraft features Load Factor Protection. The system is designed to allow the pilot to maneuver

the aircraft up to its structural limits without risk of overstressing the airframe.

•  Clean Configuration: The load factor limit is +2.5g to -1.0g.

•  Flaps Extended: The limit is +2.0g to 0g.

This protection ensures that even in an emergency avoidance maneuver, the pilot can pull the sidestick to the back

stop without the wing failing. This is a fundamental shift from traditional piloting, where the pilot must manually

monitor g-loads during maneuvers.

Manual Engine Start: Technical Breakdown and Procedures

While modern engines like the CFM56 or the IAE V2500 are typically started automatically, the A320 Normal 

Procedures recommend a Manual Start under specific conditions. As cited in recent technical manuals (e.g., 

FCOM PRO-NOR-SUP-ENG), manual starts are recommended after a Start Abortdue to engine stall, start valve

failure, or when operating in high-altitude airports or extreme temperatures.

Manual Start Sequence Step-by-Step

1.  Preparation: The flight crew ensures the bleed air pressure is sufficient (typically 30 PSI minimum). The ENG 

MODE selector is set to IGN/START.

2.  Initiation: The MAN START pushbutton is pressed. This opens the start valve.

3.  Monitoring: The crew monitors the N2 (high-pressure compressor) rotation. At approximately 22% N2 

(depending on engine type), the ENG MASTER switch is moved to ON.

4.  Fuel and Ignition: The FADEC (Full Authority Digital Engine Control) manages fuel flow and ignition. The pilot 

must monitor the EGT (Exhaust Gas Temperature) to ensure it does not exceed the start limit.

5.  Completion: Once the engine reaches a stable idle, the start valve closes automatically, and the MAN START 

light goes out.

Comparative Analysis of Airbus A320 Documentation

To better understand the scope of these manuals, the following table compares their primary objectives, target

audiences, and key contents.



Manual Type Target Audience Primary Objective Key Technical Data 
Included

FCOM Flight Crews Safe operation of the 
aircraft.

System descriptions, 
SOPs, performance tables, 
limitations.

FCTM Pilots & Instructors Operational techniques 
and philosophy.

Landing techniques, 
automation usage, 
handling characteristics.

AMM Maintenance Technicians Repair and inspection 
procedures.

Component removal/
installation, testing, 
troubleshooting.

AC Manual Airport Engineers Infrastructure compatibility. Turning radii, ground 
servicing points, pavement 
loads.

QRH Flight Crews Emergency reference. Checklists for non-normal 
situations, performance 
corrections.

Airport Planning and Ground Maintenance Dynamics

The Aircraft Characteristics (AC) manual is a cornerstone of airport logistics. When an airline introduces the 

A320 to a new destination, the ground operations team must consult the AC manual to determine the footprint of 

the aircraft during servicing. For example, the A320-200 with wing-tip fences has a different ground maneuvering 

profile than the A320neo equipped with Sharklets.

Ground Servicing Points

The AC manual provides detailed diagrams of ground servicing points, including:

•  Refueling: Single-point pressure refueling located under the right wing.

•  Pneumatic Power: High-pressure ground air connection points for engine starting if the APU is inoperative.

•  Electrical Power: Location of the external power receptacle (typically on the lower right side of the nose).

•  Potable Water and Waste: Locations for servicing the water and lavatory systems.

Understanding these locations is vital for optimizing turnaround time (TAT). A standardized turnaround procedure,

as outlined in maintenance planning, ensures the aircraft can be serviced safely within a 25-to-45-minute window,

which is crucial for low-cost carrier (LCC) operations.

Operational Case Study: Handling a Start Abort

A common scenario in flight simulation and real-world training is the Engine Start Abort. If the FADEC detects a

parameter outside of normal limits during the auto-start (such as an EGT over-temperature or no N1 rotation), it will

automatically abort the start. However, the pilot must be prepared to intervene.

Failure Mode: Hot Start

If the EGT rises rapidly toward the limit (indicated by a red line on the ECAM), the FADEC usually handles the fuel 

shut-off. In some older engine variants or specific failure modes, the FCOM dictates that the pilot must manually 

move the ENG MASTER switch to OFF and perform a Crankcycle. The crank cycle uses the starter motor to



rotate the engine without fuel or ignition, effectively blowing cool air through the core to reduce EGT and clear

unburnt fuel.

Procedural Solution

1.  Identify: Monitor ECAM for "ENG X START FAULT."

2.  Action: Set ENG MASTER to OFF.

3.  Recovery: Follow the ECAM instructions, which may require a 30-second dry crank.

4.  Re-attempt: Perform a Manual Start as per FCOM PRO-NOR-SUP-ENG, as the auto-start logic may have 

been inhibited by the previous fault.

Flight Envelope Protection: A Deep Dive into Control Laws

The A320's flight control system operates under different "laws" depending on the health of the aircraft's sensors 

and computers. This is a critical concept within the Flight Crew Training Manual .

Normal Law

In Normal Law, the pilot provides maneuvering commands, and the computers ensure the aircraft stays within safe

limits. These include:

•  High Attack Angle (Alpha) Protection: Prevents the aircraft from stalling. If the speed drops too low, the aircraft 

will automatically pitch down or increase thrust (Alpha Floor).

•  High Speed Protection: Prevents the aircraft from exceeding the maximum operating speed (VMO/MMO).

•  Bank Angle Protection: Limits the bank angle to 67 degrees (or 33 degrees if the pilot releases the sidestick).

Alternate and Direct Law

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

Alternate Law. Most protections are lost, and the aircraft behaves more like a conventional plane. If further 

degradations occur, it enters Direct Law, where there is a direct linear relationship between sidestick movement

and control surface deflection. Understanding these transitions is a core requirement for A320 type-rating training.

Maintenance Planning and Reliability Engineering

The Aircraft Maintenance Manual (AMM) and the Maintenance Planning Document (MPD)are used to

schedule recurring inspections. The A320 utilizes a task-oriented maintenance program based on the MSG-3

(Maintenance Steering Group) logic.

Typical Maintenance Intervals

•  A-Check: Performed approximately every 500-750 flight hours. Includes light inspections and fluid checks.

•  C-Check: Performed every 18-24 months. A more intensive inspection of the airframe, systems, and engines.

•  D-Check (Heavy Maintenance): Occurs every 6-10 years. The aircraft is essentially stripped down for 

structural integrity inspections and major overhauls.

The A320 Maintenance Planningmanual ensures that these checks are synchronized with the aircraft’s utilization

to minimize downtime and maximize revenue for the operator.

The Role of Digitalization in Modern Manuals

The transition from paper manuals to Electronic Flight Bags (EFB) and digital Technical Data (TD) has 

revolutionized how crews interact with A320 documentation. Airbus now provides the LPC (Less Paper Cockpit) 

suite, allowing pilots to calculate performance, view the FCOM, and access the e-QRH (Electronic Quick 



Reference Handbook) on a tablet.

This digital integration allows for Real-Time Updates. When Airbus issues a revision to a procedure (e.g., a

change in the cold weather operating procedures), it can be pushed to an entire fleet's EFBs simultaneously,

ensuring all crews are operating with the most current data. This reduces the risk associated with outdated paper

charts and manuals.

The integration of technical documentation into the operational lifecycle of the Airbus A320 is a testament to the

engineering rigor of the aerospace industry. From the structural g-load protections defined in the training manuals

to the precise ground clearances in the airport planning guides, every aspect of the aircraft is documented to

ensure the highest levels of safety. For professionals in the field, whether in the cockpit or the hangar, a deep

understanding of these manuals is not just a requirement—it is the foundation of a safe and efficient aviation

system. As the A320 family continues to evolve with the A321XLR and future variants, the documentation

framework will remain the bedrock of its success, adapting to new technologies while maintaining the core

operational philosophy that has made the A320 a global standard.
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