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The Boeing 747-400, often referred to as the \"Queen of the Skies,\" represents a pinnacle of late-20th-century 

aerospace engineering. Central to its operational success and safety record is the ATA 27 Flight Control System. 

This system is a complex architecture of mechanical, hydraulic, and electronic components designed to provide the 

pilot with precise command over the aircraft's trajectory while ensuring robust redundancy. Under the ATA 27 

classification, flight controls are divided into primary and secondary categories, each supported by the aircraft's 

ATA 24 Electrical Power systems and four independent hydraulic networks.

The Architecture of ATA 27: Primary and Secondary Flight Controls

In the Boeing 747-400, flight controls are categorized based on their role in the aircraft's three-axis stability and 

maneuvering. Primary flight controls manage the pitch, roll, and yaw, while secondary flight controlsoptimize

the aerodynamic configuration for various phases of flight, such as takeoff, approach, and landing.

1. Primary Flight Controls

The primary control surfaces of the 747-400 include the elevators, ailerons, and the rudder. Unlike modern fly-by-

wire aircraft that rely solely on electronic signaling, the 747-400 utilizes a hybrid approach where pilot inputs are 

transmitted via mechanical cables to hydraulic Power Control Units (PCUs), which then move the surfaces.

•  Elevators: Controlled by the control column, these surfaces manage the pitch axis. The 747-400 features four 

elevator segments (two on each side of the horizontal stabilizer) to ensure redundancy.

•  Ailerons: The aircraft utilizes four ailerons (two inboard and two outboard) along with spoilers to manage the 

roll axis. To prevent structural overstressing at high speeds, the outboard ailerons are automatically locked out 

during high-speed cruise.

•  Rudder: The vertical stabilizer houses two rudder segments (upper and lower), which provide directional 

control around the yaw axis and assist in crosswind landings and engine-out scenarios.

2. Secondary Flight Controls

Secondary controls include high-lift devices and drag-inducing surfaces. These are essential for managing the

aircraft's performance envelope, particularly during low-speed operations.

•  Flaps and Slats: The leading-edge slats and trailing-edge flaps increase the wing's camber, allowing for 

higher lift at lower speeds. The 747-400 utilizes a complex triple-slotted flap design.

•  Spoilers: These surfaces serve dual purposes: acting as flight spoilers to assist in roll control and as ground 

spoilers (speed brakes) to dump lift and increase drag upon landing.

•  Horizontal Stabilizer: This surface is movable to provide longitudinal trim, compensating for changes in the 

center of gravity and airspeed.

Technical Interconnectivity: ATA 27 and ATA 24

The reliability of the ATA 27 system is inextricably linked to the ATA 24 Electrical Power system. In the 747-400, 

electrical power is primarily supplied by four Integrated Drive Generators (IDGs), one mounted on each engine.

These generators provide 115-volt AC power to the aircraft's main buses.



For flight controls, electrical power is critical for the Flight Control Computers (FCCs) and the Aileron/Elevator 

Feel Units. While the primary actuation is hydraulic, the artificial feel system—which provides the pilot with tactile 

feedback based on airspeed—relies on electrical signals to adjust the resistance of the control column. Without the 

precision of the ATA 24 electrical distribution, the automated features of the flight controls, such as the Mach Trim  

and Yaw Damper, would be unavailable.

Redundancy Matrix: Hydraulic and Electrical Power Distribution

The following table illustrates the distribution of hydraulic power across the 747-400 flight control surfaces,

highlighting the design philosophy of extreme redundancy.



Control Surface Hydraulic System 1 Hydraulic System 2 Hydraulic System 3 Hydraulic System 4

Inboard Ailerons No Yes Yes No

Outboard Ailerons No Yes Yes No

Elevators Left Inbd / Right 
Outbd

Left Outbd / Right 
Inbd

Left Inbd / Right 
Outbd

Left Outbd / Right 
Inbd

Upper Rudder Yes No Yes No

Lower Rudder No Yes No Yes

Leading Edge Flaps Group A No No Group B

The Physics of Control: Feel Units and Mach Trim

As an aircraft increases in speed, the aerodynamic forces acting on the control surfaces grow exponentially. In a

purely mechanical system, the pilot would find it impossible to move the controls at high speeds, while at low

speeds, the controls would feel dangerously \"mushy.\"

To solve this, Boeing engineers implemented Artificial Feel Units. These units use a combination of springs and

hydraulic pressure (regulated by airspeed sensors) to simulate the resistance a pilot would feel if they were

manually fighting the wind. This ensures that the pilot does not inadvertently overstress the airframe at high

velocities (Vmo/Mmo).

Mach Trim and Stability

At transonic speeds, the 747-400 experiences a phenomenon known as \"Mach Tuck,\" where the center of 

pressure moves aft, causing the nose to pitch down. The Mach Trim system , governed by the FCCs, automatically 

adjusts the horizontal stabilizer to maintain longitudinal stability. This function requires high-integrity data from the 

Air Data Inertial Reference Units (ADIRU), further showcasing the synergy between ATA 27 and the aircraft's

electronic heart.

Procedural Analysis: Flap Operation and Logic

The flap system on the 747-400 is divided into two main groups: the Leading Edge (LE) Flaps and the Trailing 

Edge (TE) Flaps. The LE flaps are further divided into Group A and Group B. Group A comprises the flaps

between the inboard engines and the fuselage, while Group B comprises the flaps from the inboard engines to the

wingtips.

Operational Workflow

1.  Selection: The pilot selects a flap position (e.g., Flaps 1, 5, 10, 20, 25, or 30) using the flap lever on the 

center pedestal.

2.  Transmission: The signal is sent to the Flap Control Units (FCUs).

3.  Actuation: For the TE flaps, hydraulic motors drive torque tubes and jackscrews. For the LE flaps, pneumatic 

or hydraulic actuators extend the surfaces.

4.  Monitoring: The FCUs monitor for asymmetry. If one wing's flaps extend further than the other, the system 

automatically halts operation to prevent a roll upset.



Case Study: The G-BYGA Flap Retraction Incident

A critical look at the operational reliability of the 747-400 must include the incident involving aircraft G-BYGA. 

During rotation, the Group 'A' Leading Edge Flapsretracted un-commanded. This incident highlighted the

complexities of the automated flap logic.

Technical investigation revealed that the incident was linked to the Autoflap Retraction Logic. This safety feature 

is designed to protect the flaps from overspeed damage; if the aircraft exceeds the structural limit for a specific flap 

setting, the system partially retracts them. However, in the case of G-BYGA, a combination of sensor inputs and 

logic triggers caused the flaps to retract at a critical phase of flight (rotation), reducing the lift coefficient exactly 

when it was needed most. This case remains a primary study for technical writers and engineers regarding Failure 

Mode and Effects Analysis (FMEA) in flight control logic.

Maintenance and Reliability: The Economic Impact

As noted in the 747 reliability data, maintenance practices significantly influence operational costs. A standard 4-

hour flight generates specific wear and tear on the hydraulic seals and mechanical linkages of the ATA 27 system. 

Predictive Maintenance Metrics

Airlines utilize Aircraft Health Management (AHM) systems to track the following metrics:

•  PCU Internal Leakage Rates: Monitoring hydraulic fluid bypass to predict actuator failure.

•  Cable Tension Variance: Ensuring mechanical inputs remain within the 0.05-inch tolerance levels.

•  IDG Oil Health: Since ATA 24 supports the flight computers, IDG maintenance is a prerequisite for flight 

control reliability.



Component Maintenance Interval 
(Check)

Primary Failure Mode System Impact

Elevator PCU C-Check Hydraulic Seal Leakage Reduced pitch authority

Flap Jackscrew A-Check (Lubrication) Frictional Wear / Binding Flap Asymmetry / Lockout

Feel Unit B-Check Pneumatic/Hydraulic 
imbalance

Loss of tactile feedback

IDG (ATA 24) Continuous Monitoring Internal Component Wear Loss of redundant 
electrical bus

Summary of Flight Control Logic and Integration

The Boeing 747-400's flight control system is a masterclass in redundancy and fail-safe design. By utilizing four

independent hydraulic systems to power the primary surfaces, Boeing ensured that even with the loss of three

engines (and their associated hydraulic pumps), the aircraft remains controllable through the remaining system. 

The integration of ATA 24 (Electrical) and ATA 27 (Flight Controls) creates a sophisticated environment where 

mechanical reliability is enhanced by electronic precision. The use of Control Wheel Steering (CWS) and 

Autopilot Flight Director Systems (AFDS)allows for reduced pilot workload during long-haul flights, while the

underlying mechanical cables provide a final layer of protection against total electronic failure.

The evolution from the classic 747 models to the 400 series introduced the Digital Flight Control System, which 

replaced many analog components with digital computers. This transition improved the Mean Time Between 

Failures (MTBF)for the avionics suite, although it introduced new challenges in software logic and sensor

integration, as seen in the flap retraction studies. Ultimately, the 747-400's flight control architecture remains one of

the most studied and respected designs in aviation history, balancing the brute force of hydraulics with the refined

logic of modern aerospace electronics.
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