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Airbus Fly by Wire: A Process Toward Total Dependability

In the world of commercial aviation, the quest for safer, more efficient, and more reliable aircraft has driven
innovation at an unprecedented pace. At the heart of this evolution lies the fly by wire (FBW) system—a digital,
electronic method of controlling aircraft that replaces traditional mechanical and hydraulic linkages with software
and electronic circuits. Among the pioneers of this technology, Airbus has consistently pushed the envelope, turning
its FBW architecture into a benchmark for total dependability. This article explores how Airbus’s FBW process has
become a cornerstone of modern aviation, detailing its technical foundations, certification journey, operational
advantages, and future prospects.

1.The Evolution of Fly by Wire Technology

1.1 From Mechanical Linkage to Digital Control

For centuries, pilots manipulated aircraft controls through direct mechanical linkages—Ilevers, cables, and rods that
translated hand motions into aerodynamic forces. While effective, this system had inherent limitations: weight, wear,
and the lack of real time feedback. The introduction of hydraulic actuators in the 1950s added power but also
increased complexity and maintenance demands.

The 1970s marked a turning point when the concept of fly by wire emerged. Instead of physical connections,
electronic signals transmitted pilot intentions to flight control computers, which then commanded actuators. Early
FBW prototypes were limited by the nascent state of microelectronics, but they demonstrated the potential for
lighter, more precise, and safer aircraft.

1.2 The First Commercial FBW Aircraft

Airbus’s journey began with the A300, the world’s first commercial airliner to feature an FBW system in 1974. The
A300's FBW architecture employed a redundant, three channel computer design that controlled all primary flight
surfaces. This pioneering effort showcased the viability of digital flight control and set a precedent for future Airbus
models.

2. Airbus’s Fly by Wire Architecture

2.1 Core Design Principles

Airbus’s FBW systems are built on a set of core design principles that collectively ensure safety, reliability, and
performance:

¢ Redundancy: Each flight control function is handled by at least three independent computers, ensuring that a
single fault cannot compromise the system.

e Software Integrity: Rigorous software development processes, including formal verification, ensure that code
behaves predictably under all conditions.

¢ Hardware Reliability: Components are selected for high mean time between failures (MTBF) and undergo
extensive environmental testing.

e Fail Safe Operation: In the event of a fault, the system automatically switches to a safe mode, maintaining



control and stability.

2.2 Key Components

1. Flight Control Computers (FCCs): These are the brain of the FBW system, processing pilot inputs, sensor
data, and executing control laws.

2. Actuators and Servos: Electrically driven devices that move control surfaces based on FCC commands.

3. Sensors: Airspeed, attitude, acceleration, and other sensors provide real time data for flight control decisions.

4. Communication Networks: High speed, fault tolerant data buses (e.g., ARINC 664) transmit information
between components.

5. Power Supply: Dual redundant power sources ensure continuous operation even during power anomalies.

3.The Process Toward Total Dependability

3.1 Design and Development Phase

Airbus adopts a systematic approach that begins with rigorous design reviews. Engineers model the entire aircraft’s
dynamics, simulate flight scenarios, and validate control laws against stringent safety criteria. The process involves:

« Defining performance envelopes that specify how the aircraft should behave across all flight regimes.
e Creating redundant architectures that guarantee continuity of operation even when one component fails.
* Implementing software safety mechanisms such as watchdog timers and fault detection algorithms.

3.2 Software Development and Verification

Software is the linchpin of FBW systems. Airbus follows the DO-178Cguidelines—a set of standards that govern
aviation software safety. Key steps include:

1. Requirements Analysis: Translating functional and safety requirements into precise, verifiable software
specifications.

2. Code Development: Using programming languages like Ada and C++ with strict coding standards.

3. Static Analysis: Automated tools scan code for potential bugs, memory leaks, and coding standard violations.

4. Unit Testing: Each software module is tested in isolation to ensure compliance with its specification.

5. Integration Testing: The entire flight control software is assembled and tested as a whole, simulating
real world scenarios.

6. Formal Verification: Mathematical proofs confirm that the software behaves correctly under all possible inputs.

7. Certification Review: The complete software package is submitted to aviation authorities (e.g., EASA, FAA)
for approval.

3.3 Hardware Validation and Environmental Testing

Hardware components undergo a battery of tests to ensure they can withstand the harsh conditions of flight:

 Vibration Testing: Simulating the mechanical stresses encountered during takeoff, turbulence, and landing.

¢ Thermal Cycling: Exposing components to extreme temperature variations to validate performance across the
operating envelope.

» Electromagnetic Interference (EMI) Tests: Ensuring that electronic systems remain immune to interference
from other aircraft systems.

¢ Redundancy Stress Tests: Intentionally disabling one channel to observe system behavior and confirm fail safe
operation.

3.4 Flight Testing and Operational Validation

After ground tests, the aircraft undergoes extensive flight testing. Airbus pilots and test engineers evaluate the FBW
system'’s performance across a range of conditions, including:



Takeoff and climb profiles.

e Cruise stability and control.

e Approach and landing sequences.

¢ Unusual attitudes and emergency scenarios.

Data collected during these flights feed back into the development cycle, allowing continuous refinement of both
hardware and software.

4. Certification and Compliance

4.1 Regulatory Landscape

Airbus’s FBW systems must meet stringent safety regulations imposed by authorities such as the European Union
Aviation Safety Agency (EASA) and the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA). These agencies require
demonstrable evidence that the system can maintain control under all foreseeable conditions.

4.2 The Certification Process

1. Preliminary Design Review (PDR): A high level assessment of the system’s architecture and safety case.

2. Detailed Design Review (DDR): An in depth examination of the design, including hardware schematics and
software architecture.

3. Flight Test Program: A comprehensive flight test plan that validates the system’s performance.

4. Data Analysis and Reporting: Detailed reports documenting test results, anomalies, and corrective actions.

5. Certification Decision: Authorities grant approval once all safety and performance criteria are satisfied.

5. Operational Benefits of Airbus Fly by Wire

5.1 Enhanced Safety

By eliminating mechanical linkages, FBW reduces the risk of mechanical failure and human error. Redundant
computers and fail safe mechanisms ensure that the aircraft remains controllable even if one component fails.

5.2 Weight Reduction and Fuel Efficiency

Electronic controls are lighter than hydraulic systems, contributing to overall aircraft weight reduction. This
translates to lower fuel consumption and reduced operating costs.

5.3 Precision and Performance

Digital control allows for more accurate and responsive aircraft handling. Pilots experience smoother flight
characteristics, especially during high speed cruise and high angle of attack maneuvers.

5.4 Maintenance and Diagnostics

FBW systems provide real time health monitoring, enabling predictive maintenance. Fault detection algorithms can
identify anomalies before they lead to failures, reducing downtime.

6. Challenges and Mitigation Strategies

6.1 Software Complexity

As software grows more sophisticated, ensuring its correctness becomes increasingly difficult. Airbus mitigates this
through:

e Formal verification techniques.
¢ Robust testing frameworks.



e Continuous integration and automated regression testing.

6.2 Cybersecurity Threats

Digital flight controls are potential targets for cyberattacks. Airbus employs multiple layers of security:

e Encrypted communication channels.
e Hardware isolation of critical components.
¢ Regular security audits and penetration testing.

6.3 Human Factors

Transitioning from mechanical to digital controls requires pilots to adapt. Airbus addresses this through:

e Comprehensive training programs.
e Simulation-based proficiency testing.
e User friendly cockpit interfaces that provide clear feedback.

7. Future Trends in Fly by Wire Technology

7.1 Integration with Artificial Intelligence

Al can enhance flight control by predicting system behavior, optimizing performance, and providing advanced
decision support to pilots.

7.2 Advanced Materials and Actuators

Next generation actuators made from smart materials could further reduce weight and increase reliability.

7.3 Space Grade Redundancy

Borrowing redundancy techniques from spaceflight—such as fault tolerant architectures and radiation hardened
components—can push reliability to new heights.

8. Conclusion

Airbus’s fly by wire process exemplifies how meticulous engineering, rigorous certification, and relentless focus on
safety can converge to create a system of total dependability. From its humble beginnings on the A300 to the
sophisticated architectures of the A350 and A380, Airbus has continuously refined its digital flight control systems
to meet the evolving demands of modern aviation. As technology advances, the principles that underpin Airbus’s
FBW—redundancy, software integrity, and fail safe design—will remain essential in ensuring that aircraft remain
safe, efficient, and reliable for generations to come.
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