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FLIGHT INTERNATIONAL, 4 April 1987 

Airbus at the brink 
Short-term thinking is becoming the 

plague of the western economy. It 
could also be the factor that changes 

the shape of the civil aerospace industry 
within the coming year. 

There are two sides to the problem. One 
is British Aerospace's application for 
project funding from the British Govern­
ment for wing development and pro­
duction for the Airbus A330/340, for 
introduction in 1993-94. The other is the 
agonising which the German Government 
is suffering over its participation in the 
programme. 

The British Government, exercising the 
traditional British predilection for 
compromise, has evidently offered £400 
million of the £750 million requested by 
BAe, and expects the company to raise the 
remainder privately. 

The company, in a statement from its 
chairman, Sir Austin Pearce, has said 
unequivocally, as it said at the time of the 
A320 launch, that if the Government does 
not come closer to meeting the request, 
then Britain will opt out of the new Airbus 
programme. 

In the case of the A320, the Government 
was persuaded to come close to the 
requested amount, and the orders that 
followed have vindicated that decision 
handsomely. Unfortunately, orders do not 
constitute a financial return, and deliv­
eries will have to rise above some 600 
before a real return on the project funding 
is likely to be seen. 

Logic then begins to exert its own 
excruciating pressure. No return on total 
Airbus Government investment is likely 
to be seen until 30 or 40 years have elapsed 
following the launch of the Airbus family. 
That is the nature of civil air transport 
investment. To continue to have a chance 
of achieving that return, Airbus cannot 
risk confining itself to a single market 
sector; it has to offer a family of aircraft. 
The family has to be in place over a rela­
tively short period, to build up customer-
confidence, loyalty, and an infrastructure 
offering support and spares to sustain 
further income. Having a family demands 
investment after investment, before 
returns begin to show on each tranche of 
cash. For the three main partner govern­
ments to put up new launch aid amounting 
to $4,000 million, before seeing a real 
return on earlier investments, is indeed 
stretching the taxpayer's tolerance. 

British refusal to participate in the 
A330/340 programme will leave Britain 
out of Airbus—permanently. Continental 
Europeans have little enough confidence 

in British commitment to Europe at 
present, and that confidence has not been 
enhanced by Britain's reluctance to 
support the proposed funding increase in 
the EEC five-year science research and 
development programme. 

Britain's problems are now parallelled 
in Germany. There, the Finance Commit­
tee of the newly elected Government is 
casting a deeply critical eye over the 
request for further funding, and the 
Minister of the Economy has taken the 
unprecedented step of canvassing indus­
trial companies for finance, and offering 
them management participation in 
Deutsche Airbus in return. It is likely that 
Germany will produce the funding in some 
form, not least because 37,000 jobs are 
involved, and because Germany is unwill­
ing to be seen as the partner which 
collapsed the Airbus edifice, producing 
problems at MBB, Aerospatiale, and Brit­
ish Aerospace. 

The British have fewer scruples. The 
company takes an entirely unsentimental 
view of Airbus participation, while the 
Government takes an equally un­
sentimental view of the company's prob­
lems. And the gap between the two looks 
too wide to be easily bridged. 

Airbus Industrie stands at the point 
where its self-confidence is being subjec­
ted to the ultimate test. Hesitation from 
both the German and British govern­
ments could abort further Airbus 
programmes instantly, and European 
aerospace collaboration, already cracking 
in areas like combat aircraft and military 
helicopters, could fragment altogether. 

If Britain or Germany do pull out of 
Airbus, all European countries will have to 
look again to the United States for aero­
space collaborative work. There are those 
who view that option as preferable to 
European co-operation. British and other 
European companies already have several 
active joint programmes with American 
companies, and it may be no accident that 
the British Government has again been 
pressing the suit of McDonnell Douglas in 
its search for participation in aircraft 
development. 

The question about to be asked may not 
be whether Airbus Industrie remains 
exclusively European. It may be, even at 
this late stage, a matter of whether Airbus 
embarks on marriage with an American 
partner as a whole, or whether its partners 
allow the Airbus consortium to lapse, and 
become, individually and separately, 
junior participants in American civilian 
aircraft programmes. 


