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service next month
with launch customer
Frontier, marking the
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difficult development
programme
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he Airbus A318 may have been a

problem child for its loving parent

during its formative years, but it is

now full speed ahead for the

smallest Airbus model. Since its
launch four years ago, the 107-seater pro-
gramme has suffered major development
delays, an internal row over assembly work-
share arrangements, and a raft of order can-
cellations. But with certification in place
and service entry with Frontier Airlines
round the corner, Airbus is confident the
programme is back on its feet.

Born after the collapse in 1997 of the
100- to 120-seat AE31X regional aircraft pro-
gramme planned with China, the A318 was
conceived as a “cut and shut” derivative of
the A319 to give Airbus a rival to the small-
est Boeing 737, the -600, and the Boeing
717, which had just been renamed from the
MD-95 after Boeing's takeover of McDon-
nell Douglas, and was pushed as the US
manufacturer’s primary 100-seat offering.

The A318 programme was unveiled at
the Farnborough air show in 1998 as a hyb-
rid aircraft featuring much airframe com-
monality with the larger A320 family mem-
bers, but being offered with a single, unique
powerplant — the Pratt & Whitney PW6000.

By its launch in April 1999, the A318 had
accumulated 109 orders and commitments
from six customers, including Air France,
EgyptAir, International Lease Finance and
TWA. Service entry was set for late 2002.

In July 1999, CFM International came
aboard the A318 as part of the deal with Air
France, offering a derated derivative of the
CFMS56-5B that powers the larger models.
This move later allowed the General
Electric/Snecma joint venture to come to
Airbus’s rescue when the P&W engine ran
into major development problems.

The A318 was the last major derivative to
be launched by Airbus under its old consor-
tium structure, and before the creation of
EADS. With A320 family final assembly
divided between Hamburg (A319/A321)
and Toulouse (A320), there was some dis-
pute between the old Aerospatiale and Dasa
over who should have responsibility for the
new model. In the end, it was allocated to
the German partner (now Airbus Deutsch-
land) and an agreement reached for offsets
to the French plant with the promise of
A319 overspill production - although this is
yet to happen because of production cuts.

Reduced seating

The A318 is 4.5 fuselage frames shorter than
the A319, reducing overall length to
31.44m (103ft 2in) and two-class seating by
17 passengers to 107 — similar to the
737-500/600 and the 717.

During development it became clear the
P&W engine would not meet its perfor-
mance guarantees and the engine pro-
gramme was delayed by three years. Airbus
“didn’t want an aircraft that couldn't per-
form as advertised out of the box", says
A320 family director product marketing
Stuart Mann. The programme was reorgan-
ised with the CFM56-powered version as
the lead variant. Although the PW6000-
powered version was still the first to fly, in
January last year, the CFM56 programme
was accelerated to enable first deliveries in
July 2003, about seven months later than
the P&W version’s original in-service target.

The delay was caused by an engine
redesign after it failed to meet fuel con-
sumption targets, resulting in the original
five-stage high-pressure compressor (HPC)
being replaced by an MTU-designed, six-
stage HPC. It came as a blow as most A318
customers had specified the P&W engine.
Although 129 A318s were ordered, the
orderbook has shrunk to 84 due to switches
to other A320 family aircraft, and TWA's
financial woes which led to its takeover by
American Airlines. Frontier, an early cus-
tomer for the PW6000-powered A318,
switched to the CFM56 and will be the first
to take delivery of the aircraft, in July. Air
France's first aircraft will follow in October.

Four A318s for Frontier and five for Air
France are due for delivery this year. Seven
A318 deliveries are planned for 2004, and
23 in 2005. Up to 45 aircraft could be deliv-
ered in 2006, including initial PW6000-
powered A318s.
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