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Express delivery: The wing set for the A400M MSN6 arrives in Seville

assemblies such as its engines, cockpit 
and undercarriage. These tier one 
companies then task their own tier two 
subcontractors with performing the 
work necessary to design and build these 
major subsystems. Nogueras notes that 
the company’s philosophy regarding 
the production of the A400M is very 
similar to its approach regarding the 
production of airliners, stating that: 
“We receive fully-equipped and tested 
sections from the tier one suppliers. The 
final assembly line is designed to get all 
of these sections together as quickly as 
possible, test the complete aircraft and 
get it to the delivery centre as soon as 
possible. This philosophy is no different 
to the other Airbus programmes. We 
are not inventing anything on the 
A400M programme in respect to how 
we perform the final assembly of the 
aircraft, and how we manage the supply 
chain.”

According to the head of industrial 
operations for the A400M, Stuart 
Bailey, once the design of the aircraft 
was finalised before production of the 
test aircraft began: “Airbus, through 
competition, chose the tier one 
suppliers.” For example, Messier-Dowty 
is a tier one supplier responsible for the 

design, development, manufacturing, 
integration, qualification and support 
of the A400M’s undercarriage. The 
company was selected to perform this 
work by Airbus in 2004. Nevertheless 
Messier-Dowty, in turn, uses the talents 
of companies such as Crane Aerospace & 
Electronics, Dunlop and ECE as tier two 
partners to provide the undercarriage 
brakes, tyres and controls.

“Tier one suppliers are responsible 
for applying, cascading and monitoring 
Airbus’ requirements regarding any other 
party involved in the project by the first 
tier, such as work-sharing partners, other 
business units of the supplier, partners, 
subcontractors and sub-suppliers, which 

have a relevant role in the final work 
share,” says Laurence Chretien, head 
of A400M programme procurement. 
However, Bailey adds that Airbus will 
“step in” if it sees issues with second 
tier suppliers such as delivery problems: 
“We will go to the level that we need to, 
to ensure that the subsystem’s design is 
mature, and that it is delivered on time. 
On any development programme you will 
have issues and we have seen that as well 
on the A400M.”

Some companies, such as Elektro-
Metall Export of Germany, are both 
tier one and tier two suppliers. The 
firm produces some of the aircraft’s 
electromechanical actuators: “There are 
two actuators for every Airbus aircraft; 
the auxiliary power unit (APU) inlet door 
actuator, which we call AIDA, and the 
emergency ram air inlet actuator called 
ERAIA,” notes Klaus-Peter Leinauer, the 
company’s director of sales & marketing. 
“The A400M has the additional air 
scoop actuator, and we have two of them 
onboard the aircraft. In total, we have 
four actuators on the aircraft of three 
different types.” The firm gets its tier 
one and tier two status from the fact that 
it delivers the AIDA inlet door actuator 
directly to Airbus, while the ERAIA 
and the air scoop actuator are delivered 
to other tier one suppliers, in this case 
Liebherr and Behr.

The company began its involvement 
with the A400M during the early 2000s 
submitting bids for work on the aircraft 
and achieving selection by Airbus to this 

Blades of glory: The A400M military airlifter boasts some of the most powerful turboprop engines ever built
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end in 2004. As the ERAIA and AIDA 
are already standard components of all 
Airbus aircraft, Leinauer believes that 
this was instrumental in helping the 
company to gain selection as a tier one 
and tier two supplier on the A400M 
programme because “we were already 
well-established at Airbus for delivery 
and for performance.”

Leinauer says his company did 
not need to dramatically expand its 
facilities for the production of A400M 
components as the firm was already 
experienced in producing high volumes 
of actuation products for Airbus’ 
airliners. That said, it did perform some 
changes as regards to tooling and test 
benches for example. “We also had to 
put a lot of effort into research and 
development because usually these 
costs are not being paid directly, but are 
included in the payments from the prime 
contractor during series production,” 
he explains. Elektro-Metall Export has 
already spent approximately €1.5 million 
in development costs but “has not seen 
any money flowing back right now. All 
of the suppliers would like to see their 
research and development money flowing 
back, but unfortunately, I think we will 
have to wait another four to five years 
after series production starts.”

In terms of getting the aircraft’s 
subsystems and components to Seville’s 
final assembly line, the company makes 
use of Airbus’ fleet of A300-600ST 
Beluga outsize transporters which 
ferry the completed large parts of the 
A400M such as its fuselage, from the 
tier one subcontractors to this facility. 
The factory in Seville features a covered 
dock where the Beluga’s cargo can be 
unloaded and transported just a short 
distance to the final assembly line. 
Road transportation is used for the 
transport of some of the aircraft’s major 
components, although Nogueras notes 
that the aircraft’s centre wing box is 
transported by road from Airbus’ facility 
at Nantes in western France down to 
Seville, while the horizontal tail plane 
also makes its way by truck from one 

of Airbus’ facilities in Seville a short 
distance to the final assembly line at 
the city’s airport. These are the only 
two major aircraft components which 
are transported by road. “The other 
components including the wings, fuselage 
and vertical tail plane are all transported 
by Beluga,” he adds. 

For all intents and purposes, Airbus has 
now awarded all of the A400M tier one 
contracts, although Nogueras concedes 
that some additional work could be 
awarded once production of the aircraft 
ramps up from 2012: “There are a list of 
optional extras that are not yet selected 
or confirmed by the customers, such 
as the third crew member station, but 
which are available on the aircraft,” he 
says. Therefore, some additional minor 
contracts could be awarded by the tier 
one suppliers producing the cockpit, for 
example, in order to provide these extras, 

Open wide: One of Airbus’s massive Beluga freighters unloads a fuselage section into the specially-built dock 
at the A400M final assembly line in Seville

should they be chosen by customers for 
their production aircraft.

The proof of Airbus’ logistics chain, 
and the smoothness of the company’s 
relationship with its tier one and tier two 
suppliers, will be put to the test once 
series production of the A400M begins 
in earnest towards 2013, following the 
delivery of the first production aircraft 
example to the Armée de l’Air (French 
Air Force) that year. In the meantime, 
an additional two aircraft will join the 
existing fleet performing test flights from 
Airbus’ facilities in Toulouse and Seville. 

With its fair share of trials and 
tribulations hopefully consigned to the 
past, Airbus and its suppliers will now 
be anxious to get the aircraft certified, 
into series production and into the 
hands of both its existing, and new, 
customers. y
www.airbusmilitary.com

“We are not inventing anything on the A400M programme 
in respect to how we perform the final assembly of the 
aircraft, and how we manage the supply chain.” 
Rafael Nogueras: Head of A400M industrial and  
delivery centre
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