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Introduction. Birth and Affirmation of the
Airbus Group (1960s-1980s)
Clair Juilliet, Med Kechidi and Jean-Marc Olivier

OUTLINE

The origins of the Airbus project: European aeronautical cooperation
outside the EU
Difficult early years: the emergence of a commercially credible aircraft
An international symposium: Birth and affirmation of the Airbus group
(1960s-1980s)

Airbus, the origins…
Airbus, the realities of an industrial model…
Airbus, other co-operations…

TEXT

In 2020 1, the Air bus Eco nomic In terest Group ing (EIG) cel eb rated its
50  an niversary. Foun ded on 18 Decem ber  1970, its pur pose was to
co ordin ate the im ple ment a tion of a mul ti lat eral in dus trial co oper a‐ 
tion pro gramme on go ing since July 1967 and to fa cil it ate the mar ket‐ 
ing of air craft.

1

th

The ori gins of the Air bus pro ject:
European aero naut ical co oper a ‐
tion out side the EU
From the 1960s on wards, the European coun tries with an aero naut ics
in dustry began to en gage in mil it ary in dus trial co oper a tion (C160
Transall - France and the Fed eral Re pub lic of Ger many (FRG), Jag uar -
France and Great Bri tain) and civil co oper a tion (Con corde - France
and Great Bri tain, Mer cure - France, Bel gium, Spain, Italy).  For them,
it is a ques tion of pool ing costs and know ledge, shar ing ex per i ence,
open ing up new out lets, car ry ing out ap pren tice ships or shar ing fin‐ 
an cial risks, etc.
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In the second half of the 1960s, when com mer cial air traffic was ex‐ 
pand ing rap idly, dis cus sions began on the launch of a large- capacity
civil trans port air craft cap able of en ter ing a mar ket clearly dom in ated
by the United States. This per spect ive was based on the mul tiple
know- how de veloped by the vari ous coun tries of the European con‐ 
tin ent and the pro jects under de vel op ment (Galion, HBN 100, etc.). In
the last quarter of 1966, a tech nical group in volving French, Brit ish
and Ger man man u fac tur ers was formed to con sider the de vel op ment
of an air craft, the A300.

3

On 26  Septem ber  1967 in Bonn, West Ger many, Great Bri tain and
France signed a memor andum of un der stand ing for the launch of a
first phase of the pro ject.  The French com pany Sud- Aviation was en‐ 
trus ted with the man age ment of the air frame be cause of its ex per i‐ 
ence with Cara v elle and Con corde, the Brit ish com pany Hawker- 
Siddeley con trib uted cock pits and wings thanks to the Comet and
Tri dent, and the FRG, through the Deutsche Air bus con sor tium cre‐ 
ated a few weeks earlier,  be came in volved with the aim of re launch‐ 
ing and ra tion al ising its aero naut ical in dustry. The set timeline fore‐ 
sees a re- evaluation of the pro ject in April 1968, which should in prin‐
ciple lead to the real isa tion of a second phase in July 1968.

4
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The in dus tri al ists’ com mit tee brought to gether rep res ent at ives of
these three part ners. It met for the first time on 16 Oc to ber 1967 and
de cided to cre ate a com pany to mar ket the equip ment. Roger Béteille
was ap poin ted to man age the pro ject. A con sor tium in the form of a
Société An onyme (SA) was cre ated on 14  June  1968, Air bus In ter na‐ 
tional, whose cap ital was di vided as fol lows: 37.5  per  cent each for
Sud- Aviation and Hawker- Siddeley, 25 per cent for Deutsche Air bus.
In a study on co oper at ive agree ments, the eco nom ist François
Chesnais defines the con sor tium as a form of or gan isa tion in which:

5

[Joint] ven tures with tech nical and com mer cial ob ject ives that can be
pur sued jointly […] aim to de velop, pro duce and mar ket a heavy
product (e.g. a long- haul air craft, a large jet en gine, a mil it ary air craft
or a heavy weapon) with strong sys temic char ac ter ist ics that allow a
di vi sion of la bour between the con sor tium part ners. 5

Pro grammes de veloped in col lab or a tion within the aerospace in‐ 
dustry often meet this defin i tion. In the case of Air bus, the co oper a ‐
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tion is said to be non- Community be cause it goes bey ond the frame‐ 
work of the European Eco nomic Com munity (EEC) and in cludes
Great Bri tain and Spain, which are not yet mem bers.  But the first
set back oc curred in 1969. Faced with do mestic dif fi culties, un der‐ 
mined by the fin an cial cost of Con corde and still hop ing to pro duce
its BAC 3-11 (or BAC Three- Eleven) medium- haul air craft, the Brit ish
gov ern ment with drew from the pro ject, but al lowed Hawker- Siddeley
to par ti cip ate.  While Con corde took to the skies for the first time on
2  March  1969, on 29 May a “Franco- German in ter gov ern mental
agree ment” was signed for the Air bus at the 28   Paris Air Show. It
provided a frame work for the man age ment of the pro gramme and
spe cified the re spons ib il it ies of the vari ous part ners. An other text or‐ 
gan ised the re la tions between the vari ous com pan ies in volved.

6
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The EIG Air bus was fi nally cre ated on 18 Decem ber 1970.  This con‐ 
sor tium, with its headquar ters in Paris, en abled leg ally in de pend ent
com pan ies (Aérospatiale,  Deutsche Air bus  and Con struc ciones
Aeronáuticas So ciedad Anónima (CASA)  - 1972) to col lab or ate and
net work. It has a dual func tion, com mer cial and tech nical. Air bus In‐ 
dus trie is re spons ible for all phases of air craft mar ket ing (mar ket
stud ies, cus tomer pro spect ing, ne go ti ation and con clu sion of sales
con tracts and after- sales ser vice). At the in dus trial level, it co ordin‐ 
ates and en sures the tech nical and in dus trial co her ence of the pro‐ 
grammes, i.e. an im port ant part of the activ ity of the part ner com‐ 
pan ies. For François Chesnais, the main para met ers in flu en cing the
con clu sion of co oper a tion agree ments of the EIG type are char ac ter‐ 
ised by:
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- An im port ant role of the State in the or gan isa tion of the in dustry,
and of the mar ket, of an activ ity con sidered as stra tegic; 
- A highly con cen trated in ter na tional sup ply struc ture tend ing to ‐
wards mono poly or duo poly; 
- A high de gree of nov elty and soph ist ic a tion of tech no lo gies; 
- A strong ac cu mu la tion of tech nical cap ital within large firms with
priv ileged links with the State and large re search labor at or ies; 
- Very high in vest ment thresholds with very long pay back peri ods; 
- A high de gree of sys temic de com pos ab il ity of products, par tic u larly
due to their tech no lo gical con tent 12.
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In 1972, the cap ital of the EIG was di vided 47.9 per cent each between
France and Ger many and 4.2 per cent between Spain. Deutsche Air‐ 
bus, CASA and Aérospatiale  em barked on the design and man u fac‐ 
ture of a medium- haul trans port air craft, the Air bus A300, a twin- 
engine wide body air craft.

8

13

The Con sor tium has a dual role, com mer cial and tech nical. Air bus In‐ 
dus trie is re spons ible for all phases of the mar ket ing of the air craft
(mar ket re search, cus tomer pro spect ing, ne go ti ation and con clu sion
of sales con tracts and after- sales ser vice). The im port ance of the
mar ket ing activ ity can be seen in the dis tri bu tion of the con sor tium’s
work force. In June 1994, 60 per cent of Air bus In dus trie’s staff were
as signed to activ it ies dir ectly re lated to com mer cial func tions.  At
the in dus trial level, Air bus In dus trie co ordin ates and en sures the
tech nical and in dus trial co her ence of the pro grammes, i.e. an im port‐ 
ant part of the activ ity of the part ner com pan ies.

9
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The cre ation of an EIG ap pears to be a re sponse to the com mer cial,
polit ical and in dus trial chal lenges that arise from this in ter na tional
col lab or a tion in civil aero naut ics. Air bus is the first in ter na tional co‐ 
oper a tion pro gramme in which none of the in dus trial part ners has
dom in ant power. This is all the more im port ant given the stra tegic
role played by the aero naut ics in dustry in pub lic policy and the fact
that this in dustry is char ac ter ised by the non- existence of mul tina‐ 
tional in dus trial firms.

10

Dif fi cult early years: the emer ‐
gence of a com mer cially cred ible
air craft
The A300B, a wide- body twin- engine air craft, flew for the first time
on 23  Oc to ber  1972, be fore en ter ing com mer cial ser vice on
23 May 1974. By 18 Novem ber 1974, as the ef fects of the oil crisis began
to be felt, the air craft was selling poorly: only 19  firm air craft and
22  op tions had been ordered. The com mer cial debut was com plic‐ 
ated. The pro ject was very com plex and was soon con fron ted with
the dif fi culty of en ter ing the mar ket in a sec tor where there were
many bar ri ers and where the United States had a de term in ing in flu ‐
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ence. Their dom in a tion of com mer cial trans port avi ation is very clear,
not ably through the Boe ing 727, Boe ing 737, Boe ing 767, DC9 or DC10.
Boe ing,  Mc Don nell Douglas Cor por a tion and Lock heed Cor por a tion
have he ge monic po s i tions in all seg ments of the avi ation mar ket.

15

16

Air bus there fore had to make a break through in North Amer ica in
order to gain cred ib il ity with its cus tom ers. Pro gress ively dur ing this
period, avi ation is be com ing more and more com mer cially ori ented.
Within the frame work of the Air bus pro ject, an evol u tion of the
modes of ac tion and in ter ven tion of the States in the in dus trial, polit‐ 
ical and com mer cial di men sions is vis ible, between na tional strategy
and sym bol of the European con struc tion, between in dus trial, tech‐ 
no lo gical, polit ical or dip lo matic stakes.  With the de vel op ment of
the con sor tium, we moved from an “ar senal logic” in which the role of
the State was pre pon der ant in the defin i tion of ob ject ives, pro‐ 
grammes and their real isa tion, to a model in which these re spons ib il‐ 
it ies fell to the sec tor’s in dus tri al ists.

12
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It was not until 6 April 1978, when Frank Bor man’s US com pany East‐ 
ern Air lines ordered 23 air craft (and 9 op tions, plus 25 op tions on the
A310, which had not yet been of fi cially launched) that the Air bus was
able to break into the mar ket. A few weeks later, in July 1978, the A310
was launched, a de riv at ive of the A300 with a wider range, which
marked the de vel op ment of a range of air craft and in tro duced a
series of in nov a tions (the concept of shared air craft, two- person pi‐ 
lot ing, etc.). It flew for the first time on 3 April  1982. The end of the
1970s was also marked by the re turn of Great Bri tain to the con sor‐ 
tium. On 1 Janu ary 1979, Brit ish Aerospace  (BAe) of fi cially joined Air‐ 
bus to par ti cip ate in the A310 (Fig. 1 and 2).
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Fig. 1. Part ners in volved in Air bus In dus trie in Janu ary 1979

(M. Kech idi, L’or gan isa tion comme système d’ac tion et de cog ni tion : éléments théoriques et
référence à l’activité aéronautique (Thèse de doc torat en Sci ences économiques,

dir. François Morin, université Toulouse 1, 1995), 288 p.)

http://interfas.univ-tlse2.fr/nacelles/docannexe/image/1590/img-1.png
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Fig. 2. Load shar ing between part ners (A300/310)

(Ibidem)

The his tory of Air bus In dus trie is marked by two de vel op ments:14

– The emer gence and con sti tu tion, largely un ex pec ted,  of a
European- level player openly aim ing for 30  per  cent of the world
mar ket for civil air craft with more than 100 seats.

20

– The emer gence, at least in the French case, of new forms of re la‐ 
tions between the State and com pan ies in the aero naut ical sec tor.

To these two de vel op ments we should prob ably add the fact that Air‐ 
bus is the first suc cess ful in ter na tional co oper a tion pro gramme in
which none of the in dus trial part ners ex er cises dom in ant power. This
is im port ant when one knows the stra tegic role that aero naut ics
plays in pub lic policy and the fact that this in dustry is dis tin guished
by the non- existence of mul tina tional in dus trial firms.

15
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March  2, 1984 marked the of fi cial launch of the A320, which in tro‐ 
duced new in nov a tions (elec tric con trols, mini- sticks, etc.), flew for
the first time on Feb ru ary 22, 1987 and entered com mer cial ser vice on
April  18, 1988. Other air craft fol lowed to en rich the Air bus range:
A330 and A340 at the end of the 1980s, then A380 and A350 in the
1990s and 2000s. All in all, after a long period of stag na tion and crisis
that las ted until the 1980s, Air bus fi nally ex per i enced an un deni able
com mer cial suc cess that placed it in dir ect com pet i tion with Boe‐ 
ing.  At the end of the 1990s, the EIG Air bus gave way to a private
mul tina tional com pany, European Aero nautic De fence and Space
(EADS), cre ated on 11  July  2000 by the mer ger of Aérospatiale,
Deutsche Air bus and CASA.

16

21

The Air bus pro gramme is an im port ant field of ex per i ment a tion in
the con struc tion of an in dus trial Europe.  An em blem atic pro ject
res ult ing from stra tegic polit ical choices, the Air bus tra ject ory ques‐ 
tions the place of Europe in the high- tech in dus tries and the
strategies im ple men ted by coun tries and man u fac tur ers in the de vel‐ 
op ment of aero naut ical pro grammes.

17
22

An in ter na tional sym posium:
Birth and af firm a tion of the Air ‐
bus group (1960s-1980s)
From 23 to 25 Septem ber 2020, the in ter na tional sym posium “Birth
and af firm a tion of the Air bus group (1960s-1980s)” was held at the
Université Toulouse- Jean-Jaurès, bring ing to gether re search ers (his‐ 
tor i ans, so ci olo gists, eco nom ists, man agers, etc. ), wit nesses and act‐ 
ors, to con trib ute to a bet ter un der stand ing of the plural stakes (eco‐ 
nomic, so cial, tech nical, cul tural, etc.) linked to the de vel op ment of
the pro gramme between the 1960s and the 1980s, in order to re store
more pre cisely the main springs and the sig ni fic ant stages of its real‐ 
iz a tion. In par tic u lar, it was a ques tion of un der stand ing how the act‐ 
ors of the pro ject, al though they were at tached to dif fer ent aero naut‐ 
ical, polit ical, eco nomic and so cial con texts, man aged to come to an
agree ment to co oper ate, to take up the chal lenge of Amer ican com‐ 
pet i tion and to fi nally bring out pro jects that sym bol ised the suc cess
of an in dus trial Europe.

18
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From an aca demic point of view,  al though geo graph ers,  so ci olo‐ 
gists, polit ical sci ent ists  and eco nom ists  have been fo cus ing their
at ten tion on Air bus for sev eral dec ades, his tor i ans have re mained
some what aloof from this move ment, des pite pi on eer ing ini ti at ives
such as the in ter na tional sym posium “Air bus, a European in dus trial
suc cess”  or gan ised by Em manuel Chadeau and the In sti tut d’his toire
de l’in dus trie on 23 June 1994.

19
23 24

25 26

27

Little by little, a com plex in dus trial sys tem was built, mark ing a na‐ 
tional and ter rit orial spe cial isa tion of the act ors of European aero‐ 
naut ics,  while it was ini tially the task of the Toulouse site to en sure
the as sembly of air craft parts com ing from the dif fer ent European
aero naut ical basins loc ated in France, the FRG, Spain or Great Bri‐ 
tain.  As Med Kech idi and Damien Tal bot have poin ted out:

20

28

29

In fact, from the 1960s on wards, aero naut ics be came an in dustry in
which no single air craft man u fac turer pro duced the en tire product:
in 1972, pro grammes car ried out in co oper a tion already rep res en ted
50 per cent of French aerospace activ ity, com pared with only
15 per cent in 1962. 30

This com plex in dus trial or gan isa tion has re per cus sions on the con‐ 
duct of pro grammes. The ter rit or ies, com pan ies and em ploy ees
must take into ac count the trans form a tions of the pro duc tion sys tem
at local, na tional and in ter na tional levels, so that the pro jects car ried
out can de velop under good con di tions. The stakes are many for the
nu mer ous act ors in volved in this co oper a tion op er a tion. In deed, Air‐ 
bus is part of a largely in ter na tion al ised in dus trial fab ric and is con‐ 
fron ted with is sues which, al though they may ap pear to be ex ternal
at first sight, are in fact cent ral to the un der stand ing of the lo gics at
work in the global aero naut ics in dustry.

21
31

The art icles are grouped under three head ings: Air bus, the ori gins…;
Air bus, the real it ies of an in dus trial model…; and Air bus, other co- 
operations…

22

Air bus, the ori gins…

The art icles in this sec tion all deal, from dif fer ent view points, with
the first steps of the European con sor tium.

23
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In “The Air bus Pro ject Con sol id ates the Choice of Toulouse as the
French Cap ital of Civil Aero naut ics”, Jean- Marc Olivier shows that
from the very be gin ning of the es tab lish ment of aero naut ical activ ity
in Toulouse, there is a com plex re la tion ship between the role of the
State and that of the local act ors (politi cians, en tre pren eurs and
work force). It is this re la tion ship that marks the de vel op ment of
activ it ies in the Toulouse area. It al lows us to bet ter un der stand how
the Toulouse re gion man aged to con quer a place of choice in the in‐ 
dus trial sys tem that was being built by be ne fit ing from changes in the
bal ance of power and al li ances, and gradu ally as ser ted it self as a
major pole of the French, then European, and even world civil aero‐ 
naut ics in dustry.

24

Stephen Rookes, in “Per fi di ous Al bion? Un der stand ing Bri tain’s With‐ 
drawal from the Air bus Pro ject, 1969”, looks at Brit ish hes it a tions and
re ser va tions about the Air bus pro ject. Without dis put ing the transat‐ 
lantic pref er ences of Har old Wilson’s La bour gov ern ment, the art icle
ar gues that there were mul tiple con tex tual reas ons that made it dif fi‐ 
cult to de velop a de cis ive and firm po s i tion on the Air bus pro ject.

25

In “Le deal East ern Air Lines- Airbus : une vente charnière” (“The
East ern Air Lines - Air bus Deal: a Land mark Sale”), Gaëtan Sciacco
looks back at the order for 23 air craft by the air line, which marks the
European air craft man u fac turer’s first break through in the Amer ican
mar ket dom in ated by Boe ing, Mc Don nell Douglas and Lock heed. Ac‐ 
cord ing to the au thor, the loan of sev eral A300Bs that pre ceded this
order was a real gamble, demon strat ing the in nov at ive spirit of the
Air bus EIG teams, not only in the tech no lo gical field, but also in sales
and mar ket ing.

26

Guil laume de Syon’s “No Sir, It’s an Amer ican Air craft: Selling the
A300 to the US Pub lic in the 1970s” also looks at East ern’s order, but
within the broader ques tion of how to sell a tech no lo gic ally ad vanced
European air craft to Amer ican com pan ies and an Amer ican pub lic
con vinced by the “buy Amer ican” ap proach. The au thor ex plains, on
the basis of re cently de clas si fied archives, how Air bus had to down‐ 
play the European ori gins of the air craft in order to over come the
pro tec tion ist bar ri ers of the Amer ican mar ket.

27

What are the main char ac ter ist ics of the com plex sys tem of re la tions
between the dif fer ent na tional, European and in ter na tional act ors

28
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that have made pos sible the ex ist ence of a suc cess ful sys tem of in‐ 
teg rated transna tional pro duc tion? Ber trand Vayssière an swers this
ques tion in “Air bus, un envol pour l’Europe?” (“Air bus, a Take- Off for
Europe”). By high light ing the suc cess of the Air bus op er a tion, he
ques tions the ex ist ence of an “EU method” that could ex plain its suc‐ 
cess.

In the same spirit, Laurent War louzet, in “Air bus, modèle ou ex cep‐ 
tion pour les am bi tions in dus tri elles européennes, 1967-1984” (“Air‐ 
bus, Model or Ex cep tion for European In dus trial Am bi tions, 1967-
1984”) states that des pite a dif fi cult Franco- German dia logue, the
launch of the A320 in 1984 was a tech nical and com mer cial suc cess.
How ever, this suc cess is, ac cord ing to him, an ex cep tion com pared to
other European aero naut ical co- operations.

29

While these con tri bu tions help to bet ter un der stand the ori gins of
the Air bus pro ject in some of its as pects, oth ers shed light on the
con struc tion of an in dus trial model.

30

Air bus, the real it ies of an in dus trial
model…

Are air craft sales to na tional air lines polit ical? Are there cor rel a tions
between the dens ity of polit ical ties (gov ern mental or oth er wise) and
air craft sales? To bias A. Jopp and Mark Spo erer an swer these im port‐ 
ant ques tions in “How Much Does Air bus’s Rise Over 1974-1989 Owe
to ‘Polit ical Sales’? A Pledge For a Stat ist ical Ap proach”. Their demon‐ 
stra tion is based on a mul tivari ate ana lysis of Air bus, Boe ing, Lock‐ 
heed and Mc Don nell Douglas air craft de liv er ies to gov ern ment and
private air lines between 1969 and 1989.

31

Chris tian Kehrt, in “Com puter pi lots? Air bus In tro duc tion of Fly- by-
Wire Tech no logy in Civil Avi ation in the 1970s and 1980s”, ques tions
the man- machine re la tion ship in a cock pit and par tic u larly the in tro‐ 
duc tion of fly- by-wire tech no logy in Air bus air craft. For him, it was
the ad vances in this field that gave the European man u fac turer the
power to im pose a tech no lo gical paradigm that is now proven.

32

The art icle by Françoise Larré and Med Kech idi, “De l’Aérospatiale à
Air bus: une his toire récente de la sous- traitance” (“From Aerospa tiale
to Air bus: a Re cent His tory of Sub con tract ing”) pro poses to char ac ‐
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ter ise the forms and con tents of the sub con tract ing policy de ployed
by Aerospa tiale and then Air bus from the 1970s to the end of the
1980s. It shows how con trac tual re la tions evolved from simple com‐ 
mer cial con tracts to re la tions of del eg a tion of part of the design and
de vel op ment activ it ies and pro gress ively to part ner ships for the joint
design of com plete and com plex mod u lar as sem blies.

What about gender re la tions in the Air bus com pany? Nath alie
Lapeyre, in “Quand la stratégie in dus tri elle d’Air bus ren contre la poli‐ 
tique du genre” (“When Air bus’ In dus trial Strategy Meets Gender
Policy”), looks at the im ple ment a tion of a policy of pro fes sional equal‐ 
ity between women and men. She shows how and in what way this
de sire to in crease the num ber of women in the work force is
anchored in a more global logic of re form, re struc tur ing and re or gan‐ 
isa tion of work, car ried out in con nec tion with the his tor ical re con‐ 
fig ur a tions of the in dus trial strategy that have taken place over the
last twenty years.

34

While an in dus trial model is gradu ally being de veloped and or gan ised,
co- operation is tak ing place, both dir ectly with in dus tri al ists or with
play ers par ti cip at ing in the busi ness eco sys tem, par tic u larly in the
tech nical and cul tural fields, and within the frame work of other co- 
operations.

35

Air bus, other co- operations…

After a long pro cess of re struc tur ing and learn ing, the Span ish com‐ 
pany Con struc ciones Aeronáuticas So ciedad Anónima (CASA) was
able to be come in creas ingly in volved in in ter na tional mar kets and to
take part in the Air bus pro ject. This pro cess is presen ted by Clair Juil‐ 
liet in “Dy namiques et tra jectoires de développement d’une en tre‐ 
prise aéronautique es pagnole des années 1940 aux années 1980� le cas
de Con struc ciones Aeronáuticas So ciedad Anónima” (“Dy nam ics and
De vel op ment Tra ject or ies of a Span ish Aero naut ical Com pany from
the 1940s to the 1980s: the Case of Con struc ciones Aeronáuticas So‐ 
ciedad Anónima”). The key stages of this de vel op ment trace back the
con quest of a ca pa city for tech nical in nov a tion, par tic u larly in terms
of aer o struc tures.
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