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Airbus has studied the potential project, particularly following the 

overwhelmingly positive reception to the A320neo, a successor to the 

A320 which will feature two new engine options intended to generate 

much lower fuel burn.

This paper examines various considerations touching on the industrial 

implications they have for Airbus and engine manufacturers.

There is a large 250- to 300-seat market

Flightglobal’s Ascend Fleets database shows the market sector for the 

A330neo is potentially lucrative and one in which Airbus already has a 

healthy customer footprint.

Airbus has delivered 1,088 A330s since the first example entered 

service around 20 years ago.

There are 975 passenger A330s in active service including 597 in the 

fleet of 72 airlines that neither operate nor have ordered the rival  

Boeing 787.

There are 21 operators, with a total of 378 A330s, that are also 

customers for the 787.

Flightglobal’s Fleet Forecast for 2014-33 predicts deliveries of 6,928 

twin-aisle aircraft including just over 4,000 in the 200- to 300-seat 

category, the typical configuration for the A330. Airbus’s most recent 

forecast, for 2013-32, was even more optimistic, underlining the 

importance of this market.

Airbus and Boeing already share a firm order backlog of more than 

2,200 twin-engine, twin-aisle aircraft, which indicates an open demand 

for some 4,500 over the next two decades.

For an airframer with the desire to offer airliners in every segment from 

100 to over 600 seats, completely ignoring this market is impossible.

While delays to the 787 have given the passenger A330 an extended 

life, its competitive position remains threatened given that production 

of the 787 is stabilising.

Airbus had originally intended to combat the 787 with two variants 

of an aircraft (with 250 and 300 seats) based largely on the concept 

of re-engining the A330. Rather than replacing the A330 directly, this 

aircraft would have been a longer-range complement capable of flying 

up to 8,800nm, and offered with Rolls-Royce Trent 1700 or General 

Electric GEnx-1A engines of 72,000-75,000lb thrust.

The great A330neo debate
To neo or not to neo? This analysis from Flightglobal’s consultancy 
arm Ascend examines the drivers behind Airbus’s decision about 
re-engining the A330 to create an ‘A330neo’ and how there are huge 
implications for the manufacturer’s twin-aisle strategy.
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Twin-engined, twin-aisle 
firm order backlog

A330 249

A350 742

767 49

777 343

787 876

Total 2,259
SouRcE: Flightglobal’s Ascend Fleets 
database, June 2014
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“ But a weak response from airlines, which preferred the all-new 787, 

forced Airbus to rethink its strategy. It developed its own all-new 

family, the A350 XWB, which was wider than the aircraft previously 

proposed. Instead of a 250-seat variant Airbus pitched the smallest 

family member, the A350-800, with 276 seats in two classes – nestled 

between the 246-seat A330-200 and the 300-seat A330-300.

The A350-800, aimed at very long range routes of around 8,250nm, 

had originally been conceived as an optimised airframe rather than its 

subsequent iteration as a simple, but suboptimal, shrink of the -900.

Airbus has been focusing on the largest model, the A350-1000, which 

is crucial to its ability to address the lucrative sector dominated by 

the Boeing 777, and is already having to make up for time lost by a 

2011 redesign of the 369-seat aircraft. Airbus also says that it wants to 

maximise the value of limited production slots by converting A350-800 

customers to -900s.

As a result the A350-800 sales campaign has been rendered inactive – 

the airframer having sold around 350 A330s since the last A350-800 sale.

This means that, without re-engining, the current A330 will remain the 

only Airbus aircraft specifically for the 250-seat segment and, until 

A350-800 marketing restarts, essentially the airframer’s only offering 

in the 250- to 300-seat band. Airbus’s record production rate on the 

A330 equates to a two-year backlog but it is unlikely that the A330 

will be able to maintain its competitiveness against the 787 without a 

change of strategy.

The temptation to re-engine the A330

Airbus can potentially tackle this competitive threat by addressing the 

seat mile costs of the A330-300, which need to be comparable to the 

787-9 – with overall seat-mile economics, including cost of ownership, 

being key.

Airbus pitched the A330 initially as a high-capacity regional aircraft 

but its range has been increased over 20 years of development. 

But while range is touted as an attractive feature, Ascend fleet and 

Innovata schedules data puts the situation into context. over 95% of 

twin-engined long-haul aircraft services are within 6,000nm.

This suggests a strong potential market for a 250- to 300-seat aircraft 

capable of exceeding the direct operating cost of the 787-9 even if it 

is unable to compete with the 787’s range. Airbus is working to unlock 

payload and range reserves in the A330, by raising the maximum take-

off weight, but the efficiency gap could be further reduced by fitting 

similar technology engines.

The surge of interest and orders that followed the A320neo launch, 

and the roll-out of the first aircraft, will have given Airbus great 

confidence that it can execute a similar programme for the A330. The 

manufacturer is seeking a 13-15% fuel burn improvement with the 

A330neo.

But there are notable differences. The A320neo is competing against a 

similar re-engining programme, not an all-new airframe, and Airbus’s 

previous effort to put a brushed-up A330 against the 787 – a project 

The industrial 
implications 
of an A330neo 
are huge for 
the engine 
manufacturers, 
and especially 
Rolls-Royce



July 2014

SOURCE: Flightglobal’s Innovata schedules data via SRS Analyser
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Over 95% of twin-engined 
long-haul aircraft services 

are within 6,000nm

which would have taken five years – met with a lacklustre response. 

The A320neo has also been able to benefit from modifications to 

the A320’s wing-tips but the case for similar changes on the A330 is 

uncertain.

Although Airbus has indicated that an A330neo might be simpler, 

without major changes to the wing, the A320neo will also have taken 

nearly five years from launch to service entry if it remains on schedule – 

suggesting that an A330neo would not be available until around 2019.

Airbus will be aware of Boeing’s experience with the 747-8 which, while 

featuring a re-engining programme, also included a number of other 

engineering refinements and suffered delays in its development.

Airbus is having to balance the need for simplicity to keep entry 

into service near-term, and investment and acquisition costs 

minimal – especially if it expects to source funding from powerplant 

manufacturers – against the risk of revisiting a battle already 

previously lost. Any delay to the programme limits availability 

advantages over the 787.

The industrial implications of an A330neo are huge for the engine 

manufacturers, and especially Rolls-Royce, which has invested heavily 

in the A350 XWB including redesigning the A350-1000’s engine, 

and which has yet to see the A350-800 emerge as a sustainable 

programme.

Despite the natural preference for an engine choice from customers – 

and the three-engine choice on the A330 – the odds on a sole source 

A330neo supplier are shortest, the trend illustrated by the 777-300ER, 

777X and A350 XWB.

This Industry Insight
is designed to bring
informed comment,
using Ascend’s
unique historic fleet
data and Innovata 
schedules data 
from Flightglobal 
combined with
the expert views of
its analysts. Ascend
will continue to track
developments and
follow this paper
with further analysis
of the widebody 
market over the
second half of 2014.
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Rolls-Royce is well placed to offer a bleed-air version of its Trent 1000-

TEN, which features Trent XWB technology and is soon to be the build-

standard engine for the 787. While the manufacturer is working on a new 

Trent concept, designated Advance, the 2020 entry would stretch the 

timescale for A330neo development further and carry additional risks. 

General Electric, which has the GEnx-1B on the 787, has indicated that it 

would be unlikely to offer a new engine for an A330neo.

Pratt & Whitney, a third supplier to the current A330, will probably 

not participate in an A330neo. P&W is working on a larger version of 

its geared turbofan, for long-haul aircraft, but has no scope to take on 

new development projects during the likely timeframe of an A330neo 

programme. Engine Alliance partner GE has already ruled out an advanced 

variant of the GP7200 for the A330neo, and P&W has few technologies to 

apply to its part of the GP7200 in the low-pressure section. In any case, 

Engine Alliance has previously been precluded by the European commission 

to offer engines for aircraft beyond the A380 and stretched 747s.

If Airbus refused to accept the status quo, and yet opted against a re-

engining programme for the A330, an alternative strategy to overcome the 

fuel-burn disadvantage against the 787 would be necessary. one strategy 

to improve seat-mile economics, the A330 Regional, is already being 

implemented but the aircraft achieves its performance by substantially 

hiking the seat count and is aimed at a specific short-haul market.

Although fuel has overtaken salary as the primary expense for airlines, 

this is only one aspect of aircraft costs. Airbus could enhance the 

A330’s case by discounting the aircraft, although the downside would 

be a downward effect on the residual values of current A330s and the 

damage to the profit margin. Such a move is possible but would only 

be a short-term option and has many associated risks.

Airbus has insisted it is not cancelling the A350-800. It is unclear 

whether a deferral of the programme – with or without the A330neo – 

would result in changes to the airframe.

Conclusions

Although the A350-900 is selling strongly, Airbus’s decision to take on 

the ‘big twin’ and ‘small twin’ markets with a family of just three aircraft – 

compared with Boeing’s broader 787/777 rank – has proven ambitious.

Airbus can address the competitive threat at the lower end with the 

benefit of a mature airframe programme, relatively low derivative 

development costs, and the experience gained from the A320neo.

But Airbus will be under greater pressure as a result of the competitive 

position, timing and workload involved in an A330neo programme.

The A330neo could potentially offer the right mix of fuel-burn reduction 

and lower acquisition cost to give Airbus a weapon in the 250-seat battle.

Less clear is whether the economics and timing will be sufficient to sway 

customers from the 787 this time round.
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