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Recommendations for new European military helicopter programmes

A forum entitled “Towards new European 
military helicopter programmes” was 
organised by the Air and Space Academy 
(AAE) in Paris on 15 June 2022, as part 
of the Eurosatory exhibition.

This forum confirmed that it is time to pre-
pare the next generation of helicopters 
and VTOLs1, the key point being to define 
a joint set of operational requirements at 
European level, based on a real political 
will on the part of the Member States. The 
fact that industry is prepared to cooperate 
is a very positive point. 

The work was then pursued by the com-
panies involved and AAE members and 
resulted in the establishment of 14  
recommendations covering four major 
topics: 
• managing programme risks suc-

cessfully through a robust pre-con-
tract phase;

1 Vertical Take-off and Landing aircraft.

• optimising programme execution 
(technical definition, costs and 
schedule);

• maximising fleet availability and 
optimising maintainability;

• developing synergies and interop-
erability between European armed 
forces.

This Opinion details these recommenda-
tions for building a cooperative European 
military programme for whatever helicop-
ter or VTOL platforms are next selected, 
based on operational requirements 
defined by a joint study by industry and 
experts and enriched by various discus-
sions.

These 14 recommendations, aimed at all 
military programme stakeholders, high-
light guidelines and good practices for a 
well-constructed cooperative programme, 
as well as any necessary harmonisation.

SUMMARY
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Mid-2021, the Air and Space Academy 
(AAE) published a dossier (No. 51) enti-
tled “Towards new European military 
helicopter programmes”.

After a brief historical overview, this dos-
sier reviewed the fleets in service, con-
sidering problems encountered and 
developments planned for the short and 
medium term, before looking to the 
future.

It concluded that, in the segments of 
heavy, very heavy and specialized 
armed helicopters2, a renewal was to be 
expected by 2040 and that preparations 
should therefore begin: after a first wave 
of Franco-British cooperation (Puma, 
Gazelle, Lynx), then a second wave in 
which the cooperative programmes were 
shared (Tigre, NH90, EH101 Merlin), a 

2 Segment definition (as per Dossier 51): very heavy MTOW >13 t; heavy MTOW 8 to 13 t.

third wave of cooperative programmes 
should be envisaged and launched via 
an intergovernmental agreement includ-
ing the UK.

The dossier emphasized a number of 
key points to be met, including the con-
vergence of operational needs, the 
cohesion of industrial partners and the 
need for a “strong” executive agency. 

1- INTRODUCTION
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In view of the interest shown by this dos-
sier, the Air and Space Academy organ-
ized an international forum on June 15, 
2022, as part of Eurosatory exhibition. 
The event brought together around a 
hundred participants including military 
users, national and European govern-
mental services, and industry. 

The aim of the forum was to present the 
recommendations of AAE’s working 
group on this subject, and to discuss 
them openly at European level.

Under the guidance of the programme 
committee, the 15 speakers covered the 
history and current status of the fleets, 
an estimation of future needs, the evolu-
tion of operational requirements, techni-
cal perspectives, the valorization of 
know-how through European research 
projects, and the management of coop-
erative military programmes.

Last ly,  three major manufacturers 
(Airbus, Leonardo and Safran) jointly 
presented their convergences and diver-
gences in the context of a future heavy 
helicopter programme, since this is the 
segment in which needs will emerge 
soonest, before those for very heavy 
helicopters and specialized armed heli-
copters.

A round table, open to Eurosatory visi-
tors, included the commander of French 
army aviation (ALAT) and representa-
t ives f rom the European Defence  
Agency and OCCAR (Organisation for 
Joint Armament Co-operation), as well 
as the manufacturers Airbus, Leonardo 
and Safran. Their presentations con-
firmed AAE’s recommendations, con-
cluding that new military helicopter pro-
grammes in Europe should be managed 
by existing intergovernmental bodies.

2- THE 2022 FORUM
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Our industries know how to cooperate 
whilst competing in other segments, as 
demonstrated by the current European 
projects NGRC3 (NATO) and ENGRT4 
(supported by the European Defence 
Fund – EDF), and more recently NGMH5 
supported by PESCO (Permanent 
Structured Cooperation). But we must 
succeed in defining coordinated opera-
tional requirements and harmonized 
funding, both conditions that require 
strong political will over the long term.

Finally, the forum highlighted the inter-
est of other helicopter programmes, 
such as multi-purpose medium helicop-
ters like the French Guépard. Multi-role 
capabilities, versatility in changing mis-
sion equipment, survivability and lighter 
crew workloads are all part of the opera-
tional requirements.

3 Next Generation Rotorcraft Capability.
4 EU Next Generation Rotorcraft Technologies.
5 Next Generation Medium Helicopter.

Following this forum, AAE was con-
tacted by one of the part icipat ing  
companies with the aim of pursuing  
discussions on the management of 
future major military programmes in 
cooperation. These ideas, approved by 
the two other participating companies, 
are the core topic of this Opinion. They 
do not take feedback from current con-
flicts into account explicitly, although 
this feedback reinforces the need for 
convergence of operational require-
ments at European level. 
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With a view to building future European 
programmes by 2040, and in continuity 
with the conclusions of the forum, it is 
important to identify the best practices, 
proper contractual context and chal-
lenges to be met, based on lessons from 
the past, the present situation and 
improvements required, i.e. the recom-
mendations that would need to be imple-
mented in order to reach this goal. 

This will lay the foundations for a suc-
cessful major European helicopter coop-
eration programme, simpler and faster 
to launch and, above all, more cost- 
effective to develop, certify, operate and 
maintain. 

The considerations set out at the end of 
chapter 2 enabled us to address the 
main themes for optimising the manage-
ment of a European cooperation pro-
gramme.

The study was carried out by industry 
through interviews with AAE members 
and external experts: former programme 
di rectors ,  former heads of  in ter - 
governmental agencies. 

It is, of course, important that the 
approach should focus primarily on the 
states:
• by defining a common, coherent 

operational concept and mission 
specifications;

• by setting up coherent national budgets 
to ensure continuity of support for pro-
gramme development, production and, 
from the beginning, aircraft life-cycle 
management.

These points are essential and rely only 
on the sovereign competence of Member 
States.

It is clear that, in the main areas covered 
by the study, state players must assume 

3- LESSONS LEARNED FROM 
EUROPE’S MAJOR MILITARY 
AIRCRAFT PROGRAMMES
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responsibil i ty for the technical and 
organizational issues addressed.

The major themes from the June 2022 
forum naturally emerged:
• certification/qualification processes 

and standards;
• airworthiness and its management over 

time;
• programme management;
• industrial organization;
• funding;
• acquisition.

The programmes used as a basis for 
analysis were the Tiger (France-Germany, 
then Spain), the NH90 (France, Italy, 
Germany, Netherlands initially, then 
Portugal), the A400M (Germany, France, 
UK, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Belgium/
Luxembourg and Turkey), the EH101 
(British-Italian) and ATR (Franco-Italian 
civil aircraft).

The result is a list of 14 recommenda-
tions divided into four main themes:
• Manage programme risks success-

fully thanks to a robust pre-con-
tract phase.

• Optimize programme execution 
(technical definition, cost and 
schedule).

• Maximize fleet availability and opti-
mize maintainability.

• Develop synergies and interoper-
ability between European armed 
forces.
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This list constitutes the fundamental 
component of this Opinion which the Air 
and Space Academy wishes to transmit 
to all stakeholders, whether governmen-
tal or industrial, operators or engineers, 
to encourage the launch of a European 

military helicopter programme and opti-
mize its long-term progress. It should be 
noted that these recommendations are 
not all aimed at the same players, and 
do not all address the same issues6.

4- THE 14 RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.  Set up industrial and national teams to manage pre-contract studies and 
contract negotiations.
• The “fair return” rule is a real poison for cooperative programmes and should be 

avoided at all costs, despite political or industrial pressure.

2.  Harmonize national military requirements and avoid stockpiling specifica-
tions, or the inclusion of specifications linked to certification.

3. Restrict the use of open specifications and, where necessary, define the 
way to deal with them contractually.

6. The numbering of the recommendations does not represent an order of importance or priority.

Manage programme risks successfully thanks to a robust  
pre-contract phase 
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4.  Devote the required time and effort to performing a feasibility study involv-
ing users so as to properly grasp requirements, identify risks, determine 
programme schedule, budget and resources requirements. 
• This is very important in order to reduce risks resulting from technical adapta-

tions and specification evolutions (which should only be upgraded when abso-
lutely necessary).

• This assessment of the risks, costs and timescales of the development phase, 
as well as future production and support costs, is very important both for indus-
try, which needs to know what it can commit on the contractual side, and for the 
customer, who needs to know the consequences on long-term budget, and what it 
can ask industry contractually.

• Properly tailor teams and budgets on both the industrial and government sides, to 
ensure that the programme runs smoothly over time.

5.  Organize bid review to ensure contract endorsement by industry.

 

6.  Give a negotiation mandate to the multinational contracting agency. 
• This is important for establishing the authority of the contracting agency vis-à-vis 

the industrial prime contractor, and for ensuring sound programme management 
over the long term: the agency’s authority must cover the entire life cycle, includ-
ing support.

7.  Set up an efficient organisational structure for industrial programme 
management.

8.  Plan users’ involvement to ease requirement capture and define the Man-
Machine Interface (MMI).

Optimize programme execution (technical definition, cost and 
schedule)
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9.  Enforce programme management best practices.
• Set up, from the outset, joint management of the programme configuration and its 

interfaces with the outside world, covering changes in specifications and regula-
tions, safety objectives and the consequences of test results.

10. Implement nations’ contractual commitment to funding the programme 
over its entire lifecycle.
• A single development/industrialization/production contract (with commitments for 

support) is perfect to avoid any interruption of work between development and 
production. However, if the risks identified in the definition phase are too high, or 
the programme duration exceeds the budget programming horizons, this solu-
tion may be impossible to implement. In this case, at the very least, an effective 
mechanism for amending the contract must be put in place at the start of the pro-
gramme, and covered by identified financial provisions.

 

11. Implement Integrated Logistic Support (ILS) in the contract.
• Given the long lifespan of the programmes, it is by implementing smart joint 

support that the cooperation partners will make the greatest savings; this also 
guarantees maintaining a common definition of systems over the long term, guar-
anteeing maximum interoperability.

12. Precisely define fleet availability demonstration conditions in the contract 
specifications. 

13. Flow down Integrated Logistic Support (ILS) and fleet availability require-
ments to subcontractors. 

Maximize fleet availability and optimize maintainability 
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14. Create a European military authority to develop harmonized standards, 
especially as regards operation and support aspects.
• The term “qualification” is preferable to “certification”, which should be reserved 

for civil certification, well handled by EASA at European level; moreover, using 
civil certification rules as a common basis for requirements enables military qual-
ification to be handled as a complement. This process reduces costs in the end, 
provided that there is clear identification of what comes under civil certification 
and what must remain under military qualification.

Develop synergies and interoperability between European 
armed forces
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The Air and Space Academy, on the basis 
of the work carried out by its members and 
by the participants in the Forum “Towards 
new European military helicopter pro-
grammes”, recommends that the partners 
involved in future military aircraft pro-

grammes – for which the need was clearly 
identified at the forum – implement the 
above 14 recommendations, in order to 
promote successful, coherent cooperation 
on new military helicopter programmes.

5- CONCLUSION 



16

AAE Opinion No. 17 September 2023

• Bernard Fouques (FR), president of working group
• Blanche Demaret (FR), secretary of working group
• Louis-Alain Roche (FR), president of the AAE Defence commission
• Patrick Bellouard (FR) 
• Alain Cassier (FR)  
• Jean-Pierre Dubreuil (FR) 
• Michel Hancart (FR) 
• Klausdieter Pahlke (DE)  
• Bernard Rontani (FR) 
• Andrew Warner (UK) 

The group would like to thank industry representatives for their active participation in our 
work.

ANNEX: 
List of working group members from AAE


