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MILITARY AIRCRAFT 

 

Airbus performs world’s first automatic air-to-air refuelling contact 

with large aircraft receiver 

Royal Australian Air Force KC-30A acts as receiver from A310 tanker
 
Madrid, 12 July 2018 – Airbus Defence and Space has followed its earlier achievement in 
demonstrating Automatic Air-to-Air (A3R) refuelling of a fighter with another world-first – the 
same operation performed with a large receiver aircraft. 
 
In a joint operation with the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF), which is collaborating with 
Airbus in development of this pioneering technology, Airbus’ A310 company development 
tanker performed seven automatic contacts with a RAAF KC-30A Multi Role Tanker 
Transport, also made by Airbus. 
 
The system requires no additional equipment on the receiver and is intended to reduce 
refuelling boom operator workload, improve safety, and optimise the rate of air -to-air 
refuelling (AAR) in operational conditions to maximise aerial superiority. Airbus has begun 
work towards introducing the system on the current production A330 Multi Role Tanker 
Transport (A330 MRTT). 
 
During initial approach of the receiver, boom control is performed by the tanker’s Air 
Refuelling Operator (ARO) as usual. Innovative passive techniques such as image 
processing are then used to determine the receiver’s refuelling receptacle position and when 
the automated system is activated, a fully automated flight control system flies and maintains  
the boom aligned with the receiver’s receptacle. The telescopic beam inside the boom can 
be controlled in a range of ways including: manually by the ARO; a relative distance -keeping 
mode; or full auto-mode to perform the contact. 
 
In the 20 June flight off the southern Spanish coast, the A310 tanker performed the 
scheduled seven contacts over a two-hour test period.  
 
David Piatti, who again acted as Airbus Test ARO, or “boomer”, on the A310, said: “It was 
extremely impressive to see how accurately the A3R system tracks the receiver. It can be 
very useful to be able to refuel another tanker or transport, for example to extend its 
deployment range or to avoid taking fuel back to base, but it is also a challenging operation 
and this system has the potential to reduce workload and the risk involved.” 
 
The trial was conducted in conjunction with Test Pilots and Flight Test Engineers from the 
RAAF’s Aircraft Research and Development Unit (ARDU). 
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Squadron Leader Lawry Benier, Executive Officer for ARDU, said the RAAF were 
assisting  Airbus Defence & Space on the development of A3R and other technologies to 
increase the utility of the KC-30A within a battlespace. 
 
“It’s very encouraging to come to Spain and see the progress that’s been made with A3R, 
and be able to witness it firsthand refuelling our KC-30A,” Squadron Leader Benier said. 
 
“Refuelling large receivers is a role RAAF has conducted extensively on operations and 
exercises, allowing us to extend the reach and responsiveness of our air mobility fleet, as 
well as keep surveillance aircraft in the air for longer.”  

The photos show the first automatic contact between the A310 MRTT demonstrator and the 

KC-30A, and an emulation of what the image processing system “sees”. A video can be 

viewed and downloaded here: https://www.airbus.com/search.footage.html?tags=corporate-

topics%3Abusiness-lines%2Fdefence-and-space%2Fdefence%2Cproducts-and-

solutions%3Amilitary-aircraft&tagLogicChoice=OR#searchresult-footage-all-1 

About Airbus 

Airbus is a global leader in aeronautics, space and related services. In 2017 it generated revenues of € 59 billion 

restated for IFRS 15 and employed a w orkforce of around 129,000. Airbus offers the most comprehensive range 

of passenger airliners from 100 to more than 600 seats. Airbus is also a European leader providing tanker, 

combat, transport and mission aircraft, as w ell as one of the w orld’s leading space companies. In helicopters, 

Airbus provides the most eff icient civil and military rotorcraft solutions w orldw ide. 

 

About A330 MRTT 

The Airbus Defence and Space A330 MRTT is the only new  generation strategic tanker/transport aircraft combat -
proven and available today. The large 111 tonnes/ 245,000 lb basic fuel capacity of the successful A330-200 

airliner, from w hich it is derived, enables the A330 MRTT to excel in air-to-air refuelling missions w ithout the need 

for any additional fuel tank.  

 

The A330 MRTT is offered w ith a choice of proven air-to-air refuelling systems including an advanced Airbus 

Defence and Space Aerial Refuelling Boom System, and/or a pair of under-w ing hose and drogue pods, and/or a 

Fuselage Refuelling Unit.  

 

Thanks to its true w ide-body fuselage, the A330 MRTT can also be used as a pure transport aircraft able to carry 

up to 300 troops, or a payload of up to 45 tonnes/99,000 lb. It can also easily be converted to accommodate up to 

130 stretchers for Medical Evacuation (MEDEVAC). To-date, a total of 57 A330 MRTTs have been ordered by 11 

nations (Australia, Belgium, France, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norw ay, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, South Korea, 

the United Arab Emirates, and the United Kingdom), w ith tw o (Australia and Saudi Arabia) having already placed 

repeat orders.  
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