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In the high-stakes environment of commercial aviation, maintaining a dispatch reliability rate—often targeting 

99.7% for modern narrow-body aircraft like the Airbus A320—is a monumental engineering and operational 

challenge. To achieve this, manufacturers and regulators have developed a sophisticated framework of 

documentation that allows an aircraft to be safely operated even when certain systems are inoperative or 

secondary airframe components are missing. This framework is governed by the Master Minimum Equipment 

List (MMEL), the Minimum Equipment List (MEL), the Configuration Deviation List (CDL), and the Dispatch 

Deviation Guide (DDG). For pilots, maintenance engineers, and flight operations officers, understanding the

nuances of these documents is not merely a matter of compliance but a critical component of flight safety and

operational efficiency.

The Regulatory Framework of Dispatch Deviations

The operational philosophy of the Airbus A320 family is rooted in redundancy and fail-safe design. However, no

mechanical system is immune to failure. The legal basis for flying with known defects is found in international

aviation regulations (such as EASA Part-ORO or FAA 14 CFR Part 121). These regulations state that all equipment

installed on an aircraft must be operative before flight unless that equipment is specifically listed in the MEL or CDL.

The Master Minimum Equipment List (MMEL) is produced by the Type Certificate Holder (Airbus) and approved 

by the regulatory authority (EASA or FAA). It serves as the baseline document identifying items that may be 

inoperative under specific conditions while still maintaining an acceptable level of safety. From this master 

document, each individual operator develops its own Minimum Equipment List (MEL), tailored to its specific fleet

configuration and operational environment. The operator's MEL can be more restrictive than the MMEL, but it can

never be less restrictive.

The Configuration Deviation List (CDL)

While the MEL deals with inoperative equipment (electronics, hydraulics, internal valves), the Configuration 

Deviation List (CDL) addresses missing parts. These are typically external secondary airframe components,

such as fairings, access panels, or aerodynamic seals. Because these parts are external, their absence affects the

aircraft's aerodynamics, leading to increased drag and reduced fuel efficiency. Consequently, any dispatch under a

CDL item usually requires a performance penalty, such as a reduction in maximum takeoff weight (MTOW) or an

increase in fuel consumption calculations.

Deep Dive: The Dispatch Deviation Guide (DDG)

The Dispatch Deviation Guide (DDG), often referred to in some contexts as the Dispatch Deviation Procedure 

Guide (DDPG), is the "how-to" manual provided by Airbus. While the MEL tells you what can be broken, the DDG 

provides the technical procedures for securingthe aircraft in that state. It contains the specific "(M)" (Maintenance)

and "(O)" (Operational) procedures required to deactivate or bypass the failed system.

•  (M) Procedures: These require a qualified maintenance engineer to perform a physical action, such as pulling 

a circuit breaker, installing a lockout pin, or disconnecting a linkage.



•  (O) Procedures: These are actions taken by the flight crew, such as changing a takeoff configuration, applying 

a performance penalty, or adhering to a lower maximum altitude.

Case Study: ELAC 2 and Dispatch Logic

A common point of confusion in the A320 community involves the Elevator Aileron Computer (ELAC). The A320 

typically has two ELACs and three SEC (Spoiler Elevator Computers). Under normal conditions, ELAC 2 is the

primary computer for elevator and stabilizer control. If a fault occurs, the system automatically transitions to ELAC

1, and then to the SECs.

In many operator DDGs, ELAC 2 is listed as a "No Dispatch" item (No-Go). This might seem counterintuitive 

given the redundancy provided by ELAC 1 and the SECs. However, the logic lies in the electrical power distribution. 

ELAC 2 is powered by the DC 2 Bus, whereas ELAC 1 is powered by the DC 1 Bus. ELAC 2 provides critical data

to the autopilot system. In some configurations, dispatching without ELAC 2 significantly reduces the redundancy

required for CAT III autoland operations and compromises the integration of the flight envelope protection system. If

the DDG states that ELAC 2 is a "No-Go," the aircraft cannot leave the gate until the unit is replaced or repaired,

regardless of whether ELAC 1 is functioning perfectly.

Technical Comparison: MEL vs. CDL

To better understand the operational impact of these deviations, the following table compares the core

characteristics of the MEL and CDL systems.



Feature Minimum Equipment List (MEL) Configuration Deviation List (CDL)

Scope Inoperative internal systems/
components (e.g., APU, AC Pack).

Missing external parts (e.g., Flap 
track fairing, static wicks).

Performance Impact Usually minimal, unless it affects 
altitude or ETOPS.

Almost always requires a drag/weight 
penalty.

Procedures Detailed (M) and (O) procedures in 
the DDG.

Referenced in the AFM (Airplane 
Flight Manual).

Regulatory Source Operator's MEL (derived from MMEL). AFM Appendix or separate CDL 
manual.

Cumulative Limits Limited by Repair Intervals (Cat A, B, 
C, D).

Generally limited by the number of 
missing parts.

Repair Intervals and Time Constraints

The MEL is not a license to fly indefinitely with broken equipment. Items are categorized by the time allowed before

a permanent repair is mandatory:

1.  Category A: No fixed time limit. The repair must be made within the time interval specified in the "Remarks or 

Exceptions" column (e.g., 2 flight cycles or 48 hours).

2.  Category B: The item must be repaired within 3 consecutive calendar days (excluding the day the 

malfunction was recorded).

3.  Category C: The item must be repaired within 10 consecutive calendar days.

4.  Category D: The item must be repaired within 120 consecutive calendar days.

It is vital to note that CDL itemsoften do not have these specific letter-coded time intervals in the same way MEL

items do. However, they are still subject to the operator’s maintenance program and the general philosophy of

"rectification at the earliest opportunity."

Practical Implementation: A Dispatcher's Workflow

When a pilot or engineer identifies a defect during a pre-flight check, the following workflow is initiated to determine

if the flight can proceed:

1. Identification and Documentation

The defect is recorded in the Aircraft Technical Log (ATL). The engineer identifies the exact ATA (Air Transport

Association) chapter relevant to the fault (e.g., ATA 21 for Air Conditioning, ATA 27 for Flight Controls).

2. Consulting the MEL/CDL

The engineer checks the MEL. If the item is listed, they verify the conditions for dispatch. For example, if a Ram Air 

Inlet(MCDL-21-01) is malfunctioning, they check the MEL to see if it can be deactivated in the open or closed

position. If a fairing is missing, they consult the CDL to find the associated fuel flow increase percentage (e.g., a

0.5% increase for a missing flap track tail fairing).

3. Executing (M) and (O) Procedures

The engineer performs any required (M) procedures, such as pulling and tagging circuit breakers to prevent



accidental activation of a faulty motor. The Captain then performs any (O) procedures, such as cross-checking the

flight plan to ensure the additional fuel required by a CDL penalty is onboard.

4. Dispatch Release

Once the (M) and (O) procedures are complete and signed off, the aircraft is technically "released under MEL/

CDL." The dispatcher updates the flight plan (OFP) to reflect any altitude or weight restrictions.

Impact on Special Operations: ETOPS and CAT III

Dispatch deviations have a profound impact on Extended-range Twin-engine Operational Performance 

Standards (ETOPS). For an A320 to operate on ETOPS routes (e.g., transoceanic or remote land routes), certain

levels of redundancy are non-negotiable. An inoperative APU (Auxiliary Power Unit) might be a simple Category C

MEL item for a short-haul overland flight, but for an ETOPS flight, the APU is often a required backup power

source. If it is inoperative, the aircraft may be restricted to non-ETOPS routes, significantly increasing flight time

and cost.

Similarly, Low Visibility Operations (LVO) are affected. The A320’s ability to perform a CAT III autoland depends 

on the integrity of its Flight Guidance systems, including the Flight Management and Guidance Computers 

(FMGCs)and the radio altimeters. A failure in one of these components, while perhaps allowed under a Category

C MEL for a clear-day flight, would downgrade the aircraft to CAT I or CAT II status, potentially causing diversions if

the destination weather is poor.

The Role of the Flight Crew Training Manual (FCTM)

The Airbus FCTM emphasizes that the MEL is a dispatch document, not an in-flight tool. If a failure occurs before 

the aircraft starts its takeoff roll (before power is applied for takeoff), the MEL must be applied. If the failure occurs 

after the takeoff roll has commenced, the crew follows the Electronic Centralized Aircraft Monitor (ECAM) 

procedures and their emergency checklists. The MEL is only consulted again after landing to determine the 

aircraft's status for the next flight leg.

Comparison of Flight Guidance Deviations

Flight Guidance is a core part of the A320 Fly-By-Wire system. Here is how various components impact dispatch:



Component Status Consequence of Failure

FAC 1 &amp; 2 (Flight Augmentation 
Computer)

Conditional Loss of characteristic speeds (Vls, 
Valpha-prot) and yaw damper. 
Requires strict (O) procedures.

FMGC (Flight Management Guidance 
Computer)

1 Inop Allowed Loss of one autopilot and one flight 
director. CAT II/III capability lost.

ADR (Air Data Reference) 1 Inop Allowed Requires manual switching of air data 
sources. RVSM (Reduced Vertical 
Separation Minimum) airspace 
restricted.

Summary of Operational Philosophy

The management of dispatch deviations on the Airbus A320 is a balance between safety and economic viability. 

The MMEL provides the envelope of what is possible, while the MEL and CDL provide the specific constraints for 

the operator. The DDGacts as the technical bridge, ensuring that every deviation is supported by a rigorous

maintenance or operational procedure. 

By strictly adhering to the (M) and (O) procedures and understanding the hierarchical relationship between the

MMEL, MEL, and CDL, airlines can maintain the A320’s legendary 99.7% dispatch reliability without ever

compromising the safety of the passengers or crew. For the technical writer and SEO strategist, the key is to

recognize that these acronyms—MEL, CDL, DDG—are not just alphabet soup; they are the pillars of modern

aeronautical certification and the blueprint for keeping the world's most popular narrow-body aircraft safely in the

skies.

As aviation moves toward more integrated digital health monitoring (such as the Airbus Skywise platform), the

application of the MEL and CDL is becoming more automated, yet the fundamental requirement for human

oversight and technical understanding of these documents remains as vital as ever. Maintenance teams must

ensure that every MCDL (Master Configuration Deviation List) item is correctly cross-referenced with the Aircraft

Maintenance Manual (AMM) to ensure that the hardware configurations exactly match the legal requirements for

flight.
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