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(54) A LEADING EDGE STRUCTURE FOR A FLOW CONTROL SYSTEM OF AN AIRCRAFT

(57) Disclosed is a leading edge structure (13) for a
flow control system of an aircraft (1), comprising a dou-
ble-walled leading edge panel comprising an inner wall
element (45) and an outer wall element (47), wherein
between the inner and outer wall elements (45, 47) the
leading edge panel (27) comprises a plurality of elongate
stiffeners (49) spaced apart from one another, so that
between each pair of adjacent stiffeners (49) a hollow
chamber (51) is formed, wherein the outer wall element
(47) comprises a plurality of micro pores (53), and where-

in the inner wall element (45) comprises passages (55)
forming a fluid connection between the hollow chambers
(51) and a vacuum system (15). The object, to provide a
simple and effective integration of an ice protection sys-
tem in a leading edge structure for a flow control system,
is achieved in that the stiffeners (49) form hot air ducts
(57) configured for connection to a hot air system (17),
and the stiffeners (49) include a plurality of hot air open-
ings (59) forming a fluid connection between the hot air
ducts (57) and the hollow chambers (51).
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Description

[0001] The present invention relates to a leading edge
structure for a flow control system of an aircraft, in par-
ticular for a hybrid laminar flow control (HLFC) system of
a horizontal plane for an aircraft, such as a wing or a
horizontal tail plane (HTP), with an integrated ice protec-
tion system. Further aspects of the invention relate to a
horizontal plane for an aircraft, in particular a wing or a
horizontal tail plane, comprising such a leading edge
structure, and to an aircraft comprising such a leading
edge structure or comprising such a horizontal plane.
[0002] The leading edge structure comprises a double-
walled leading edge panel extending continuously, pref-
erably constantly, in a span direction. Across the span
direction the leading edge panel extends between a lead-
ing edge portion and a downstream portion downstream
from the leading edge portion with respect to an ambient
flow of a related aircraft during flight. Preferably the lead-
ing edge panel is curved such that it partially surrounds
an interior. Preferably, the leading edge portion is curved
around a leading edge and includes a first end. Prefera-
bly, the downstream portion extends with less curvature
than the leading edge portion, and includes a second end
opposite the first end, wherein the second end is prefer-
ably configured to be mounted to a front spar or a box of
a wing or a horizontal tail plane.
[0003] The leading edge panel comprises an inner wall
element facing the interior and an outer wall element con-
figured to be in contact with the ambient flow. Between
the inner and outer wall elements the leading edge panel
comprises a plurality of elongate stiffeners spaced apart
from one another, so that between each pair of adjacent
stiffeners a hollow chamber is formed between the inner
and outer wall elements. The outer wall element com-
prises a plurality of micro pores forming a fluid connection
between the hollow chambers and the ambient flow. The
inner wall element comprises passages forming a fluid
connection between the hollow chambers and a vacuum
system. The passages might be in the form of simple
holes in the inner wall element, or might be in the form
of channels extending e.g. in portions also in parallel to
the surface of the inner wall element. The vacuum system
might include a common suction plenum or might include
several suction pipes, wherein both the suction plenum
and the suction pipes would be connected to a vacuum
source. The vacuum source might be an active vacuum
source, such as a compressor or an engine, or might be
a passive vacuum source such as a diffusor e.g. in the
form of a flap that opens in the ambient flow with a rear
facing opening.
[0004] Similar hybrid laminar flow control systems are
known, specifically in connection with the vertical tail
plane (VTP). VTPs usually do not have associated ice
protection systems (IPS), which allows a comparably
simple integration of the HLFC system at the VTP. How-
ever, integration of a HLFC system in a horizontal plane,
in particular in a wing, might be more complicated as

IPS’s are often required in the area of the leading edge
where the HLFC system is to be included.
[0005] Therefore, the object of the present invention is
to provide a simple and effective integration of an ice
protection system in a leading edge structure for a flow
control system.
[0006] This object is achieved in that the stiffeners form
or include hot air ducts for passing hot air along the lon-
gitudinal extension of the stiffeners. This means the hot
air ducts might be formed inside the stiffeners or between
opposite walls of each one stiffener. The hot air ducts
are configured for connection to a hot air system. The
hot air system might include hot air pipes connected to
the hot air ducts and connected to a hot air source, e.g.
an engine providing hot air in the form of bleed air. The
stiffeners further include a plurality of hot air openings
forming a fluid connection between the hot air ducts and
the hollow chambers for passing hot air from the hot air
system through the hot air ducts and the hot air openings
to the hollow chambers, and preferably further through
the micro pores to the ambient flow in order to deice the
outer surface of the outer wall element. The hot air open-
ings are preferably formed in a serial manner along the
longitudinal extension of the stiffeners.
[0007] In such a way, the ice protection system is effi-
ciently integrated in the HLFC leading edge structure
without requiring essential changes to the design opti-
mized for flow control. Flow control can be performed by
applying a vacuum by the vacuum source to the hollow
chambers which draws air from the ambient air flow, in
particular the boundary layer, through the micro pores
into the hollow chambers, thereby causing a laminar flow
downstream from the micro pores. Ice protection or deic-
ing is performed by blowing hot air provided by the hot
air source through the hot air ducts and from there
through the hollow chambers in order to heat the outer
wall element. Additionally, hot air from the hollow cham-
bers is discharged through he micro pores to deice or
heat the outer surface of the outer wall element. Flow
control, i.e. suction, and ice protection, i.e. blowing of hot
air, are preferably performed only in a subsequent man-
ner but not at the same time. However, there might also
be embodiments where suction and blowing are super-
posed, i.e. are performed at the same time.
[0008] According to a preferred embodiment, the stiff-
eners extend longitudinally in the span direction. In such
a way, flow control and ice protection can be performed
continuously in the span direction.
[0009] According to another preferred embodiment,
the stiffeners have an omega-shaped cross section
across their longitudinal extension including an upper
flange portion resting against the outer wall element, first
and second lower flange portions resting against the in-
ner wall element, a first web portion connecting the upper
flange portion to the first lower flange portion, and a sec-
ond web portion connecting the upper flange portion to
the second lower flange portion. The hot air openings are
included in the first web portion and/or in the second web
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portion. As an alternative to the omega-shaped cross
section the stiffeners might also be formed with a trape-
zoid-shaped cross section or a square-shaped cross sec-
tion, which correspond to the above-described omega-
shaped cross section with the exception that the first and
second lower flange portions point to one another or are
connected to one another, instead of pointing away from
one another. Such geometry of the stiffeners provides
advantageous mechanical properties and at the same
time allows to include the hot air duct.
[0010] In particular, it is preferred that the hot air duct
is formed between the upper flange portion, the first web
portion, the second web portion and the inner wall ele-
ment. In such a way, the stiffener only surrounds three
of four sides of the hot air duct, while the fourth side is
surrounded by the inner wall element.
[0011] Alternatively, the stiffeners additionally include
a cross portion extending from the first web portion to the
second web portion at a position between the upper
flange portion and the first and second lower flange por-
tions. Preferably, the hot air duct is formed between the
cross portion, the upper flange portion, and the first and
second web portions, wherein an insulation chamber is
formed between the cross portion, the inner wall element,
and the first and second web portions for insulating the
inner wall element from the hot air duct. This is particularly
useful in cases when the inner wall element is formed of
a heat-sensitive material, such as a FRP.
[0012] According to a preferred embodiment, the inner
wall element is formed of a plastic material, preferably a
fiber reinforced plastic (FRP), such as a carbon fiber re-
inforced plastic or a glass fiber reinforced plastic. Addi-
tionally, it is preferred that the stiffeners are formed from
a FRP and, preferably, are formed integrally with the inner
wall element. In such a way, a lightweight and stiff struc-
ture can be formed that can be pre-manufactured as one
common part.
[0013] Alternatively, the inner wall element might be
formed of a sheet metal, such as e.g. aluminum or steel.
Such materials are less temperature sensitive, so that
the cross portion might not be necessary in this case.
[0014] As a further alternative, the inner wall element
might be formed as a sandwich structure including an
outer cover layer, an inner cover layer, and a core layer
sandwiched between the outer and inner cover layers.
The outer and inner cover layers might be formed from
a FRP material or a metal material, while the core layer
might be formed of a foam material. By such a sandwich
structure, specific mechanic properties of the inner wall
element can be obtained.
[0015] In particular, it is preferred that the passages
are formed as suction channels that extend through the
core layer in parallel to the stiffeners and that have a
plurality of suction ports to the hollow chambers arranged
in a serial manner along the longitudinal extension of the
suction channels and forming a fluid connection between
the suction channels and the hollow chambers. The suc-
tion channels are connected to the vacuum system, pref-

erably to the suction pipes, and via the suction pipes to
the vacuum source. In such a way, the space within the
core layer of the sandwich structure inner wall element
can be used for accommodating the suction channels to
provide an efficient distribution of the vacuum applied
through the suction pipes to the hollow chambers. No
suction plenum is required in this case.
[0016] According to a preferred embodiment, the vac-
uum system comprises a common suction plenum next
to the inner wall element. The suction plenum might be
connected to the vacuum source, preferably via one more
suction pipes. Such a common suction plenum can be
pressurized by the vacuum source with a single, common
pressure that is then applied to the hollow chambers
through the passages. The passages might be formed
as simple, not specifically defined holes, so that the pres-
sure in the hollow chambers is essentially the same as
the pressure in the plenum. However, the passages
might also be formed as throttle holes having a prede-
fined diameter adapted for a predefined mass flow rate
through the throttle holes in order to achieve a predefined
fluid pressure in the hollow chambers.
[0017] It is particularly preferred that the leading edge
structure further comprises a plenum wall extending op-
posite and spaced apart from the inner wall element,
thereby defining or enclosing the suction plenum be-
tween the plenum wall and the inner wall element. Such
a plenum wall separated the pressured plenum from oth-
er wing parts accommodated under the leading edge
structure of the wing, such as high lift devices, specifically
Krueger flaps.
[0018] According to a preferred embodiment, the vac-
uum system comprises a vacuum source for applying a
vacuum through the suction pipes and through the pas-
sages to the hollow chambers in order to draw air from
the ambient air flow through the micro pores into the hol-
low chambers. The vacuum source might be formed ac-
tive, e.g. as a compressor or an engine, or might be
formed passive, e.g. as a flap that opens in the ambient
flow with a rear facing opening. The vacuum source might
be connected directly or via the suction pipes to the ple-
num or to the suction channels.
[0019] According to a preferred embodiment, the outer
wall element is formed as a titanium sheet or a steel
sheet. Such material gives the leading edge the required
strength and erosion resistance.
[0020] According to another preferred embodiment, a
plurality of support ribs are attached to the inner wall el-
ement in such a way that they face the interior and extend
across the span direction along the inner wall element.
Preferably, the support ribs are formed integrally with the
inner wall element and are formed of FRP. The support
ribs additionally support the inner wall element.
[0021] According to yet another preferred embodi-
ment, the stiffeners and the inner wall element, and pref-
erably also the support ribs, are formed together as an
integral part by a Resin Transfer Molding (RTM) process.
[0022] According to yet another preferred embodi-
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ment, the outer wall element comprises multiple sections
when viewed from the leading edge downstream, where-
in the porosity varies from one section to another section
in terms of pore diameter and/or pore pitch. In such a
way, the amount ambient air that is sucked in through
the micro pores can be adapted as required in the specific
section.
[0023] A further aspect of the present invention relates
to a horizontal plane for an aircraft, namely to a wing or
a horizontal tail plane. The horizontal plane comprises a
front spar, an outer skin, a leading edge structure accord-
ing to any of the afore-described embodiments, a vacuum
system, and a hot air system. The leading edge structure
is arranged in front of the front spar and is preferably
attached to the front spar by the second end, such that
the outer wall element is aligned with the outer skin. Pref-
erably, the leading edge structure is further supported
along its extension across the span direction by a plurality
of support ribs connected to the front spar and extending
in a plane transverse the span direction and in a subse-
quent manner in the span direction. The vacuum system
is connected to the passages for applying a vacuum
through the passages to the hollow chambers. The vac-
uum system might include a plenum and/or one or more
suction pipes connected to an active or passive vacuum
source, such as a compressor or an engine or a rear
facing opening in the ambient flow. The hot air system is
connected to the hot air ducts to blow hot air through the
hot air ducts to the hollow chambers, and preferably fur-
ther through the micro pores to the ambient flow. The hot
air system preferably comprises one or more hot air pipes
that are connected to a hot air source, such as an engine
providing bleed air. The features and advantages de-
scribed above in connection with the leading edge struc-
ture apply vis-à-vis also to the horizontal plane.
[0024] A further aspect of the present invention relates
to an aircraft comprising a leading edge structure accord-
ing to any of afore-described embodiments, or compris-
ing a horizontal plane according to any of the afore-de-
scribed embodiments. The aircraft might include the vac-
uum source and/or the hot air source, e.g. in the form of
an engine. The features and advantages described
above in connection with the leading edge structure or
with the horizontal plane apply vis-à-vis also to the aircraft
[0025] Preferred embodiments of the present invention
are explained hereinafter in more detail by means of a
drawing. The drawing shows in

Fig. 1 an top view of an aircraft according to an em-
bodiment of the invention,

Fig. 2 a schematic cross sectional view of a leading
edge structure according to a first embodiment
of the present invention,

Fig. 3 a schematic cross sectional view of a leading
edge structure according to a second embodi-
ment of the present invention,

Fig. 4 a schematic cross sectional view of a leading
edge structure according to a third embodiment
of the present invention,

Fig. 5 a schematic cross sectional view of a leading
edge structure according to a fourth embodi-
ment of the present invention.

[0026] Fig. 1 shows an aircraft 1 according to an em-
bodiment of the present invention with a flow control sys-
tem and an integrated ice protection system. The aircraft
1 comprises a fuselage 2 and horizontal planes 3 in the
form of wings 5 and horizontal tail planes 7. Each wing
5 comprises a front spar 9, an outer skin 11, a leading
edge structure 13, a vacuum system 15, and a hot air
system 17. The vacuum system 15 comprises a vacuum
source 19 in the form of an engine, and at least one suc-
tion pipe 21 connecting the vacuum source 19 to the lead-
ing edge structure 13. The hot air system 17 comprises
a hot air source 23 also in form of the engine, and at least
one hot air pipe 25 connecting the hot air source 23 to
the leading edge structure 13.
[0027] The leading edge structure 13 might be in the
form of one of the embodiments shown in any of Figs. 2
to 5. In any of these embodiments the leading edge struc-
ture 13 comprises a double-walled leading edge panel
27 extending in a span direction 29. Across the span
direction 29 the leading edge panel 27 extends between
a leading edge portion 31 and a downstream portion 33
downstream from the leading edge portion 31 with re-
spect to an ambient flow 35 of the aircraft 1 during flight.
The leading edge panel 27 is curved such that it partially
surrounds an interior 37, wherein the leading edge por-
tion 31 is curved around a leading edge 39 and includes
a first end 41, while the downstream portion 33 extends
with less curvature than the leading edge portion 31, and
includes a second end 43 opposite the first end 41.
[0028] The leading edge panel 27 comprises an inner
wall element 45 facing the interior 37 and an outer wall
element 47 in contact with the ambient flow 35. Between
the inner and outer wall elements 45, 47 the leading edge
panel 27 comprises a plurality of elongate stiffeners 49
extending longitudinally in the span direction 29 and
spaced apart from one another, so that between each
pair of adjacent stiffeners 49 a hollow chamber 51 is
formed between the inner and outer wall elements 45,
47. The outer wall element 47 is formed of a titanium
sheet and comprises a plurality of micro pores 53 forming
a fluid connection between the hollow chambers 51 and
the ambient flow 35. The inner wall element 45 comprises
passages 55 forming a fluid connection between the hol-
low chambers 51 and the vacuum system 15 connected
to the passages 55 for applying a vacuum through the
passages 55 to the hollow chambers 51. The leading
edge structure 13 is arranged in front of the front spar 9
and is attached to the front spar 9 by the second end 43,
such that the outer wall element 47 is aligned with the
outer skin 11.
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[0029] The stiffeners 49 form hot air ducts 57 for pass-
ing hot air along the longitudinal extension of the stiffen-
ers 49. The hot air ducts 57 are connected to the hot air
system 17, specifically to the hot air pipes 25 that in turn
are connected to the hot air source 23. The stiffeners 49
further include a plurality of hot air openings 59 forming
a fluid connection between the hot air ducts 57 and the
hollow chambers 51 for passing hot air from the hot air
system 17 through the hot air ducts 57 and the hot air
openings 59 to the hollow chambers 51, and further
through the micro pores 53 to the ambient flow 35. The
hot air openings 59 are formed in a serial manner along
the longitudinal extension of the stiffeners 49.
[0030] The stiffeners 49 have an omega-shaped cross
section across their longitudinal extension including an
upper flange portion 61 resting against the outer wall el-
ement 47, first and second lower flange portions 63, 65
resting against the inner wall element 45, a first web por-
tion 67 connecting the upper flange portion 61 to the first
lower flange portion 63, and a second web portion 69
connecting the upper flange portion 61 to the second
lower flange portion 65. The hot air openings 59 are in-
cluded in the first web portion 67 and in the second web
portion 69.
[0031] In the embodiment shown in Fig. 2, the hot air
duct 57 is formed between the upper flange portion 61,
the first web portion 67, the second web portion 69 and
the inner wall element 45. In this embodiment, the inner
wall element 45 might be formed of a sheet metal mate-
rial. The vacuum system 15 comprises a common suction
plenum 71 next to the inner wall element 45. The pas-
sages 55 are formed as holes 72 in the inner wall element
45 connecting the hollow chambers 51 to the suction ple-
num 71. The suction plenum 71 is connected to the vac-
uum source 19 via the suction pipes 21.
[0032] The embodiment shown in Fig. 3 is similar to
the embodiment from Fig. 1 but the stiffeners 49 addi-
tionally include a cross portion 73 extending from the first
web portion 67 to the second web portion 69 at a position
between the upper flange portion 61 and the first and
second lower flange portions 63, 65. The hot air duct 57
is formed between the cross portion 73, the upper flange
portion 61, and the first and second web portions 67, 69,
wherein an insulation chamber 75 is formed between the
cross portion 73, the inner wall element 45, and the first
and second web portions 67, 69 for insulating the inner
wall element 45 from the hot air duct 57. This insulation
chamber 75 is particularly advantageous since the inner
wall element 45 is formed of a heat-sensitive fiber rein-
forced plastic (FRP) material.
[0033] The embodiment shown in Fig. 4 differs from
the embodiment shown in Fig. 2 merely by the leading
edge structure 13 further comprising a plenum wall 77
extending opposite and spaced apart from the inner wall
element 45, thereby defining the suction plenum 71 be-
tween the plenum wall 77 and the inner wall element 45.
[0034] The embodiment shown in Fig. 5 differs from
the embodiment shown in Fig. 2 by the design of the inner

wall element 45. Specifically, the inner wall element 45
is formed as a sandwich structure including an outer cov-
er layer 79, an inner cover layer 81, and a core layer 83
sandwiched between the outer and inner cover layers
79, 81. The passages 55 are formed as suction channels
85 that extend through the core layer 83 in parallel to the
stiffeners 49 and that have a plurality of suction ports 87
to the hollow chambers 51 arranged in a serial manner
along the longitudinal extension of the suction channels
85 and forming a fluid connection between the suction
channels 85 and the hollow chambers 51. The vacuum
system 15 does not have a suction plenum 71 in this
embodiment. The suction channels 85 are directly con-
nected to the suction pipes 21 and via the suction pipes
21 to the vacuum source 19.

Claims

1. A leading edge structure (13) for a flow control sys-
tem of an aircraft (1), comprising

a double-walled leading edge panel (27) extend-
ing in a span direction (29) and across the span
direction (29) extending between a leading edge
portion (31) and a downstream portion (33),
wherein the leading edge panel (27) comprises
an inner wall element (45) and an outer wall el-
ement (47),
wherein between the inner and outer wall ele-
ments (45, 47) the leading edge panel (27) com-
prises a plurality of elongate stiffeners (49)
spaced apart from one another, so that between
each pair of adjacent stiffeners (49) a hollow
chamber (51) is formed between the inner and
outer wall elements (45, 47),
wherein the outer wall element (47) comprises
a plurality of micro pores (53) forming a fluid con-
nection between the hollow chambers (51) and
an ambient flow (35), and
wherein the inner wall element (45) comprises
passages (55) forming a fluid connection be-
tween the hollow chambers (51) and a vacuum
system (15),

characterized in that
the stiffeners (49) form hot air ducts (57) for passing
hot air along the longitudinal extension of the stiff-
eners (49), wherein the hot air ducts (57) are config-
ured for connection to a hot air system (17), and
the stiffeners (49) include a plurality of hot air open-
ings (59) forming a fluid connection between the hot
air ducts (57) and the hollow chambers (51) for pass-
ing hot air from the hot air system (17) through the
hot air ducts (57) and the hot air openings (59) to the
hollow chambers (51).

2. The leading edge structure according to claim 1,
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wherein the stiffeners (49) extend in the span direc-
tion (29).

3. The leading edge structure according to claim 1 or
2, wherein the stiffeners (49) have an omega-shaped
cross section including an upper flange portion (61)
resting against the outer wall element (47), first and
second lower flange portions (63, 65) resting against
the inner wall element (45), a first web portion (67)
connecting the upper flange portion (61) to the first
lower flange portion (63), and a second web portion
(69) connecting the upper flange portion (61) to the
second lower flange portion (65),

wherein the hot air openings (59) are included
in the first web portion (67) and/or in the second
web portion (69).

4. The leading edge structure according to claim 3,
wherein the hot air duct (57) is formed between the
upper flange portion (61), the first web portion (67),
the second web portion (69) and the inner wall ele-
ment (45).

5. The leading edge structure according to claim 3,
wherein the stiffeners (49) additionally include a
cross portion (73) extending from the first web por-
tion (67) to the second web portion (69) between the
upper flange portion (61) and the first and second
lower flange portions (63, 65),

wherein the hot air duct (57) is formed between
the cross portion (73), the upper flange portion
(61), and the first and second web portions (67,
69), and
wherein an insulation chamber (75) is formed
between the cross portion (73), the inner wall
element (45), and the first and second web por-
tions (67, 69).

6. The leading edge structure according to any of
claims 1 to 5, wherein the inner wall element (45) is
formed of a plastic, preferably a fiber reinforced plas-
tic (FRP).

7. The leading edge structure according to any of
claims 1 to 5, wherein the inner wall element (45) is
formed of a sheet metal.

8. The leading edge structure according to any of
claims 1 to 5, wherein the inner wall element (45) is
formed as a sandwich structure including an outer
cover layer (79), an inner cover layer (81), and a core
layer (83) sandwiched between the outer and inner
cover layers (79, 81).

9. The leading edge structure according to claim 8,
wherein the passages (55) are formed as suction

channels (85) that extend through the core layer (83)
in parallel to the stiffeners (49) and that have a plu-
rality of suction ports (87) to the hollow chambers
(51) arranged in a serial manner along the longitu-
dinal extension of the suction channels (85) and
forming a fluid connection between the suction chan-
nels (85) and the hollow chambers (51).

10. The leading edge structure according to any of
claims 1 to 9, wherein the vacuum system (15) com-
prises a suction plenum (71) next to the inner wall
element (45).

11. The leading edge structure according to claim 10,
further comprising a plenum wall (77) extending op-
posite and spaced apart from the inner wall element
(45), thereby defining the suction plenum (71) be-
tween the plenum wall (77) and the inner wall ele-
ment (45).

12. The leading edge structure according to any of
claims 1 to 11, wherein the vacuum system (15) com-
prises a vacuum source (19).

13. The leading edge structure according to any of
claims 1 to 12, wherein the outer wall element (47)
is formed as a titanium sheet or a steel sheet.

14. A horizontal plane (3) for an aircraft (1), namely a
wing (5) or a horizontal tail plane (7), comprising

a front spar (9),
an outer skin (11),
a leading edge structure (13) according to any
of claims 1 to 13,
a vacuum system (15), and
a hot air system (17),
wherein the leading edge structure (13) is ar-
ranged in front of the front spar (9) such that the
outer wall element (47) is aligned with the outer
skin (11), and
wherein the vacuum system (15) is connected
to the passages (55) for applying a vacuum
through the passages (55) to the hollow cham-
bers (51), and
wherein the hot air system (17) is connected to
the hot air ducts (57) to blow hot air through the
hot air ducts (57) to the hollow chambers (51).

15. An aircraft (1) comprising a leading edge structure
(13) according to any of claims 1 to 13 or comprising
a horizontal plane (3) according to claim 14.
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