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ITALY
SPECIAL REPORT

You are a small or medium-sized enterprise 
(SME) employing 25 people and specialis-

ing in, say, manufacturing small electronics 
components. How do you begin to win your 
way on to a major aerospace programme via a 
tier-one partner? For some SMEs in the north-
west of Italy, one solution is to pool compe-
tencies with like-minded local companies to 
jointly bid for contracts – so competing on a 
level footing with much bigger suppliers.

Turin-based Torino Piemonte Aerospace – a 
regional cluster funded by the local Piemonte 
government and chambers of commerce – is 
helping family firms to punch above their 
weight in this way by setting them up in spe-
cialist ad hoc consortia. The area’s dominant 
industry is automotive, but Piemonte is also 
home to major aerospace players such as Avio 
Aero, Selex ES, Thales Alenia Space and 
 Alenia Aermacchi – as well as 280 SMEs.

Turin Piemonte Aerospace executives be-
lieve their organisation is ahead of other aero-
space clusters in Italy because of the sophisti-
cated way it supports these ad hoc consortia, 
which it calls “aggregations”. 

Before being proposed for an aggregation, 
SMEs are vetted. “Our selection criteria are 
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A FORMER ASTRONAUT GETS INNOVATIVE
FORMER ITALIAN air force colonel 
and Space Shuttle astronaut 
Maurizio Cheli’s feet have barely hit 
the ground since he retired as chief 
test pilot for Alenia Aermacchi on 
the Eurofighter Typhoon in 2007.

Turin-based Cheli, a member of 
the Torino Piemonte Aerospace clus-
ter, is behind a series of aviation 
start-ups, including DigiSky – which 
integrates sensor technology into 
light aircraft, and in 2009 also devel-
oped an “eco-friendly” experimental 
electrically-powered ultralight.

Another of his companies, CFM 
Air, has designed an ultralight with 
what he calls a “stylish Italian 
touch”, dubbed Dardo. After show-

ing the aircraft at this year’s Aero 
Friedrichshafen, CFM Air hopes to 
build “seven or eight” a year.

A spin-off from DigiSky, entitled 
Eye4Flight, is an eyewear-based 
low-cost head-up display, similar to 
Google Glass, aimed at recrea-
tional pilots.

Although most of his products 
are at prototype stage, Cheli has 
high hopes for them. The sensor 
technology SmartBay from DigiSki, 
has been fitted to a Tecnam P92 
demonstrator and allows the air-
craft to “fulfil the task of a UAV”. He 
adds: “We are in final negotiations 
with one customer and have two 
additional potential customers.” ■

REGIONS

Stronger 
together
One of Italy’s regional aerospace 
clusters is helping SMEs punch 
above their weight by working as 
a collective to bid for contracts
MURDO MORRISON TURIN

very rigid and transparent, and very objec-
tive. They are based on a Six Sigma approach 
that encourages excluded companies to 
 improve,” says Diana Giorgini, aerospace in-
dustry manager.

The mini-clusters, which comprise 10 to 20 
firms, are bound by non-disclosure terms and 
a network agreement that sets out “rights and 
duties”, and one of the members acts as team 
leader. The groups can decide to bid directly 
for work packages with larger manufacturers 
or co-operate on more speculative projects in 
areas such as avionics, interiors and propul-
sion. In these instances, the mini-clusters are 
often supported by academics from the 
 Polytechnic University of Turin.

Some 10 Piemonte companies are  currently 
working with Avio and ThalesAleniaSpace on 
a project to create a tool for certificating 
 additive layer manufacturing products for sat-
ellites. Another grouping – which goes under 
the name LISA (Leading Italian Style for 
 Aircraft) – consists of 17 companies in the 
cabin interiors field. 

TPS Aerospace Engineering is leading an-
other group of six companies working on a pro-
ject to design a lighter-than-air airship powered 
by thrust-vectoring electric engines.

BREAKTHROUGH CONTRACT
One of the most successful mini-clusters is 
Aencom (short for Aero Engine Compo-
nents), 13 businesses specialising in manu-
facturing a wide range of parts, from brack-
ets, pumps and manifolds to gearbox 
components, and offering “fully integrated 
solutions from design to full-rate produc-
tion”. Just before June’s Paris air show, 
 Aencom won a breakthrough contract from 
Avio Aero to develop a prototype low-pres-
sure turbine by the end of the year.

Each member has a clear area of responsi-
bility, with the cluster leader acting as prime 
contractor, explains Aencom’s Andrea Romi-
ti. “It is all fully transparent,” he says. Every 
company had to undergo a risk assessment 
and some items are double-sourced to miti-
gate risk. However, “we are treated like 13 
sites of the same group”, he says. “It turns us 
into a tier one, with 900 people and €140 mil-
lion [$160 million] turnover. Avio have put 
their trust behind this approach.”

Torino Piemonte Aerospace members have 
also had success beyond Italy thanks to promo-
tional efforts in China and air shows around 
the world. “People say, ‘How do you get these 
contacts with [Chinese manufacturer] AVIC?’,” 
says Stefania Andresciani, Torino Piemonte 
Aerospace’s China business consultant, a Chi-
nese-speaker. “It comes through a lot of effort 
to get the trust of AVIC. We have been working 
on that relationship since 2009, and we have 
the right approach culturally, too.”

Since 2008, the organisation has also hosted 
biennial aerospace and defence conventions in 
Turin to bring SMEs and tier-ones together – 
the next one is on 17-20 November and will 
have a focus on additive layer manufacturing. 
Giorgini says support at a regional level is an 
effective way to help SMEs promote them-
selves and achieve critical mass in a global in-
dustry. She remarks: “The best part of our job 
is watching these companies grow.” ■

“Our selection criteria are
very rigid and transparent,
and very objective”
DIANA GIORGINI
Industry manager, Torino Piemonte Aerospace
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Maurizio Cheli is behind a series of start-ups
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