
Success Story

Saab’s Gripen: Creating the World’s 
First All-Digital Combat Aircraft
When creating a high-technology aircraft designed to secure a nation’s borders,
one needs to have a budget sufficient to do the job. Yet, before Saab Aerospace
could begin development of the supersonic Gripen, the world’s first fourth-
generation combat aircraft, it received a serious fiscal challenge from the
Swedish government. 

When the Gripen project began, production and development costs were
rising exponentially. One of the Swedish government’s conditions for
ordering a new Swedish fighter was that this trend be broken. The Gripen
has met or surpassed all the original requirements in this respect. It also has
significantly lower life-cycle costs than those of older competitor aircraft. With
the Gripen, Saab Aerospace has developed a highly cost-effective defense system
to compete on the international market.

As one way of helping reduce expenses while maintaining a wide technological
advantage over the competition, Saab is teaming with SGI, amongst other part-
ners, for the tools needed to develop a leading-edge cockpit. Using an advanced
flight simulator powered by an SGI Onyx family graphics supercomputer with
InfiniteReality4 graphics, Saab is now able to configure, test, and then quickly
alter computer-generated virtual controls while a pilot maneuvers the simulator
through a highly detailed virtual world rendered in real time. The goal is to cre-
ate a complete set of instruments that instantaneously gives the pilot the infor-
mation he needs and then allows him to set his course of action without delay.

The Gripen system is Saab Aerospace’s most important product and the first
fourth-generation combat aircraft in operational service. Gripen is designed to
meet the demands of all current and future threats, while at the same time
meeting strict peacetime requirements for flight safety, reliability, training effi-
ciency, and low operating costs. 

“We’ve been using SGI graphics supercomputers since 1996 to help us
create both display simulation and exterior image generation.” 

—Andreas Ladell, 
Saab Aerospace Systems Engineer 

The Challenge
• Create the first fourth-generation

fighter aircraft and do so under
strict Swedish government cost 
constraints

• Develop a flight simulator that
envelops a test pilot in a fully
immersive real-time environment
virtually indistinguishable from the
actual world

• Create a system to test and rapidly
reconfigure digital cockpit controls
as well as pictograms viewed
through a helmet-based head-up
display

The Solution
• Create a flight simulator powered 

by an SGI® Onyx® family graphics
supercomputer with
InfiniteReality4™ graphics 

• Deliver 1GB of dedicated 3D texture
memory to create and rapidly recon-
figure virtual controls, pictograms,
and real-time external environments
accurate to an effective resolution
of one meter 

The Result
• Saab Aerospace is first to market

with the world’s most-advanced
combat aircraft

• By being able to rapidly alter instru-
ment configurations, Saab shaves
development time while creating the
best human-machine interface

• The Gripen’s instruments can be
rapidly tested and altered as new
technologies are developed, extend-
ing the life of the program


