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Step inside Boeing's South Carolina Dreamliner factory 

For most of its history, Boeing has been synonymous with the Seattle area. Although the global 

aerospace company has facilities across the U.S. and abroad, it was founded in Seattle, and for most of 

its history, it built its commercial aircraft at two Seattle-area factories. 

In 2011, Boeing opened a third commercial factory, this one in Charleston, South Carolina. 

The new location came to be after Boeing purchased the South Carolina-based operations of two 

suppliers in 2008 and 2009: Vought Aircraft Industries and Global Aeronautica, which built components 

for Boeing. 

Boeing absorbed both operations and combined them, before opening a final 787 assembly and delivery 

line on the site two years later. 

The Charleston site operates alongside Boeing's Everett factory in Washington state, which produces 

wide-body commercial jets. 

Boeing said that it needed the second assembly line in order to "expand our production capability to 

meet the market demand for the airplane" and that it chose the Charleston site due to the component 

work already being done on the property. 



However, the announcement came during a period of turbulent relations with its Washington-based 

union, leading to allegations that the plane-maker was attempting to illegally circumvent the union. 

Boeing has since allegedly fought any effort by Charleston workers to unionize. 

Boeing said in 2020 that it would consolidate 787 production in Charleston instead of splitting it 

between South Carolina and Washington, a move which was completed the following year. 

TPG had a chance to tour the factory last December ahead of an event marking United Airlines' new 

order for up to 200 airplanes. 

Saying that Boeing makes the Dreamliners at its factory is a bit misleading because Boeing — just like 

Airbus, Embraer, and other airframe makers — doesn't actually manufacture much of the plane itself. 

Instead, the company outsources components to specialized manufacturers, while building a few parts 

itself. Then, Boeing gathers each of the components and assembles them as the final product. 

So really, the Charleston facility is more of an assembly plant. 
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Because of this, as you drive around the facility, which is located on the grounds of the airport, you 

won't only see 787s in various states of completion. You'll also spot a rare aircraft type: Boeing's custom 

"Dreamlifter." 

The Dreamlifter is a converted 747-400 with roughly triple the cargo volume thanks to its bulbous hull. 

Boeing designed the type in the mid-2000s specifically to transport large components for the 787 — 
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such as wings — from suppliers to its manufacturing plant. Other oversized cargo aircraft at the time 

were too small. 
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The four Dreamlifters, which are operated for Boeing by cargo carrier Atlas Air, primarily pick up 

Dreamliner wings, made by Mitsubishi Heavy Industries in Japan, as well as several fuselage sections, 

frames, horizontal stabilizers and other parts from Leonardo in Italy, and drop them off in Charleston. 

The Dreamlifters also deliver disassembled sections of the main fuselage, which are built by several 

suppliers including Spirit AeroSystems in Wichita, Kansas, Leonardo in Italy and Kawasaki in Japan. 

Meanwhile, thousands of other components are shipped using a variety of modes of transportation. 

During TPG's visit, two of the Dreamlifters were on-site. 

Boeing still builds some components itself, though — in particular the aft section, or back, of the 

airplane. 



 

DAVID SLOTNICK/THE POINTS GUY 

Unfortunately, Boeing asked us to agree not to photograph some parts of the facility, since it uses 

proprietary technology and methods in the manufacturing process. Still, we were able to get a look and 

take photos in some areas.  
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Once the aft section is completed, workers bring it over to a final assembly building. 

There, the aft section is joined to the fuselage, and the wings and other structures are attached to the 

main body. The plane moves down the assembly line, and the aircraft interiors are installed, along with 

flight control systems. The vertical stabilizer has already been painted by the time the plane enters final 

assembly, and the livery is applied to the rest of the aircraft once it completes its run through the 

assembly line. 
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Finishing touches are put on, and each individual airplane is flown for a grueling test program before 

being delivered. During TPG's tour, a 787-9 bound for Turkish Airlines landed after returning from nearly 

three hours of testing over the Atlantic Ocean. 
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The Charleston facility has 787s parked all around waiting to be delivered. The Federal Aviation 

Administration ordered 787 deliveries to pause in mid-2021 after numerous concerns arose surrounding 

Boeing's quality control process in Charleston. Deliveries resumed late last summer. 

Because of the year-plus pause in deliveries, which came just as air travel demand was beginning to 

return following pandemic-era lows, Boeing is working to get a backlog of completed airplanes to airline 

customers. 

https://go.skimresources.com/?id=108360X1565867&sref=https%3A%2F%2Fthepointsguy.com%2Fnews%2Fboeing-charleston-787-dreamliner-factory-tour&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cnbc.com%2F2021%2F05%2F28%2Fus-faa-confirms-boeing-halts-787-dreamliner-deliveries-pending-approval-of-planned-inspection-method.html
https://go.skimresources.com/?id=108360X1565867&sref=https%3A%2F%2Fthepointsguy.com%2Fnews%2Fboeing-charleston-787-dreamliner-factory-tour&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cnbc.com%2F2021%2F05%2F28%2Fus-faa-confirms-boeing-halts-787-dreamliner-deliveries-pending-approval-of-planned-inspection-method.html
https://thepointsguy.com/news/faa-boeing-787-deliveries-delay/


 

DAVID SLOTNICK/THE POINTS GUY 

Between the pandemic and the delivery pause, the company also slowed the production line. Boeing is 

targeting a rate of five completed Dreamliners each month, according to Lisa Fahl, senior director of 

quality. 

The line peaked at 14 new airplanes per month between Charleston and Everett, Fahl said, suggesting 

that output could scale up in the future. 

It's not clear when production will speed up, but as United's order demonstrates, there's heavy demand 

for new Dreamliners — and there will likely continue to be for years to come. 

 


