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W
ith a record-breaking US$180 billion of orders for new 

aircraft having been placed during the recent Dubai 

Air Show, mostly for Boeing’s new B777X and the 

Airbus A380 and A350-900 aircraft, there is no doubt 

the airline business is set to boom in the years ahead. 

But the downside of expansion is the increase in safety and operational 

problems that will also mushroom – and the world’s airlines must work 

hard to keep on top of the situation. 

This Winter 2013/Spring 2014 issue of Airline Ground Services has 

a big focus on safety, avoiding accidents on the apron and the insurance 

coverage that protects operators from at least some of the financial 

implications of any so-called ‘ramp rash’. It is a massive area of concern for 

airports, airlines and handlers alike.

We also consider the criteria facing airlines when choosing their 

handlers, both legacy and low-cost carriers, plus view the situation from 

the service provider’s point of view – how is the rule book being rewritten 

for handlers meeting the changing needs of airline customers?

In the wake of the release of a report by Thames Estuary Research 

and Development (Testrad) into the feasibility of a new London Britannia 

Airport gateway being built in the UK capital, Will Waters assesses the 

fast-moving UK airport environment, and we also take a look at how the 

European aviation industry is employing IT to speed its processes and 

improve the passenger experience.

I hope you enjoy the issue. 
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airlines is that the legacy carriers tend 
to operate the higher capacity equip-
ment. Bigger aircraft such as the B747 
and A380 require more handling on 
the stand and in the hangar, while 
the low-cost airlines tend towards the 
smaller B737 or A320 family equip-
ment. Typically, an airline such as Ry-
anair will look to a 30-minute turna-
round, or something in that region, 
while a larger B747 might need 90 
minutes to turn around.

While many ground handling func-
tions are hidden from the passenger or 
freight customer’s gaze, failings in the 
service delivered will impact directly on 
any airline’s customers. Consequently, 
any handling failures can result in lost 
trade, damage to reputation and pos-
sibly commercial disaster. Handlers 
which are involved in a race to the bot-
tom in pricing, and which allow this 
to have an impact on service delivery, 
will deliver nothing of value to a carrier 
with a legacy of full-service fl ights.

Liberalisation in ground handling is delivering a new norm to the relationship between 
airlines and handlers. But the requirements of the so-called ‘legacy’ airlines continues to be 
both stringent and wide-ranging

W
hen choosing its han-
dlers, a legacy car-
rier must maintain a 
delicate balancing act 
between ensuring the 

best price against the highest standards 
of handling activity. This is undertaken 
against a background of the tightest 
of margins throughout all parts of the 
commercial aviation industry.

This is certainly true, but it is also 
something of a simplifi cation. Legacy 
carriers require ground handlers to 
undertake an enormously wide range 
of services. The so-called ‘legacy’ that 
comes with the older airlines that oper-
ate full-service routes incorporates ele-
ments as diverse as air freight loading, 
airport lounges and baggage loading. A 
handler selected on price alone might be 
a car-crash choice on the apron, tend-
ing to use casual labour, second-hand 
equipment and sloppy procedures.

A significant difference in require-
ments between legacy and low-cost 

Which is why, for legacy carriers, 
price is not necessarily the sole, or even 
the most important, criterion for their 
choice of handler. One example of a 
legacy carrier who takes a holistic ap-
proach to its selection is Russian flag-
carrier Aeroflot.

Polina Kurovskaya of Aerofl ot’s In-
ternational Relations Division says: 
“Aerofl ot operates one of Europe’s 
youngest, most modern and fastest-
growing fl eets and pays special atten-
tion to ground service as a key fl ight 
safety factor. Aerofl ot was the fi rst Rus-
sian carrier to be included in IATA’s 
Operational Safety Audit (IOSA) Reg-
istry. In 2013, the company confi rmed 
the certifi cate for the fi fth time. In 2009 
Aerofl ot also obtained the IATA Safety 
Audit for Ground Operations (ISAGO) 
certifi cation. The fl ag-carrier is fully 
ISO 9000 safety accredited.”

For Aeroflot, choosing a ground 
handler represents a complex exami-
nation of factors such as: the handler’s 



 

 5

membership of IATA; certificates of 
IOSA and ISAGO; its overall expe-
rience; possession of the necessary 
equipment; possession of required cer-
tificates for particular types of work; 
and the partners for which the handler 
already provides services.

It is noteworthy that the contract’s 
bottom-line price does not come into 
the equation – at least, not at this 
stage. The analysis of the resultant 
information allows Aeroflot to effec-
tively evaluate a handler, finally tak-
ing into account the overall balance of 
cost and quality of services, Kurovs-
kaya remarks.

The liberalisation of ground handling 
in itself cannot create more business for 
handlers unless the number of airline 
slots increases to create more aircraft 
turnarounds. In theory, it seems that 
the carriers are being handed a business 
bonus as more handlers fi ght to service 
approximately the same number of aircraft 
on the ramp, creating pressures to compete 
on price as much as service standards. 

Elzbieta Skatulska, head of ground 
operations at LOT Polish Airlines, 
notes that the carrier contributed its 
thoughts on the subject of liberalisation 
of ground services when the discussion 
fi rst started, but is uncertain as to the 
outcome and has expressed some con-
cern as to recent market developments.

She explains: “Today, we cannot 
be sure of the final shape of the whole 
package, including ground handling, 
but I do not feel that it is going in the 
direction preferred by the airlines and 
might not be a reasonable solution for 
the whole industry. But let’s leave our 
opinion until more details are known.”

Aeroflot looks “positively” on 
the possible further liberalisation of 
ground handling services in the EU, 
as it believes that the change can con-
tribute to both the quality and the 
cost of the services provided, Kurovs-
kaya adds.

Of course, LOT is as keen as the 
Russian flag-carrier to ensure the high-
est possible service, Skatulska points 
out. At the same time though, a han-
dler must be the most cost-efficient for 
an airline’s bottom line. “LOT attempts 
to find a perfect balance between the 
lowest possible price and highest qual-
ity. In today’s aviation world, when 
the airlines have to live on a very low 
margin of profitability, costs are under 
strict control. At the same time, we 
want to assure our passengers that our 
operations are safe, punctual and that 

Showing how legacy carriers can be served 
effectively in a fast-moving environment 
at one of the world’s busiest air gateways 
is SATS, the biggest handler at Changi In-
ternational Airport. “Mainline scheduled 
carriers typically have an extensive geo-
graphical footprint and offer a wide range 
of services to their passengers. At SATS, 
we believe that a good handling partner 
must be able to meet the requirements of 
its airline customers, which may go beyond 
providing basic ground handling services, 
and extend its offerings beyond its home 
station,” explains Tony Goh, SATS senior 
vice president, sales and marketing.

SATS has over 60 years of operating ex-
perience and, at its home base of Changi, 

and serves about 55 scheduled carriers 
(including SIA). It is also active at numer-
ous other gateways across Asia, providing 

lines’ operations at Changi Airport and 
our own network scale have enabled SATS 
to develop comprehensive hub handling 
capabilities over the years,” Goh notes. 
“These include the handling of tranship-

disruptions, speedy transfer of baggage 
between terminals and provision of seam-
less air - sea connectivity, leveraging our 
presence at both aviation and cruise gate-
ways. In addition to these capabilities, we 
have also invested in new systems and 
equipment for precise handling.”

With scheduled carriers continuing to 
face challenging conditions in the aviation 
industry, especially in regard to cargo traf-

by LCCs, he sees the role of ground han-
dlers in helping airline customers to meet 
these challenges becoming ever more 
important. SATS, Goh insists, is commit-
ted to aligning its resources to meet the 
immediate and long-term priorities of its 
key customers. “Having served close to 
70 million passengers each year across 

our network, the insights we gain on 
their consumption behaviour will help us 
identify opportunities for innovation and 
new revenue streams for our customers. 
We have inherited customer centricity as 
part of our culture from our former par-
ent, Singapore Airlines. As such, we are 
well placed to understand our customers’ 
needs and help them succeed.”

He continues: “Moving forward, our 
intent is to implement a fully integrated 
aviation approach across our network. 
By doing so, we will innovate, harness 
technology and invest in new systems to 
present a compelling offer to our custom-
ers. For example, we are centralising our 
systems, including those for load control, 

ing them across our network. This will 
give our customers greater control and 
visibility over their operations, and reduce 
handling times.”

Goh talks of the need for a handler such 
as SATS to be able to “reinvent itself” 
as the market changes. “As Changi Air-
port and our key customers continue to 
gear themselves for the future, SATS will 
similarly aim to reinvent our operations 
to match this growth sus-
tainably. For instance, 
we are exploring self-
service check-in and 
bag drop options for 
different customer and 
passenger segments at 
the new terminals 4 and 
5 as they make sense 
for our opera-
tions in view of 
the manpower 
crunch here.”

Tony Goh is senior vice president, 
sales and marketing, at SATS

SATS handles 80% of fl ights 
and serves about 55 scheduled 

airlines at Singapore’s 
Changi International Airport



 

 

“It is always being brought up when 
we talk with network handlers – who 
are as good as their staff – and it very 
often varies between countries. The 
same agent can be very good in terms 
of quality in station and country A, but 
neglect their contract responsibilities 
in station/country B.”

Aeroflot has the same thoughts on 
the issue of staff quality in any would-
be handlers. Kurovskaya says: “We 
fully believe that the staff is the face of 
a company, and therefore employees 
determine the image of a company in 
the eyes of its partners. Aeroflot, as a 
customer-oriented company, realises 
the importance of staff ’s qualifications 
and appearance. That is the pledge of 
Aeroflot’s high-quality service which 
was acknowledged in many ratings 
throughout 2013.”

Once a ground services supplier is selected 
by LOT, a decision is then required as to 
the length of contract. Skatulska informs: 
“Contract terms depend on various factors, 
such as the situation in a given station and 
the competitive environment, as well as 
the other contract conditions (discussed) 
during the process of negotiations. We 
do have open-ended contracts at some 
destinations, but generally we prefer 
to build a relationship that allows both 
sides to secure their business for a certain 
period of time. 

we are delivering an excellent service.”
All of LOT Polish’s stations are im-

portant to the airline, she says, but the 
carrier’s Warsaw hub is the most com-
plex as this is where the airline services 
the vast majority of its aircraft. “Here I 
can name the agent who helps us very 
much to keep our passengers confi dent 
they have made the right choice fl ying 
with LOT – LS Airport Services, who are 
also present at other domestic airports.

“At our outstations the list is almost 
as long as the number of destinations 
we operate. We are served by Swiss-
port, Menzies, Baltic Ground Services, 
Acciona, SEA Handling, Goldair and 
others who reflect and execute in day-
to-day operations what we describe as 
operational excellence.”

Aerofl ot does not categorise airports 
as being ‘key’ and ‘non-key’ locations, 
since “Our main priority is passengers’ 
safety and comfort during the whole pe-
riod of their air travel wherever they are 
fl ying,” Kurovskaya insists. Currently, 
Aerofl ot has contracts with leading in-
ternational service companies such as 
Swissport International, Servisair, Avi-
apartner and Menzies Aviation.

All else being equal in terms of GSE 
and facilities, industry observers will 
point out that a handler is ‘only as 
good as its staff ’. As service providers, 
this means that airlines pay attention 

to the quality of personnel in their 
handling companies as a key indicator 
of service delivery.

Skatulska, for one, agrees. “Of-
ten the same handling company pre-
sents totally different levels of quality 
at different stations. No matter how 
good the atmosphere the manage-
ment builds during negotiations, it is 
their staff who are actually under our 
aircraft’s wings. It is important for us 

to build a good relationship with those 
people serving the aircraft in their eve-
ryday duty, although we cannot neglect 
the role of their managers to create a 
friendly working environment.”

This is an important factor in the 
decision-making process, she says. 

Legacy carriers tend to have larger 
aircraft to service than low-cost rivals 

credit: Changi Airport Group

Elzbieta Skatulska, head of ground 
operations at LOT Polish Airlines
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“Though very often the handlers 
put in an annual CPI (Consumer Price 
Index) increase, I do not always feel 
comfortable with it, since we never 
talk about the CPI of the airline’s coun-
try and this also influences the airline’s 
costs. A handling contract is a business 
agreement between the parties and 
there is a certain risk assigned to it, 
but it is also a commitment. If a party 
is afraid of losses in the future due to 
CPI, let’s have a shorter contract.”

Singapore Airlines (SIA) mirrors 
LOT’s desire to build long-term rela-
tionships with ground handlers. Zoë 
Hatton, SIA’s public relations manager 
for the United Kingdom and Ireland, 
comments: “Wherever possible, we 
strive to have a longer relationship with 
our handlers for consistency in the de-
livery of service to our customers.”

Bids for ground service handling 
contracts are solicited through an open 
tender system. Hatton explains: “All 
bids are then put through a detailed re-
view process both at our overseas sta-
tions and our home base in Singapore. 
This approach aims to provide a level 
playing field and drive efficiency in the 

market for the benefit of our custom-
ers. The lengths of our contracts vary, 
and we have a large number of han-
dlers around the world.”

For Aeroflot too, the duration of a 
contract with a ground handling pro-
vider is not rigidly fixed. “It depends 
on the relationship established with 
a partner, on the analysis of provided 
information and on the results of ne-
gotiations,” Kurovskaya says.

Another part of the new norm for 
modern business is the need to 
incorporate elements of Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR). Legacy carriers 
are now increasingly demanding that 
ground handlers also demonstrate CSR 
when negotiating contracts.

SIA is one such carrier, Hatton 
says. “Corporate Social Responsibility 
is important to SIA and we expect it to 
be important to our suppliers as well.”

Aeroflot echoes this concern that 
suppliers demonstrate CSR in their 
operations. Kurovskaya considers that 
“CSR is one of the major assets for 
any ground handler. Aeroflot itself is 

always committed to socially respon-
sible policies, offering its employees a 
competitive salary supplemented by 
significant social benefits. It also plays 
an active role in Russian society, pro-
viding continuous support to charity 
organisations and socially important 
projects, and introducing its own initi-
atives and programmes of assistance to 
the most vulnerable groups of people.”

In the end, legacy carriers look for 
a portfolio of services, skills and exper-
tise from ground handlers, that place a 
priority on management transparency, 
membership of relevant trade bodies 
and a highly skilled, highly motivated 
workforce. Third-party ground han-
dlers can often appear in the custom-
er-facing parts of the aviation world – 
check-in, passenger lounge or baggage 
reclaim – and it is vital that the airline 
chooses handlers that it can trust with 
its reputation.

To the passenger or freight cus-
tomer, the service offered by the legacy 
carrier should be seamless, unnoticed 
in its operation and invisible. The car-
riers must choose the handler who can 
deliver on this. 
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FEATURE | LOW-COST-CARRIERS

Canada’s second-biggest carrier – its biggest low-cost 
carrier (LCC) – sees a swift turnaround on the ground as 
just part of providing its passengers with the best possible 

W
estJet Airlines, a Cal-
gary-based low-cost 
carrier established in 
1996 that now fl ies to 
destinations across the 

US, Mexico and the Caribbean as well 
as within its home nation, is “clearly 
focused on safe, on-time performance” 
for the benefi t of all its passengers, ex-
plains Edward Baklor, vice-president, 
guest services. 

On-time performance clearly means 
minimising hold-ups while its fl eet of 
nearly 100 B737-600, -700 or -800 
Next Generation aircraft are turned 
around on the ground (its regional 
Canada airline offshoot, WestJet En-
core, fl ies the Bombardier Q400, while 
WestJet has also ordered 65 B737 MAX 
aircraft). Indeed, Baklor insists: “Our 
unique culture of collaboration helps us 
deliver some of the most effi cient turn 
times in the industry. 

“Whether it is collaboration be-
tween the guest-facing teams at WestJet 
(we prefer to refer to our passengers as 
guests) or collaboration with our ground 
handlers and other key partners, we are 
all focused on the same thing: SPOT 
(safely performing on time).”

And whether it is the airline itself 
and any of its thousands of employees or 
one of its handler partners: “We are all 
focused on the same quick, safe turns to 
get our guests on their way,” he observes. 
However, Baklor also points out that, 
while getting ‘guests’ to their destination 
safely and on time is very important, 
these are but two components of a great-
er goal to provide what he describes as a 
“remarkable guest experience”.

RAPID HANDLING
When it comes to ground handling, who 
handles which task varies by airport 
size and geography, two key factors that 
vary greatly in a country like Canada. 
Either way: “We take a great deal of 

care in hiring and training both WestJet 
employees and contracted handlers 
to ensure that everyone delivers the 
same excellent service in a safe, timely 
manner,” he promises. The latter would 
have to adhere to the same high levels of 
service and safety set by WestJet.

In regard to passenger handling, 
this too is shared between both WestJet 
and key partners. Throughout Canada, 
it may be the airline or a contractor, 
while in the US as well as at the airline’s 
other international destinations, pas-
senger handling is carried out entirely 
by various partners. 

When WestJet is considering wheth-
er to operate from a new station – and 
its network has grown rapidly during 
its comparatively short history – there 
are of course numerous considerations 
to be taken into account. Certainly, one 
of them is going to be the ability of the 
airline and/or its partners to turn aircraft 
around on the ground in the required 
short timeframe. “Our procurement 
team, in conjunction with our Guest Ser-
vices organisation, work together closely 
throughout the decision-making process 
to ensure that the objectives are met, and 
indeed exceeded,” Baklor concludes. 

If the European Council approves 
the proposals, as currently 
amended by the European 

Parliament, then the rules will 
become law and can be enacted 

by member states

THE SPIRIT OF 
ULTRA-LOW-COST FLYING 
Spirit Airlines is an ultra-low-cost, ultra-
low-fare airline. According to the carrier, it 

markets compared to other airlines”. The 
Miramar, Florida-based carrier has main-
tained its low cost base through the use of 

to make the most of its assets, too. It has 

the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA).

It operates them in a single-class cabin 

cost of crew and team member training 
is minimised, but crew scheduling is also 
made that much easier.

Spirit’s high rate of aircraft utilisation – 

quick turnaround times,” the spokesper-
son notes. 

Yet: “At the same time, and most impor-

of our customers and team members is 

all other airlines under the FAA and then 
some,” she insists.

“Depending on the airport, we use a 
combination of our own team members 
and contract team members, both above 

guidelines. And our contracted team 
members go through the same training 
as our direct Spirit team members,” the 
spokesperson adds.

An A320 of Spirit Airlines

SPOTTHE 
DIFFERENCE

WestJet’s vice-president, 
guest services, Edward Baklor
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FEATURE | LOW-COST-CARRIERS

SpiceJet is keen to save a penny where it can but that has not affected its requirement for 
quality, speed and especially safety to be the watchwords of its various ground handlers

I
ndian low-cost carrier SpiceJet 
has a very defi nite business model 
but, like all LCCs, a vital element 
in ensuring its long-term business 
health is ensuring the minimum 

turnaround time for its aircraft on the 
ground at its wide-ranging network of 
airport stops.

And speed is important in all as-
pects of its operations. Thus, while its 
point-to-point model will see compara-
tively few customers needing to make 
airport transfers, where this is required 
passengers fl ying on with SpiceJet 
on the same day and under the same 
passenger name record (PNR) will be 
checked in through to their destination. 

But, while no time is to be wasted, 
there are many other considerations to 
be borne in mind, as the carrier’s sen-
ior vice president and head of ground 
services, Kamal Hingorani, explains: 
“For us, speed is not speed unless it is 
incorporated with safety, security and 
service.” Therefore, all of its handling is 
undertaken with this mantra in mind, 
he says. Ongoing training and strict ad-
herence to the airline’s standard operat-
ing procedures (SOPs) play a major role 
in ensuring quality alongside all these 
factors, Hingorani adds.

SpiceJet outsources most of its 
ground handling work, the personnel 
for the various tasks being provided by 
third-party suppliers – although the 
equipment used actually belongs to 
the airline. And at some of India’s big-
ger airports, SpiceJet outsources ramp 
handling as a whole to concessionary 
ground handling agents (GHAs), as re-
quired by the law and by the industry’s 
regulator for those specifi c gateways.

In such a large country as India, dif-
ferent locations require different han-
dling modalities, Hingorani points out, 
and SpiceJet will opt for “the safest and 
the smartest way”. Whoever is handling 
for the carrier, however, the standards 

will be high, he continues. “Our pre-
requisites in terms of safety, quality, 
quantum of time, tolerance levels, are 
all penned and agreed in the contracts” 
between carrier and handling agent.

BEST POSSIBLE SERVICE
Like any airline, SpiceJet endeavours 
to offer the best possible service to its 
customers, which in the case of an LCC 
as much, if not more than, a legacy 
carrier, are its passengers. With that 
in mind, SpiceJet uses its own staff for 
frontline terminal operations, “so as not 
to dilute the ethos of our airline in these 
vital functions”, Hingorani says.

Passengers also get the best possible 

CUTTING-EDGE
EXPERTISE

Kamal Hingorani, senior vice president and 
head of ground services at SpiceJet

service in terms of quick aircraft turna-
rounds, and therefore a minimum of 
delay at the departure gate. Depending 
on the specifi c equipment type, SpiceJet 
looks to have its Boeing aircraft (B737-
800 and 737-900) turned around in 
30 minutes. At what he describes as a 
few “infrastructurally constrained” air-
ports like Mumbai, it may take 35 min-
utes at remote bays. Even better: “Our 
turnaround time for Bombardier Q400 
fl ights is a crisp 20 minutes.”

This short time between an aircraft 
arriving on the stand and beginning its 
push-back is not achieved by accident. 
“We have cutting-edge expertise when it 
comes to adhering to turnaround times 
and we ensure that we achieve these 
with the handling appropriate for the 
given situation and location; at places 
where the challenges are overwhelm-
ing, we work on a backward strategy 
and reach the on-target performance 
(OTP) by means of whatever it takes to 
achieve… just that safety is sacrosanct!” 
Hingorani declares.

Many of SpiceJet’s GHAs handle the 
carrier in multiple locations and have a 
proven track record, yet performance 
is still continually and systematically 
monitored. Moreover, at some of the 
smaller, more distant network loca-
tions, GHAs are periodically assisted 
by SpiceJet’s own managers in order to 
ensure that SLAs are not compromised.

Of course, while speed and quality 
are very important, costs cannot be ig-
nored. “Contracting the correct number 
of outsourced staff by way of analytical 
and practical reasoning plays a very 
important role in saving that valuable 
penny; in large operations like ours, 
numbers could get hazy and main-
taining the correct number is crucial,” 
Hingorani emphasises. “Synergy and 
optimisation could be the difference be-
tween red and black in this fragile and 
vulnerable industry,” he says. 

For us, speed is not speed unless 
it is incorporated with safety, 

security and service
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A journey in the air of a thousand miles will almost always leave an aircraft in pretty 
much the same condition as when it left the ground – albeit with less fuel on board 
– but staying on the ground can be a lot more risky. looks at aircraft 
damage and what can be done to prevent it

B
usy aprons and jam-
packed hangars offer a 
seemingly infinite num-
ber of ways to damage an 
aircraft. Michael Moore, 

a former fixed base operator (FBO) 
supervisor, says that this observation 
led him to found Redfab, a Toronto, 
Canada-based company dedicated 
to preventing apron and stand acci-
dents, dubbed ‘ramp rash’..

A case in point occurred when a re-
versing Virgin Australia B737 hit a run-
ning auxiliary power unit (APU) during 
pushback at the rear of a Jetstar A320 
on the apron of Melbourne Interna-
tional airport in August this year. The 
resulting damage to the two aircraft 
came in at AUS$3 million (US$2.9 mil-
lion). The Virgin fl ight to Maroochy-
dore was reversing out of its bay when 
the collision happened. The A320 was 
stationary and had its cautionary lights 
fl ashing while awaiting placement of 
an airbridge and approval to move into 
another bay. The airline told the local 
media the Jetstar aircraft, which lost 
its tail cone, was likely to be grounded 
for several days while the B737 suffered 
only superfi cial wing damage.

The incident involving these two 
aircraft represents just one recent ex-
ample of the 5% of aircraft that suffer 
damage each year around the world. 
Another 2013 accident saw two South-
west Airlines aircraft damaged earlier 
in the year at Detroit Metro Airport. 
The two aircraft were each pushing 
back from the gate when they clipped 
each other’s wings. Both planes were 
taken out of service.

Once the immediate concern for 
human and aircraft safety is resolved, 
managers turn their consideration to 
the damage such incidents can cause. 
Direct costs involve repairs to the 
stricken aircraft while indirect costs, 
such as lost passenger fares and freight-
related income, the potential need for 
replacement aircraft or overnight pas-
senger accommodation, plus the con-
sequential network disruption, can 
quickly exceed the direct costs. These 
tangible costs can also be overtaken by 
the intangible costs such as damage to 
reputation that may arise.

Thankfully, in both the above cases, 
no-one was killed or injured. However, 
early in 2012 a Southwest Airlines em-
ployee died after being involved in a 

collision between a baggage cart and 
a mobile lounge at Washington Dulles 
Airport, dying the following day from 
his injuries.

Given the mix of aircraft, vehicles, 
fuelling equipment, tugs and carts as 
well as numerous other types of ground 
support equipment (GSE) operating in 
a busy environment, to say nothing of 
ground personnel, the opportunity for 
accidents and damage to aircraft on the 
ramp is great.

Industry observers point to the most 
common incidents of aircraft damage 
being aircraft-on-ground equipment 
collisions, followed by much less com-
mon aircraft-on-aircraft or aircraft-on-
airport building or infrastructure events. 
Ramp damage is thought to occur once 
in every 1,000 departures, a tenth of a 
percent of movements. 

While operating staff may rue any 
aircraft damage for keeping these valu-
able revenue-earners out of service for 
any amount of time, airline accountants 
will lose sleep over the price tag such 
incidents present. Figures produced 
by Virgin Atlantic show that accidents 

How much more diffi cult does avoiding 
collisions and accidents on the ramp become in 

these sorts of conditions
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come at a signifi cant price. Damage on 
a B747 can quickly mount: winglets can 
cost up to $250,000 to repair; an engine 
cowl almost $300,000; a bulk hold door 
$72,000; or a nose wheel is compara-
tively cheap to repair at just $20,000. 
Even the smaller size of a B737 does not 
materially lower the cost from aircraft 
damage: one of its outboard fl aps might 
cost $255,000 to repair, for example.

The most common parts of an air-
craft to suffer damage are the aft cargo 
door, engines, wings, forward or rear fu-
selage and forward cargo door. The ramp 
activities identifi ed as being responsible 
for the most frequent incidents of dam-
age are baggage loading, catering and 
waste clearing operations.

None of this is news to Jack Kreckie, 
chief of operations of ARFF Professional 
Services, which has offi ces in Milford, 
Massachusetts and Naples, Florida. The 
co-founder of the Logan Airport Safety 
Alliance has a strong position on the 
theme of ramp safety as a means of pre-
venting aircraft damage; Kreckie says 
bluntly: “Can it ever be risk free? No. 
Can it be relatively risk free? Yes, but it 
is unlikely at this point.”

Industry observers point to two 
pressures that are working to make the 
apron and gate area more dangerous. 
Deregulation of third-party handling 
operations and the shifting business 
models of the airline industry, especially 
the emergence of low-cost carriers in 
North America, Europe and Asia, are 
seen as creating pressures that lead to a 
much more dangerous workplace.

Ironically, as dwell times for passen-
gers in many airports are drawn out for 
security reasons, passport control and 
landside and airside retail opportunities, 
the apron is generally seeing pressure on 
carriers for increasingly faster turna-
rounds of aircraft at the gate. Much of 
the modern aviation industry’s business 
model is designed to achieve high air-
craft utilisation. Key to this is minimis-
ing the turnaround time, measured as 
the time between the aircraft arriving at 
the gate and pushing back for departure. 
A low-cost airline such as Ryanair looks 
for an average scheduled turnaround 
time of approximately 25 minutes.

Kreckie explains: “Deregulation is 
where it began. Prior to deregulation, 
airline employees were career aviation 
employees. It was a good career and well 
paid. The competition caused by dereg-
ulation drove the price of tickets down, 
even with legacy carriers. The A-grade 
employees were a thing of the past. Part 
timers and contracted services were less 
expensive options. The overall quality 
of services dropped along with the cost. 

This is not just due to fast turnarounds, 
but also due to reduced staffi ng, reduced 
supervision and so on.”

He agrees that ground equipment 
damaging aircraft is more common 
than aircraft damaging aircraft and 
suggests that a third pressure is the 
increasing size of modern passenger 
aircraft, including giants such as the 
A380, which may now be having an im-
pact on ramp safety.

Kreckie considers that the effect 
of the arrival of very large aircraft will 
“vary by carrier and station of course, 
but the size of the ramp operation in-
creases incrementally. Most of the left 
side of the aircraft is very congested due 
to [the presence of] two jet bridges. 
Servicing of galleys at multiple points 
will be increased by the full upper deck. 
Each service provided creates compe-
tition for a single piece of ramp. If a 
lav(atory) truck pulls up to service and 
is outside ‘their box’, it can prevent the 
fueller from being in the right spot. 

“Next comes the belt loader. He 
can’t get squared up against the air-
craft, leaving a gap between the belt 
and the door. It simply provides more 
opportunities for confl ict. All of these 
service providers used to work for the 
airline. Now they all work for different 
companies. The entire operation should 
be ‘choreographed’ like a performance, 
but it has become a free for all. Bigger 
planes means a bigger free for all.”

After the Melbourne incident, accu-
sations were made in the local media that 
the cause was the ‘casualisation’ of apron 
personnel which led to a lowering of 
safety standards. Kreckie considers there 
is such a development that is putting air-
craft and human safety at a growing risk.

He highlights: “Ramp workers are 
all transient. Most do not make a ca-
reer working for an FBO, fueller, caterer 
and so on. There are some career jobs in 
each of those areas but the majority are 
not. When an employee can make more 
money pouring coffee at Dunkin’ Donuts 
than fuelling a jet, how seriously do you 
think they take their jobs? 

“Many are working two full-time 
jobs at minimum wage to make a living 
and support their families. To be frank, 
many of these people drive around on 
the ramp like zombies. They each live 
within their own little compartment. 
They get tunnel vision: ‘Gotta load this 
plane at International, then tow the 
freight from the North cargo to South 
cargo, then ...’ The operation adjacent to 
them is of no concern. All of these op-
erations need to be harmonised.”

A drive to increase the safety standards 
of airport ground handling operations 
that could lead to a reduction of aircraft 
damage on the apron has been launched 
by the UK Civil Aviation Authority 
(CAA). The campaign will specifi cally 
target a general culture of low reporting 
of safety-related incidents amongst 
airside workers. The CAA is therefore 
promoting a ‘just culture’ that is both 
fair and encourages staff to openly 
report incidents.

The CAA states: “Everyone is sup-
ported in the reporting of incidents; 
however, deliberate harm and wilful 
damaging behaviour is not tolerated. It 
is vital that ground handling crew, en-
gineers, baggage handlers, dispatchers 
and drivers understand that the objec-
tive of the reporting of safety events is to 

London Heathrow: It might be diffi cult to entirely eliminate ‘ramp rash’ from gateways 
as busy as this
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prevent further accidents and incidents 
through the improved collection and 
sharing of safety information, and not to 
attribute blame or liability.”

The CAA will be launching the ini-
tiative at the dedicated safety ‘open days’ 
for airside staff hosted by most of the 
UK’s main airports, airlines and ground 
service providers. The campaign was in-
itially launched at London City Airport 
in the summer, with follow-up events at 
London Heathrow, Glasgow and Edin-
burgh in September. Further open days 
are planned at other large airports, start-
ing with Manchester in November.

The B787 ‘Dreamliner’ was trumpeted 
for its carbon-fi bre composite 
construction. Its modern structure, 
designed to lower fuel consumption and 
provide for greener aviation, will not 
shield it from ramp or gate collisions 
with ground equipment or other, more 
traditionally constructed aircraft.

Operators of the B787, and future 
aircraft developed from the same tech-
nology, are actually more vulnerable in 
one way than traditionally constructed 
all-metal aircraft: carbon-fi bre, unlike 
metal, does not visibly show cracks. 
When the material is struck, damage can 
be caused which is not visible to the eye. 
In such incidents, the damage is known 
as ‘sub-surface delamination’. US manu-
facturer GE launched its Bondtracer to 
allow ramp personnel and crews to eval-
uate the severity of impact damage while 
at the gate.

Under a licence from the Boeing 
Management Company, GE Sensing & 
Inspection Technologies developed the 
Bondtracer in 2009 to determine and 
evaluate possible damage to composite 
structures caused by accidental collisions 
with baggage loaders and other vehicles.

Thierry Laffont, aerospace segment 
leader at GE Sensing & Inspection Tech-
nologies, says: “Carbon-fi bre composites 
require different processes for evaluating 

impact and performing non-destructive 
inspection. Our goal with Bondtracer is 
to provide ramp crews with a simple de-
vice to quickly determine when more ex-
tensive inspection is required. The solu-
tion allows airlines to ensure safety, while 
increasing effi ciency and productivity.”

In 2004, Michael Moore was work-
ing at an FBO where ‘hangar rash’ was 
far too frequent. At the time, he thought 
aircraft owners, FBOs and possibly avia-
tion insurance companies would pay for 
a product that mitigates the risk of cost-
ly damage. He developed Plane Sight, 
a company that manufactures aircraft 
markers that help prevent aircraft hang-
ar damage. The company has more than 
500 dealer locations across the globe.  

He recalls: “I was mostly wrong. Our 
initial Aircraft Wing Tip Markers and 
Prop Markers have been a commercial 
failure. They were perhaps designed to 
too high a standard. In hindsight they 
should have been designed to retail for 
under $50 using less costly materials.

“Once we pioneered the use of UV 
(ultra-violet) stable and refl ective mate-
rials we started thinking about how pitot 
tube covers and static wick covers could 
be improved. Today, most of our revenue 
comes from our refl ective pitot tube cov-
ers and static wick covers.”

Moore continues: “Wing tips and 
static wicks can be diffi cult to see. Air-
craft wing tips, elevator tips, rudder tips, 
propellers and nose cones are simply the 
bumpers of the airplane. The static wick 
covers make them more visible, thereby 
reducing the chance of an impact. Busy 
aprons and jam packed hangars offer a 
seemingly infi nite number of ways to 
damage an aircraft.” 

Aircraft ground damage results in sig-

try and a reduction in ground damage 
is a desirable outcome, says Nancy 
Rocbrune, assistant director, GADM-
SMS (Global Aviation Data Manage-
ment - safety management systems), 
who is in charge of the International 
Air Transport Association’s Ground 
Damage Database.

She says: “IATA has addressed 
this important issue by creating the 
Ground Damage Database (GDDB) as 
a new database in the Global Aviation 
Data Management (GADM) master 
warehouse. The GDDB, in its current 

of 2012 in co-operation with the IATA 
Airside Safety Group (ASG) and the 
IATA GDDB Task Force (TF). Through 
the compilation of participants’ data 
and using statistical analysis, trends 
and contributing factors are identi-

and assessment of effective mitiga-
tion actions. 

“In addition, a baseline for global 
ground damage performance is es-
tablished, upon which comparisons 
can be made on a global, regional 
and/or individual basis. This informa-
tion is shared with the applicable IATA 
working groups, with the mandate to 
identify and implement changes to 
measurably improve industry ground 
damage performance,” she adds.

The IATA GDDB scope is limited 
to damage to aircraft while at the 
gate, being towed, in the hangar, or 
any other area where it may be ser-
viced. It currently does not include 
damage while the aircraft is under 
its own power.

An illustration of just some of the 
handling tasks associated with a 

recently landed freighter; this British 
Airways aircraft is at Cologne-Bonn
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Athina Kapeni, global sales and marketing director at Çelebi, took time to talk to 
Airline Ground Services about where she thinks the ground handling business is going

Ç
elebi Ground Handling 
has become Turkey’s lead-
ing supplier of ground 
handling services to the 
aviation industry, giving 

   it the confi dence to observe 
the market and its developments both 
at home and abroad. Global sales and 
marketing director Athina Kapeni is 
looking at where the industry is going 
and what opportunities it will bring.

She says: “The trend for merging, 
globalisation and alliances generates 
new opportunities for ground service 
providers, as it creates further differ-
ences in service and business require-
ments, thus giving handlers the poten-
tial to develop customised products and 
to specialise.”

Now that Germany has become 
the fourth country in which Çelebi has 
launched large-scale cargo services 
(adding to Hungary, India and Turkey), 
what are the signifi cant other markets 
that the handler can focus on to fur-
ther its strategy of providing cargo and 
ground handling services on a global 
scale? Kapeni explains: “There is a dy-
namic plan to expand activities globally, 
mostly in emerging markets, as well as 
in countries with natural monopolies 
where the entrance of a new partner 
encourages the airlines and the indirect 
customers and stakeholders towards 
business growth. In its current markets, 
Çelebi has identifi ed potential sources 
of new revenue by developing prod-
ucts to specifi cally address customers’ 
requirements, like general aviation or 
niche service segments.”

Anywhere which is seeing strong 
growth or exciting prospects is of in-
terest to Çelebi, she considers, noting 
China in particular. “As of today, our 
position is screening any developments 
in China and then matching them with 
our growth strategy. Such investment 
(as is being seen in the country) will 
defi nitely grow the market size in Chi-
na and this cannot be ignored by any 
service provider which has a desire for 
growth, such as Çelebi.”

A PEOPLE BUSINESS
It is self-evident that ground handlers 
provide a service to many stakeholders 
in the aviation business. That is what 
makes it a people business and means 
that personnel are as important as 
GSE in delivering Çelebi’s services to 
its customers. This is refl ected in how 
the ground handler invests in its staff, 
Kapeni insists.

“Çelebi has introduced global HR 
(human resources) policies to enhance 
people management and motiva-
tion. However, there are some areas of 
emerging market opportunities where 
people turnover is higher than average 
standards. We faced this issue with our 
launch in India. Now staff turnover per-
centage is signifi cantly lower due to our 
corporate policies and spirit. Çelebi’s 
motto is that as a family company we 
will unify people from different nation-
alities and cultures.”

At the same time, Çelebi is invest-
ing in some critical IT projects, one of 
them being the Enterprise Resource 

Planning (ERP) project. “In this highly 
competitive global business environ-
ment, Çelebi Group seeks to maintain 
and improve its competitiveness by 
using information systems to improve 
customer service, shorten cycle times 
and reduce cost,” she says. “Enterprise 
Resource Planning provides many 
benefits to Çelebi Group, such that 
we can meet changing expectations by 
providing more accurate, timely and 
integrated information to improve de-
cision making.”

THE A380 ARRIVES
The A380 may in some ways be a game 
changer for the aviation industry, given 
the higher volume of passenger services, 
baggage and cargo loading each aircraft 
will demand. The giant aircraft is one 
that Çelebi is geared up to manage 
successfully, Kapeni considers. “We have 
already had the chance to handle our 
fi rst demo fl ight, operated by Condor 
into Istanbul. We have considered the 
necessary investment required to handle 
an A380, subject to airport capacity to 
accept the aircraft.”

She believes that A380 operations 
will not necessarily consolidate the 
number of fl ights operated as some ex-
pected – a development that would lead 
to a consequent decrease of aircraft vol-
umes and a hit on handlers’ business. 
Instead, she believes that the A380 will 
increase the net overall volume of traffi c 
in passenger growth.

Çelebi does consider above-wing or 
below-wing services more important 
than the other. Indeed, according to Ka-
peni, all services are signifi cant parts of 
a full handling service chain and Çelebi 
has a vision to be a global full handling 
services partner, with specialisations 
in each segment of the service chain. 
“Above the wing relates to a customer’s 
satisfaction and the passenger’s smile. 
Below the wing relates to the effi ciency 
and safety of operation. Our major ser-
vice principles are why we describe our-
selves as a global ground handling and 
cargo partner,” she concludes. 

As of today, our position is 
screening any developments in 
China and then matching them 

with our growth strategy

ON TREND



 

 

situation seems to worsen in regard to 
frequency of ramp incidents “the fur-
ther west you go”, says Ivar Busk, man-
ager SAS Group insurance and a man 
with plenty of experience of analysing 
ramp accidents and their many impli-
cations. Maybe it’s the culture in the 
UK and across the Atlantic in the US, 
but accidents on the apron are far 
less commonplace in locations such 

Any accident on the ramp is likely to have expensive implications and 
insuring against the risks is a must for any agency involved in ramp 

operation: airline, third-party service provider or airport authority. Insurance 
can be expensive, however – and some believe prohibitively so

A
n airport ramp is a dan-
gerous place. It can be 
extremely busy at peak 
times, and can be the 
workplace for large num-

bers of people and some very heavy 
equipment. Work can be going on there 
at night and in dreadful weather condi-
tions. Not altogether surprisingly, per-
haps, damage to equipment and to air-
craft is thus not that uncommon, while 
there is also occasional injury to airside 
operators.

The resultant fi nancial costs alone 
are huge. Alexandria, Virginia-based 
Flight Safety Foundation (FSF) – an 
independent, non-profi t organisation 
that is dedicated to provide expert safe-
ty advice and resources for the aviation 
industry – has estimated that “ramp ac-
cidents cost major airlines worldwide 
at least US$10 billion a year”. It also 
estimated that nearly 30,000 ramp ac-
cidents – approximately one for every 
thousand aircraft departures – occur 
around the world each year.

Of course, there are wide regional 
variations. Perhaps unexpectedly, the 

as Japan and Eastern Europe.
But for any party that is active air-

side, wherever they operate, ramp in-
surance coverage is vital. Airlines and 
airports require the appropriate avia-
tion insurance to protect them in case 
of damage to aircraft or airport facilities 
caused by their own actions, while han-
dlers also cannot operate on the apron 
without proper coverage. As Stewart 
Sinclair, managing director of Bangkok 
Flight Services (BFS, part of the WFS – 
or Worldwide Flight Services – group of 
companies and a ramp, passenger and 
cargo handler at Bangkok’s Suvarnab-
humi International Airport), attests: 
“We could not operate airside without 
proper coverage and it is imperative for 
us to have the correct and appropriate 
insurance to mitigate our risk.

“We have aviation liability covering 
all actions airside, including driving 
equipment, and all activity around the 
aircraft,” he continues. “In addition, 
we have third-party liability to cover 
personal injury for our staff and 
third parties, plus the usual third-
party liability for driving incidents 

Ivar Busk, manager SAS Group insurance
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Transport Association (IATA) stand-
ards, this can be prohibitively expensive 
for some of them.

He is in a more fortunate position 
than some handlers in that Lufthansa 
LEOS, as part of the wider Lufthansa 
group (it is actually a 100 percent sub-
sidiary of Lufthansa Technik), is cov-
ered under the wider umbrella insur-
ance coverage of Germany’s fl ag-carrier. 
Yet Lufthansa LEOS still must pay its 
share of the cost, and therein lies Stern’s 
biggest bone of contention: that while 
his claims against the policy are steadily 
falling, the cost of the premium is not.

The cost of the premium certainly 
rises and falls, he explains, but largely 
in response to factors beyond Lufthan-
sa LEOS’s control, such as the rise and 
fall of fi nancial markets. During the last 
fi ve years in which Stern has been at the 
controls at the handler, its safety record 
has improved signifi cantly but this has 
not been mirrored in the costs of its li-
ability coverage, he insists.

It is an issue for all handlers. Stew-
art points out that BFS meets with 
its insurers every year to review past 
claims with a view to decreasing future 
premiums based on a favourable claims 
history. Unlike Stern, however, Sinclair 
has seen BFS’s premiums decrease in 
recent years, as a result of a decline in 
the cost of claims made.

A handler must insure itself against 
all sorts of liability. Wide-ranging 
coverage typically includes not only 
protection against damage to aircraft 
and equipment and personal injury, but 
might extend to such potential dangers 
as environmental damage caused during 

ramp operations. Lufthansa LEOS also 
has product liability insurance in its 
role as a tooling service provider, while 
at stations such as Düsseldorf – where 
it acts as a sub-contractor to another 
handler – its liability is limited and is 
basically covered by the handler for 
which it is working.

For Stern, minimising damage on 
the ramp is a critical objective in and 
of itself; if this means lower insurance 
premiums, so much the better, but the 
important thing is to ensure as little 
injury or damage as possible resulting 
from day-to-day operations. Hence his 
insistence on everyone at Lufthansa 
LEOS constantly being aware of the 
“cost of non-quality” in their actions.

Moreover, the costs of unwanted 
airside collisions are not always obvi-
ous, he points out. Repair to an aircraft 
or GSE has to be paid for, of course, but 
there are also opportunity costs to con-
sider. An aircraft sitting on the ground 
– and thus not in revenue service – 
while undergoing repair represents a 
huge opportunity cost, and the poten-
tial impact on an airline of lacking suf-
fi cient capacity as a result is not truly 
covered in any insurance policy, wheth-
er the airline’s or the handler’s, Stern 
insists. This more latent cost is some-
times known as ‘consequential losses’, 
defi ned by IATA as those costs relating 
to passengers and crew incurred within 
72 hours of the incident that include: 
compensation; the internal cost of in-
vestigation and claims administration; 
delay of services; revenue loss; crew 
changes; and cost of transportation on 
other carriers.

Of course, there is much that can 
be done to minimise the frequency of 

Bangkok Flight Services (BFS) handles large amounts of cargo as well as passengers and 
aircraft at Bangkok Suvarnabhumi International Airport

Lufthansa LEOS employs some large 
and complex GSE on an everyday basis; 
however, Alexander Stern and his team 

have signifi cantly lowered the rate 
of accidents involving the business’s 

equipment and personnel

airside and landside and third-party 
coverage in any of our facilities. 
Additional insurances depending on 
local conditions that cover workers’ 
compensation and so on.”

According to Sinclair, thankfully for 
BFS and other handlers, the number 
of incidents against which they claim 
is “relatively low”. The busier airports 
may have higher rates of accident, es-
pecially those with high-density peak 
times and a requirement for fast air-
craft turnaround times, all of which 
puts additional pressure on day-to-day 
ramp operations.

Alexander Stern, managing direc-
tor of Lufthansa LEOS (Lufthansa 
Engineering and Operational Servic-
es) – which provides ground handling 
services such as airport towing and has 
operations at Frankfurt-Main, Düssel-
dorf and Munich International Airports 
– points to a real concern for many 
handlers, especially those small sub-
contracted handlers operating in niche 
business areas on the ramp: they are 
still required to have insurance cover-
age and, according to International Air 



 

 

Providers at German Airports that rep-
resents some 70 companies performing 
ground handling services across the na-
tion’s gateways and that represents them 
in both Germany and, at the European 
level, in Brussels.

According to Klaus Knöpfl e, the 
VDF’s chairman, it has campaigned 
hard to ensure that service providers 
should be represented as well as air-
lines and airports and that it be made 
clear that many of these smaller compa-
nies cannot afford the same high costs 
of insurance that had previously been 
expected of all involved, including the 
much more wealthy airport authorities.

“Danger is all around on the apron,” 
he observes, “and despite the best train-
ing injuries can happen. But service 
providers must be able to afford the 
insurance provision and the coverage 
must relate to the services provided. 
We (represent) a lot of mid-sized com-
panies and their (fi nance) is limited. 
But they should have the opportunity 
to work on the apron and the provision 
of services shouldn’t be limited to big 
companies that can afford to pay huge 
amounts for insurance.”

An airline’s insurance premium will 
depend on many factors – what is covered 
under the policy, the carrier’s fl eet size 
and value, its frequency of departures, 
time spent in the air, accident record 
and so on. The nature of the fi nancial 
markets will affect airlines’ premiums 
as much as it does handlers’. Thus, for 
example, premiums went up in the wake 
of 9/11; they have only just returned to 
roughly pre-9/11 levels now.

As has already been noted, the cost 
to an airline of any damage to its air-
craft is large, and most of that cost is 
hidden. SAS’s Busk believes that the 
‘loss of use’ of a damaged aircraft can 
be between four and ten times as much 
as the cost of repairing the damage. He 
suggests that an important develop-
ment would be a model for calculation 
of ‘loss of use’ for airlines.

For carriers, he suggests, it is vital to 
have “an effi cient system of assessment 
and claim recovery”. And a vital part of 
this is consideration of all elements of 
insurance liability when agreeing con-
tracts with a ground handler; he notes 
that, all too often, carriers only include 
an indemnity clause which only covers 
physical costs and which is limited in 
relation to the degree of negligence in-
volved in the cause of damage.

An airline’s own insurance (hull) 
policy will normally only be activated if 
the loss is caused by the carrier itself, 

unwanted incidents on the ramp. For 
WFS’s Sinclair, congestion is an im-
portant issue to be addressed in this 
regard, as are training levels, oversight, 
the quality of the employment pool 
available to an airside operator and the 
pressure on handlers to constantly re-
duce ground turnaround times.

Training is vital for all those active 
on the apron, as is a clear system of feed-
back when something does go wrong, 
agrees Stern. Incentivising employees 
to take the utmost care as well as to 
own up to things when they go wrong is 
critical, he notes. Furthermore, he sees 
good cause for being positive given that 
the quality of GSE is improving all the 
time as new safety features are added; 
at Lufthansa LEOS, such improvements 
include the installation of cameras on 
the rear of airport buses so that drivers 
can see what’s behind them, while other 
generally available features that can help 
greatly with airside safety include prox-
imity sensors on GSE that can come into 
contact with vulnerable aircraft fuselag-
es, and various systems that signifi cantly 
improve awareness and communication 
for operators of tugs and other vehicles 
on the ramp.

We should also learn from previous 
incidents and accidents, which is where 
ground damage databases come in. “It is 
much better to share information about 
incidents than have to learn the hard 
way each time,” Sinclair points out.

Various national associations repre-
senting handlers have had their say in 
trying to improve the local market for 
insurance provision covering ramp op-
erations and, in particular, making it 
affordable for cash-strapped handlers. 
One such is Germany’s Vereinigung 
der Dienstleister Flughafen (VDF), the 
Stuttgart-based Association of Service 

Insurance as it relates to ramp opera-
tions is of course just one factor that 
has to be taken into account for a car-
rier’s overall liability. However, there 
is some good news for airlines in this 
regard, at least according to one bro-
ker. Abundant capacity, high levels of 
competition, limited loss activity and 
an aggressive broking community will 

cording to a report from Willis Group 
Holdings, a global risk adviser, insur-
ance and reinsurance broker.

“Insurers’ desire to participate 
on the world’s blue chip airlines will 
continue to keep competition in this 
area high,” says Phil Smaje, CEO of 
Willis Aerospace. “The consolidation 
that has taken place in recent years 
has created a smaller number of very 

est to the market.”

Another factor expected to accel-
erate the slide in premiums is the in-
dustry’s safety record which, despite 
some losses, remains very good. Total 
hull losses in the airline industry be-
tween January and October this year 
amounted to a value of approximately 

Meanwhile, liability losses in the same 

lion. Willis estimates that overall insur-

estimate of “attritional losses”.

“Despite many believing the market 
couldn’t go any lower than it has in re-
cent years, the low loss levels, plenti-
ful capacity and growth in exposures 
will continue to provide ideal condi-
tions for buyers and challenges for 
underwriters,” Smaje concludes. Stewart Sinclair is managing director of 

Bangkok Flight Services (BFS)
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Busk points out, again noting that ‘loss 
of use’ is unlikely to be covered. He sug-
gests that carriers should be stronger 
in their negotiations of contracts with 
third-party service providers as regards 
liability and indemnity clauses, while 
observing that once many airlines come 
to realise the true costs associated with 
an aircraft’s ‘loss of use’, they might be 
much more diligent in terms of pre-
venting incidents on the ramp in the 
fi rst place.

Busk also suggests that carriers 
could collaborate more, sharing knowl-
edge with a view to maximising com-
pensation wherever possible after ac-
cidental damage has been caused and 
a claim needs to be made. It is vital 
that airlines treat the issue of ground 
damage seriously; not only because of 
the high cost of repair bills and ‘loss of 
use’ but – with the costs of damage on 
the ramp caused by handlers normally 
being subsequently included in turna-
round charges to their carrier custom-
ers – “the whole cost of ground dam-
age is paid directly or indirectly by the 
world’s airlines,” he argues.

In recent years, there has been much 
greater focus on safety throughout the 
aviation industry and this has resulted 
in many initiatives promoted at a 
global level, such as the ISAGO (IATA 
Safety Audit for Ground Operations) 
programme and, soon, the IGOM (IATA 
Ground Operations Manual) initiative, 
which – says Sinclair – “will continue to 
simplify processes and procedures and 
drive complexity out of the business.

“Currently we have many differ-
ent processes from different custom-
ers; ISAGO and IGOM aim to simplify 
these so that our staff do not need to op-
erate with different procedures for each 
airline,” he enthuses.

The infl uence of supranational avia-
tion bodies on the complex issues as-
sociated with airside insurance cover-
age has been mixed. According to the 
International Civil Aviation Organiza-
tion (ICAO), Annex 14 to the Chicago 
Convention, which covers all those as-
pects of airside ground operations that 
are currently standardised, contains no 
guidance on insurance-related require-
ments. ICAO would therefore have little 
role to play, a spokesman confi rms.

However, IATA is much more con-
cerned with the issues. Indeed, it is Ar-
ticle 8 of IATA’s Standard Ground Han-
dling Agreement (SGHA) which says 
a handler “shall indemnify the carrier 
against any physical loss or damage to 
the carrier’s aircraft caused by the han-

dling company’s negligent act of omis-
sion” (up to a certain fi nancial level), 
that tends to guide a carrier-handler 
contract in this area.

Right now, IATA is particularly in-
terested in the issue of insurance pre-
mium affordability. As a representative 
of its member carriers, a spokesperson 
for the Association points out: “Air-
lines pay for all damage on the ground, 
directly or indirectly. They need to 
monitor what insurance their ground 
providers have, particularly now that 
most ground operations are outsourced 
to third parties. Many airlines require 
their service providers to hold US$300 
million in aviation insurance, although 
others require much less.”

Refl ecting how seriously it views 
the topic, there are ongoing discussions 
at IATA about the many issues relat-
ing to airside insurance liability. It has 
standing bodies that address the sub-
ject; thus, the role of IATA’s Risk and 
Insurance Management (RIM) depart-
ment and IATA’s RIM Working Group 
is to ensure that airlines require ground 
handlers to purchase enough insurance 
to pay for any damage or injuries that 
occur. The role also includes making 
sure that the risks inherent with ramp 
operations are effectively managed by 
all the parties involved.

As for the future, IATA has pro-
posed an ‘Integrated Ground Ops Solu-

tion’ to assist in reducing the frequency 
of damaging incidents on the ramp and 
improving performance. “This solu-
tion means using risk management as 
the glue that holds these components 
together: ISAGO, IGOM, the Airport 
Handling Manual (AHM) and the 
GDDB (Ground Damage Data Base),” 
the Association asserts. “The only way 
to prove that damages are actually be-
ing reduced and that performance is 
improved is to link all of these together 
via risk management.”

There has been a lot of progress 
made in the last few years that has 
brought about a recognition that “eve-
ryone is in this together”, IATA consid-
ers. “But, there’s still room for improve-
ment. The best way to help airlines in-
cur fewer losses and injuries in ground 
operations is to manage the risks better. 
It’s as simple as that. The service level 
agreement is another source for man-
aging the risk.  This means a focus on 
rewarding safe, quality work more than 
on-time performance,” the spokesper-
son insists.

Whether you consider the number of 
accidents on the ramp is high or low as 
a proportion of aircraft departures, a 
worrying trend is that – at least according 
to some statistics, such as the FSF’s – that 
proportion is growing. Many elements 
may be responsible – time pressures, 
lack of investment (despite the better 
technology and safety features on GSE 
now available), heavy congestion at 
many airports, national culture, the 
comparatively low status and low pay 
of ramp handlers having an impact on 
morale – but what is clear is that each and 
every airside operator is going to need 
those insurance policies right up to date 
and comprehensive in their coverage.

Certainly according to Busk, it is 
only the potential fi nancial cost ele-
ment that will really cause a handler to 
implement genuine accident preven-
tion measures within its daily opera-
tional routine. If the consequent premi-
ums are high, perhaps that is the price 
the industry is going to have to pay, at 
least for the moment. 

Klaus Knöpfl e is the chairman of 
Germany’s VDF, translated as the 
Association of Service Providers at 
German Airports

A Bangkok Flight Services (BFS) tug on a 
busy Suvarnabhumi Airport apron (left)



 

 

the need to ensure effi cient use of scarce 
airport resources are all factors driving 
the development of airside services. 

While this growth is likely to in-
crease the potential revenue available, a 
quicker route to increased turnover for 
ground handlers is being witnessed in 
the increasing mergers and acquisition 
(M&A) activity in the market. Indeed, 
some of the largest handling companies 
are bullish on the prospects of buying 
up their competition.

A report by business consultants 
KPMG on the Swiss M&A market in 
2013 highlighted that the “most im-
pressive transaction” that took place 
in the third quarter of that year was 
in the transport sector: it flagged 
up Swissport International AG, the 
world’s largest provider of ground and 
cargo services to airlines and airports, 
as taking over Britain’s Servisair UK 
Ltd for $598 million.

“With the largest ground handler 
Swissport acquiring the number three in 
size, Servisair, we believe consolidation 
in ground handling will accelerate over 

N
ew revenue streams in 
global air passenger traf-
fi c and air cargo move-
ments are driving major 
changes in the business 

environment for handlers against a 
backdrop of increasing liberalisation. 
Growing worldwide air passenger traf-
fi c and long-term increases in air car-
go activity are driving a global airside 
services market likely to reach a value 
of US$48.2 billion within fi ve years. 
This is being powered by ever higher 
numbers of passengers and volumes of 
freight from developing countries, as 
the worldwide growth of middle class 
populations drives route development, 
according to Californian business ana-
lyst Global Industry Analysts (GIA) and 
its comprehensive global report on air-
port airside services markets published 
this summer. 

Increases in business and leisure 
travel, expansion in the number of pas-
senger seats made available by airlines, 
growing pressure to reduce the time air-
craft are parked on airport stands and 

the next few years,” says Mervyn Walk-
er, executive vice president operations 
for Menzies Aviation, responsible for 
network-wide operational performance 
encompassing cargo handling, passen-
ger handling and support services. “We 
at Menzies, the second-largest ground 
handler globally, have made three ac-
quisitions this year. We have a large war 
chest for further acquisitions and will 
target at least another fi ve acquisitions 
per annum for the next three years.”

At the same time, Jon Conway, di-
visional senior vice president respon-
sible for dnata’s airport operations, 
notes that consolidation of market 
players is set to continue. He remarks: 
“Most believe there is more consolida-
tion to come within the ground han-
dling sector. I would agree. The recent 
Swissport/Servisair deal is, of course, 
a major recent example. Allied to the 
continuing trend for airlines, espe-
cially those with legacy cost bases, to 
outsource their ground handling ac-
tivities, we will see growth as well as 
consolidation. All companies want to 



 

 

flight support services through a 
growing chain of US-based facilities, 
including ground handling, aircraft 
fuelling, MRO, charter, hangar/tie-
down, facility management, pilot sup-
port services, operational consulting 
and other related services.

As another example, in late 2011, 
Fraport AG Frankfurt Airport Services 
Worldwide, a major company in the 
global airport management business, 
divested itself of its Fraport Ground 
Services Austria GmbH (FGSA) whol-
ly-owned subsidiary to Çelebi Havaci-
lik Holding, one of the leading ground 
handling specialists in Europe. The 
parties agreed not to disclose the terms 
of the transaction. 

FGSA provides ground handling 
services at Vienna International Air-
port, Austria. The company gener-
ated revenues of some 16 million euros 
($21.8 million) in 2010 and currently 
employs some 290 staff. FGSA was re-
named Çelebi Ground Services Austria 
after the divestment.

According to Conway, dnata’s business in 
Dubai is in the fi nal stages of establishing 
a fully licensed and approved aircraft line 
maintenance department. He explains: 

“We are in detailed negotiations with 
several carriers and are very excited 
at the level of interest shown from 
airlines of all types. All being well, we 
aim to be offering full line maintenance 
support later in the year both at Dubai 
International Airport and Dubai World 
Central (DWC), which commenced 
scheduled commercial passenger 
operations on 27 October. 

“In addition, we are looking at other 
ancillary activities which are not per-
haps seen as ‘core’ ground handling, but 
are very much linked to airports and air 
travel. We are not ready to talk about 
those yet, though.”

dnata provides service both above 
and below the wing, Conway notes, 
each requiring different focuses. He 
says: “Both are equally important – be-
low the wing the focus is very much on 
safety/security; above the wing, whilst 
safety and security are non-negotiable, 
we work closely with our airline cus-
tomers to ensure their brand and values 
are refl ected in the customer service we 
provide to their customers.”

One market area that Menzies is 
not keen to enter, perhaps surprisingly, 
is China. Given that, by 2015, China is 
expected to construct 70 new airports 
and renovate or expand 101 airports, 

grow, but the key aim is to do so in a 
sensible way, retaining your ability to 
make a profit, while serving your cus-
tomers well.”

This consolidation is obvious in oth-
er acquisitions. Two years ago, Aviator 
acquired Novia and its ground handling 
operations at Copenhagen Internation-
al Airport and at Malmö International 
Airport. A SEK 1 billion ($160 million) 
company, Aviator is comprised of the 
Swedish company Nordic Aero and the 
Norwegian companies Røros Flyservice 
and Norport Ground Handling. 

Elsewhere, US aviation services 
company Saker Aviation Services ac-
quired Phoenix Rising Aviation this 
summer, taking over the maintenance, 
repair and overhaul (MRO) fi rm locat-
ed in Bartlesville, Oklahoma.

“Phoenix Rising has proven its 
capability in the highly competitive 
MRO segment of our industry, provid-
ing outstanding customer service and 
quality mechanical craftsmanship for 
several years,” states Ron Ricciardi, 
Saker’s president and CEO. 

Phoenix Rising Aviation offers 
MRO services specialising in Dassault 
Falcon jets, especially out of produc-
tion models. Saker Aviation Services 
provides fixed base operations (FBO) 
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fl ies into and out of the world’s top 10 in-
ternational airports – such major hubs 
as London Heathrow, Paris Charles de 
Gaulle, New York, Singapore and Tokyo 
– it has not been the game-changer that 
might have been predicted.

Conway explains: “I suspect we 
handle more A380s worldwide each 
day than anyone else. Below-wing, I 
don’t see that many challenges or dif-
ferences. We do find cabin cleaning 
on long-haul transit flights, especially 
if we have reduced ground times, to 
be a challenge on occasions. You’d be 
surprised how much debris 525-plus 
people can leave behind in an aircraft 
cabin over 13 or 14 hours! 

“Above-wing, the challenge of 
course is simply about volume of pas-
sengers, checking in, arriving, immigra-
tion, baggage reclaim and so on. Noth-
ing new, just more of it.”

The arrival of low-cost carriers, some 
of which work on B737 turnarounds 
of 30 minutes, has been blamed by 
a number of industry observers as 
leading to a casualisation of ramp and 
stand staff, cost-cutting and a lowering 
of standards that is being seen in a 
greater churn of employees.

Both Conway and Walker are quick 
to refute that these pressures have led 
to a lowering of standards and a de-
cline in staff retention. Thus, Conway 
insists: “Quick turnarounds are a fact 
of life. If an individual carrier wishes 
to achieve extremely aggressive transit/
turnaround times, then we work closely 
with them to help them meet their ob-
jectives. I have yet to meet a single air-
line that has asked us to ‘cut corners’ or 
‘lower standards’ to achieve a particular 
schedule or slot.

“In our home base in Dubai, our 
staff, drawn from over 80 nationalities, 
tend to join us and remain for several 
years. We have many colleagues, right 
across our business, with 20 or even 30 
years of service. One of the best parts 
of my job is the regular long service 
award presentations.” 

For Walker, Menzies also takes 
pride in its staff retention. He informs: 
“Our global staff turnover rate is 2% 
but all markets are different. Generally, 
turnover is usually higher in over-wing 
positions rather than under-wing.

“Safety and security are our num-
ber one priority. Safety and security 
always come before profit. Safety and 
security will never be compromised. 
We would withdraw from a contract 
or an airport before putting safety or 
security at risk.” 

isn’t that country the next best thing for 
handlers? Apparently not, Walker says. 
“We have found China diffi cult. We are 
in business to make a return and we 
have found dividend distribution ex 
China very diffi cult.”

Many airports in China do not ac-
cept major credit cards, meaning that 
airlines must have pre-arranged con-
tract fuel or are forced to pay cash for 
gas. Plus, at most airports in China, 
airlines do not have the option to self-
handle and must rely on third-party 
providers to obtain the required servic-
es such as fuel and lavatory servicing. 
While ground handling and infrastruc-
ture in China continue to improve as 
the ground handling process in general 
has become very much more stream-
lined at many of the nation’s airports, 
there are undoubtedly language barri-
ers, credit issues and airport protocols 
still to consider.

Global growth in the coming years 
is forecast to be primarily driven by de-
veloping countries in the Asia Pacifi c 
region, Latin America and the Mid-
dle East. Growing aviation activity in 
these markets in the form of increased 
air travel, and expansion and upgrad-
ing of airport infrastructure, will drive 
developments in these markets. Those 
countries armed with strong economic 
growth and that enjoy sophisticated 
fi nancial systems unencumbered by 
fi scal defi cits, sovereign debt risks and 
high infl ationary pressures, are emerg-
ing at the forefront of new airport in-
vestments worldwide.

Airside services are of critical 
importance in driving the operational 
effi ciency and profi ts of airline 
companies. Yet the rise in prices of 
aviation fuel, coupled with the growing 
pressure to cut airline costs, is resulting 
in airline operators increasingly 
outsourcing airside jobs to third-
party service providers. Outsourcing 
of ground handling activities has 
ballooned and independent service 
providers are expected to corner a lion’s 
share of the market in coming years.

One airline that recently divested it-
self of directly handling its own ground 
services was Air India. The national 
carrier hived off two of its subsidiaries, 
those involved with ground handling 
and MRO, to allow them to operate as 
separate profi t centres. Air India Air 
Transport Services Limited (AIATSL) 
will undertake ground handling activi-
ties in various airports in India and be 
neutral in expanding its operations to 
service airlines other than Air India. 

Air India Engineering Services Limited 
(AIESL) will, similarly, undertake engi-
neering MRO services – not only for Air 
India’s fl eet but also extending its work 
to other carriers.

According to GIA’s research, the US 
represents the largest market world-
wide for airline ground services. Of 
growing signifi cance, the Asia Pacifi c 
region is forecast to emerge as the fast-
est-growing market. Ramp handling 
represents the largest market segment 
supported by the need for aircraft mar-
shalling on the ground, parking assis-
tance, aircraft towing and pushback, 
the provision and operation of neces-
sary units for engine starting, and safe 
passenger movement.

Major players in the market include 
ACCIONA Airport Services, Aviapart-
ner, Aircraft Service International 
Group Inc, dnata, Evergreen Aviation 
Ground Logistics Enterprise, Flightcare 
Ground Services, Impel, Menzies Avia-
tion, National Aviation Services, SATS, 
Serviços Auxiliares de Transporte Aé-
reo, Servisair, Swissport International 
Ltd, Universal Aviation and Worldwide 
Flight Services, among others.

When Singapore Airlines took delivery 
of the fi rst A380 in October 2007, 
and put it to work on the Singapore to 
Sydney service, it might have seemed 
that the very large passenger aircraft 
would be a game-changer for airport 
ground handlers.

In fact, while the super-jumbo now 

Mervyn Walker is executive vice president 
operations at Menzies Aviation
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dnata OPTS FOR 
  AMADEUS 
LOAD CONTROL SYSTEM

Rapidly expanding air services provider dnata has invested 
in a new weights and balances solution that is expected 
to allow for fuel savings, reduce costs for its customer 
airlines, maximise potential on-board capacity and improve 

A
t the end of October it was confirmed that dnata had 
agreed a deal with airline IT solutions provider Amadeus 
to implement its Altéa Departure Control – Flight Man-
agement product at its centralised load control (CLC) of-
fice in Dubai. The contract will cover all Emirates and 

flydubai domestic and international flights handled by dnata, as well as 
over 100 other airlines that the handler currently serves. 

Altéa Departure Control – Flight Management is a fully automated 
system for managing the weight and balance of fl ights. According to Am-
adeus, the new-generation load control platform enables much greater 
precision in forecasting future passenger and cargo loads, as well as im-
proving the productivity of load controllers on fl ights. By assessing the 
optimal load distribution on each fl ight, fuel requirements can also be 
better defi ned, saving money and increasing potential uplift capacity.

Jon Conway, divisional senior vice president responsible for airport 
operations at dnata, explains: “We began using Altéa’s Flight Man-
agement (FM) system on 2 September. flydubai is our first FM air-
line customer and we are handling 99.9% of its entire network via our 
centralised CLC. The system has been performing very well and our 
colleagues find the user interface intuitive and logical.” It is understood 
that Emirates services are expected to be handled using the system be-
fore the end of this year.
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John Jarrell is head of airport IT for Amadeus
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dnata issued a request for proposals 
(RfP) some time ago for such a system, 
connected in large part to its changing 
needs relating to handling the A380 
superjumbo. Amadeus won the RfP 
in what was a fairly lengthy process, 
due to some extent to the need for 
the technology to be able to interface 
effectively with other systems used by 
the handler.

Success was built on the benefits 
of the product and its versatility. “Our 
service provides some unique things,” 
he says, “especially in the areas of load 
control and weight and balance. These 
all came out in the RfP process. dnata 
made site visits and they saw our ca-
pabilities, together with the increases 
in productivity that could be made in 
their CLC.”

Amadeus will continue to support 
dnata and the system, Jarrell says; 
“it’s more of a service than a product,” 
he believes. This latest deal – a “very 
meaningful one” for the airport IT 
division of Amadeus – means dnata 
is amongst the more than numerous 
ground handlers now employing Am-
adeus’ flight management solutions 

whether for the passenger handling 
(Altéa Departure Control - Customer 
Management) or the weight and bal-
ance variant – or for both.

FURTHER GROWTH
The airport IT business managed by 
Jarrell has other plans for growth, many 
of which will be of signifi cant interest 
to current or potential ground handler 
customers. The division is building a 
suite of 17 or more products that target 
airport authorities and ground handlers 
(depending on which undertakes a 
particular task at a given gateway), many 
of which have already been announced. 
For example, in autumn this year it was 
revealed that MAP Handling of France 
had opted for Amadeus’ contract and 
billing offering. 

Amadeus’ airport IT business has 
grown strongly – the company only re-
ally moved into this space in 2011. Its 
staff complement allocated to software 
development work in this market has in-
creased signifi cantly and it is clear that 
there are still many more product initia-
tives to be announced and far more de-
velopment work still to be undertaken.

And it is not just Amadeus that is 
expanding rapidly – so too is dnata. 
“Our recent decision to establish a ful-
ly approved aircraft line maintenance 
unit at Dubai International and Dubai 
World Central (DWC) - Al Maktoum 
International Airport, is particularly 
noteworthy,” Conway highlights. “Sub-
ject to various regulatory approvals, 
we hope to be offering full turnaround 
line maintenance at both airport sites 
before the end of the year.”

The DWC passenger terminal 
opened for business as recently as 27 
October. “This is just the start of a jour-
ney which will end up in a five-runway, 
multi-terminal airport, handling 160 
million passengers per year! As is the 
case at Dubai International, dnata is 
the sole ground handler at DWC, so 
we will be busy ensuring everything is 
running smoothly at the new airport,” 
he concludes. 

Some of dnata’s customers require 
the handler to employ their own system 
for weight and balance, or they may 
have their own CLC solution. However, 
dnata works with over 100 airlines that 
it handles with its own local control sys-
tems. “FM offers next-generation tech-
nology and I fully expect these carriers 
to be delighted with our selection of 
Amadeus,” Conway enthuses.

He observes: “Amadeus’ in-depth 
experience, vast reach and high level of 
development will help us gain greater 
efficiencies through the full automa-
tion of our weight and balance system. 
Furthermore, Altéa Departure Con-
trol’s Flight Management enables us 
to provide our airline customers with 
significant fuel savings. The system’s 
community and SaaS (software as a 
service) elements also allow for greater 
collaboration with our customers.” 

In summary, he informs: “dnata in-
vests heavily in people, equipment, fa-
cilities and technology. It would be fair 
to say that this is a significant invest-
ment, but our business case analysis 
determined it was absolutely the cor-
rect decision.”

John Jarrell, head of airport IT at 
Amadeus, is equally delighted with the 
contract signing: “We are extremely 
pleased to continue our airport journey, 
having signed the world’s fourth-larg-
est ground handler. Amadeus is proud 
to be part of dnata’s successful growth 
strategy today and into the future.

“We are certain this will only be the 
beginning of a fruitful relationship as 
we work closer together with this im-
portant customer to offer further en-
hancements in ground handling. This 
agreement enables us to strengthen 
our foothold globally, alongside our 50 
ground handlers currently using our 
solutions today.”

PHASED DEVELOPMENT
Jarrell explains the process by which 
dnata came to take up the ground 
handler variant of the Altéa fl ight 
management system. He notes that 

Jon Conway, senior divisional 
vice president responsible for dnata’s 
airport operations

Conway: “FM offers next-generation technology and I fully expect 
these carriers to be delighted with our selection of Amadeus”



 

 

Ramp handling is a vital activity for any 
airline, and they are each looking for a quick 
turnaround from their handler 

B
jørn Erik Barman-Jenssen, 
director of ground op-
eration at Norwegian Air 
Shuttle, has a simple solu-
tion to speeding up ramp 

services for his airline at European air-
ports. He invites the ground handlers 
and airport controllers to Norway to see 
how it can be done quicker.

“Certain airports in Norway have 
a minimum 20-minute turnaround 
time for the Boeing 737 and 800s. 
We can manage that in Norway as we 
have worked closely with the ground 
handlers to find the right procedures 
and set-ups. We have to be fast be-
cause the cost of a man-hour in Nor-
way is extremely high. But when I 
travel out in Europe, they laugh and 
say they cannot do it in 20 minutes. I 
say, ‘How come? We can do it in Nor-
way, why not in....?’”

When the ground handlers and 
airport managers see it for them-
selves, they start to believe it is pos-
sible, he says. Servisair’s team at Gat-
wick, for example, changed some of 
their processes as a result of a trip out 
to Oslo.

“We had a huge challenge at Gat-
wick. The handlers could do easyJet 
or Ryanair flights easily in 30 min-
utes, but it was much harder for 
Scandinavian flights because we have 
more than double the baggage. So we 
invited both the airport and ground 
handler from Gatwick over to Oslo to 
show them our set-up,” he explains. 

The Norwegian team asked Servi-
sair to time their own processes in 
Gatwick, then time the process again 
in Oslo under the guidance of Norwe-
gian’s main ground handler in Scandi-
navia – Aviator. “When they see what 

Bjørn Erik Barman-Jenssen, 
director of ground operation for Norwegian 
Air Shuttle
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utilisation of aircraft and crew, as it’s 
the only way we can make money in 
this business. We also invited both the 
Swedish airport operator Swedavia 
and the Finnish airport operator Fi-
navia over to Gatwick to show them 
how we work together.” 

There are potential benefits for 
both the airports and ground han-
dlers, as faster speeds enhance pro-
ductivity. “We want to make as small 
a footprint as possible at Gatwick be-
cause then they can have a high utili-
sation of the gates, runways and taxi 

ranks,” Barman-Jenssen notes. “Often 
in this business, you get the airlines 
arguing with the airports and the air-
ports arguing with the handlers. But 
we have a different approach which 
benefits everyone.” 

He believes that Norwegian’s 
ground-handling efficiency, in par-
ticular the speed of its ramp services, 
has been one of the main drivers be-
hind its growth, which is now around 
25-30% a year in a market which has 
proved turbulent for most airlines. In 
2012, Norwegian announced the an 
order for 22 B737-800 and 100 B737 
MAX 8 aircraft, with an option for 
another 100 of the latter. Also on or-
der are 100 A320neo aircraft, with an 
option on another 50. The airline has 
become the third-largest low-cost car-
rier in Europe and the second-largest 
airline in Scandinavia with 17.7 mil-

lion passengers in 2012.
Barman-Jenssen says that effi-

cient ramp services have also played 
their part in creating a public percep-
tion of Norwegian as a reliable airline. 
“We have been top of the league for 
flight statistics for the past few years 
and that’s down to extremely efficient 
ground-handling operations,” he says. 
“We place a lot of emphasis on it. If we 
are struggling in one destination with 
our ground handler, we don’t just let 
that situation drag on and on. If they 
don’t deliver quality, we just change to 
a different handler.”

Norwegian rarely has to resort to 
such drastic action. Its reputation has 
grown so much that ground handlers 
pull out all the stops to stay on board. 
“When I started at Norwegian in 2007 
some of the handlers had not heard of 
Norwegian, but now everyone wants 
to work with us, so it’s easier to get 
the attention of ground handlers. If 
the local teams don’t deliver quality 
the central managers will engage in 
fixing the local problems,” he insists.

Dallas-based Southwest Airlines is a 
huge operation, by any standard. It 
can boast having flown 134 million 
on-board customers in 2012. Having 
acquired AirTrans Airways in 2009, it 
now flies to 86 destinations.

While both Southwest and Norwe-
gian are major carriers on their own 
continent, there are significant differ-
ences in approach. Whereas South-
west focuses on North America, Nor-
wegian has expanded out of Europe 
into the Middle East, North Africa 
and the US.

The two airlines also have a very 
different approach to ground han-
dling. Norwegian outsources every-
thing, but Southwest rarely outsourc-
es ramp handling services. Doug Cur-
rie, Southwest Airlines senior director 
ground operations, says: “Southwest 
and AirTran employees perform the 
ramp functions at a majority of the 
cities we serve. We have around 8,000 
of our own employees working on the 
ramp, which might change as we in-
troduce more Boeing 800s over the 
next few years. But we do use con-
tracted workers in 13 domestic cities 
and at our international cities.”

Currie notes that Southwest has 

can be achieved, they take the ini-
tiative themselves,” Barman-Jenssen 
says.

He notes that there are a number 
of differences in approach taken by 
handlers, but one of the most signifi-
cant is simply using trolleys to unload 
baggage instead of flatbeds. “In the 
UK, they tend to use a lot of flatbeds 
for baggage, but in Scandinavia we 
use trolleys for everything. It’s much 
faster and you use fewer people,” Bar-
man-Jenssen considers.

As a result, Servisair has changed 
its operation on the ramp at Gatwick, 
as well as at all the other European 
stations where it handles Norwegian’s 
flights, he informs.

Norwegian’s forward-thinking ap-
proach also led Gatwick to introduce 
self-service bag tag printing. “BAA 
owned Gatwick up to 2009 and they 
said we couldn’t do this, so we also in-
vited them to Oslo and showed them 
our self-service set-up. As a result, we 
were the first ones to introduce bag tag 
printing and self-service bag drops at 
Gatwick. Now self-service bag drops 
have been installed in Alicante and 
Barcelona,” Barman-Jenssen says.

Norwegian – unlike most of its low-
cost rivals – has also invested in 
sliding carpets for all its aircraft. 
Sliding carpets are conveyor belts that 
enable loaders to stow and unload 
cargo faster and more efficiently. The 
sliding carpet covers the floor of the 
aircraft’s cargo hold and transports 
the cargo from the loading hatch 
into the hold. This is much more 
ergonomic for the cargo loaders in 
comparison to having to crawl into 
the cramped space. 

“We do all this to reduce the num-
ber of staff needed. We take on board 
the initial cost of the investment and 
benefit from lower handling costs in 
the long run. About 75% of our han-
dling costs come from the manpower 
needed, so if we can do without man-
power we will keep prices at a reason-
able level instead of them increasing 
as salaries rise,” he observes.  

Barman-Jenssen explains that 
ground handlers are being forced to 
face up to the fact that low-cost air-
lines are the major source of growth 
in the industry. “That means there are 
increasing demands to speed up ramp 
services. At Norwegian, we have an 
average 25-minute turnaround time, 
whereas a legacy airline will have a 
45-minute turnaround time,” he says. 
“For us, it’s important to have a high 

Southwest Airlines senior director ground 
operations Doug Currie



 

affirms good quality being delivered, 
but also assures the wellbeing of Swis-
sport as a company, thus allowing us 
to be a strong and reliable partner for 
airlines in the long term. At the same 
time, this links back to safety and 
quality, as only a financially sound 
operation allows us to properly invest 
into training of staff and the provi-
sion of sufficient and well-maintained 
equipment.”

The striving for greater efficien-
cies is an ever-increasing expectation 
of customer airlines. “Their demands 
do sometimes impose a challenge, but 
a good approach is to go step by step 
on the improvement ladder and joint-
ly search for efficiency gains together 
with the client in order to maintain 
stable and lasting relationships with 
our customers,” he says.  

Ramp service requirements can 
vary depending on the type of flight. 
For example, the equipment required 
will depend on whether the aircraft 
is containerised or not. “Whilst pure 
bulk load can be handled manually, or 
with a belt loader and carts, contain-
ers require a lower deck loader and 
dollies for the transport. At the same 
time, depending on whether a net-
work carrier or a point-to-point oper-
ator is serviced, transfer baggage may 
need to be segregated. The same prin-
ciple applies if the operator offers only 
one or multiple classes on its flight.”

Changes in the aviation market 
have also had an impact on ramp ser-
vices. Increased security levels now de-
mand the closure of hold doors when-
ever an aircraft is unattended. The new 
aircraft types also change the nature of 
the service. “To take one example, the 
A380 needs very strong push-back 
equipment,” Huettner adds. 

a system in place to monitor the per-
formance levels of all its locally based 
staff. “In-house Southwest teams 
work with the ‘employees in the field’ 
to identify opportunities to increase 
productivity and efficiencies. Cur-
rently, the stations – what we call our 
‘operation’ at each airport – have ‘con-
tinuous improvement teams’ made up 
of local employees and leadership to 
identify specific needs of the station 
and implement changes.”

Empowering local employees and 
leaders to identify areas of improve-
ment enhances the efficiency of the 
ramp services, he feels. “They have a 
vested interest in the success of their 
station so they take ownership of their 
performance.”

Currie insists that safety is always 
the airline’s number one priority. It 
has a number of methods to promote 
safety, but one of the primary ones is 
a thorough audit process, which con-
tinues to grow. “The detailed audit 
ensures compliance with governmen-
tal and company policies and encour-
ages employees to proactively report 
any condition, action, or process 
which may adversely affect safety or 
security,” he says. 

Meanwhile, the ground handlers 
themselves are aware of the need to 
strike up good partnerships with the 
airlines. For example, one 
of the world’s largest 
ground handlers, 
Swissport, works with 
many different airlines, 
including Air France, 

Lufthansa, Swiss 

International and United Airlines, as 
well as low-cost carriers easyJet and 
Ryanair.

The scale of Swissport’s operations 
worldwide means it has to be flexible 
in its approach. It provides ground 
services for around 118 million pas-
sengers and 3.5 million tonnes of car-
go a year at 180 airports in 37 coun-
tries on five continents.   

Matthias Huettner, Swissport’s 
head of operations processes and ser-
vices, remarks: “Quality targets are 
nowadays precisely defined in ser-

vice level agreements (SLAs) be-
tween the airline and the han-

dling agent. In most cases, 
these SLAs focus on punc-

tuality, delivery times 
and handling errors. 

Efficiency not only 

Matthias Huettner is Swissport’s head of 
operations processes and services

Swissport is one of the world’s biggest 
handlers, if not now the biggest, yet it too 
has to evolve as airline requirements of their 
ground handlers change over time
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associated with on-board mixing/
heating/cooling cycles. This, and the 
fact that the volume of fl uid actually 
pumped is kept to a minimum, means 
that there is less fl uid degradation dur-
ing the de-icing process.

The Northern Hemisphere winter season is once again upon us and 
for most gateways that brings many challenges. One of them is 
ensuring that every aircraft that takes off from an airport runway 
is safely de-iced and anti-iced; generally, the preferred option is to 
turn to a carefully selected service provider

T
he UK’s biggest independ-
ent on-airport de-icing 
services provider is Airline 
Services, a Manchester-
based company that de-ices 

at 10 UK gateways – the most recent 
addition being London Heathrow.

Airline Services de-ices for over 60 
carriers across those 10 airports, em-
ploying a range of rigs from both US-
based manufacturer JBT AeroTech 
and units manufactured according to 
its own design. Four more JBT de-ic-
er units have been purchased in just 
the last year, informs Airline Services 
CEO Bryan Bodek, while the decision 
was taken to develop its own design 
because the company felt that it need-
ed something robust, reliable and ca-
pable of handling pre-heated de-icing 
fluids. In regard to the latter, Airline 
Services stores de-icing fl uid in bulk and 
heats it to the optimum temperature 
at that point, avoiding any problems 

Airline Services has been in opera-
tion since 1988 and Bodek puts its suc-
cess down in large part to its ongoing 
investment in training, equipment, 
technology and infrastructure, a com-
mitment that has allowed it to provide 
“extremely reliable services” over the 
course of the past 25 years. The scope 
of the company’s operations – it offers 
many other products and services be-
sides de-icing, such as cleaning, engi-
neering and workshop work, as well as 
various in-fl ight entertainment facili-
ties – has also offered it certain benefi ts 
of economies of scale. Thus, for exam-
ple, all its staff who will de-ice in winter 
are not laid off come the spring; they 
remain on the staff to undertake similar 
work, such as washing aircraft, and in 
so doing will keep their skills up to date.

Much has changed over those two 
and a half decades, of course. Bodek has 
seen dramatic changes in the nature of 
de-icing fl uids, customer expectations 

Bryan Bodek, CEO of Manchester-based 
Airline Services
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Another committed European de-icing 
services provider is EFM. Formed in 
1992, EFM – more formally, Gesellschaft 
für Enteisen und Flugzeugschleppen am 
Flughafen München) is a joint venture 
owned by the Lufthansa subsidiary GGG 
Service for Airlines and Munich Airport. 
It is the only provider of aircraft de-icing 
services at Munich and currently serves 
round about 100 carriers.

EFM employs 27 de-icing vehicles, 
all of them Vestergaard models, to carry 
out approximately 14,000 de-icing op-
erations a year.

“For us,” says EFM’s managing di-
rector, Hans-Joachim Püschner, “it is 
very important to keep up with the very 
latest in de-icing technology,” not least 
because such technology is covered by 
industry regulations (he points in par-
ticular to the Association of European 
Airlines’ Training Recommendations 
and Background Information for De-
Icing/Anti-Icing of Aeroplanes on the 
Ground, 10th Edition, August 2013 as 
being something of a must-have refer-
ence work).

 Having the right points of reference 
is vital, Püschner continues, given the 
pace of change in this segment of the 
aviation industry. “The de-icing busi-
ness has changed radically over the last 
20 years,” he says. “Today, aircraft de-
icing is much more the focus of airlines, 
airports, boards of control and the in-
dustry as a whole than it was before.”

Witness, Püschner adds, such fac-
tors today as: the greater volume of 
relevant regulations; more frequent au-
dits; greater use of thickened de-icing 
fl uids (type II or IV) as opposed to the 
basic, ‘unthickend’ type I fl uids; more 
rigorous environmental regulations 
covering the application of de-icing 
fl uids; greater research and develop-
ment taking place on an ongoing basis; 
the higher demands placed on de-icing 

Airline Services has a fl eet of both JBT units 
and equipment of its own design

– client airlines will always want better 
performance, he points out – and even 
in weather patterns. That last point is 
important; as the weather in the UK 
has become more extreme, so the chal-
lenges of on-airport de-icing have in-
creased, and customers do not accept 
bad weather as an excuse!

Ever-changing demands and ever-
evolving technologies mean that Air-
line Services must constantly moni-
tor the market to ensure that it stays 
at the forefront of any developments. 
It’s particularly important given the 
company’s promise to work with each 
and every carrier it serves in order to 
fully understand its needs and provide 
a bespoke de-icing operation for that 
airline.  For Bodek, one size certainly 
doesn’t fit all, and Airline Services will 
employ the appropriate de-icing prod-
uct in the appropriate way depending 
on the airport, the carrier and the air-
craft involved, he affirms.

Last month (November), Integrated 
Deicing Services (IDS), a New Hamp-
shire, US-headquartered aircraft de-
icing services provider, announced that 
it had signed a 10-year contract with 
easyJet that will see IDS provide 100% 
of the low-cost carrier’s de-icing require-
ments at Geneva International Airport. 
The service provider also looks after 
easyJet’s de-icing at London Luton.

Other big recent news from IDS saw 
the company sign a letter of intent 
with RG Aircraft Services at London 
Heathrow which will see IDS take over 
its de-icing responsibilities at the UK’s 
busiest air gateway. Patrick Brown, 
IDS vice president of sales, marketing 
& customer relations, comments: “As 
a premier de-icing company, our en-
trance into Heathrow is very important 

the list is to showcase how our special 
techniques and services can add to air-

IDS has come a long way since it 
was formed a little over a decade ago 
to provide de-icing services at the lit-
tle airport of Colorado Springs. It is 
now present in a dozen or so US gate-
ways as well as in the UK and Conti-

approximately 120 de-icing trucks, 
all of which use a forced air injection 
system with enclosed baskets that the 
company believes enables it to use 
much less glycol than other systems 
– helping both to ensure the on-time 
departure of aircraft and minimise 
the environmental footprint. Its sis-
ter company, Deicing Solutions, even 

for IDS to use.

says Brown, of IDS and its work. “When 

IDS de-icing in action
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The end-user of these de-icing services 
are, of course, the aircraft operators – the 
airlines. An Air France (AF) operations 
spokesperson explains what a big, main-
line carrier such as AF looks for from its 
de-icing service providers: “Of course, 
the de-icing services provider has to 
be available at short notice as weather 
conditions change. It should conduct 
the de-icing in accordance with local 
procedures and guarantee a high level of 
quality without any failures.

“The provider should control the de-
icing step by step and inform us imme-
diately if there have been any problems. 
It must also be able to communicate 
precisely with flight crews (having the 
appropriate vocabulary skills). Finally, 
de-icing operations should take place at 
appropriate and dedicated areas close 
to the runway threshold,” he observes.

At AF’s main base at Paris Charles de 
Gaulle International Airport, de-icing 
is carried out by airport operator Aéro-
ports de Paris (ADP), while anti-icing 
of the carrier’s aircraft is performed by 
AF staff. But its aircraft are differently 
handled at the various gateways across 
AF’s worldwide network. Frequently, 
it is the airport authority that has the 
monopoly on both aspects of the pro-
cess of preparing an aircraft for flight in 
icy conditions, but in other places there 
can be competition between providers.

Even where some degree of compe-
tition in service provision exists, from 
a carrier’s viewpoint on-airport de-
icing service provision might seem like 
something of a closed shop. Whether 
an airport authority takes on the task 
of providing de-icing services or asks a 
third-party service provider such as Air-
line Services, Servisair or any other han-
dler to do the job, the fees tend to be set 
and the airline must pay the price. The 
AF spokesperson explains: “The price 
of de-icing operations is fixed by airport 
authorities and therefore not negotiable.

fluids; the development of alternative 
de-icing methods, such as heat radia-
tion and forced air techniques; modern 
and much-improved de-icing vehicles; 
greater co-operation between airlines, 
airports, air traffic control and de-icing 
companies; the use of modern control, 
information and communication sys-
tems (such as the De- and Anti-Icing 
Information System, or DAISY); and, 
last but by no means least for an enter-
prise such as EFM, he draws attention 
to the greater price pressure on de-icing 
companies operating today.

The challenges are likely to remain 
tough, Püschner argues, highlighting 
the continuing need to provide enough 
suitable staff and vehicles at prices ac-
ceptable to customers while always 
meeting the rigorous regulations of the 
various boards of control, environmen-
tal authorities, airlines and airports.

There are few big, busy airports that 
have to contend with as long and as cold 
a winter season as Canada’s Toronto 
Pearson International Airport but its 
operating authority, Greater Toronto 
Airports Authority (GTAA), has the 
resources to meet the challenge. The 
Toronto Pearson Central Deicing Facility 
(CDF) de-ices an average of 13,600 
aircraft per winter season. In fact, in the 
winter of 2010-11, it handled 15,682 de-
icing operations.

The majority of Pearson’s de-icing 
is performed at the CDF by one service 
provider – Servisair. The latter’s opera-
tion at the gateway is approved by Trans-
port Canada and it works to a specific 
contract agreed with each individual 
carrier. The GTAA oversees the handler’s 
operation, while the carriers audit Servi-
sair’s programme and services, explains 
GTAA’s manager, aviation compliance 
and co-ordination Joe Forbes.

So what was it that attracted GTAA 
to Servisair? According to Forbes, the 

decision to go with Servisair was made 
against criteria of “safety, experience, 
safety, operational and cost efficien-
cies, safety, environmental compliance, 
adherence to a regulator approved pro-
gramme and… uncompromising atten-
tion to safety!”

The winter in Northern Europe, in 
Scandinavia, can be as harsh as on the 
North American continent. Swedavia, 
the Swedish state-owned national air-
port authority that owns, operates and 
develops 11 gateways across the coun-
try, reports that it recorded a total of 
12,500 aircraft de-icing operations at 
just Stockholm Arlanda International 
Airport – its busiest gateway – during 
the 2012-13 winter season.

Swedavia doesn’t undertake any 
de-icing services itself at Arlanda and 
the de-icing service providers operat-
ing there are wholly accountable to 
their customers, the airlines, notes Per 
Lindgren, Swedavia’s ground opera-
tion manager at the airport. In fact, he 
explains, according to the airport op-
erator’s business model, Swedavia does 
not provide any de-icing services at any 
of its gateways, although the de-icing 
service providers must have licensing 
agreements with the airports at which 
they operate.

A Servisair de-icing unit operating  
in familiar conditions

EFM operators go to work de-icing a giant 
Lufthansa A380 at Munich International Airport 
credit: EFM
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For every aircraft landing between 
15 October and 15 May, a ‘fixed price’ is 
clearly indicated to carriers (depending 
on the size of the aircraft) and this has 
to be paid whether de-icing takes place 
or not.

“Furthermore, on top of that there is 
a supplement (depending on the size of 
the aircraft) to pay if the aircraft under-
goes de-icing,” he adds.

The prices will differ, of course, ac-
cording to the provider at different gate-
ways, but an airline has little choice but 
to meet the cost if it wants to operate 
year-round services any given airport.

Of course, an airline and its pilots 
do have some freedom of choice. On 
any given day, depending on the condi-
tions, the pilot and his crew can decide 
whether their aircraft is de-iced or not, 
and the scale and intensity of the ser-
vice (a full service would include full 
de-icing of the fuselage, tail and wings 
– all surfaces – plus anti-icing follow-up 
to ensure there is no refreezing before 
take-off ). The airline crew might also 
be able to negotiate the speed of the 
process and how many de-icing units 
and operators are to be used.

The industry and the travelling public 
are now well attuned to the effects of 
contamination on an aircraft and the 
need for de-icing and anti-icing. That is 
probably no bad thing, and nor are the 
various improvements that have been 
made in de-icing and anti-icing fluids, de-
icing processes and de-icing equipment, 
all of which – says GTAA’s Forbes – 
“have allowed us to gain efficiencies and 
throughput by safely de-icing multiple 
aircraft with engines running, thereby 
maintaining a higher level of operation 
during winter storm events”.

Swedavia’s Lindgren also points to 
the improvements that have been made 
in de-icing fluids. Less glycol is now 
used, he notes, with a more efficient 
mix of water and glycol at a more effec-
tive temperature now being employed. 
These days., some of the de-icing op-
erator’s vehicles are also used to blow 
snow off aircraft before de-icing begins, 
Lindgren explains.

For the future, Forbes would like to 
see “further automation to control flows, 
as well as environmentally friendly flu-
ids and methods to remove and prevent 
contamination, plus equipment automa-
tion to increase efficiencies”.

He also points to another issue 
that appears to have grown in sig-
nificance – engine inlet icing – of late. 
Such contamination doesn’t happen 

often and only in certain conditions 
but it is difficult and time consum-
ing to remove and can cause signifi-
cant damage if it goes undetected. It 
would, Forbes says, be great to see 
manufacturers looking at ways to pre-
vent ice from adhering to engine com-
ponents and surrounding surfaces.

In terms of evolving de-icing tech-
nology, there has perhaps been less of 
an impact on the carrier than the ser-
vice provider. That’s not to say airlines 
haven’t seen changes, and for the better, 
however. For example, the AF spokes-
person notes: “ADP has improved its 

equipment, infrastructure and number 
of de-icing areas over the last three years, 
so operations are becoming faster and 
more aircraft can be treated in shorter 
timeframes. All this is very positive.”

One particular focus the carrier has 
is on its environmental footprint and, 
looking forward, AF is keen to minimise 
the impact of its de-and anti-icing oper-
ations. It is “also being innovative about 
new methods and procedures, such as 
the use of forced (pulsed) hot air.

“One aspect remains a permanent 
priority though: flight safety must al-
ways be assured,” he concludes. 

Nicolae (Nick) Rudei is the operations manager and 
de-icing trainer at handler Romanian Airport Ser-
vices. He has, since 2008, been providing de-icing 
training for most of the major airports in Romania, 
but Rudei has gone above and beyond his job de-
scription to help others involved in aircraft de-icing. 
He explains: “Aircraft-deicing.com is a personal pro-
ject I started in March 2013. The idea behind this 
website was quite simple – until then there had been 
no other independent website dedicated entirely 
to airplane and helicopter de-icing operations and, 
therefore, I thought that it would be a great idea 
to create a free site where I could bring together 
general information about aircraft de- and anti-icing 
and to share a part of the more advanced material I 

-
dustry requirements keep changing year on year according to the following 

however, sometimes safety is left behind as the client (airline) wants to keep 

As far as regulations go, the world can be split into two parts, Rudei considers: 
the FAA-governed part and the rest of the world. “In Europe, we use the common 
standards issued by the AEA (Association of European Airlines). New guidelines 
that aim to improve the safety of the ground de-icing process are added each 
year in the AEA document ‘Training Recommendations and Background Informa-

“The clients (the airline) are starting to request new de-icing technology to 

providers should keep up with the demands in the industry and train the person-
nel involved in the de-icing process accordingly. Only by doing this can ground 

He has some interesting observations to make in regard to the changing na-
ture of de-icing equipment. “Besides working as a de-icing trainer, I have also 
had the opportunity to lead a technical department that was undertaking the 

a Ford FMC TM1800 to a JBT Tempest 2 de-icing unit, for example, one would 
observe the fact that the working principle is the same; however, for the latter, 
the technology is far more advanced.

-

business goes, we are still doing the same thing – we clean the aircraft and pro-
tect it from frozen deposits until airborne. Only now, we are better prepared and 
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CARRIERS FOCUS ON 
CORE BUSINESS

There is a certain amount of com-
plexity in the Air Transat business 
model, which is dependent on the sea-
sonal nature of holidaymaking. Cana-
da’s third-largest airline operates both 
scheduled and charter fl ights to 60 des-
tinations in 25 countries. Its mandate is 
to appeal to the premium vacation trav-
eller. This means that certain principal 

C
anadian intercontinental 
airline Transat followed 
industry trends when it 
sold its ground handling 
service provider, Handlex, 

to Servisair last year. 
Barbara Stewart, the carrier’s sen-

ior director procurement, says that the 
company had decided to focus on its 
core business. “We outsource every-
thing other than in-flight services and 
technical operations. Ground handling 
is a tough business and there’s lots of 
competition, so we think it best to fo-
cus on what we know best.” 

By dint of buying Handlex, Servi-
sair has become Transat’s biggest pro-
vider of ground services, but there are 
many more. Stewart says that the com-
pany has around 250 separate con-
tracts in place for passenger services, 
ramp services, security and bussing at 
a variety of airports.

locations, such as London and Paris, 
are year-round destinations. But most 
of Air Transat’s summer flights carry 
holidaymakers to and from European 
airports, whereas most of the com-
pany’s winter flights provide the same 
service to the warmer South.

Air Transat exerts close control over 
ground handlers throughout its exten-
sive networks. Stewart sees the role as 
crucial to the airline’s image. “Ground 
handlers are a key part of any airline’s 
business and that applies particularly 
to front-of-house passenger services. 
During flights Air Transat staff own 
the complete customer service. So, for 
passenger services, we want to engage 
companies that deliver the equivalent 
level of service. That means having 
good knowledge of the airline and its 
background, and being dedicated. It 
means we are seriously demanding of 
our ground handlers.” 

Andreas Vassilaros of Nordic handler Aviator
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prefers to use smaller airports where 
landing fees are cheaper, such as Or-
lando Sanford International Airport 
and Phoenix-Mesa Gateway Airport. 
A reduced schedule also streamlines 
costs. By operating the vast majority 
of routes just two or three times per 
week, fewer crews are required and 
maintenance schedules are spread 
over longer periods. 

In all the origination cities and some 
of the 15 destinations, Allegiant hires 
vendors to do all its ground handling. 
“They’re all non-stop fl ights so we don’t 
overnight airplanes or crew in our origi-
nation cities,” said Allegiant’s public re-
lations manager Jessica Wheeler. “They 
all come back to base at the end of the 
night so we have no mechanics, or crew, 
based at the destination cities. We al-
ways hire third parties.”

Outsourcing ground handling 
makes business sense because of the 
low frequency of the network connec-
tions. “It doesn’t make sense for us to 
use direct employees because we have 
so few flights per week. Third-party 
providers can split their time between 
different employees, which makes it 
much more efficient for them and us. 
This makes sense even on our busiest 
origination cities, which have a maxi-
mum of eight to 16 flights. ” 

There are a handful of handlers 
in the US providing the majority of 
ground handling services. On occa-
sions, the airport does the ground han-
dling directly. In some cities, Allegiant 
uses the handlers of a major legacy air-
line, such as American or Delta.   

Rather than complicate Allegiant’s 
business, outsourcing makes it easier, 
Wheeler explains. “It simplifi es things 
because if we open up routes in a new 
city we don’t need to go through the 
process of recruiting. We just go to the 

of complaints we deem acceptable per 
1,000 passengers. Most handlers are 
very happy to comply as they want to 
match their costs to our expectations.”

Of course, the service level agree-
ments (SLAs) have to contain a certain 
amount of fl exibility. “They’re pretty 
standard from contract to contract, but 
we alter them based on local conditions. 
If we’re landing at remote gates and the 
baggage arrival is a long way away, it’s 
not reasonable to say they must deliver 
in 12 minutes, so we allow 20.”

There are monetary penalties if 
performance standards are not main-
tained, but these are rarely invoked. 
“We have plans for corrective action, 
but if they are not able to do it in the 
agreed timeframe then we use mon-
etary penalties as a hammer. But we 
never want to take away money and 
we’ve only had to do this once or twice.”

THE BOTTOM LINE
The ground handling business is not 
always very profi table. Airlines have 
been struggling and trying to reduce 
their costs, often passing this belt-
tightening on to the handlers. “It’s a 
tough business and costs for the airlines 
go up and down, but despite that we 
like to establish long-term agreements 
if we are really comfortable with a 
provider,” Stewart comments. “Our 
general contracts are for three years, but 
these can be extended to fi ve in some 
cases. Or, if we are not happy with the 
selection of handlers and feel the market 
may change, we may go in with a two-
year contract.” 

She predicts that greater automa-
tion will lower ground handling costs 
for airlines. “Automation will change 
the market, primarily in Europe. With 
people using kiosks and online check-
ins, traditional passenger services may 
change. In our contracts we have lan-
guage stipulating automated online 
check-ins if possible, as it reduces 
manpower. So we have the ability to re-
negotiate terms during the contracts.”  

Like Air Transat, low-cost airline 
Allegiant focuses on leisure travellers, 
but Allegiant flies only in the US. Its 
business model has a direct bearing on 
how it runs its ground handling servic-
es. The carrier has a network of 99 cit-
ies, consisting of 84 small origination 
towns and cities, and 15 vacation desti-
nations, including prime spots such as 
Las Vegas and Orlando. The approach 
is working well. In October, Allegiant 
announced 18 new routes, 10 of which 
involve new cities. 

A key focus of its business model is 
to keep costs low and Allegiant usually 

Stewart insists that handlers offer 
dedicated passenger services when-
ever she signs an agreement. The only 
exceptions to this rule would be low-
frequency destinations, such as some 
airports in the Caribbean. “But in prin-
ciple, they are all fully locked in and 
dedicated staff. Generally, most of our 
handlers wear our navy blue uniform so 
we give them all the accessories of the 
airline’s corporate look. When a pas-
senger checks in, they would not see 
them as a Servisair employee, but as an 
Air Transat one. This doesn’t mean they 
can’t work for other companies too, but 
we want the same staff every time so 
they are familiar with our product.”

When Stewart negotiates a con-
tract with a provider at a major air-
port, she goes to meet the different 
handlers competing for the work face 
to face. “For example, for London 
and Paris, I went to see the station 
and look at their facilities. I also take 
a careful look at how they treat their 
staff. If they’re well taken care of and 
it’s a happy place to work then it will 
reflect in their services.”

Air Transat always lays out detailed 
requests for proposals (RFPs) when 
it comes to selecting handlers. These 
RFPs take into account the standards 
set out by IATA, but they are supple-
mented by Air Transat’s specifi c re-
quirements, which pertain to qualifi ca-
tions, the training of personnel and the 
expectations of employees. “Our docu-
ment is one of the most extensive in 
the airline industry. We don’t ever want 
them to be surprised by Air Transat’s 
demands so we tell them exactly what 
we want in the RFP. For passenger 

services, for exam-
ple, we list what 

time we want 
the check-in 
counters to 
open, how long 
the passengers 
should have to 
wait in line and 
the number 
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Jessica Wheeler 
is public relations 

manager at 
Allegiant Air

An Aviator handler hard at work
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airports. Some small British airports, 
such as Exeter and Norwich, provide 
their own handling services and in In-
verness, local company Dalcross acts as 
the service provider.

“We send out tenders to each of the 
handling agents saying exactly what we 
require in the station. For example, it 
might say we want the last bag guar-
anteed no more than 20 minutes after 
landing,” Breedon notes. “Speed is a big 
aspect for our kind of business, as lots 
of the regional fl ights are point to point 
and people want to arrive at the airport 
at the last possible minute. We work 
with the passenger service providers to 
make the process as smooth and seam-
less as possible for customers.”

CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS
The need to forge close relationships 
with the airlines is essential for today’s 
ground handlers, according to Andreas 
Vassilaros, projects director at pan-
Nordic handler Aviator. “We are assessed 
on whether we offer a better service or a 
better price, of course. But it’s also about 
whether we will be a better partner. We 
work with customers closely in many 
places to get to know them and their 
product. This is especially true with our 
larger customers.”

The respective airlines’ require-
ments vary widely. There are lots of 
briefi ngs and detailed procedural 
manuals to follow. “They can be very 
specifi c about what they want and how 
they want us to act, or some of them are 
not that specifi c so we get more free-
dom. It also depends what system of 
organisation they have. Some airlines 
have station managers in place and 
others don’t. A legacy airline will want 
a different experience to a low-cost one. 

The hard part as a ground 
handler is to see all 

these things and 
offer the differ-
ences required 
by the individual 

c u s t o m e r s ,” 
V a s s i l a r o s 
concludes. 

city and take people who have already 
trained in general practices and instruct 
them in Allegiant’s specifi c practices. 
We also have station managers on hand 
who work with our regional managers.”

As part of the drive to cut costs, Al-
legiant expects all airport passenger 
staff to be cross-trained. An agent will 
check in a customer at a ticket counter 
and give them a boarding pass. They 
will close the ticket counter 45 minutes 
to an hour prior to departure and head 
for the Transport Security Adminis-
tration (TSA) control. As the passen-
ger goes through TSA, the employee 
goes up to the gate so that when the 
flight comes in, the agent can offload 
the passengers and bags following the 
parking of the aircraft. 

“There’s not one person always do-
ing all of these jobs, but the important 
thing is they are all trained to do them 
all. We have a five- to eight-person 
team working a flight together, all of 
whom are multi-skilled. All our out-
sourced companies have to find staff 
capable of doing everything. It’s a 
more efficient use of time because we 
don’t have high-frequency departures. 
If you only have one flight a day there’s 
no reason to have someone sitting in 
a ticket counter just waiting around,” 
she points out. 

Another particularity of the Alle-
giant approach is the use of in-house 
IT systems. Most US airlines use one 
of the very few back-end registration 
systems, which are leased from the 
same companies. But Allegiant builds 
its own systems from scratch. “It’s not 
a totally seamless jump for the ground 
handlers from, say, the American Air-
lines system to ours, but having our 
own system has benefits. We’ve seen 
some major Sabre computer technolo-
gy crashes in recent years and that has 

affected lots of airlines using the same 
systems, but not ours.”

The enemy of the Allegiant model 
is monopoly ground handling services. 
Competition drives down prices. “Be-
cause of our relationships with ven-
dors across the US, on occasions we’ve 
been able to leverage that relationship 
to place handlers into airports where 
they didn’t offer services before,” 
Wheeler informs.

SHADOWING
Obtaining the best price from its ground 
handlers is also crucial to the business 
model of British airline Flybe. The 
Exexter-based low-cost operator fl ies 
more than 180 routes to 65 European 
airports, making it Europe’s largest 
regional airline. 

In order to ensure it obtains the 
best deal for ground handling, Fly-
be produces ‘shadow bids’. Logistics 
teams work out exactly how much it 
would cost the company to do the han-
dling with their own teams.  

Jonathan Breedon, Flybe’s director 
of customer service, says: “We can use 
this information to negotiate with the 
handlers for the best price. It gives us 
an idea of whether their price is in the 
right ballpark. In theory, because of 
economies of scale they should come 
in slightly cheaper. Shadow bids are 
especially useful when one handler has 
a monopoly as it prevents them pulling 
the wool over our eyes. We have done 
ground handling in the past – the last 
time was in Guernsey a few years ago 
– and we know how to do it,” he said. 

The shadow bids can only be put 
together for the British market, how-
ever. Continental airports are simply 
too distant and the logistics of choos-
ing ground handlers is different. Lots of 
the smaller regional airports offer their 
own services. This is the case at the 
vast majority of small French air-
ports, for example, where handling 
costs are included in the landing 
fees. Negotiations to fi nd a handler 
are necessary, however, at some of 
the German and Spanish airports. 

But 80% of Flybe’s business is 
in the UK at around 20 airports, 
where the three main providers are 
Menzies, Servisair and Swissport, 
although there are no current Flybe 
contracts with the latter. Men-
zies is the largest provider 
for the carrier, operat-
ing at around eight UK 

Jonathan Breedon, 
Flybe’s director of 
customer service
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Abdulrahman Al-Hilali, CEO of Saudi Ground Services (SGS), took a break 
from handling one of the world’s largest movements of people to talk to 
Airline Ground Services in an exclusive interview

F
ew of the 1.3 million pas-
sengers who passed through 
Saudi Arabia’s airports over 
a three-week period during 
the Hajj in 2013 would have 

given the ground handling that sup-
ported their journeys to and from the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia much, if any, 
thought. The fact that few ever consider 
the above- and below-wing services of-
fered by SGS during Hajj, the largest 
annual pilgrimage in the world, is sure-
ly a mark of the success the company 
has achieved up to now.

Abdulrahman Al-Hilali is the CEO 
of SGS, formerly part of Saudi Airlines, 
which he guided through the merger of 
three major ground handlers in Saudi 
Arabia. Heading up a management 
panel of 13 executives, one of his busi-
ness remits is to oversee the company’s 
strategic growth internationally. 

While many are talking of the op-
portunities offered by the Chinese 
market, Al-Hilali is hesitant of any 
move into the Chinese market, however 
tempting the prospects. He says: “At 
this moment in time, SGS is not plan-
ning any operation in China. But who 
knows what the future might bring.”

SGS is operating in a business mar-
ket that is seeing great moves towards 
liberalisation, especially in the Europe-
an Union. As a result, Al-Hilali is hav-
ing to steer the handler through a pe-
riod during which ground handlers face 
increasing pressure to reduce rates as 
new entrants fi ght over existing aircraft 
traffi c. Al-Hilali has some observations 
on a possible outcome of such business 
moves: “It is most likely that the pres-
sure to reduce prices will increase, but 
that doesn’t mean that the prices will 
actually be lowered. Our experience is 
that airlines are looking for true part-
ners able to maintain a high service lev-
el, top class fl exibility and an outstand-
ing safety record, not simply the lowest 
price. The airlines are wiser than just 
looking to save a few dollars.”

At a time when the aviation industry is 
seeing a great deal of consolidation in the 

form of merger and acquisition activity, 
such as Swissport International’s 
recent multi-million dollar purchase 
of Britain’s Servisair UK in late 2013 
for example, Al-Hilali acknowledges 
the trend. “We believe the trend is 
developing towards fewer and bigger 
ground service operators,” he says.

SGS is not standing still, either, 
but is attempting to set new stand-
ards in ground handling. During the 
summer and autumn of 2013, SGS 
introduced a meet and assist service 
called Ahlan Wasahlan. The service is 
designed to make travelling so much 
more convenient for passengers, with 
SGS staff taking care of travellers in 
the terminals before departure or 
upon arrival. The Ahlan Wasahlan of-
fering will be available in Jeddah, Ri-
yadh, Dammam and Medina.

“SGS is constantly developing 
the range of our services. Right 
now, the focus is, for instance, 
on transportation services, 
meet and assist services and 
airport ticketing offi ces. But 
there will absolutely be other 
areas of development,” he 
promises.

In the long term, will 
very large aircraft, such as the 
A380, mean fewer narrow-
body and even wide-body 
aircraft movements, result-
ing in less revenue for 
handlers such as SGS? 
According to Al-Hilali: 
“In our opinion, the 
transport sector is 
showing a good 
strong growth 

resulting in more and more fl ights and 
passengers. The A380 is just a part of 
that development and will not result in 
less revenue.”

SGS was established in 2011, cre-
ated from the merger of Saudi Arabian 
Airline Ground Services (SAAGS), Na-
tional Handling Services (NHS) and 
Attar Ground Handling (Attar Travel 
Co). The vision the company works to is 
straightforward: to provide safe, secure 
and effi cient service to all its customers, 
which will in turn ensure a continuity 
and profi tability of the business and the 
support of passenger and freight traffi c 
arriving and departing the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia. This vision is summed up 
as a culture of excellence within the or-
ganisation, he says.

Few of the millions moving through 
the Kingdom on the Hajj will have 
noticed or even paid attention to the 
service provided by Al-Hilali, his man-
agement team and staff. This will be a 
great relief to the CEO. 

 

The CEO of Saudi Ground Services, 
Abdulrahman Al-Hilali (right)
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London has managed to maintain its position as the world’s busiest international airport 
system, despite failing to add any runway capacity to its airports during the last 60 years. 
But growing competition from global and regional rivals and changing patterns of aviation 
and world trade are placing London’s world-leading position increasingly under threat

D
espite that threat, succes-
sive UK governments have 
resisted pressure from avi-
ation and business leaders 
to allow new runway con-

struction that would ease airport capac-
ity restrictions, which are particularly 
acute at Heathrow.

However, the forced sale of Gatwick 
and Stansted airports in 2009 and 2013 
respectively by the previously dominant 
airport authority BAA has created a new 
competitive landscape among the UK’s 
southeastern gateways and added mo-
mentum to the runway debate. There 
is now a sense that a decision on new 
runway capacity may be closer than at 
any time in a generation.

In early October, the government-
appointed Airport Commission, tasked 
with researching and identifying the 
best solution for London’s airport 
capacity challenges, revealed some 
conclusions from its initial research, 
including its belief that further run-
way capacity was essential in the UK’s 
southeast. To manage the predicted 
growth in fl ying, it said that “an at-
tempt to rely on runways currently in 
operation would be likely to produce a 
distinctly sub-optimal solution for pas-
sengers, connectivity and the economy”, 
as well as being potentially more dam-
aging to the environment.

But will the additional capacity go 
to Heathrow, Gatwick or Stansted – or 
all three? The answer to that question 

will remain a mystery until immediate-
ly after the next UK General Election in 
May 2015, when Airport Commission 
chairman Howard Davies will publish 
the Commission’s full report on long-
term solutions. 

He is understood to have received 
58 different proposals, ranging from 
runway extensions to new green fi eld 
locations and, indeed, ‘blue water’ sites, 
a reference to proposals supported 
by London Mayor Boris Johnson for 
a brand new airport to be built on re-
claimed land to the east of the capital in 
the Thames Estuary.

In the meantime, following some 
further consultation, the Airport Com-
mission – or what is sometimes called 

the Davies Commission – plans to make 
some interim recommendations in De-
cember on short-term options for eas-
ing capacity constraints. Davies ruled 
out the prospect of the general use of 
“mixed mode” as a short-term solution 
at Heathrow, a technique in which both 
runways are used simultaneously for 
take-offs and landings. This raises ca-
pacity at the expense of signifi cantly in-
creased noise emissions and is likely to 
be used only to increase the resilience of 
Europe’s busiest airport during events 
such as weather disruption. Instead, 
the Commission’s interim recommen-
dations are expected to centre on im-
proving rail and road links to London’s 
secondary airports – Gatwick, Stansted, 
Luton, London City, and Southend – af-
ter receiving several proposals “to make 
existing airports more appealing and 
provide some additional headroom”.

Speaking at the annual Airport 
Operators Association (AOA) Confer-
ence in late October, Davies gave little 
away in terms of what his fi nal sugges-
tions are likely to include, although he 
specifi cally did not rule out the option 
of recommending more than one addi-
tional runway.

DEFINING TRENDS
But speaking at the same event, Michael 
McGhee, a founding partner of Global 
Infrastructure Partners (GIP), operator 
of Gatwick, London City and Edinburgh 
Airports, said he only expected 

Global 
Infrastructure 
Partners 
founding partner 
Michael McGhee
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one additional runway would be 
recommended, and he expects this to go 
to Gatwick. McGhee said that the global 
aviation industry is entering a new phase, 
characterised by greater competition, 
fresh thinking, new technology, and 
huge new investment. He highlighted 
four major trends and developments 
that are particularly reshaping the 
international aviation industry, affecting 
GIP and other UK airport operators and 
also the debate about London’s airport 
capacity needs. He listed these as the 
continuing expansion in the number of 
low-cost carriers (LCCs); new aircraft 
capabilities; the emerging Middle East 
mega-hubs; and increasing competition 
across the aviation sector.

Firstly, McGhee noted that LCCs 
have clearly emerged as the dominant 
model for short-haul air travel, and 
now also increasingly for medium-haul, 
thanks to their “irresistible” combina-
tion of streamlined processes, high 
aircraft utilisation and high load fac-

tors. “We think they will continue to 
expand and to evolve and drive growth 
into the market, and their dominance is 
now stretching beyond Europe to sur-
rounding countries, as evidenced by 
new routes from Gatwick to places like 
Moscow, Istanbul and Oman.”

He observed that LCCs already ac-
count for 57% of all short-haul origin 
and destination traffic into and out of 
London. “Since 2000, LCCs have grown 
by more than 9% per annum compound 
in the local market. If you scoop that 
away, there has been negative growth of 
5%,” McGhee said.

They are now also adapting to tar-
get business traffic “with growing suc-
cess”. In the next phase of development, 
he expects to see higher frequencies on 
key routes, more product choice for dif-
ferent segments of the market, more 
penetration of the business market 
and the emergence of different types of 
LCCs – including those set up or bought 

by network carriers. “Vueling is a good 
example, and looks like a potential win-
ner for IAG,” McGhee commented.

He pointed out that there is also evi-
dence of increasing transfer passengers 
at the major LCC bases, “and especially 
at Gatwick, which is one of the biggest 
globally”. McGhee expects to see more 
interlining between LCCs and network 
carriers, as is already happening in Aus-
tralia with Jetstar and Virgin Australia, 
with Air Asia X, with JetBlue in the US 
and WestJet in Canada. 

“Airports that want to compete for 
LCC business, and that definitely in-
cludes us at Gatwick and Edinburgh, 
need to adapt to meet the needs of these 
new models or lose business to those 
who do,” he said. “That means more ef-
ficient operations, better collaboration 
with the airlines, better service levels 
for the airlines and choices for the pas-
sengers, and lower charges – along with 
good access to quick passage through 
the airport.”

He argued that, of the six ‘London’ 
airports, only Gatwick, Stansted, Luton 
and Southend can meet the exacting re-
quirements of quick turnaround times 
and efficient airfield operations that are 
necessary for the high aircraft utilisa-
tion needed by the LCC business model.

In terms of his second major devel-
opment highlighted, McGhee said the 
introduction of new-generation aircraft 
such as the B737 Max and A320neo 
would extend the range of LCC opera-
tions, “while the new long-haul hub-
busting aircraft will enable direct ser-
vices on long-haul routes which have 
historically been uneconomic.

“There are now nearly 2,000 (B787) 

‘Dreamliners’ and A350s on order, and 
Gatwick sees this as a great opportunity, 
because a number of our airlines have 
already ordered Dreamliners with the 
intention of serving these new routes,” 
he said. In October, Norwegian, for ex-
ample, announced three new long-haul 
routes from Gatwick – to New York, Los 
Angeles and Fort Lauderdale. 

Thirdly, McGhee noted that the 
rapid expansion of the major Gulf hubs, 
soon to be joined by a new Istanbul air-
port, will have a tremendous impact on 
UK and other northern European gate-
ways, due to their more favourable geo-
graphical location – and, importantly, 
financial muscle – to serve the rapidly 
growing markets in Asia.

“And, increasingly, these hubs are 
being fed directly from the regional 
airports, not just in the UK but across 
Europe, bypassing Frankfurt, Paris, and 
London,” he remarked. “Unsurprisingly, 
one of our key priorities at Edinburgh 
Airport is to establish a Middle Eastern 
route for this very reason.”

To emphasise the scale of this de-
velopment, in the 10 years to 2012, 
Heathrow’s passenger numbers grew 
by 7 million to 70 million, whereas 
the traffic handled by Istanbul, Dubai, 
Doha, and Abu Dhabi grew in the same 
period by 100 million to 140 million, 
McGhee observed. Looking at aircraft, 
he points out that BA and Virgin have a 
combined total of about 110 aircraft on 
order, whereas the flag-carriers in these 
four emerging mega-hubs have nearly 
800 on order, many of which are the 
new-generation long-haul aircraft.

McGhee’s fourth and final trend, 
greater competition “across the length 
and breadth of industry”, will be seen 
between airlines, between airports, and 
between airline-airport combinations, 
he considers. “Each of the develop-
ments I’ve been discussing has led to an 
increase in competition at the airport 
level, as have decisions that have been 
made by the policy makers and regula-
tors,” McGhee said.

“Liberalisation has clearly revolu-
tionised the airline industry, but thanks 
to the (UK) Competition Commission, 
we are beginning to see the benefits of 
competition in the London market, and 
now the Scottish market too. Gatwick 
has been competing in London’s LCC 
market with Luton, Stansted and now 
Southend, but it has also begun to tar-
get all traffic types, including long-haul, 
which has historically been the preserve 
of Heathrow,” he added.

All these developments, therefore, 
feed into the case for a new runway 
at Gatwick, McGhee insists, claiming 

O’Leary: “I think actually you 
have three airport operators 
that are hugely committed to 

expanding capacity”

Ryanair’s Michael O’Leary talks with 
interviewer John Humphreys
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that Gatwick is “much better placed” 
on many issues relating to competitive-
ness, particularly against Heathrow. 
“We see our greater operating efficien-
cy, much lower charges, complementa-
ry catchment area and increasing flow 
of transfer and passengers from our 
growing short and medium-haul traffic 
network as providing the basis for com-
peting vigorously both with Heathrow 
and internationally.”

New York, Paris, and Tokyo, all “en-
joy the benefits of two or more main air-
ports, and a two-gateway model, sup-
ported by other airports, will be attrac-
tive to London and provide the greatest 
convenience for the greatest number of 
passengers”, he argued.

The Davies Commission has made 
it clear that its recommendations will 
be made on the basis of a holistic as-
sessment, not only on the type and lo-
cation of capacity needed to deal with 
future demands but also on a broad 
range of other factors, including 
cost, McGhee added. He claimed that 
the cost of a new runway at Gatwick 
would be only about one-third that of 
a new runway at Heathrow, and pro-
duce far less disruption. Moreover, 
crucially, it would be far easier, politi-
cally, to deliver.

“Whatever the conclusion of its 
analysis, the commission must consid-
er deliverability,” he said. “It was lack 
of deliverability that stopped previous 
attempts at new runways at Stansted 
and, most recently, at Heathrow. Un-
less the recommendation is deliver-
able in business, political, planning, 
environmental and legal terms, on a 
timely basis, then the whole exercise 
will prove to have been a waste of time 
and money.”

THE CARRIERS’ VIEWPOINT
This is a point underlined by Willie Walsh, 
CEO of International Airlines Group 
(IAG), parent company of BA, BMI, Iberia 
and Vueling. Walsh so strongly doubts 
whether UK politicians have the political 
stomach to go ahead with a third runway 
at Heathrow that he has stated several 
times that he believes it will never happen 
in his lifetime. The 52-year-old went even 
further at the AOA Conference, claiming it 
will never happen.

Although Walsh’s comments may be 
partly designed to provoke a response 
from politicians, an invitation to prove 
him wrong, opponents of a third runway 
at Heathrow have demonstrated several 
times in the past the scale of the politi-
cal challenge. Indeed, opponents include 
London Mayor Boris Johnson, although 
Johnson’s own favoured solution, a new-
build airport in the Thames Estuary, is 
increasingly being seen as a non-starter 

because of the costs involved.
Michael O’Leary, CEO of Ryanair, 

believes the ‘Boris Island’ airport pro-
posal is so over-ambitious and outland-
ishly expensive – “so pie in the sky” – that 
it makes the other more modest propos-
als, and his preferred option of building 
new runways at Heathrow, Gatwick, and 
Stansted, much more credible.

While that may have been unlikely 
under the old BAA-dominated regime, 
he believes it “could come to fruition 
pretty quickly”. He told the AOA Con-
ference: “Now that the London airports 
have been broken up and are no longer 
controlled by a monopoly, I think actu-
ally you have three airport operators 
that are hugely committed to expand-
ing capacity. So I see no difficulty with 
the government actually grasping the 
nettle at some stage and saying: ‘we 
have got to sort this out’.”

O’Leary has no doubts that the air-
ports would pay for their respective 
runway expansions, and said that the 
infrastructure improvements required 
to support that would be “an awful lot 
less than if we come up with some crazy 
scheme to build a new airport in the 
middle of nowhere in the Thames Estu-
ary, because you build upon the trans-
port infrastructure that is already there 
in those three airports: the tubes, the 
trains and motorways.” 

Pressed further, he was more posi-
tive about the prospects for expansion 

of Gatwick and Stansted, and said that 
in the new competitive environment, 
UK airport expansion and infrastruc-
ture projects will be more affordable 
than in the past, partly because they 
will be driven by the needs of LCCs.

“I think Gatwick, with the new 
ownership, will build a more sensible 
second runway; I think they should. I 
think Stansted will certainly build a 
second runway in time, and a second 
terminal, and it won’t cost £2 billion 
(US$3.2 billion) – it will probably cost 
a couple of hundred million pounds, 
because those are the facilities that our 
customers want and therefore those are 
the facilities that we now have to serve. 
We have finally seen an end to the kind 
of stupidity that the CAA (UK Civil Avi-
ation Authority) and the BAA foisted 
upon us,” O’Leary remarked.

While most people in the UK avia-
tion industry and politics acknowledge 
that the appointment and schedules of 
the Airport Commission are designed to 
delay a final decision on UK southeast 
airport capacity until after the next na-
tional election, there is also widespread 
confidence that the work it is doing is 
both rigorous and independent. Walsh 
described the Commission’s studies so 

far as being “the most comprehensive 
ever undertaken on UK airport capac-
ity”, and Davies has been careful to con-
sult and gain support from all three of 
the UK’s main political parties. 

There is, therefore, a belief that the 
new government in 2015 will act on 
the Commission’s conclusions, a belief 
voiced by Darren Caplan, CEO of the 
AOA. “It would be extraordinary if the 
very first thing that the new prime min-
ister of the day does is have a huge deci-
sion to make about this and then flunks 
it,” he said. “So I’m positive about the 
fact that there will be more capacity in 
the UK in the years ahead.” 

McGhee: Airports that want  
to compete for LCC business 

need to adapt to meet the needs 
of these new models or lose 
business to those who do

Willie Walsh, 
CEO of 

International 
Airlines Group

Sir Howard Davies, 
chairman of the 

Airport Commission
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NEW CONSENSUS ON  
DATA SHARING EMERGES

gress being made and the challenges 
still to be addressed.

Solutions on display included de-
parture control systems (DCS), bag-
gage management, flight information, 
telematics and passenger boarding 
systems from Damarel Systems and 
Zafire Aviation; a cloud-based modu-
lar flight information system from 
UFIS; a PDA-based aircraft turna-
round software for dispatchers from 

Airports, airlines and handlers must swap notes to make air travel less 
onerous for passengers, says Martin Courtney

T
he European aviation in-
dustry has set itself a mis-
sion to share more data be-
tween airports, airlines and 
ground handling agents in 

a bid to speed up its own operations 
and improve the passenger experience, 
and thereby attract greater numbers of 
paying customers.

But the advances being made with 
Airport Collaborative Decision Making 
(A-CDM) software, cloud or centrally 
hosted data sharing platforms, inno-
vative mobile apps, locational target-
ing, data analytics and business intel-
ligence platforms are far from uni-
form, with some airports moving more 
quickly than their rivals and other en-
tities within the value chain remaining 
reluctant to relinquish control or own-
ership of passenger information.

This year’s Aviation IT conference, 
organised by EVA International and 
held in London in November, saw air-
port IT staff, baggage handling compa-
nies and hardware and software ven-
dors come together to discuss the pro-

Avtura; a kiosk-based check-in ap-
plication, security reader and device 
management software from Objec-
tive Solutions; and a low-cost mes-
sage routing system from Edifly. Air 
Dispatch and ServiceTec were also on 
hand to explain their managed IT ser-
vices for airports and airlines.

A-CDM ADVANCES COLLABORATION
A central pillar of the broader data 
sharing initiative is A-CDM, software 
designed to help airport operators, 
airlines, ground handling companies 
and air traffic control speed up aircraft 
turnaround times by enhancing 
the efficiency of the pre-departure 
sequencing process. This includes 
supporting more accurate target take-
off times to improve en route and 
sector planning on the European Air 
Traffic Management (ATM) network via 
Departure Planning Information (DPI) 
messages sent to network operations.

Having implemented one of the 
world’s first A-CDM systems back in 
2002, Munich International Airport is 

Martin Gallington, senior vice president 
of IT at Menzies Aviation

Representing the two conference streams were  
Dr Jassim Haji, director information technology, Gulf Air (left) and 

Aaron Bazler, IS operations director, Manchester Airport Group
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control element,” observes Aaron Bazler, 
information systems operations director 
at Manchester Airport Group (MAG), 
the authority responsible for UK four 
airports – Manchester, East Midlands, 
Bournemouth and Stansted. “It has been 
a challenge to get that focus from the 
various airport stakeholders, to get that 

buying process sorted. We spent a lot of 
time on the first bit of the process – the 
third bit is a work in progress. I can see 
it [return on investment] for the airline 
and ground handling, but it is about ar-
ticulating that spend [for the airport] 
because we will actually end up paying 
for it, and that is something that no one 

has managed to do for me yet.”
“We [the airports] see the benefits 

[of A-CDM], the airlines see the ben-
efits, everybody sees the benefits, but 
it is about who is going to pay. The 
Ontario Teacher’s Pension Fund that 
is the majority stakeholder at Copen-
hagen Airport does not want to release 
funds at the present moment in time 
for that particular purpose,” adds Steve 
Tarbuck, business development man-
ager at Copenhagen Airport.

“Once the EU becomes a little bit 
stronger with the legislation, we will 
have to do it. And that is what we are 
going to do, wait until we are pushed, 
leave it until the last possible minute 
and then we will have to invest. In the 
meanwhile, we are doing incremental 
work, like the dynamic stand applica-
tion, some of the small bits and hope-
fully at the end of the day the jigsaw 
will come together and there is the pic-
ture. And I think most smart airports 
are doing the same in order to main-
tain their cashflow.”

DATA OWNERSHIP ISSUES STILL TO 
BE RESOLVED
Despite the advances being made 
with A-CDM, with up to 50 European 
gateways expected to become ‘A-CDM 

something of a pioneer for the technol-
ogy, although up to 25 more airports 
have also now deployed all or some of 
the components required to deliver the 
pan-European A-CDM infrastructure.

“It is not about local decision-mak-
ing … but making sure that everybody 
has the same picture of the data, and 
[knowing] what type of information 
has to be shared,” says Achim Tuffent-
sammer, head of application systems 
aviation at Munich Airport. “If they 
[other European airports] are connect-
ed to this type of system and informa-
tion sharing, they can provide aircraft 
take-off times which can be calculated 
to lead to estimated landing times.”

Yet for all the advantages of us-
ing A-CDM, there remains resentment 
amongst some airport operators who 
feel that the technology provides greater 
benefits for airlines but result in greater 
costs for the airports that finance its im-
plementation. This may be one reason 
why some gateways are finding it diffi-
cult to obtain funding for A-CDM im-
plementation either at the executive lev-
el or from the various parties that make 
up their commercial ecosystems.

“We have already implemented [A-
CDM on] inbound and turnaround, and 
we are currently debating the departure 

Our Business is to 
Optimize Your Business 
GHS System - IT Integration and 
Operational Software for Ground Handlers

/  Comprehensive and integrated software for 
  handling operations and commercial processes

/  Single central installation for company-wide 
  use at any number of stations via Web access

/  Increase of efficiency and control through 
  integrated complete solutions

topsystem Systemhaus GmbH   aviation@topsystem.de
Germany +49.2405.4670-0         www.topsystem.aero
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Steve Tarbuck, business development 
manager at Copenhagen Airport



REVIEW | AVIATION IT CONFERENCE

44 Airline Ground Services Winter 2013/Spring 2014 www.ags-airlinegroundservices.com

integration problems.
Amadeus’ Altéa suite is a communi-

ty-based passenger service system which 
consists of cloud or centrally hosted res-
ervation, inventory and departure con-
trol applications used by all the commu-
nity members (with 51 implementations 
at last count, according to the developer) 
and – where it makes sense – provision 
of the application under a software-as-a-
service model hosted in Amadeus’ own 
data centre. 

“In the past, previous generations 
of IT managers thought it was better 
to have their own DCS, which is why 
so many systems were created. But 
we replaced that with business rules 
management so that the same lines of 
code can work differently, with differ-
ent rules set for low-cost carriers and 
full service carriers,” remarks Yannick 
Beunardeau, commercial director for 
airport solutions at Amadeus.

Many airport IT managers doubt 
whether cloud-hosted systems offer 
sufficient security, performance and 
reliability guarantees to host mission 
critical systems and prefer to keep data 
and applications on-premise. Howev-
er, Beurnardeau insists those attitudes 
are changing.

“Whether cloud or centrally host-
ed, you have more reliability because 
centralised systems are multiple, load 
balanced and can scale to take care of 
millions of transactions, whereas a lo-
cal system can have a defect because 
of air conditioning faults or anything,” 
he notes. 

MOBILE LOCATION DATA HARNESSED 
FOR BUSINESS INTELLIGENCE
Beyond sharing information between 
airlines, baggage handling companies 
and air traffic control to improve 
operational efficiency, airports are 
also working hard to introduce more 
collaboration with retail outlets in 
order to establish new revenue streams 
from locational advertising and 
marketing promotions communicated 
to passengers via their mobile phones. 

Gilles Brentini, IT innovation man-
ager at Geneva Airport in Switzerland, 
is reluctant to label the strategy as a 
loyalty programme, but is exploring 
ways to use locational mobile data 
combined with information gleaned 
from social media to target passen-
gers with products and services as 
they move through the airport, such as 
charging a small fee to fast-track them 
through security during peak hours.

Geneva Airport is working on a 
boarding pass tracking project with 
SITA focused on collecting passenger 

airports’ by 2015 according to 
Tuffentsammer, there remain hurdles 
to data sharing and collaboration in 
other parts of the aviation sector. These 
frequently derive from the fact that 
many airports, airlines and ground 
handling companies compete with each 
other, and do not want to lose control of 
the information they have.

Martin Gallington, senior vice 
president of IT at Menzies Aviation, 
a global provider of passenger, ramp 
and cargo handling services, agrees 
that data sharing initiatives within the 
aviation industry remain fragmented, 
and that ongoing heavy competition 
creates barriers.

“More and more people want to 
keep the information for themselves, 
and that is against collaboration,” he 
argues. “It is not because nobody wants 
to do it [share data] it is about prior-
itisation. Airports [and airlines] have 
got 50 priorities and working with 
ground handlers on data collaboration 
is not the top one. There are no techni-
cal barriers, though there are a lot of 
legacy systems, which makes things 
complex.”

But Gallington also points out that 
where data sharing between airports, 
ground handling companies and air 
traffic control can be made to work, it 
has yielded significant positives, citing 
Menzies’ recent work with UK airports 
vis-à-vis ramp allocation.

“Because we got the information 
15-20 minutes earlier than we were 
getting it before and because we know 
where the aircraft is going to be, we 
are able to communicate closed door 
times back to the airport in real time 
rather than wait for somebody from 
the operations centre to key it in be-
cause we are sharing the data on our 
systems,” he points out. “Previously, we 
had to interface with their system and 
input the data, so now air traffic con-
trol has five to ten minutes heads up in 
advance of when that aircraft is going 

to be ready to push back.”
A similar story emerges from Lon-

don Heathrow’s Terminal 5, where 
Heathrow Airport enterprise architect 
Gurpinder Gill has spent the last five 
years working with Ultra Electronics to 
build a standardised web-based collab-
oration platform that pulls information 
from underlying airport and baggage 
handling systems and shares it with 
participating stakeholders, but which 
does not make it available to others un-
less problems are encountered.

“We tell everyone, every system on 
here handles privacy constraints, but the 
information that is passed on to us goes 
to everyone on that integration layer,” 
Gill informs. “The airline community of 
handlers get exactly what we get, for eve-
ry one of those baggage factories there 
is a central airport store and they all get 
the same information. But the informa-
tion is not passed on to users unless you 
get data privacy concerns.”

CLOUD-BASED SYSTEMS PROMOTE 
COLLABORATION
If consensus on data sharing can 
be agreed, another way to approach 
the issue of getting so many legacy 
applications to swap information, 
or selected subsets or fields of 
information, is to implement a shared 
software platform that can overcome 

Gilles Brentini, IT innovation manager  
at Geneva Airport

Shaun Penton, product manager - baggage processing systems, Ultra Electronics Airport 
Systems and Gurpinder Gill, enterprise architect, London Heathrow Limited
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information in real time and then up-
loading it into a business intelligence 
(BI) system that combines it with A-
CDM and other information, sharing 
the database with ground handling 
staff, bus transport providers and 
other entities to help streamline op-
erations. The airport uses Cisco’s WiFi 
location technology to capture pas-
sengers’ whereabouts and match the 
information against their destination, 
flight time and likely boarding gate, 
and sends them offers based on how 
long they are likely to remain in the 
airport in proximity to specific retail 
locations within individual terminals.

“We want more money but we do 
not want to raise prices for airlines 
because we know they are having a 
tough time. But at the same time we 
want the passengers to be really satis-
fied; those are the challenges,” Brentini 
says. “Having an offer tailored to cus-
tomers is nice, but to do that we need 
a CRM (customer relationship man-
agement) system that contains data on 
those customers and some kind of cus-
tomer behaviour information, which 
is where WiFi, bluetooth or boarding 
pass tracking might be helpful.” 

Sharing data between airport retail 
outlets via mobile phones can be prob-
lematic, primarily because different 
entities use different formats that are 
harder to ingest, especially where the 
information must be collected, assessed 
and turned into meaningful action 
quickly to be of any commercial use. 

“If we want to notify customers of 
special offers, events in Geneva and so 
on, we need an app but it is a kind of 
hassle to get that information,” Brenti-
ni goes on. “We can ask the restaurants 
to plug into our intranet and feed data 
into our app, but the truth is they can’t 
because they just write a word docu-
ment, and somebody needs to collect 
those and input them.”

MOBILE APPLICATIONS FOR 
PASSENGERS
Tokyo’s Narita Airport is another 
gateway utilising a Cisco WiFi location 
server to track the movements of 

passengers through its terminals in a bid 
to improve the passenger experience. 
It is also examining the use of smart 
digital signage technology such as that 
available from Samsung and Panasonic, 
whereby real-time information pulled 
from passenger mobile devices can be 
quickly analysed and fed back on large, 
easily accessible public displays.

Working with external software de-
velopers and mobile network operator 
NTT.Com, the airport authority has 
been working since 2010 to produce 
a suite of innovative mobile applica-
tions solutions for customer smart-
phone and tablet computers dubbed 
the iAirport project. Narita is piloting 
a terminal navigation map that em-
ploys augmented reality technology 
to determine the subscriber’s location 
using a combination of WLAN signal 
and the smartphone camera to display 
information about specific locations 
caught in the camera’s lens. Another 
element of iAirport is a multilingual 
audio translation app which uses voice 
recognition and reverse translation – 
particularly useful when translating 
Japanese which has a different alpha-
bet than English and other European 
languages – and which has to date 
been downloaded 280,000 times. 

“We are currently in the process 
of developing a voice recognition sys-
tem, called the Narito Concierge … 
[customers] just speak into the smart-
phone and it displays the most suitable 
answer,” explains Yuki Kubota of Nar-
ita Airport’s IT planning department. 
“Currently it is only available in Japa-
nese, but if we can overcome all the 
technical issues we would like to make 
it usable for customers from all around 
the world in other languages and ex-
tend it from Android-only devices to 
[Apple] iPhone and iPad users too.”

MOBILISING AIRPORT AND BAGGAGE 
HANDLING STAFF
Narita issued staff working at its 
information kiosks with tablet 
computers in June 2012, allowing them 
to relay information such as sudden 
schedule changes and lost property 
alerts in real time rather than having to 
visit counters where PCs were available 
or use paper-passed systems for the 
same purpose, thereby increasing the 
speed and accuracy with which they can 
pass information on to customers.

Shawn Richards, chief executive at 
passenger services platform company 
Ink Aviation, outlines the opportunity 
for a new approach to IT that the wider 
proliferation of mobile devices offers 
to the aviation industry. Traditional 

reliance on fixed desktop PCs using 
Microsoft Windows operating systems 
and locally attached printers, for ex-
ample, taken together with the associ-
ated systems management platforms 
used to control those devices, may ei-
ther no longer be required or can per-
haps be effectively circumvented using 
mobile devices which share software 
and hardware wirelessly.

“Being able to print on shared 
hardware is no reason to spend mil-
lions on middleware. Mobile is the first 
opportunity the [aviation] industry 
has had to change that way of working 
and get rid of a large layer of cost out 
of the business,” Richards insists. “The 
app switcher, which is the home button 
on a tablet device, makes it very easy to 
sandbox applications and share things 
like printing which were previously 
driven by the COM ports. If you asked 
your own IT department if you could 
print to a COM port printer today, they 
would probably slap you in the face.” 

Menzies’ Gallington agrees that the 
future is all about ‘mobile’ for staff as 
well as passengers, but airport IT de-
partments are facing tough decisions 
over the type of devices and wireless 
connectivity to introduce.

“The idea that we have an opera-
tional room and that is where all the 
IT is does not work anymore. We have 
to get the IT out on the ramp and that 
is a challenge because it is not a very 
technology friendly environment,” he 
says. “You need some sort of verbal 
communications, electronic commu-
nications and scanning [capabilities]. 
You do not want everybody carrying 
three or four devices, so it is about 
how do you get a single device that 
you can afford.” 

On the following two pages, we take 
a more detailed look at just some of 
the participants in the recent EVA 
International Aviation IT conference.

Yuki Kubota, IT Planning, Narita Airport

Beunardeau: “Whether cloud or 
centrally hosted, you have more 
reliability because centralised 

systems are multiple, load 
balanced and can scale to take 

care of millions of transactions”
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AMADEUS IT GROUP SA
Amadeus is a leading IT provider for the 
global travel and tourism industry, providing 
advanced technology solutions to airport 
operators, ground handlers, travel providers 
and travel agency customers worldwide.
www.amadeus.com/airports

ZAFIRE

software solutions offers a richly featured and 

ULTRA ELECTRONICS

along with our comprehensive suite of offerings in Airport Operations, 
Baggage Management and Passenger Processing, positions us as one of 

deployed globally either as managed services or under local support, and 
can be fully virtualised across the range.

SAMSUNG
Samsung technology continues 
to be used by airports across the 
world to deliver Airside, Landside 
and Operational solutions that are 
integrated, monitored and managed 
with ease. 

Our blend of innovative enterprise 
grade software and cutting edge 
technology are enabling the airports 

driven through the creative use of 
Secure Android OS, Mobile Handsets 
and Tablets, advanced A3 and A4 
Print solutions, Video Walls and  
Large Format Displays, Desktop 
Monitors, Zero Client, LED Lighting, 
Air Conditioning and our WLAN with 
beam shaping capabilities. 
www.samsung.com/uk/business/ 

AVTURA
AVTURA is an independent 
provider of technical software 
management solutions for 
airport ground handling 
operations.
www.avtura.com

OBJECTIVE SOLUTIONS SWEDEN AB 

secure magnetic card reader for airlines and airports. 

www.objective.se/
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SERVICETEC 

provision of managed IT services to the 

managing, maintaining, monitoring and 

any other service provider.
www.servicetec.com

INK AVIATION 

company that develops technology to make 
passenger processes better, faster and 

to remove steps, not just automate them. 

drive to take service to the passenger.
http://inkaviation.com

EDIFLY 

Software Sarl, offers a 

to cut the cost of aviation 
messaging by 75% and 
improve control.

DAMAREL
Damarel provides advanced 
passenger and ground 
handling solutions for 
airports, airlines, ground 
handlers and systems 
integrators, optimising 
processes, improving the 

reducing overheads.
www.damarel.com

AIR DISPATCH
Air Dispatch is one of the leading 
providers of centralised load control 
services in the world and currently 

CLC centres in Prague and Warsaw. 
Air Dispatch has also developed 
a revolutionary data warehouse 
designed to provide fuel savings by 
achieving ideal trims.   

UFIS AIRPORT 
SOLUTIONS (UFIS-AS)
UFIS Airport Solutions 

their innovative approach 

25 years in airport business 
process engineering.

GOOEY
The provision of rich key contact information for the 

an opportunity in the industry and developed an innovative 
information resource to address the needs of the industry 

created is used to help facilitate networking across 194 
global locations and enables airlines, airports and handlers 
to make critical business decisions. Since its formation 
the business has built an impressive client base and 
established key partnerships to support future growth. 

AVIATION
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I
n the June 2013 edition of Airline 
Ground Services, we looked at the 
new EU rules for airport ground 
handling services currently be-
ing negotiated. The proposal on 

airline ground handling forms one of 
the three legislative measures compris-
ing the EU’s ‘Better Airports Package’ 
which, as a whole, is designed to in-
crease capacity at EU airports and im-
prove the quality of services offered to 
passengers.

Since our last article was written, the 
new proposals on airport ground han-
dling have been approved (in amended 
form) by the European Parliament at a 
first reading, on 16 April 2013. In doing 
so, the European Parliament also ap-
proved the repeal of the existing rules 
on ground handling, implemented by 
the 1996 EU Directive 96/97/EC.

As stated in the article published 
in June, the main elements of the new 
proposals are as follows:

1. Air carriers will be able to carry 
out their own ground handling 
operations.

2. The minimum number of ground 
handling service providers, other 
than air carriers, will be increased 
from two to three at large airports 
(airports handling more than 15 
million passengers or 200,000 
tonnes of freight per year).

3. Minimum standards must be 
set for operational performance 
at large airports (for example, 
the maximum waiting time for 
registration of passengers and 
baggage claim). In addition, 
minimum standards must be 
set in relation to the training of 

ground handling staff, equipment, 
information and assistance 
provided to passengers, safety 
management systems, security and 
compliance with environmental 
requirements.

4. The specific standards are to be 
set by member states, the airport 
managing body or the body 
controlling the airport. 

5. Service providers that fail to meet 
the standards set could incur 
penalties or be prohibited from 
providing further services.

6. The airport managing body  
will be responsible for the proper 
co-ordination of ground handling 
activities.

Although the European Parliament 
approved the new rules on 16 April 
2013, they are not yet law within the 
EU. The proposals now go back to the 

European Council. At the time of writ-
ing (November), the European Council 
had yet to confirm its position and no 
date has been set for when the Council 
will sit for its first reading of the poten-
tial new rules. Equally, there is no time 
limit for the European Council to come 
to a position.

It is understood that, following the 
many amendments to the proposals in-
troduced by the European Parliament, 
the European Council and the Euro-
pean Parliament are now in discussions 
to try to reach an agreed position. If the 
European Council approves the propos-
als, as currently amended by the Euro-
pean Parliament, then the rules will be-
come law and can be enacted by mem-
ber states. If, however, agreement is not 
reached between Council and Parlia-
ment, amendments must go through a 
second reading at each body.

The second readings must be con-
cluded within eight months of the 
Council’s first reading. If agreement is 
still not reached, representatives of the 
Parliament, Council and Commission 
form a Conciliation Committee, which 
then has six weeks to reach agreement. 
If that process does not reach a success-
ful conclusion, then the proposals will 
be dropped.

An update on the debate and on the 
timing of implementation of the regu-
lations will be provided to AGS once 
further news on the progress of these 
proposals is made available. 

THE NEW EU RULES ON  
AIRPORT GROUND 
HANDLING – AN UPDATE

If the European Council approves 
the proposals, as currently 
amended by the European 

Parliament, then the rules will 
become law and can be enacted 

by member states






