Does national culture have an influence on the safety
environment? In an intriguing article, Aviation Care
Consulting’s Ivar Busk considers regional trends.

ulture has always been a
c part of our national pride.

Look at the Romans, the
Greeks and the Vikings -
they all shaped many of our
countries, and this directly
influences our behaviour. Today
we can see that safety culture has
a direct impact on the quality of
ramp activity worldwide — but
that impact seems to vary.

When we look at a map of the
world today and start from the
East (which should be Japan)
and head towards the West, we
note that very few incidents
have been recorded in Japan.
Is this because they are not
reported - or is it simply that
there are too few to mention?
Most ground handling is
performed by the airline as self-
handling, which gives it control
of the entire handling process.
It is easy to see that handling on
the ramp is executed in a very
orderly manner. Everybody
has their role and knows how
to follow the procedure, every
single time. This is a part of
the national culture and is

natural from Day One, since
it is exhorted during the first
day of school. Other important
elements are the way staff are
organised and how continuous
training, mainly Web-based,
is mandatory every year.
Moreover, health checks are
mandatory and are required
by the government. The work
ethic can be measured in the
turnover of staff, which is only
around 2-3% on an annual
basis. It's worth mentioning here
that working on the ramp, and
especially for an airline, endows
a person with status.

Yet, many people work in
the fear of making a mistake,
which can mean that they lose
their job. Despite it being quite
easy to hire new staff, there is
a certain amount of reasonable
tolerance from the management.

In general, it seems that
ground support equipment is
well maintained in this part of
the Asian region and of course,
that has an implication in terms
of a safe operation. From airlines
operating into Asia, very few
reports ever seem to be made
regarding ground damage: I'm

talking here of Singapore, Bali,
Hong Kong and the like.

A look at the South Pacific,
which includes Australia

and New Zealand, reveals a
more Western culture, and
not such a distinct culture as
is found in Asia. Personnel
tend to be members of unions,
meaning that there is some
kind of distance between
them and the management.
Yet the occupational health
and safety organisation

seems stronger with regard to
workers represented on various
committees.

The procedures are well
documented and follow
international regulations. IATA’s
ISGAO is usually implemented
but this is not a CASA approved
process: staff are required to
follow the CASA programme.
During the last 25 years, the
Australian Aviation Ground
Safety Council (the AAGSC)
has played a significant role in
implementing and improving
the ground safety culture,
based on best practice. The
members of the AAGSC include
many airlines, handlers and
airports within in the area.
Unfortunately, the Pacific
Islands have not expressed
great interest, but follow the

IATA procedure or their own
procedures. The AAGSC work
is done by staff employed by the
various member organisations,
which unfortunately gives little
time for the work. But as the
forum is the only one which
discusses ground safety issues in
this region, it is important that
its development continues.

In general, the equipment
used is of a reasonable standard
and follows international
guidelines. In most areas in the
South Pacific, the climate is also
a bonus, as temperatures very
rarely drop below zero in most
of the area.

When we look at Europe, we
need to split it into the former
Eastern countries and the “old”
Western European countries.
Until the late 1990s, we did not
know much about the Eastern
countries — the only thing (and
key factor) was that we did not
see many incidents, and those
seen were normally only minor.
The structure appeared solid
and was not changed very often
and not much development was
observed. Furthermore, working
at the airport was better than
many other jobs. The non-
democratic way of appointing
staff to these jobs also created a
fear over losing them.
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But the big question is this:
did the Eastern way of carrying
out the job create a better safety
culture? My personal answer is
no, since education and training
was not of the same level as
the West. Extra personnel were
often employed by the airport
or the state, while independent
ground handling companies
simply did not exist at that time.

This has all changed, of
course, and now we see more
and more international ground
handling companies starting up
businesses in Eastern Europe
- and we will probably see the
same safety culture there as
exists in the West.

During my 30 years’
experience of working in
ground handling I have logged
several reasons put forward to
explain damage statistics.

As an example, some years
ago I came across five or six
incidents in the same airport
within a very short space
of time, whereas in the past
virtually nothing had happened.
Delving a little deeper into the
cases showed that a complete
reorganisation of the ramp
has recently been executed
- and that might have been
the cause. Reverting to the
old methodology suddenly
stopped the incidents. I am
sure that an analysis before
the implementation of the
reorganisation would have
stopped that situation arising.

Also, in Western Europe,
we have seen smaller handling
companies being incorporated
with, or sold to, bigger handling
companies - and that again
creates another culture. Very
often, the small company

management has a more
immediate connection with its
employees, whereas the bigger
corporations have a greater
communication gap. This is
frustrating when it comes to
putting ideas into practice.
Another factor is that
airlines often sign contracts
based on the cheapest handling
company, without making an
in-depth analysis of what is
included and what is not. This
often leads to a poor general
quality and increases the risk
of incidents or damage. Often,
the department buying the
ground handling service trades
people without the necessary

knowledge of the work required.

I would suggest a close co-
operation between the quality
department and the purchase
department before the selection
of the handler.

Competition between the
handling companies is also
a parameter which has to be
considered: lowest price does
not always mean best quality.

America, especially North
America, is the country with
most airports in the world.
Nearly all the bigger cities have
a secondary airport within

100 kilometres. That gives
close to 2,000 airports which
can accommodate the most
common narrow-body. This
means that the market for
ground handling services is
vast. Many of the major carriers
operate in-house handling
where the traffic has a certain
volume. When the traffic
frequencies are lower, handling
companies will be contracted.
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According to the latest statistics,
there are 45 handlers in North
America, of which 8.5% are
airlines. But it is the airlines that
account for the larger share of
the available market.

A big problem for the
handling companies is that
of attracting qualified and
motivated staff. This problem is
often related to the relatively low
remuneration and the absence
of social benefits.

Most of the airlines look
carefully at ground handling
companies when awarding a
contract. An important point
is the union’s influence and
how they use their strength
to obtain the best benefits for
their members - this can be an
obstacle as well as a benefit for
a better organisation, and in the
end, a better quality. This will
contribute to a safer climate and
should lead to fewer incidents
and less damage, which is a big
concern for any airline.

Historically-speaking, statistics
are not positive for America

at all. When looking back,

it is worth mentioning the
congestion at all the major
airports, which has caused

a relatively high number of
collisions during taxi-ing and
towing procedures. It is also
noticeable that ground support
equipment accounts for a lot of
damage through passenger jet
bridges, tractors and so on.

A potential reason for the
involvement of the equipment
is the marginal profits derived
from handling, and which does
not necessarily allow for GSE
replacement at the due time;
because of this, GSE may be
found with technical problems.

Education and training is
another subject which has to be

analysed closely to see how it
can be improved. Many small
and medium-sized handling
companies are not members

of IATA and are therefore not
involved in the various activities
organised by the body.

What airlines want, and what
ground handling companies
think airlines want, can be two
different things. Today, there are
few, if no obstacles to start up a
ground handling operation in
North America, with no licence
restrictions to worry about.
There is plenty of used GSE that
helps to facilitate a start-up;
and no real quality checks are
carried out when a new ground
handling company enters an
airport. Airlines encourage
start-ups, because it could mean
lower costs for them.

What is certain is that the
competition and consolidation
of the ground handling
community will continue in
North America, and only the
future will tell what direction
safety will take.

It seems that the more towards
the West we move, the more that
damage occurs. Consequently,
we need to raise the bar on
ground handling. This can only
happen if airlines are willing
to pay a higher fee and the
handlers use the profits for
better screening of staff, training
and investment in more modern
equipment. Another advance
would be better regulation by
the various authorities, since
today there are very limited
regulations: current documents
are all IATA recommendations.
Only time will tell how things
will pan out but as the cost of
aircraft damage is (allegedly) in
excess of US$4bn annually, there
is room for improvement.
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