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Reality on the ground today… 

 Ground handling incidents 

 Frequent (1 in 5000 flights) 

 Costly (costing billions globally) 

 Delays 

 Injuries & fatalities 

 Risk to aircraft in flight 

 

 What is the best approach to 

‘turn around’ this situation?  
 More procedures? 

 Fire and hire new staff? 

 Re-train? 

 New equipment? 



How do we react when an incident happens? 

Blame the individual 

 Punish them. They won’t do it 
again (but someone else will).  

 Fire them. (No one will report 

anything unless they have to).  

Learn from the event 

 Find out why it happened. Hear 

them out. Share the information.  

 Trust your staff. Have a 

dedicated, professional workforce 

 Be firm on any reckless behaviour 

 



Some of the Human Factors in Ground Handling 

 Low-paid staff 

 High staff turnover 

 Manual handling in all-weather 

 Communications difficulties 

 Minimal training 

 Many variations on the same 

procedure (e.g. 20 ways to 

chock an aircraft) 

 

 Distractions 

 Alertness 

 Fatigue 

 On-time-performance pressure 

 Highly competitive sector in aviation 

 Team-working, multi-cultural teams 

 Just Culture, cultural norms 

 Physical fitness 

 



What if we did ground handling differently? 

 
What if we engage more with our staff? 

more? 



More procedures? Well, yes and no… 

 Someone sits in an office 

and imagines how the job 

should be done… 

 Each time there’s an 
incident, they add a bit 

more to the procedure… 

 The procedure writer is 

unaware of the average 

reading age of the 

worker… 



An alternative vision 

 People who do the work are consulted 

 Procedures use diagrams and simple language 

 Procedures are harmonised across ground handling companies 

and airlines 

 Safety-related events are shared across organisations 

 Such events are discussed by organisations, and collective 

decisions made on procedures 

 People talk to each other… 



The safety communication super-highway 

What we are doing together – Safety Intelligence



Walking the talk… the ‘LTN Stack’ at Luton Airport 

 28 procedures standardised across the airport  

 ‘There may be 50 ways to leave your lover, but at 

LTN there is only one way to chock an A320.’ 
 In first 6 months, 100% reduction in ground-

handling incidents, against a 5% increase in traffic 

& 7% increase in productivity 

 Reporting up 50%, unreported events down 57%, 

safety survey participation up 900%, hold-point 

busts down 60% 

 Smaller companies feel empowered to raise 

issues with the larger stakeholders 

 Individual staff feel valued & have pride in their job 

 Ground handling companies are talking to each 

other directly, working collectively on safety. 

 



Current GOMs at LTN 
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Investing in people is your best safety ROI 

Increased reporting Increased productivity Reduction in incidents 

Reduction in Lost Time Injuries Reduction in delays and revenue loss 

Improvement your corporate reputation    Improvement in industrial relations 

Better picture of your risk exposure More agile, more resilient 

Increased morale Less staff turnover Committed workforce 

https://youtu.be/_f8gvPMZMLg 

https://youtu.be/_f8gvPMZMLg


 

 

Thanks for listening 

 
barry.kirwan@eurocontrol.int  

https://safeorg.eu/safety-stack/  

liam.bolger@ltn.aero  
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