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Safety Management Systems – Why the need

Introduction

In the United Kingdom and member States of the Joint Aviation Authorities (JAA), the rules governing the operation and maintenance of aircraft used for commercial air transport, i.e. public transport, are described in various JAA Requirements commonly known as JAR’s.

JAR OPS 1 is applicable to the commercial air transport operation of fixed wing aircraft whilst JAR OPS 3 covers rotorcraft.  JAR OPS states that “an operator shall establish an accident prevention and flight safety programme, which may be integrated with the Quality System, including programmes to achieve and maintain risk awareness by all persons involved in operations”.  This statement is based upon the International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO) recommended practice (Annex 6 Part 1) for operators to have such a programme in place.  ICAO Document 9422 (Accident Prevention Manual) gives appropriate guidance material and describes a Safety Management System.

In the light of the above and in the knowledge that Safety Management Systems had been adopted by the rail, petrochemical and nuclear industries in the UK, the UK Civil Aviation Authority Safety Regulation Group, following consultation with the aviation industry, published in early 1998, an introductory document about Safety Management Systems.  This was followed later in the year by a document specific to commercial air transport operations.

The discussion that followed the publication of the commercial air transport specific document demonstrated the need for additional material to assist both the newcomer and the more experienced with the practicalities of Safety Management System (SMS) implementation.  With this in mind the CAA formed a Working Group consisting of operational and maintenance specialists from the aviation industry who accepted the task of producing the additional material mentioned earlier.  With the publication of CAP 712  (Safety Management Systems for Commercial Air Transport Operations) in May 2001, the task was completed.  See www.caa.co.uk (Publications)

Safety Management System Benefits

To improve on existing levels of aviation safety in the light of the continuing growth of the industry, additional measures are needed.  One such measure is to encourage individual operators and maintenance organisations to introduce their own Safety management System.  

Such a system is as important to business survival as a financial management system and the implementation of a Safety Management System should lead to achievement of one of civil aviation’s key business objectives, enhanced safety performance aiming at best practice and moving beyond mere compliance with regulatory requirements.  

Safety Management System Definition

CAP 712 includes two definitions considered appropriate to commercial air transport operations.  They are:

1.
“Safety Management” is defined as the systematic management of the risks associated with flight operations, related ground operations and aircraft engineering or maintenance activities to achieve high levels of safety performance: and,

2.
A “ Safety Management System” is an explicit element of the corporate management responsibility which sets out a company’s safety policy and defines how it intends to manage safety as an integral part of its overall business.

In simple terms an SMS can be compared with a financial management system as a method of systematically managing a vital business function.  The outputs from such a system are usually felt across the whole of an organisation.  Although financial risks are taken the financial procedures an organisation has in place should ensure that there are no “business surprises”.  If there are it can be disastrous for a small company whilst for larger organisations, unwelcome media attention usually follows an unexpected loss.

An aircraft accident is also an “unexpected loss” and not one any organisation in the civil aviation industry wishes to suffer.  It should therefore be apparent that the management of safety must attract at least the same focus and degree of care as that given to an organisation’s financial health.  An effective, developed Safety Management System will provide this.     

Safety Management System Fundamentals

Success in an organisation’s safety performance will be greatly strengthened by the existence of a positive safety culture.  Safety culture in an organisation can be described as the way in which it conducts its business and particularly in the way it manages safety.  It stems from the communicated principles of top management and results in all staff exhibiting a safety ethos which transcends departmental boundaries.  Safety culture can be measured by informal or formal staff surveys, or by observations conducted in safety related work areas.  It is essential that safety must be actively managed from the very top of a company.  Safety management must be seen as an integral strategic aspect of business management, recognising the high priority attached by the company to safety. 

To that end, a demonstrable Board-level commitment to an effective formal Safety Management System must exist.  The contribution that all staff can make to the effectiveness of an organisation’s SMS can’t be over emphasised.

Understanding and Implementing a Safety Management System

There are four main points described below that must be made and understood from the outset to indicate that implementation of a Safety Management System involves evolution rather than revolution.  These are:

1)
Organisations establishing an SMS need to take a pragmatic approach, building where possible on existing procedures and practices (particularly Quality Management).  SMS identifies and prioritises the use of resources to manage risk and it should lead to gains in efficiency.

2)
Adoption of “best practice” standards must be a clearly stated objective.

3)
A fully-fledged SMS is a formalised, company wide system.  Established at corporate level, the SMS then devolves out into the individual departments of an organisation.  Flight Operations, engineering & Maintenance, Ground Handling and all other departments whose activities contribute to the operator’s safety performance will have their own processes and procedures under the umbrella of the corporate SMS.

4)
Where safety sensitive functions of the operator are outsourced (for example maintenance and ground handling) contractual agreements should identify the need for equivalent auditable SMS in the supplier.

Safety Management System Prerequisites

There are three essential prerequisites for a successful Safety Management System described below as:  

A comprehensive corporate approach
An effective SMS will provide a means of achieving enhanced safety performance which meets or exceeds basic compliance with the regulatory requirements associated with safety and quality.  It is a well established fact that enhanced safety performance is founded upon a proactive safety culture inherent in all the organisation’s safety related activities.  It is achieved by effective, devolved executive management in association with a means of independent safety oversight, both of which are the ultimate responsibility of the organisation’s Board and Chief Executive Officer.  The Board and CEO are then able to demonstrate how safety is managed in the company.

A corporate approach to safety must be able to meet the following criteria:

· Published safety accountabilities of managers and key staff

· Requirements for a safety manager

· The ability to demonstrate that it generates a positive safety culture throughout the organisation

· Documented business policies, principles and practices in which safety is inherent

· Commitment to a safety oversight process which is independent of line management

· Regularly reviewed safety improvement plans

· Formal safety review process   

An effective organisation for delivering safety

The second essential prerequisite is for an organisation that delivers safe standards by way of:

· Effective arrangements for selection, recruitment, development and training of staff

· Safety awareness training for management and staff

· Defined safety standards for, and auditing of, asset purchases and contracted services

· Controls for the early detection of - and action on – deterioration in the performance of safety-significant equipment or systems or services

· Controls for monitoring and recording the overall safety standards of the company

· The application of appropriate hazard identification, risk assessment and effective management of resources to control those risks

· Change management

· Arrangements enabling staff to communicate significant safety concerns to the appropriate level of management for resolution and feedback of actions taken

· Emergency response planning and simulated exercises to test its effectiveness

· Assessment of commercial policies with regard to impact on safety   

Systems to achieve safety oversight.

The following elements are desirable:

· A system for analysing flight data for the purpose of monitoring flight operations and for detecting unreported safety events

· A company wide system for the capture of written safety event issues/ reports

· A planned and comprehensive safety audit review system which has the flexibility to focus on specific safety concerns as they arise

· A published system for the conduct of internal safety inspections, the implementation of remedial actions and the communication of such information

· Systems for effective use of safety data for performance analysis and for monitoring organisational change as part of the risk management process

· Arrangements for ongoing safety promotion based on the measured internal safety performance and assimilation of experience of other operations

· Periodic review of the continued effectiveness of the safety management system an internal, independent body

· Line manager’s monitoring of work in progress in all safety critical activities to confirm compliance with all regulatory requirements, company standards and local procedures.

SMS Business Benefits

Helps organisations to avoid expensive litigation

Can lead to a reduction in insurance costs

Will lead to a reduction in the number of costly investigations

Can help to reduce re-design costs

Helps to avoid over engineering

Will provide a “product” that can be marketed to others

SMS Safety Benefits

Helps organisations apply the lessons learned from past management failures

Helps them to allocate resources based on risk

Avoids buck passing  

Conclusions

In setting out the steps described above concerning the need for organisation to implement a Safety Management System, it has been the intention of the author to guide rather than prescribe.  

Safety management remains at the forefront of methods by which organisations can make aviation, already a very safe form of travel, even safer.  The prime difference in the Safety Management System approach can be found in a move beyond the traditional reactionary systems to those which try to predict areas of exposure through assessment of any residual risk areas in airworthiness and operations and supplementing them with operational knowledge and professional judgement.

The United Kingdom Civil Aviation Authority Safety Regulation Group commend the implementation of Safety Management Systems as the next significant step to be taken in an endeavour to add further value to safety.  
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