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ATOS Overview

The Air Transportation Oversight System (ATOS) is an improved way of doing business for the FAA.  The goal is to foster a higher level of air carrier safety using a systematic, data-driven approach to identify safety trends and prevent accidents.

Air carriers are responsible for operating at the highest level of safety, and FAA inspectors ensure that they comply with federal regulations.  ATOS strives to ensure that air carriers have safety built into their operating systems, and changes the way the FAA oversees air carrier safety.  ATOS is a proactive approach that goes beyond just ensuring compliance with regulations.  The FAA is asking its workforce to think in a system safety and risk management mode, rather than a strict compliance mode only.  Inspectors look at the airline as a whole and how systems interact to maintain safety rather than just compliance with rules.  This includes looking at an air carrier’s management, corporate safety culture, its experience, as well as its systems.  ATOS does not change agency enforcement policy, and basic compliance with the regulations continues to be both expected and inspected.

ATOS Background

ATOS consists of the eight process modules: System Configuration, Certificate Management, Surveillance Resource Management, Surveillance Implementation, Reporting, Evaluation, Analysis and Implementation (Action). These modules were based upon the September 30, 1997, Surveillance Improvement Process (SIP) report developed jointly by FAA and Sandia National Laboratory.  In terms of business process definition (and related policy/procedural guidance, job task analyses, and automation), the eight process modules were developed to varying degrees of detail. The decision to develop some processes in greater detail and other processes in general reflected a prioritization based upon available development time as well as the identification of processes that would have the greatest immediate effect on implementing a system safety approach to surveillance. 
FAA implemented Phase 1 of ATOS in October 1998, on the 10 major passenger air carriers (Alaska, America West, American, Continental, Delta, Northwest, Southwest, TWA, United and US Airways).  Based on feedback from FAA inspectors and air carriers, the ATOS process is continually evolving with improved job aids, automation, and training.  The FAA is making enhancements prior to expanding the program to other carriers.  An ATOS continuous improvement office is headquartered at FAA’s Dulles facilities, near Washington, DC.  

ATOS Challenges

The initial implementation plan for ATOS was very aggressive.  This was a conscious decision to avoid the syndrome of studying something to death and never changing it. There have been additional implementation challenges relating to staffing, training, and work force acceptance. 

In June 1999, FAA began a process to complete the detailed development of all ATOS processes.  Over time, this effort has evolved into a Continuous ATOS Development (CAD) team, with substantial work having been conducted and planned for nearly all ATOS modules.  The effort includes R, E & D projects (with air carrier input) that developed an air carrier functional model, more rigorous data requirements definition, more sophisticated data gathering and reporting tools, and hazard identification and risk management processes. 

To more effectively capitalize on the operational experience gained in the first two years of ATOS implementation, in May 2000 FAA’s Director of Flight Standards established a six-month special project to further identify and refine ATOS improvement opportunities.  ATOS Special Project members, including the Professional Airways Systems Specialists (PASS) union, held listening sessions with FAA employees and industry representatives to collect input.  These listening sessions revealed broad support for continued ATOS development and implementation, but with the need for significant improvements in areas that have limited its effectiveness. Over forty-seven specific recommendations were implemented as a result of this study.

Industry Collaboration 

We have met with Air Transport Association representatives from each ATOS air carrier and with other industry groups.  This has provided an opportunity for the FAA to listen to the air carriers' perspective on safety performance measures and appropriate risk weightings and to open the door for industry feedback and involvement.  Industry representatives have been candid with the FAA as they express both benefits and concerns with ATOS.  
Further, the “Air Carrier Operations System Model” (ACOSM) has involved industry in producing a set of updated oversight system requirements for the certificate management and surveillance program, which include risk analyses, and performance measurement schemes.  This is a functional model of air carrier operations and describes organizational processes.  This model will be used to enhance the ATOS model and is part of the CAD efforts.  Industry will continue to work with the FAA in the continuous improvement of ATOS.

ATOS Accomplishments

The first surveillance activities under ATOS were accomplished in February 1999.  Shortly thereafter the ATOS Program Office for Continuous Improvement was established.  A direct feedback line from all ATOS users, including the Principal Inspectors, has been established.  Since ATOS was executed in such a short timeframe many system shortcomings were identified and acted upon as a result of this feedback. 

In June of 1999, we began the development of enhanced system safety and risk identification training.  Over 1,000 inspectors have received this training. We enhanced inspector job function training for a better understanding of the ATOS inspection requirements.  We developed additional guidance based upon lessons learned and are continuing to enhance our policies and procedures based upon feedback from our ATOS users.  Much of the feedback involved issues with the ATOS automation.  The Principal Inspectors requested and were provided real time data access to their air carriers.  We have developed data base queries and associated reports to compile ATOS data.  Further, automation performance and response time for inspector reporting has improved.  And for the first time in the Flight Standards Service we have incorporated data quality guidelines, for reporting inspection findings, into the Aviation Safety Inspector’s Handbook under the ATOS Policies and Procedures Appendix.  

As is typical of a new program it will take time for ATOS to reach its full potential.  We believe that we are on track with ATOS and will begin seeing the safety benefits grow as year three progresses.
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