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Stepwise Safety

ICAO takes small steps first as it navigates path to global tracking

John Croft

Spurred in large part by two disasters in 2014—the
disappearance of Malaysia Airlines Flight 370 in March
and the shootdown of the carrier’s Flight 17 (MH17) in
July—the member-states of the International Civil
Aviation Organization (ICAO) have agreed with few
exceptions to implement a comprehensive suite of global
tracking and conflict-zone warnings over time but to take
interim steps almost immediatey.

In response to the MH17 stootdown, the conference
of 118 states and 34 observer organizations meeting for
a High-Level Safety Conference in Montreal during the
first week of February decided to launch “without delay” a
“simple centralized web-based repository” of threat and
safety information to help air navigation service providers
and airlines assess destination and overflight risks in
conflict zones. Eurocontrol developed an early prototype
of the system, but ICAO will operate the first

implementation.

The Dutch safety board has not released its final
report on the MH17 crash, only confirming in a
preliminary report an external explosion, widely believed
to have been caused by a long-range surface-to-air
missile (SAM) fired by Russian separatists, that
destroyed the Boeing 777-200ER in cruise at 33,000 ft.
over eastern Ukraine. The downing took place in an
active military conflict zone, but high-altitude air routes
over it remained open.

In the aftermath, ICAO formed the Task Force on
Risks to Aviation in Conflict Zones (TF-RCZ) to study
concepts for sharing risk data and create guidance for
developing risk assessments that states can use to
decide when to issue warnings or close airspace.
Estimated to cost as much as $2.5 million per year to
operate, the web portal will be operated by ICAO and
draw upon input from all member-states. Only certain

users will be able to add data, and ICAO says it will not
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be responsible for information from anonymous sources.

Threat-assessment best practices came from
ICAQ’s Aviation Security Panel Working Group on Threat
and Risk (WGTR) and input from 21 member-states.
Risk factors to consider appear to mimic the MH17
scenario:

- Local presence of SAMs.

- An area of armed conflict.

- Military or unmanned aircraft being used in a combat
role.

- Aircraft being used to transport ground troops or
military equipment.

- “Poorly trained or inexperienced personnel” operating
the SAMs.

- A lack of “effective” air traffic management caused by
the state responsible for that airspace not having full
control of its own territory.

- Routing that passes over or close to assets of “high
strategic importance.”

Despite the impact of the MH17 disaster, the WGTR
considers the potential for intentional and unintentional
long-range SAM attacks to be of low risk, despite 70
states having the weapons and others wanting them.

“The WGTR would assess the current risk from
intentional attack as low, primarily due to the fact that
where intent may exist, there is currently no evidence of
capability in terms of hardware and trained personnel,”
says the group. While past events suggest a higher risk
from unintentional attacks, in particular confusing a
military target with a civilian aircraft, the group says such
events are also rare and of low risk.

Russia expressed concern that legal assessments
should be made regarding provisions that would penalize
a state for not providing information, suggesting the
concept should be approved at the next ICAO Assembly
in 2016. The ICAO Secretariat disagreed, however,
saying the “overwhelming majority agreed that these
issues could be addressed as they arise during the
implementation process.”

Nearly one year after the disappearance of MH370,
with no end in sight to the search for the aircraft, the

ICAO members agreed to finalize plans for a Global

Aeronautical Distress and Safety System (Gadss) while
“strongly encouraging” airlines to voluntarily begin flight-
tracking their aircraft with updates every 15 min. when in
With 15-min.
typically provided through Automatic Dependent

Surveillance-Contract (ADS-C) transmissions via ACARS

oceanic or remote regions. updates,

over satellite links, the time to activate search-and-
rescue services will be reduced to 44 min. from 89 min.
today, according to ICAO.

A fully functional Gadss, likely available on new
aircraft beyond 2021, is expected to include:

- Normal tracking updates every 15 min. sent to an
airline’s operational control center.

- An autonomous distress-tracking mode that transmits
position, time and identification updates at 1-min.
intervals, activated automatically or by the crew or
ground when certain attitude or system health issues
occur.

- An improved method for recovering flight data and
cockpit voice recorders.

ICAO is proposing that the distress-tracking mode
be standard on new aircraft built after 2021 and that
automatic deployable flight recorders (AFDR) be installed
on new aircraft from 2019. As an alternative to ADFRs,
airlines could use a different form of data recovery,
possibly data-streaming before a crash, as an option on
all aircraft from 2016.

To improve its guidance to airlines, by August ICAO
plans to complete a multinational test of operator flight

monitoring, air traffic services, search-and-rescue and

civil and military cooperation. ~=
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