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BY SUE YOST, HPA Consultants

How Safe Is Your
Ramp?

really paid attention, to the activity during a quick
turnaround? Fuellers, baggage carts and belts, honey
wagons and a scissor truck all on the right side of
the aircraft, and passengers and flight crews getting
on and off, fore and aft, on the left. This is a wonder-
fully orchestrated ballet of people, vehicles and
equipment. One small hiccup, however, and the
whole production could unravel. 

In an effort to increase the safety factor in avia-
tion, the industry has integrated proactive Human
Factors training for flight crews and maintenance
personnel. But what of the line crews – those who
are working in adverse conditions, have their own
agendas, and due to high turnover, may not have the
luxury of a sustained team rhythm?

Ramp personnel are often trained on the job,
fairly young, underpaid, and put in situations where
they are expected to complete a job quickly and
competently. They are avoiding other people, large
moving objects, hazardous substances, and at the
same time operating their own equipment. Add to
these obstacles loud noise, working at night, in freez-
ing rain/snow/sleet, with protective equipment on,
in extreme cold or heat, avoiding jet blasts and
spinning props, and you have a highly increased
predisposition to errors and poor judgment calls.

The injury potential on the ramp is enormous:
flammable fuels, jet and prop blasts, de-icing and
other hazardous fluids, and high noise levels that can
injure ears and drown out warning sounds of danger.
Equipment moving can harm those unaware or

tired, and in rain, ice, and snow they are battling poor visibility as
well as uncertain footing and driving conditions.

Humans are the cause of most ramp accidents; fatigue, the
pressure and stress of time deadlines and brutal schedules involving
many flights with fast turnarounds, negative norms (the way things
are done); and a lack of awareness of an action, or lack of action, on
their part, will lead to mishaps, accidents and possibly injuries.

At LBP (Toronto Airport) each week, there is at least one
incident involving a fuel truck and an airplane, and the airplane is
not the moving vehicle. These accidents cost millions of dollars,
not to mention flight delays and cancellations, unhappy customers
and more tasks for already overworked maintenance crews. 

Have you ever watched, and I mean
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Have you ever had a tug “bump” a wall or another vehicle, or a
leading edge? How about an aircraft moved without wing walkers
that has creased a wingtip on a hangar door, or an aircraft backed
into a wall or another airplane? Has anyone had the wrong fuel put
into an aircraft, or had the wrong airplane fuelled or topped up
with oil? Balance the cost of training your ramp workers in Human
Factors against the cost of one mishap that requires grounding that
airplane. That incident would pay for the whole crew to be edu-
cated in working safer, and the training would pay for itself many
times over.

Ramp personnel feel the pressure of management decisions,
tight time deadlines and flight crew and maintenance demands. If
the organizational culture is one that lays blame for wrongdoing,
or an honest mistake, it is understandable that an overstressed truck
driver may not report a collision with a fuselage – one that could
have disastrous results.

Ramp damage to aircraft, airport structures and ground service
equipment now costs the global airline industry an estimated $3bil-
lion US annually in uninsured losses (Airports Council Interna-
tional, 2000). That’s a lot of seats that have to be sold to pay for the
losses. It makes more sense to put a portion of that money into

training people to work safer and prevent the accidents, than to pay
for the ground damage.

Human factors courses are a logical preparation for anyone
who works under adverse conditions, combined with high pressure
situations and tight time deadlines. Ground crews are vulnerable to
errors, can impact the safety of any aircraft, and would benefit from
training.

Management should measure the success of the company, not
only in $$ and uninterrupted flight schedules, but also by the safety
record of the organization. Just because it is not mandated, does
not mean it is not necessary.

HPA Consultants is based in southwestern Ontario; the owner and
principal facilitator, Sue Yost, has been specializing in Human Factors
in Aviation Maintenance for the past 12 years. The company offers
both initial and update training in Maintenance Human Factors, and
now has an online HF update available. Both classroom-based HF
trainings are IA renewal approved. Other workshops include QA,
SMS, CARs and CRM, WHMIS and First Aid in the workplace.
To see a schedule or to contact HPA Consultants, visit www.flyasafe.ca
or call 519-674-5050.  ■
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