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SUMMARY 

This paper presents information on the need for controller’s involvement at all stages of 

planning and implementing a Seamless ATM Environment project in the Asia-Pacific 

Region.  

This paper relates to –   

 

Strategic Objectives: 

A: Safety – Enhance global civil aviation safety 

B: Security – Enhance global civil aviation security  

C: Environmental Protection and Sustainable Development of Air Transport – 

Foster harmonized and economically viable development of international civil 

aviation that does not unduly harm the environment 
 

Global Plan Initiatives:  

GPI-1  Flexible use of airspace  
GPI-3  Harmonization of level systems 
GPI-5  RNAV and RNP (Performance-based navigation) 
GPI-6  Air traffic flow management 
GPI-7  Dynamic and flexible ATS route management 
GPI-8  Collaborative airspace design and management 
 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Any discussion on ‘Seamless ATM’ or ‘Seamless Skies’ within the Asia-Pacific 

region will inevitably draw comparison with the European Single European Sky ATM Research 

Programme (SESAR) and FAA’s Next Generation Air Transportation System (NextGen) projects. 

However there are significant differences in the basic concepts of each entity and the controllers in 

each of the regions face a number of varied professional and social challenges. 

 

1.2 For some States within this region, the challenges will not just involve operational 

issues, but it will necessitate a change to their basic administrative and managerial model of handling 

a Safety Management System and the implementation of ‘just culture’ principles.  
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2. DISCUSSION 

 

2.1 The arguments for the establishment of a Seamless ATM Environment within this 

region are indisputable and IFATCA fully supports ICAO’s initiative. However, judging from the 

experiences of Europe and the USA in undertaking similar projects, it could be a long and tortuous 

path with many problems to overcome, whilst at the same time we are still managing the increasing 

pressure on the existing ATM system to deliver an improved service to an ever growing number of 

customers – both airlines and passengers.    

 

2.2 As shown at the Seamless ATM Symposium and Ad-Hoc Group Meeting held in 

August 2011, many States in the region have plans for the development of their ATM services into the 

next decade with a common goal of providing a safer, more efficient and environmentally responsible 

service, very much in line with ICAO’s ‘Aviation System Block Upgrades’. Some of the plans were 

well defined with specific timelines for a number of ambitious projects, whilst others who are still at 

an early planning stage, spoke of formative ideas in more generic terms. However it should be noted 

that the Symposium and Meeting were attended by representatives from only 16 of the 40 States 

within the region. This clearly shows the need for cooperation and coordination throughout the region 

to ensure that an overall seamless ATM environment is developed to make certain that there are no 

‘black holes’ or gaps in the geographical coverage of the plan and a truly continuous service will be 

provided by all States to all users, both civil and military.  

 

2.3 Similar to the original ideas that created SESAR and NextGen, we in the Asia Pacific 

region realise there is an urgent need for a new approach to managing airspace and handling traffic 

because the current procedures and practices will not be able to cater for the predicted traffic growth 

and environmental requirements. However, in Europe and the USA the original operational needs 

were overtaken by political and financial necessities, which have inevitably led to delays and 

divergences from some of the initial plans. It is sincerely hoped that we in this region do not suffer a 

similar fate. 

 

2.4 Another issue that developed during the gestation period of the SESAR and NextGen 

programmes was the reaction of controllers to some of the plans. An unfortunate lack of 

communication between the planning side and the operational staff culminated in industrial action 

being taken by controllers in European over the concept of the Functional Airspace Blocks (FABs) 

and a breakdown in cooperation of controllers in the US over some apparent safety issues.  In Europe 

FABs became a very emotive subject - the initial plans to establish a South East Europe FAB had to 

be completely revised in 2008 when some controllers from that area lobbied their politicians to refuse 

the transfer of control of national airspace to other States with the closing of local ATC units and a 

loss of jobs. Similarly in France and Italy in 2010 controllers went on strike to object to plans for a 

Central Europe FAB which could have reduced the number of ATC units and staff.  

 

2.5 Meanwhile, there have been some notable successes in the progress of SESAR with 

the recent implementation of the North European FAB covering the Nordic and Baltic States and the 

UK-Ireland FAB. In both cases, controllers were directly involved in the planning and introduction 

process, and the good level of coordination and cooperation that developed between all parties 

undoubtedly benefitted the progress of these projects. 

 

2.6 Equally in the USA, it is good to note that the stalemate that existed some time ago 

has been resolved and good dialogue now exists between management and the controllers in bringing 

a number of NextGen projects smoothly on line. 

 

2.7 Here in this region, the proposed Seamless ATM Environment does not involve the 

more radical proposals of Europe or the USA, but nevertheless, it is important that management 

explains to the controllers the concepts of the plan and keep them informed of developments. Any 
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planning group or implementation team should include controllers to ensure that any operational issue 

is satisfactorily resolved and all human factors are correctly addressed. 

 

2.8 It is a known fact that controllers are creatures of habit and they are normally wary of 

changes. They hate having to learn something new – why change a procedure if it works well ? 

However a notable exception to this rule was the introduction of RVSM – coverage of the Asia-

Pacific Region was finally completed in November 2011. RVSM has enabled controllers to handle 

traffic more efficiently and effectively, and with the constantly increasing number of aircraft, to safely 

handle more traffic whilst maintaining an equitable workload.  

 

2.9 Similarly I believe that controllers will accept the principles of a Seamless ATM 

Environment, e.g. a single flight level allocation system throughout the whole region; common en-

route spacing requirements and the full utilisation of available communication, navigation and 

surveillance systems. Again this will enable the controller to handle the increasing traffic levels safely 

and more efficiently, but with the traffic levels that are forecast for this region there will inevitably be 

a rise in controller workload in the coming years. Therefore it is essential that each ATS authority has 

an established and effective Safety Management System (SMS) in place to correctly handle the 

implementation of the new procedures and operational practices. 

 

2.10  In accordance with ICAO Doc 4444 PANS-ATM, Chapter 2, para. 2.4.1,  ‘The 

appropriate ATS authority should establish a formal incident reporting system for ATS personnel to 

facilitate the collection of information on actual or potential safety hazards or deficiencies related to 

the provision of ATS, including route structures, procedures, communications, navigation and 

surveillance systems and other safety significant systems and equipment as well as controller 

workloads.’    

 

2.11 This same Chapter 2  in para. 2.5.2, goes on the list the tasks of an ATS unit safety 

review, including:  ‘procedures for the reporting of incidents and other safety-related occurrences are 

implemented, that the reporting of incidents is encouraged and that such reports are reviewed to 

identify the need for any remedial action.’ (Information on reporting practices and the ‘just culture’ 

process is detailed in ICAO Doc. 9859, Safety Management Manual.)  

 

2.12 Therefore it can be seen that in the past at some locations the controllers may have 

been less than cooperative in accepting the concept of a seamless sky. The controllers did this for 

what they considered to be valid reasons, but often the underlying cause was a lack of communication 

and coordination between the concerned parties. With the formation of this Planning Group and other 

ICAO initiatives, I believe that a good foundation for dialogue and the exchange of views has already 

been established between the ATS Authorities, the ANSPs and the aircraft operators in this region, 

and IFATCA thanks the ICAO Regional Office for ensuring the controllers will always be part of the 

solution.     

 

3. ACTION BY THE MEETING 

 

3.1 The meeting is invited to:  

 

a) note the information contained in this paper; and 

  

b) discuss any relevant matters as appropriate.  

 

 

 
…………………………. 

 


