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SUMMARY 

 

Even in times of economic crisis air public transport continues to develop, most 

particularly in Asia. Though there are rare air disasters to deplore, safety 

investigators must update their training to be able to establish the causes of an 

accident, which is invariably both a political and media event. 

 

Experienced safety investigators must share the know-how they have gained through 

various investigations with those who have not been confronted to air disasters for a 

long time. That was done recently by BEA investigators in New Caledonia for 

Pacific States on the one hand, and in India on the other hand. 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Safety investigation authorities are somewhat like armies: they have to be prepared 

for war while training during long periods of peace.   

In fact, major accidents have fortunately, at least in Europe and the United States, 

become quite rare today. This means that some years may pass without an investigation authority 

having to face such an event. 

1.2 When such an accident occurs, with many victims, enormous resources have to be 

mobilized, typically dozens of people with a variety of skills within the investigation authorities: 

 Investigators with a variety of specialties, led by an experienced investigator who has 

managed or assisted in the management of a major investigation; 

 Personnel managing logistics; 

 Others dealing with communication and media relations;  

 And all of the other services that are mobilized such as the police and rescue services as 

well as the political authorities. 
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2. A MAJOR AIR DISASTER ALWAYS ENTAILS MAJOR ISSUES 

2.1 The success of the safety investigation that is conducted after an accident is often 

determined in the first few hours. Mistakes have to be avoided, especially in areas such as:  

 Nomination of an investigator-in-charge who might not have the required competences or 

appointment of inappropriate investigation teams; 

 Insufficient protection of the accident site; 

 Inappropriate and over-hasty communication that may have to be retracted later; 

 Interference between the safety authority and the political authorities; 

 Conflicts between the safety investigation authorities and the judicial authorities. 

2.2 Any such mistakes can have effects for many years to come: 

 Doubts on the independence of the investigation authority; 

 Loss of information essential to the conduct of the investigation; 

 Controversy on its conclusions; 

 Frustration of the victims’ families never knowing the truth; 

 Correct safety lessons not learned. 

 

3. HOW TO PREPARE CORRECTLY FOR SUCH RARE EVENTS? 

3.1 Some States have an independent safety investigation authority whilst others appoint 

a special commission to investigate. Whatever the case, there are no unmanned investigations and it is 

mandatory to have a panel of well trained investigators. 

3.2 However, there are authorities that may not be confronted with a major accident for 

years, or even may never have been.  

3.3 For many countries, it is possible to make agreements with the investigation 

authorities with significant activity so as to be associated with some investigations just to be able to 

acquire experience. We must nevertheless be aware that this type of agreement poses problems in 

terms of language and the additional workload due to integrating investigators in training into an 

investigation. This approach is not spontaneous and some political thrust is required.  

3.4 The other solution is for a State of Occurrence with inadequate means to delegate the 

investigation to a third country. We know the difficulties that can result from this, because this third 

country may call into question the authorities or operators in the countries involved. It seems difficult 

for a safety investigation not to be at least supervised by an authority from the country involved. 

3.5 In the absence of a real accident, is it not possible to simulate one? Rather than 

preparing an exercise where everything would necessarily be planned in advance, can we imagine a 

different concept with a realistic situation? We do have less significant accidents quite regularly, and 

these could be an opportunity to test our ability to react.  

3.6 Another way to prepare would be to carry out investigations more frequently and 

more extensively on serious incidents. Obviously, in this case there is no wreckage, no victim, nor 

unfortunately any audio recording, since their duration is limited. Despite this, it would be instructive 

not only for investigators, but above all useful for safety.  

3.7 Shared experience between the investigation authorities is obviously a relevant way 

of exchanging best practices in investigations. In this respect, the aviation sector has effective 

structures. In Europe the ENCASIA network of safety investigation authorities, made up of member 

states of the European Union and the ACC, which groups together the safety authorities of the 
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member-states of ECAC and which organizes practical workshops. The most recent ones were on 

undersea searches, and on investigations into serious incidents.  

3.8 Further, experienced investigators can also share their know-how during courses such 

as those provided by ENAC (French School of Civil Aviation), Cranfield University, Singapore 

Aviation Academy, Southern California Safety Institute, NTSB University, etc. The other way round 

for some countries is to host a team of investigators from an experienced country for workshops or 

seminars in a kind of face to face exchange.  

4. SHARING EXPERIENCE WITH STATES OF ASIA AND THE PACIFIC REGIONS 

4.1 To help investigators of various States of the Pacific region to be prepared to face 

accidents and their aftermaths, the Secretariat of the Pacific Community, the Government of New 

Caledonia, the French Ministries of Foreign Affairs and of Transports, and the BEA decided to 

propose an accident / incident investigation seminar. 

4.2 Three representatives of the BEA shared their experience with participants from 

Vanuatu, Tonga, Marshall Islands, Tuvalu, Kiribati, Papua New Guinea, Palau, Fiji, Niue, Cook 

Islands, Solomon, Samoa, and Federate States of Micronesia. There were also observers from 

Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific Aviation Safety Office. 

4.3 The seminar was hosted by the Directorate of Civil Aviation of New Caledonia, in 

Nouméa from 6 to 10 August 2012. It was financed by the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the 

Government of New Caledonia and the French Directorate of Civil Aviation, and the Secretariat of 

the Pacific Community (SPC) played a key supporting role in organizing it. Attendees included 

representatives from several SPC member States: Vanuatu, Tonga, Marshall Islands, Solomon Islands, 

Niue, Nauru, Samoa, Papua New Guinea, New Caledonia and Cook islands. Representatives from 

ATSB Australia and CAA New Zealand attended as observers. 

4.4 Further, in the framework of a Memorandum of Understanding signed between 

DGCA of India and BEA of France, a seminar was held in New Delhi from 1 to 4 October 2012. 

Again, three representatives of the BEA shared their recent experience in safety investigations with 

the participants. 

5. ACTION BY THE MEETING 

5.1 The meeting is invited to note the paper. 

5.2 The meeting delegates are invited to check whether similar seminars would be useful 

for other states of the Region with little aviation activity, to help local safety investigation authorities 

to be prepared to face a major disaster. 

 

— END — 


