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 Conclusion 6/17 — Flight planning information dissemination 

That an ad-hoc working group formed by the United Kingdom
(Rapporteur), Australia, New Zealand, the United States, IATA 
and IFALPA be tasked to: 
 

a) review the findings of the investigation into flight
planning information dissemination included in
Appendix G to this report; and 

 
b) report back to IAVWOPSG/7. 

1.2 There are a number of issues raised by the investigation undertaken that range in scope 
from individual products for volcanic ash through to how States implement Standards and Recommended 
Practices (SARPs) and provide regulatory oversight. The intention of this paper is to analyse each of the 
issues in turn and, where appropriate, review the current programme of work to address the concerns 
raised. 

2. DISCUSSION 

2.1 The appendix lists a breakdown of the issues in the paper, what the current position is in 
respect of addressing the concern raised and a suggested status in respect of whether further work is 
warranted by the IAVWOPSG or a related ICAO group. 

2.2 There are a number of issues that were highlighted in the paper, the resolution of some of 
which is predicated on the outcome of work being progressed through the IAVW or elsewhere within 
ICAO. In particular there are a number of issues that are being addressed by the Concept of Operations 
for the International Airways Volcano Watch (IAVW) that is discussed in WP/21 and other work being 
considered at IAVWOPSG/7. 

2.3 One of the issues raised concerns the status of SARPs, Procedures for Air Navigation 
Services (PANS) and guidance material. The Chicago Convention and its Annexes form the basis for 
national regulations, and in some cases laws, regarding the safety, security, regularity and efficiency of 
civil aviation. ICAO material frequently addresses Contracting States in the following ways: 

a) Standards are those specifications where uniform application is necessary for the 
safety or regularity of international air navigation and to which Contracting States 
will conform in accordance with the Chicago Convention. A Standard contains a 
statement specifying an obligation through use of the verb “shall”; 

b) Recommended Practices are specifications for which uniform application is desirable 
in the interests of safety, regularity or efficiency of international air navigation, and 
to which Contracting States will endeavour to conform in accordance with the 
Chicago Convention. Recommended Practices use the verb “should”; 

c) PANS comprise, for the most part, operating practices as well as material considered 
too detailed for SARPs. PANS often amplify the basic principles in the 
corresponding SARPs. In consequence, within PANS, the word “shall” is used where 
uniform application is necessary for safety or regularity; the word “should” is used 
where uniform application is desirable; and 
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d) Notes are used in association with SARPs and PANS but do not form part of the 
associated provisions. A note is used to introduce or reference a subject, or to clarify 
the intent of the provision. 

2.4 How an operator makes use of information provided should be specified in the standard 
operating procedures and as part of the operator’s safety case, provided under ICAO Annex 6 — 
Operation of Aircraft. It is for the operator to demonstrate to its regulator (typically the flight operations 
safety inspector) that the way in which it uses information promotes flight safety. However, it does not 
follow that all operators will use all information in the same way to give the same end result. 

2.5 There is a clear need for States to act on ICAO material (whether it is SARPs, PANS or 
guidance material) in a harmonized manner, while noting that it is a State’s sovereign right to file 
differences with ICAO in respect of the ICAO Annexes. Nevertheless, ICAO’s Universal Safety 
Oversight Audit Programme Continuous Monitoring Approach and the requirement for Contracting States 
to develop and maintain its State safety plan promotes improved global standardization. 

3. CONCLUSION 

3.1 It is apparent from the review of findings from the investigation into flight planning 
information dissemination that there are some issues that extend beyond the terms of reference of the 
IAVWOPSG and, in some cases are global harmonization/State issues to resolve. Of the issues that are 
within the purview of the IAVWOPSG or related ICAO groups to resolve, there are a number of issues 
that are going to take some time to resolve. It is encouraging that most of the issues have been identified 
in the Concept of Operations for the International Airways Volcano Watch (IAVW). 

3.2 It is suggested that the ad-hoc working group has completed its assigned task. However, 
the ad-hoc working group believes it is important that there remains a focus on addressing the issues 
raised. It is proposed that a new deliverable is added to the work programme of the IAVWOPSG that calls 
for a progress report on work to address the flight planning information dissemination issues stemming 
from the IVATF. 

4. ACTION BY THE IAVWOPSG 

4.1 The IAVWOPSG is invited to: 

a) note the information presented in this working paper; 

b) agree that that the ad-hoc working group has completed its assigned task; and 

c) agree that a new deliverable be added to the work programme of the IAVWOPSG 
that calls for a progress report on work to address the flight planning information 
dissemination issues stemming from the IVATF. 
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4.2 In respect of 4.1 c), the group is invited to consider the following draft conclusion: 

 Conclusion 7/xx — Volcanic ash flight planning information 
dissemination 

That, the United Kingdom (Rapporteur), in coordination with… be 
tasked to routinely report to IAVWOPSG meetings on progress to
address flight planning information dissemination issues presented 
to IVATF/2. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

— — — — — — — — 
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APPENDIX 
 

INVESTIGATION INTO FLIGHT PLANNING INFORMATION DISSEMINATION 
(FOLLOW-UP OF IAVWOPSG CONCLUSION 6/17) 

 

Issue Current Position Proposed Status 

1.    Need to develop SARPs for 
volcanic contaminants other than 
ash that could also constitute a 
hazard for aircraft operations and 
aircraft occupants (note only 
references currently are 
contained in guidance material, 
e.g. Doc 9766). 

In the context of SO2 and other hazardous gases in 
the atmosphere, IVATF/4 Recommendation 4/11 
invited the IAVWOPSG, as part of deliverable 
IAVWOPSG-04, to progress work on identifying 
and quantifying any associated health risks to 
aircraft occupants in coordination with the World 
Meteorological Organization (WMO)-
International Union of Geophysics and Geodesy 
(IUGG) Volcanic Ash Scientific Advisory Group 
(VASAG), with a view to enhancing the guidance 
contained in the Handbook on the International 
Airways Volcano Watch (IAVW) — Operational 
Procedures and Contact List (Doc 9766). 
 
There appears to be insufficient information at this 
time on what levels of gas(es) constitute a hazard. 
The Concept of Operations for the International 
Airways Volcano Watch (IAVW) recognizes the 
need to forecast gas concentrations and the 
boundaries of the gas clouds but it is suggested 
that there is a link-up required to the Aviation 
Medicine (MED) and Flight Operations (OPS) 
areas of ICAO for further advice on the health 
effects/operational impacts of noxious gas from 
volcanic eruptions. 

OPEN 

2.    The “Level of Alert Colour 
Code” described in Annex 15 — 
Aeronautical Information 
Services is not fully aligned with 
the operational needs of the 
airspace users. 

The current levels were developed by an ad-hoc 
group in response to IAVWOPSG 
Conclusion 1/10, which formed part of 
Amendment 34 to Annex 15. It is not made clear 
in the IVATF papers what aspects of the colour 
code are misaligned. Evolving user requirements 
will be addressed as part of the development work 
through the Concept of Operations for the 
International Airways Volcano Watch (IAVW). 
Alternatively a paper from the airspace user 
community is required for IAVWOPSG/7. 

No further 
action pending 
further user 
input. 
CLOSED 



IAVWOPSG/7-WP/22 
Appendix 

 

A-2

Issue Current Position Proposed Status 

3.    The difference in 
interpretation of ICAO SARPs, 
PANS and guidance. Status that 
providers and users assign to the 
various products, which 
determines how the information 
is applied.  

See paragraphs 2.2 to 2.4 of this paper. CLOSED 

4.    A commonly agreed end-to-
end information process would 
be desirable to enable all users a 
common and consistent 
application. 

Being developed through the Concept of 
Operations for the International Airways Volcano 
Watch (IAVW). 

OPEN 

5.    ICAO defines SIGMET as 
“Information issued by a 
meteorological watch office 
concerning the occurrence or 
expected occurrence of specified 
en-route weather phenomena 
which may affect the safety of 
aircraft operations”. It seems 
that, despite this being clearly 
spelt out in the Annexes, many 
users have interpreted it 
(probably because of “may affect 
the safety of aircraft operations”) 
as a warning. Others have 
obviously not done so and the 
(partial) overlap with NOTAMs 
for VA and ASHTAMs, as well 
as the advent of VAAs/VAGs/ 
modelled ash concentration 
charts have increased the 
confusion. 

There is ongoing confusion among operators, air 
navigation service providers and States as to the 
status of a SIGMET (and corresponding AIRMET). 
In addition there is inconsistency in documentation, 
e.g. ASIA/PAC SIGMET guide “harmonization of 
the procedures and formats related to the 
aeronautical meteorological warnings for hazardous 
en-route meteorological phenomena, known as 
SIGMET information.” A number of States 
continue to maintain that SIGMET and AIRMET 
should be for information/advisory purposes; a 
warning conveys a more urgent requirement to act 
on information provided. As a minimum, a review 
and update of relevant ICAO documentation in 
order to provide clarification of the intent of 
SIGMET/AIRMET is required. 
 
Although not of direct relevance, the group will 
recall that IAVWOPSG/1 reviewed 
Conclusion 1/13 from the 2002 Meteorology 
Divisional Meeting “assessing the feasibility of 
upgrading the volcanic ash advisory message to a 
“warning” to compensate for the deficient and 
missing SIGMETs on volcanic ash.” However, 
IAVWOPSG/1 concluded that the upgrade was not 
feasible in view of the far-reaching operational, 
regulatory and legal implications that would 
emerge from such a change (Decision 1/15 refers). 

OPEN 
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Issue Current Position Proposed Status 

6.    Due to technical limitations, 
SIGMETs and NOTAMs are 
transmitted in a format that is not 
considered, by some, to be user-
friendly (capital letters, missing 
structure, etc.). When the 
transmitted information includes 
long lists of coordinates defining 
the affected area it becomes a 
challenge for aircrews to gain 
situational awareness on the 
position of the hazard. 

WP/45 to the 12th ICAO Air Navigation 
Conference (19 to 30 November 2012) noted that 
in general the distribution of international 
NOTAM alone has increased from 300,000 in 
year 2000 to over 800,000 in 2011. However, 
there remain a large number of legacy systems 
which have limited addressing capabilities, a non-
flexible format and no graphical functionality. 
Additionally, the system is being utilized beyond 
its original intent and non-compliance with 
established procedures. In the long term, the 
Digital NOTAM concept (encoding the NOTAM 
data enabled via AIXM datasets) will contribute 
towards resolving some though not all of these 
issues. Digital data processing will assist with the 
control of significantly larger amounts of 
NOTAM data, as compared with the current 
“text”- based processes. However, benefits will 
not be fully realized until the Digital NOTAM is 
fully implemented worldwide and legacy NOTAM 
users have upgraded. The issues surrounding 
SIGMET do not concern data proliferation but 
similar developments in respect of encoding the 
SIGMET digitally enabled via WXXM schema to 
permit more intelligent use of the information. 

OPEN 
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Issue Current Position Proposed Status 

7.    There appears to be no 
widespread usage of ASHTAMs. 
NOTAMs are the preferred 
format for aeronautical 
information dissemination 
related to volcanic ash. It seems 
that the ASHTAM template is 
too limited in its content for 
some needs of the information 
providers or State authorities. 
The AIS-AIM Study Group of 
ICAO is understood to have 
commissioned a survey of users’ 
views on the use of ASHTAM 
versus NOTAM for volcanic 
contamination. 

Issue raised at AIS-AIM Study Group/3 meeting, 
which took place 9–12 November 2010. The 
summary of discussions from this meeting notes: 
 
Action agreed 3/9 — Aeronautical information 
dissemination related to volcanic ash 
 
… 
 
b) that [IATA] provide the AIS-AIMSG/4 with a 

survey of users views on the use of ASHTAM 
vs. NOTAM; 

 
c) that [Eurocontrol] provide the Secretariat 

statistics on global ASHTAM promulgation; 
 
Action agreed 3/10 — Aeronautical information 
dissemination related to volcanic ash 
 
a) the Secretariat contact the States issuing 

ASHTAM seeking their views as to the need 
for ASHTAM; and 

 
b) that the Secretariat inform the International 

Volcanic Ash Task Force (IVATF) on AIS-
AIMSG activities in this regard. 

 
However, subsequent reports for meetings 4, 5 and 
6 do not show any follow-up on these actions. The 
AIS-AIMSG secretary has been informed and the 
issue is expected to be raised at the forthcoming 
AIS-AIMSG/7 meeting, which is scheduled to 
take place 14–18 January 2013. 

OPEN 

8.    The altitude bands provided 
in VAAs, VAGs, 
NOTAMs/ASHTAMs and 
SIGMETs do not appear to fully 
address operational requirements 
of the airspace users. 

Through the IAVWOPSG, the VAAC Best 
Practices workshop is addressing 

OPEN 



IAVWOPSG/7-WP/22 
Appendix 

 

A-5

Issue Current Position Proposed Status 

9.    One State’s representative in 
the EUR/NAT Volcanic Ash 
Task Force in 2010 had reported 
an uncertainty on how to address 
a SIGMET when a volcanic cloud 
would pass his State in the time 
between the VAA forecasts, but 
no volcanic ash would be present 
at these times; e.g. the volcanic 
cloud is not yet in the respective 
FIR at T+6 hours and has exited 
the FIR already at T+12 hours, 
but would clearly affect the FIR 
in between these times. 

This issue has been discussed at the recent 
Volcanic Ash Modelling Workshop, held in 
Washington in November 2012, with an Inputs 
and Outputs Workshop Outcomes Working Paper 
anticipated at IAVWOPSG/7. 

OPEN 

10.    One European operator has 
advised its pilots to ignore [VA] 
SIGMETs unless the presence of 
visible volcanic ash is confirmed 
by a pilot report. 

It is suggested that this is between the operator 
concerned and its regulator and is related to the 
operator’s application of Flight Safety and 
Volcanic Ash (Doc 9974). 

CLOSED 

11.    There are ICAO Standards 
requiring both SIGMETs and 
NOTAMs for volcanic hazards to 
be produced, which largely 
contain the same information, 
but also some different aspects. 
For example, airspace measures 
(establishment of a Danger Area 
etc.) are to be notified by 
NOTAM. 

Fundamental issue over the definition of SIGMET 
“occurrence or expected occurrence of specified 
en-route weather phenomena which may affect the 
safety of aircraft operations” and NOTAM “a 
notice containing information concerning the 
establishment, condition or change in any 
aeronautical facility, service, procedure or hazard, 
the timely knowledge of which is essential to 
personnel concerned with flight operations.” 
 
National legislation or other regulation may 
require airspace measures to be promulgated via 
NOTAM. This issue applies to space weather and 
the release of radioactive material or toxic 
chemicals into the atmosphere.  
 
Information dissemination is addressed under the 
Concept of Operations for the International 
Airways Volcano Watch (IAVW). 

OPEN 
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Issue Current Position Proposed Status 

12.    Volcanic ash advisory 
information provided by the 
VAACs should be the basis for 
SIGMETs; additional local 
information (e.g. the results of 
validation flights) should be fed 
back to the VAAC concerned to 
enable the VAA to be amended 
and consistency in information 
maintained. 

Annex 3, 7.1.4 states that “SIGMET messages 
concerning volcanic ash…should be based on 
advisory information provided by 
VAACs…designated by regional air navigation 
agreement.” The provision of SIGMET is a State 
responsibility under the Chicago Convention. 
There are ongoing discussions in the Meteorology 
Warnings Study Group (METWSG) about the 
efficacy of these arrangements which are expected 
to lead to a paper at the forthcoming Meteorology 
Divisional Meeting in July 2014 (MET/14). 
 
VAACs work closely with other States who might 
be able to feed valuable information back on the 
location of ash; the biggest issue is the speed at 
which this data can be provided to be taken into 
account during the VAAC production processes. 

CLOSED 

13.    SIGMET and AIRMET 
have different meanings in the 
United States; there are, 
however, SIGMETs in graphical 
format (commonly with a 
validity period of only two 
hours) available that are highly 
appreciated by the airspace users. 

To be addressed under the Concept of Operations 
for the International Airways Volcano Watch 
(IAVW). 

OPEN 

14.    There are areas of the 
world where deficiencies exist 
with respect to the issuance of 
SIGMET. 

Work continues through METWSG with outcome 
to be presented to MET/14. The VAA/VAG 
provides guidance to States but, following 
requests from users, is disseminated to operators 
and flight crew additionally. 

OPEN 

15.    It is believed that some 
States in the EUR Region have 
reported that their air traffic 
controllers are frequently unable 
to relay SIGMETs to all aircraft 
in peak traffic times. This might 
also be the case in other regions. 

While congestion on voice R/T is an ongoing 
issue in some areas, the use of VOLMET or 
datalink communications to provide information 
to the cockpit provides alternative means of 
providing SIGMET to flight crew in airspace with 
high traffic density  

CLOSED 
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A-7

Issue Current Position Proposed Status 

16.    It can be assumed that 
graphical products (e.g. VAGs) 
can now be received (or in a near 
future) at most ground stations, 
even those in remote areas of the 
world with relatively little 
technical investment necessary. 
So, at least for pre-flight planning, 
a better product could be made 
globally available. Advanced 
airspace users (e.g. large airlines) 
require the information in data 
formats that can be used in 
automated systems. 

Issue addressed under the Concept of Operations 
for the International Airways Volcano Watch 
(IAVW). 

OPEN 

17.    It was noted that the 
modelled ash concentration 
charts, outlined above and 
produced during the eruptive 
events in the EUR/NAT Region 
in 2010 and 2011 by the 
meteorological offices collocated 
with VAACs London and 
Toulouse, differed “due to the 
automation process” from VAGs 
produced for the same times. 
This difference is so far not 
sufficiently explained, although 
may be considered to relate to 
the fact that the Annex 3 required 
volcanic ash advisories (text 
based and graphical forms) are 
prepared by forecasters taking 
into consideration all available 
sources of information (satellite 
observations, aircraft reports, 
dispersion model output, etc.) 
whilst the modelled ash 
concentration charts have little or 
no human intervention. 

The modelled ash concentration charts do not 
form any requirement in Annex 3 provisions and 
IVATF/3 recommended that work on their 
development for users be discontinued 
(Recommendation 3/11 refers). Major revisions 
implemented by VAAC London to the 
methodology of providing supplementary volcanic 
ash forecast information in the EUR/NAT area, 
which has addressed this issue. The forecaster is 
able to manually intervene on the charts, taking 
into account all available sources of information 
(including satellite ash column loading retrievals, 
instrumented aircraft reports and inversion 
modelling techniques). There is an ongoing 
requirement to produce supplementary volcanic 
ash forecast information in the EUR/NAT area, 
due primarily to the potential impact on high air 
traffic density airspace in the area; however this 
will be reviewed in light of the outcome of 
IAVWOPSG work and progress of VAAC 
harmonization. 

CLOSED. 

18.    As the operational concepts 
of different aviation service 
providers (e.g. air traffic services 
and airspace users) and their 
application of volcanic ash 
information are not harmonized in 
many regions, there is 
inconsistency in the application of 
this information across the users. 

Addressed under the Concept of Operations for 
the International Airways Volcano Watch 
(IAVW). 

OPEN 

 
— END — 


