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SUMMARY 

This paper presents information on the Alpha Numeric Call Sign Project, a safety 

initiative of the Asia/Pacific Air Navigation Planning and Implementation Regional 

Group (APANPIRG) intended to mitigate against call sign radio telephony 

confusion in Air Traffic Services (ATS) caused by similar call signs.  The support 

of ADO/TF participants is sought for a joint ACI/CANSO webinar on the subject, 

and for the ongoing advancement of the project in the Asia/Pacific Region.  

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 The Asia/Pacific (APAC) Alpha Numeric Call-Sign (ANCS) project was initiated to 

help mitigate known safety issues associated with call sign confusion/conflict, which had been 

increasing with the significant growth of air traffic in the region.   

1.2 IATA presented information to the Fourth Meeting of the Air Traffic Management Sub-

Group of APANPIRG (ATM/SG/4, 04 – 08 July 2016) on the implementation of ANCS projects in the 

ICAO Europe (EUR) and Middle East (MID) Regions, aimed to reduce the incidence of call sign 

confusion.  The APAC ANCS project was agreed at ATMSG/4) and endorsed at APANPIRG/27 (05 to 

08 September 2016) through APANPIRG Conclusion 27/15. Phase 1 of the project involved the 

gathering of information on ATM system capability to receive and process ANCS.    Phase 2 

commencement (testing) was subsequently agreed at ATMSG/5 in 2017, supported by Conclusions 

ATM/5-5 and 5-6 and ICAO State Letter AP123/17 - ATM (Attachment A). 

1.3 Phase 2 participating States were Australia, India, Malaysia, Maldives, Pakistan, 

Singapore and Sri Lanka.  The Phase 2 Asia Pacific Alpha Numeric Call Sign Project – Limited 

Overflight Acceptance Testing project plan is available on the ICAO Asia/Pacific Regional Office 

eDocuments web-page (ATM Section) at https://www.icao.int/APAC/Pages/eDocs.aspx. 

1.4 IATA and the project lead airline (Etihad Airlines, and later Qatar Airways) worked 

with various States in the region to develop the ability to accept and process ANCS as enabled in ICAO 

Doc 4444 – Procedures for Air Navigation Services – Air Traffic Management (PANS-ATM). The 

main challenges identified in the process were the ability of airport and ATM processes and IT systems 

to accept and exchange alpha numeric formats and commercial flight numbers.1.5   

1.5 This paper provides some information on how airport operators can participate in this 

flight safety initiative, with support from Air Navigation Service Providers (ANSPs).  The participation 

of APAC airports in the project, and in an associated seminar, is requested. 

https://www.icao.int/APAC/Pages/eDocs.aspx
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2. DISCUSSION 

 

Call Sign Confusion 

 

2.1 ATM/SG/4 was informed that call sign similarity could lead to call sign confusion in 

Air Traffic Control (ATC) communications, and was a potential contributory factor in safety-related 

events including hear-back/read-back errors, level busts and/or runway incursions, in addition to general 

confusion and increased workload for pilots and ATC.  For example, during the summer of 2014, the 

EUROCONTROL Voluntary ATM Reporting (EVAIR) programme received over 3,500 reports of call 

sign similarity/confusion from ANSPs.  As recently as the Twenty Sixth Meeting of the ICAO APAC 

Regional Airspace Safety Monitoring Advisory Group (RASMAG/26, September 2021) call sign 

confusion was cited as a contributing factor in Large Height Deviation (LHD) events recorded for 

aircraft changes of flight level without ATC clearance. 

 

2.2 ATM/SG/4 was also informed that India had established a task force to actively 

investigate the issue of similar call signs.  IFATCA also endorsed the proposal for an APAC ANCS 

project.  It was noted that Japan had already also introduced ATC procedures for tactical changes to call 

signs where similar call signs were in use. 

 

2.3 By 2016 the ICAO Europe (EUR) and Middle East (MID) Regions had implemented 

projects to reduce the incidence of call sign conflicts, using the Call Sign Similarity Tool (CSST) 

developed by EUROCONTROL.   

 

ANSP – Airport Interface 

 

2.4 In ATM operations including Air Traffic Control (ATC), Air Traffic Flow 

Management (ATFM) and Airport Collaborative Decision-Making (A-CDM) the ICAO PANS-ATM-

compliant ANCS is used in the filed flight plan and all communications between ATM and the flight. 

 

2.5   It is not necessary for all flights to use ANCS.  The ANSP uses identification software 

to detect call signs that are potentially conflicting, and generates ANCS to replace them.  Where an 

ANCS has not been assigned, the conventional ICAO Call Sign is used.  Table 1 provides a few 

examples taken from live traffic using ANCS in Europe, the Middle East and South Asia on 02 February 

2022.   

 

Operator ICAO Call Sign 

(conventional) 

ICAO Alpha 

Numeric Call Sign 

IATA Flight Number 

Emirates UAE607 - EK607 

Emirates UAE408 UAE58E EK408 

Qatar Airways QTR672 QTR71C QR672 

Qatar Airways QTR663 QTR43F QR663 

Ryanair RYR9647 RYR9QV FR9647 

Ryanair RYR3186 - FR3186 

Table 1:  Alpha Numeric Call Sign Examples 02 February 2022 (2350 UTC). 
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2.6 Airport systems and processes use flight numbers in a wide range of interconnected 

systems, including but not limited to arrival and departure information boards and public websites.  One 

example may be parking stand guide-in systems, as experienced at Dubai.  There is a need for the 

translation of ANCS into flight numbers in these systems, and vice versa, such as airline flight readiness 

information inputs to A-CDM, Airport Operations Control Centre (AOCC) operations, etc. 

 

2.7 A suggested course of action is to target the interface point at which the airport systems 

exchange flight information with the ANSP, to permit the translation and exchange of the ANCS and 

flight numbers.   The interface point could be an automated application, and/or a manual process such 

as seasonal schedule submission.  

 

Airport Operator Participation in the Alpha Numeric Call Sign Project 

 

2.8 The ANCS project is an important safety initiative, which mitigates the significant 

safety impacts of call sign confusion, such as pilots incorrectly receiving and complying with clearances 

directed to a different flight with a similar call sign, ATC misidentifying flights with similar call signs 

in radiotelephony communications and ATM automation system interactions, and consequent air safety 

incidents such as loss of separation. 

 

2.9 The participation of airport operators in the project is critical to its success.  The 

meeting is therefore invited to nominate APAC Region airports that could participate in the project. 

 

2.10 Airport operators should also anticipate the possibility of future State regulatory 

developments requiring the use of ANCS to mitigate call sign confusion-related air safety incidents 

 

APAC Alpha Numeric Call Sign Seminar 

 

2.11 ACI and CANSO will jointly conduct an ANCS Seminar for the APAC Region, 

tentatively scheduled for 01 June 2022.  Airport operators are strongly encouraged to participate in the 

seminar, and are invited to express their interest in providing presentations to the seminar on the 

following topics: 

 

 Experience in ANCS implementation (systems, processes, challenges, solutions, 

stakeholder engagement, roles and responsibilities of parties, how to make a good 

case); 

 Barriers to implementation of ANCS in airport operations; 

 ANCS awareness training for aerodrome operations personnel;  

 Development of related Safety Enhancement Initiatives (SEIs) for discussion by 

the relevant technical bodies of the Regional Aviation Safety Group (RASG), with 

a view to their inclusion in the Regional Aviation Safety Plan. 
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3. ACTION BY THE MEETING 

 

3.1 The meeting is invited to:  

 

a) note the APAC ANCS project and the flight safety issues it addresses;  

b) identify and discuss ANSP/airport interfaces that require consideration in ANCS 

implementation; 

c) nominate airports and their supporting ANSPs and airlines for participation in the 

APAC ANCS project;  

d) participate in, and nominate airport presenters for, the APAC ANCS Seminar; and 

e) discuss any relevant matters as appropriate. 

 

— — — — — — — 
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