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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Ground handling service providers are not simple support actors but play a pivotal role and ensure a 
critical link in the global air transport chain, directly influencing the safety, security, and facilitation of 
air operations. Their responsibilities extend beyond assistance to encompass high-risk operations, 
including cargo processing, catering, fuelling, and ramp safety—functions that have direct consequences 
for aircraft integrity and flight performance.  
 
Despite their critical functions, these entities currently operate in a fragmented regulatory environment 
with limited reference in ICAO Annexes, leading to inconsistencies in oversight, training standards, 
safety assurance, and security practices across States. 
 
This paper highlights the strategic importance of ground handling companies in achieving the objectives 
of safety, security, and facilitation. It further identifies gaps in ICAO's current regulatory framework and 
calls for the development of dedicated guidance and provisions to support States in regulating and 
overseeing ground handling activities. 

Strategic 
Goals: 

This working paper relates to all Strategic Goals. 

Financial 
implications: 

The actions referred to in this paper will be subject to the resources available in the 
Regular Program Budget and/or from extra budgetary contributions. 

References: Annex 6 — Operation of Aircraft 
Annex 9 — Facilitation 
Annex 14 — Aerodromes 
Annex 17 — Aviation Security 
Doc 10121, Manual on Ground Handling 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Ground handling companies perform mission-critical functions at airports. These include, 

but are not limited to, aircraft loading and unloading, fuelling, catering, baggage handling, passenger 

boarding assistance, and cargo and mail processing. Each of these activities carries direct implications for 

aircraft performance, flight safety, and airport security. 
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1.2 Ground handlers operate close to aircraft and passengers and are often the last point of 

interaction before take-off. Their role is therefore not simply one of operational support, but a core 

component of the aviation system’s resilience and safety architecture. 

1.3 Despite this, ICAO Annexes offer only limited references to ground handling activities, 

and there is no unified regulatory or oversight structure for States to follow. The Ground Handling 

Manual (Doc 10121) provides general guidance but lacks binding provisions, enforceable Standards and 

Recommended Practices (SARPs), and a framework for national oversight. This results in fragmented 

practices and weak safety assurance across States. 

2. DISCUSSION 

2.1 Operational and strategic importance 

2.1.1 Ground handling agents carry out complex, sensitive, and high-risk operations that 

include but are not limited to:  

a) Fuelling. Directly impacts flight safety; improper procedures can result in fire 

hazards or in-flight fuel issues.  

b) Cargo and mail handling. Errors in weight distribution or documentation can 

jeopardize aircraft performance or introduce security vulnerabilities.  

c) Catering services. Require strict hygiene and access control protocols to prevent 

contamination or tampering.  

d) Passenger assistance and baggage handling. Influence not only facilitation but also 

security clearance and compliance with international protocols.  

2.1.2 Any deficiency in the execution of these activities can lead to serious safety incidents, 

security breaches, or significant operational delays. The ground handler is thus a frontline stakeholder in 

both airside safety and secure airport operations. 

2.2 Current ICAO framework and limitations of Doc 10121 

2.2.1 Various ICAO Annexes (notably Annex 17 — Aviation Security, Annex 9 — 

Facilitation, Annex 14 — Aerodromes, and Annex 6 — Operation of Aircraft) touch indirectly on ground 

operations. However, none provides a comprehensive framework specifically addressing ground handling 

service providers. 

2.2.2 The Ground Handling Manual (Doc 10121) offers useful recommendations on 

operational safety, training, and communication between airlines and ground service providers. However, 

the use of practices in that document is voluntary and lacks:  

a) clear definitions of State responsibilities for oversight;  

b) minimum global standards for training and certification;  

c) integration with national safety oversight systems; and  
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d) enforcement mechanisms.  

2.2.3 As such, Doc 10121 alone is insufficient to address the regulatory and operational 

challenges States face in managing and supervising ground handling activities. 

2.3 State challenges 

2.3.1 Many civil aviation authorities (CAAs) face challenges in supervising ground handling 

providers due to:  

a) lack of specific ICAO guidance;  

b) limited regulatory authority over non-airline operators; and 

c) absence of harmonized training and licensing schemes.  

2.3.2 This has led to fragmented practices, under-supervised providers, and operational 

inefficiencies in some regions. 

3. RELEVANT INITIATIVES AND OPPORTUNITIES 

3.1 Some regional and industry bodies (e.g. European Union Aviation Safety Agency 

(EASA), Airports Council International (ACI), International Air Transport Association (IATA)) have 

developed frameworks or codes of practice on ground handling safety and performance. However, these 

remain voluntary or region-specific and lack the global reach and authority that ICAO guidance provides. 

3.2 The Assembly presents an opportunity to initiate ICAO-led harmonization through: 

a) a dedicated ICAO Manual or amendment to relevant Annexes;  

b) global minimum standards for training, SMS, and equipment operation; and 

c) templates for State certification and oversight models. 

4. ALIGNMENT WITH ICAO STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES 

4.1 Enhancing ICAO's regulatory focus on ground handling supports all five Strategic 

Objectives: 

a) Safety: reduces ramp and ground movement incidents;  

b) Security: strengthens access control at airports and mitigate insider risk;  

c) Facilitation: improves passenger and cargo flow;  

d) Economic Development: promotes fair competition and efficient service provision;  

e) Environmental Protection: supports sustainable airport operations. 
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5.  CONCLUSION 

5.1 Ground handling is a critical component of civil aviation, with direct implications for 

safety, security, and facilitation. Yet, the lack of dedicated ICAO SARPs creates regulatory gaps and 

uneven oversight across States. While Doc 10121 offers useful guidance, it remains insufficient. 

5.2 To enhance global consistency and reduce operational risks, the Assembly is invited to 

support the development of binding provisions that recognize ground handling as an integral part of the 

aviation system and ensure its effective regulation and supervision. 

— END — 

 

 


