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The first OPTICS safety research conference - “Aviation
Safety Research – Time to Take-off” - was held at the Eu-
ropean Commission in Brussels on 17th and 18th De-
cember, attended by more than seventy participants
from aviation industry and research institutions inclu-
ding the European Commission, EASA, Eurocontrol, the
FAA, Airbus, Boeing, and Lufthansa, and including lea-
ders from major aviation programmes such as Single Sky,
Clean Sky, SESAR and Horizon 2020’s Future Sky.

The conference took place in the context of ACARE’s
Flight Path 2050 roadmap for safety: European air travel
is very safe now, but how do we ensure that we are at
least as safe, if not safer, by 2050, when there will be si-
gnificantly more air traffic, and more varied traffic inclu-
ding drones and personal flying vehicles?

EC DG MOVE’s Keir Fitch opened the conference by no-
ting how safe air travel is compared to other transport
modes, but emphasised the need to maintain this safety
given the changes coming, this message picked up by
Eurocontrol’s Xavier Fron in his overview of the Single
Sky programme for Europe, the safety performance mea-
sures in place, and the challenges in the future. Giuseppe
Pagnano moved the conference into the future by sho-
wing some of the advanced concepts in the Clean Sky
programme, and how safety is being considered within
those concepts.

EASA’s Eric Sivel, head of Safety Research, called for a less
fragmented approach to aviation safety research in Eu-
rope, and the need for Europe to be able to react quickly

to novel safety issues such as lithium batteries, rather
than having to rely on fast-track research and subse-
quent regulations coming from outside Europe.

NLR’s Michel Piers outlined the Future Sky Safety pro-
gramme that will start in 2015, which is the first direct
result of the ACARE roadmap, and wil tackle key areas
from runway excursions to Human Factors and organi-
sational resilience against accidents. Eurocontrol’s Eric
Perrin, representing NATS and the SJU, then outlined
how SESAR is deploying concepts that will make air tra-
vel safer, with examples relating to airport safety. FAA’s
Maria Di Pasquantonio gave a similar presentation on
key NextGen safety-related concepts including ASDE-X
and ACAS-X, and emphasised the importance of Human
Factors as an enabler for future safety.

Lufthansa’s Manfred Mueller gave an excellent presenta-
tion calling for more evidence-based safety, and mana-
ged to make the maths underneath his arguments not
only understandable, but compelling. This was followed
by Airbus’ Chief Safety Office Yannick Malinge’s outlining
of Airbus’ safety strategy, which reaches out from a foun-
dation of very safe aircraft, to safe airline operations, to
a safe air transport system, and emphasises concrete ac-
tions and ideas at the design, operational, training and
global awareness levels.

The last part of Day 1 of the conference heard from OP-
TICS (Barry Kirwan) and ACARE (Gareth Williams), sho-
wing how OPTICS is assessing the contribution of
aviation safety projects to achieving the targets set out
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by ACARE. OPTICS has so far analysed EC 7th Frame-
work projects, but in the three subsequent years will
assess the safety contribution of SESAR, Clean Sky, na-
tional and regional safety research, and finally in 2017
global safety research efforts. One of the outputs of OP-
TICS will be a developing ‘landscape’ of who is doing
what in safety research, seen by the audience as some-
thing that is currently missing and much-needed. The
audience also much appreciated the efforts and lea-
dership in this area given by ACARE, in particular WG4
who leads on safety and security issues.

The second day was given over to ten EC-funded avia-
tion safety research projects, from dealing with high al-
titude ice crystals and aircraft fire, to managing
complex emergencies when automation fails, with
first-rate presentations from all presenters and lively
engagement with the audience. Several key issues
emerged during the day, and were discussed in a final
top table panel discussion with the EC, EASA, and Eu-
rocontrol.

The first was that this type of conference is very rare,
since it has a sole focus on aviation safety research, and
because it (uniquely) brings together researchers, in-
dustry and policy makers. The second was that often
good research is carried out, but does not get picked
up by the industry, either because its results have not
been sufficiently disseminated, or due to problems lin-
ked to issues such as certification. The analogy was
made that research projects and programmes can be
like trapeze artists, who let go and have to hope that
somebody catches them. It was agreed by all that we
need to do better. One pragmatic suggestion was to
hold the next OPTICS conference in EASA in Cologne,
as the EASA attendance on both days of this confe-
rence was very much appreciated by all the research
institutes and universities represented.

A third point raised was that people believed the OP-
TICS mission of assessing safety research was crucial,
and could help re-focus safety research where it would
be most beneficial, and also identify areas where rese-
arch in a particular area was being ‘recycled’ without
any concrete output or maturation to the deployment
stage. A fourth, linked observation, was that we also
need to keep track of what research is actually deplo-
yed, and how it improves safety.

Overall the conference was seen as well-organised and
a success, and many people stayed behind afterwards
to emphasise that something important has started
here, and needs to continue.
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