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The Five Essentials for an 
Aviation Safety Review 

As insurance companies try to limit their risk and mining companies focus on safety, the 
demand for aviation safety audits rises. Unfortunately there are many people and 
organisations and industry that do ‘audits’ but there are very few common standards. One of 
the first things that the safety management system says you should do is do an audit of the 
safety in your organisation. As a result line are requested to organise a safety audit. 

The following document considers a variety of audits and what criteria you might use to 
select a company to carry out your audit requirements. It looks at the reasons and audit 
might be conducted and it considers a range of different approaches. We have divided the 
article into five essential considerations. 
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1. Decide What 
You Want Out of 
the Audit. 
Why do you need to do this audit? Is it to 
meet some central office directive that 
requires contractors to be audited every year 
to ensure the contractors are doing what they 
say they are doing? Or is it that the people on 
the flights keep complaining that they should 
be using some other contractor with shinier 
aeroplanes, flash helicopters, more humorous 
flight attendants and pilots who go with them 
to the pub on Friday nights? 

Whatever the reason you might as well have 
something worthwhile out of the process. You 
have a few choices.  

a. Regulatory Standard 

Check out the aviation provider and see if they 
meet the regulatory compliance standard. This 
is the approach of... would you believe... ‘The 
Regulator’. CASA sets the standard and any 
organisation that gets over the line is OK and 
the rest don’t get to play in the industry. So 
that must mean there is no problem with 
safety in the industry??  
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The problem is that not all operators that get 
over the regulatory line are great operators 
and if we are going to put our trusting 
passengers on an aeroplane we want them to 
get off the other end safe and happy. 
Unfortunately the ‘safe and happy standard’ is 
somewhat above the regulatory standard.  

Passengers don’t want to relive nightmares of 
scary or dangerous flights. Completely 
forgettable is how we like our flights. The 
regulatory standard just doesn’t cut it as a 
safe and happy measure.  

b. The big name auditor 
and the ‘Feel Good’ 
standard 

This is where you hire the “big name” because 
they have been around for the long time, 
charge a lot and give you the same report that 
they have written 200 times before.  

So how does the BN auditor do the work? To 
answer this question we need to consider 
what the BN auditing company needs. The BN 
Company has a cast of dozens that need to be 
paid with a margin on every one of them so 
the BN firm needs THROUGH-PUT. That is, the 
auditors for the BN firm need to be able to 
turn up at an aviation company, have a look 
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around and knock up a quick report that weighs enough to warrant a big invoice.  

What are the auditor’s tools? BN auditing company has a list of questions to prompt their 
memory and find a few tidbits of non-compliance or a service bulletin that has been missed. 
With tidbits the auditor has found a couple of things, the aviation company is only a minor 
scallywag organisation but can continue as the supplier and everyone is happy until the 
Coroner’s Court.  

The problem with the BN auditing 
company is that every company gets 
through the audit provided they jump 
through the regulatory hoops and once 
through the audit, life goes on as it 
always has and the results are the same. 
At this stage as a user of aviation services 
you have no idea where your aviation 
supplier sits in the spectrum of aviation 
suppliers.  

And one other thing; BN auditing 
companies need lots of auditors. They 
also need to be able to knock a report 
together quickly to keep the money 
coming in. One of the problems is finding 
people who know enough about aviation 
to seem authoritative and who have the 
energy to front up to a different 
company every couple of days to do an 

audit. Some regulatory experience is pretty handy for an auditor so they know their way 
around the regulations. Flying experience is worth having as well. Ex-military and ex-CASA 
inspectors seem to fit the bill pretty well. A pity that both groups are usually a bit thin on 
commercial management experience.  
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c. Benchmark audit 

An audit against an industry best practice 
and industry average benchmark will give 
an absolute position of your aviation 
supplier with reference to the rest of the 
industry.  

Where the regulatory audit divides the 
field of aviation industry hopefuls into two 
groups, those that meet the regulatory 
standard and those don’t, the benchmark 
audits rate any of the companies that meet 
the regulatory standard against the rest of 
the industry that meets the standard. This 
means you can differentiate between 
companies based on their benchmark 
ratings.  

Big name audit company gives a feel good report about the companies that meet the 
regulatory standard so what do you end up with? Nice feelings or continuing l unease about 
your aviation supplier.  

A benchmark audit means that a similar set of statement needs to be checked against any 
organisation. To keep it objective, the auditor needs to have a pre-defined range of scores 
according to the features of the particular company under audit. This allows one company to 
be compared with another using identical criterion to come up with a score.  

How is the benchmark established? The benchmark auditing company needs to have a body 
of audits that have been conducted over a wide range of organisations and time to first 
define the list of relevant criteria and secondly to develop a series of scores against each 
company system to determine the average and best practice scores for the various systems 
within the company. Once a data set is worked out, it is a relatively simple task to collect a 
score for a series of statements about each system within the aviation company.   



 

Copyright©2014   Allister Polkinghorne | www.argusconsulting.com.au    7 

An aviation audit should check the documented systems of an aviation company. The 
aviation industry is very good at copying their competitor’s information and as a result the 
regulatory standard for documents is easily met. Some auditors claiming they do a systems 
audit stop at the documentation. This is a relatively easy exercise because it can be done 
from the comfort of an office and the Company Operations Manual is generally a fertile field 
for minor non-compliance issues. Any audit should check the gap between the procedures as 
they are documented and the procedures in practice. The procedures practices gap is a 
useful tool to determine whether a company does what it says it does.  

Checking what happens in practice necessarily involves looking at aeroplanes and helicopters 
and their systems of maintenance. Routinely there are issues like loose wires, hoses that 
need replacement, oil leaks and insulation that need attention.  

Once we have the information about a particular organisation as to where it sits in the 
industry we need some realisation about the risk profile of an aviation services supplier. It is 
worthwhile to have some type of risk assessment process on key elements within a company 
to determine if there are unacceptable risks in using a particular supplier.  

In summary, an audit should enable you to distinguish between suppliers by a system that 
uses the same criteria and benchmarks. It should also make a physical check of the 
equipment for airworthiness issues that are not apparent through the documentation check. 
Lastly, the audit process should describe the level of risk associated with each system piece 
of the organisation.  

The lack of a physical check of the equipment is one of the major failings of the Basic Aviation 
Safety Risk Standard [BARS]. BARS has spawned a whole new industry of BARS proof 
documentation that bears little or no resemblance to how a company conducts its operations 
and as a  result the BARS is not much more than a money-making exercise for a few chosen 
providers.  
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2. If You Need to Change, Summon 
the Resolve to Change 

So you have decided to spend the money on an audit of your aviation supplier. It is worth 
considering the possible outcomes of the audit. Whatever type of audit you have chosen 
there may be findings that have a degree of urgency about them. Typically, big audit 
companies rank their findings according to how important they think they are with a 
timeframe attached to each finding for rectification. It is important here to realise that big 
audit companies are not the regulator and they are powerless to do anything but make a 
recommendation.  

This is where the concept of risk management needs to be introduced. Any recommendation 
should have a clearly enunciated risk associated with non-implementation. In some situations 
there may only be one aviation supplier in the market and the audit is a risk assessment and 
reaction to the audit is a risk management exercise.  
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Risk assessment is always an exercise in checking the likelihood of a situation and outcome in 
the event that the situation happens. For example, the likelihood of an engine failure in a 
certain single engine turbine aircraft is less than 1 every 100,000 hours but the consequence 
is a forced landing which is likely to damage the aircraft and possibly the occupants.   

As a user of aviation services the choices are limited. You can stop using a particular supplier 
if there is an acceptable alternative in which case you had better have a look at the 
alternative as well to see where they fit on the spectrum of suppliers. You can ask your 
aviation supplier to improve or change their practices to mitigate against the risk that the 
recommendation is addressing.  A final solution is to stop using aviation services altogether 
but given that the use of aviation in the first place was made for efficiency or safety gains, it 
seems unlikely that this is a realistic choice.  

Within the spectrum of choice, asking your aviation supplier to remedy their practices in line 
with the auditor recommendations is probably the easiest. However, you should be aware of 
the client supplier relationship. In the case of aviation the dollar numbers are invariably large 
and the margins small. An aviation supplier is often understandably keen to maintain all their 
customers and they think that doing exactly what the customer wants is the most likely way 
to keep their customers loyal.  

The problem arises when the aviation company reacts to inappropriate recommendations 
from the auditor. With this in mind, auditors should keep their recommendations to an 
option for the aviation company to change their practices in line with their own risk 
assessment processes. Aviation companies that don’t think of their business as a whole and 
react to every different auditor’s findings often end up with a disjointed and difficult to 
operate management system.  

In fact, some of the most loyal customers are the ones that have had the discussion with 
their aviation suppliers about audit findings and have maintained their current practices 
because the current practices are there for a valid, risk assessed reason.  
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A recent example was where a particular company refused to fly a piston engine twin 
without full de-icing equipment on a day when the icing level was close to the lowest safe 
altitude, instead insisting on changing the aircraft to a more expensive turbo prop, with full 
de-ice available. The client chose to take their business to another aviation company who 
was willing to take the risk of ice around the lowest safe altitude. The flight was not 
catastrophic but it did give the pilot and passengers a nasty scare.  The client is now very 
loyal to the first company that exhibited the wisdom to use the aircraft best equipped for the 
task rather than cave into the wishes of the client.  

The message here is that the client and indeed the auditor is not always the best equipped to 
insist on changes in an aviation company. The auditor role is to explore the issues and 
perhaps offers some acceptable forms of remedy to observations.  

The aviation company procedures should be able to be demonstrated as risk assessed and 
meeting the particular requirements of the organisation. In many instances, aviation 
companies have used generic management systems that pass the regulatory roadblocks in 
order that the company may operate. This is where we find a massive gap between the 
procedures and practices of a company. Where the gap is large, there is room for concern 
because it demonstrates that the aviation company doesn’t really know how it should and 
can operate.  

In summary the choices for action are changing aviation suppliers, changing the practices of 
the current aviation supplier or not using aviation at all. Of the three choices, it seems that 
correcting the current supplier is often much easier than changing suppliers. Perhaps it is a 
case of the devil you know! 
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3. Hire a Professional Aviation Auditor 
There is not an aviation auditor on planet 
who would not claim to be a professional. 
Your job is now to sort out what happens 
when you shake the tree. Do the smart ones 
fall out or do they stay up there? 

We have already established that there are a 
range of different types of audits conducted 
by aviation auditing companies. A 
benchmark/risk audit will probably give you 
the most useful information but what about 
the individuals doing the audit? 

a. What skills and 
experience does an 
aviation auditor have? 

There is a school of thought that says if there 
is a well defined standard anyone can apply 
the standard and come up with correct audit 
result. This may be true of elementary 
accounting audits but not in the aviation 
space. In the aviation space, auditors need to 
know what they are looking at, particularly if 
they are going to give advice on procedures 
and practices for an aviation organisation. 

Aviation is inherently a high risk industry and anyone changing the operating framework 
carries a burden of responsibility for continuing safety.  
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Ideally an aviation auditor has had extensive, first hand industry experience in their particular 
field. If they are sitting in the cockpits of aircraft doing flight observations checking that the 
documented procedures are being put into practice, they must have a very direct 
appreciation of factors effecting the decisions and choices made by the flight crew. The 
auditor must be able to draw on their experience to understand that there are a variety of 
ways of conducting an operation safely and efficiently as well as being able to identify the 
strong and weak points of each method. The auditor should also be able to identify situations 
where particular methods are unsuitable in one organisation whereas in a different 
organisation the same methods are highly desirable.  

The auditor should be able to anticipate the stress and inconvenience that an aviation audit 
creates in an aviation company. The auditor should be able to fit in around the company 
schedule and access the required information quickly and efficiently. This means having a 
good understanding of the required regulatory structures and Instruments.  

Apart from a technical base in one of the aviation disciplines, we would expect aviation 
auditors to have a strong understanding of various regulatory, company, work health and 
safety and safety management frameworks.  

b. How do you hire an aviation auditor? 

Like hiring a contractor for any task you need some level of reassurance that the contractor, 
in this case the auditor and the company can do the task you are looking for.  

There is no list of aviation auditors but there are a few available with websites. Working 
through industry associations or the aviation suppliers who know the network is worthwhile. 
LinkedIn is also another source of aviation professionals. Currently an association of aviation 
auditors is under consideration by a group of aviation auditors across Australia.  

Travelling from Australia to destinations in South East Asia, Papua New Guinea or Africa 
presents some significant challenges for some people, not least of them language and 
cultural barriers. It is worthwhile finding out if the auditor you have in mind has extensive 
operating or auditing experience in the region you operate.  
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 Ask for a sample of an audit which has been done for another client and an aviation 
organisation remote from you own.  
Don’t expect the auditor to roll out an audit for a company that you use. Check that 
the recommendations are not ‘auditor specific’ and overly prescriptive in their nature. 
Remember, the name of the game is to have the aviation companies manage their 
businesses, not have the auditors put their individual stamp on each company.  

 Interview several auditors whose work you like.  
This can be done in person but it is generally easier to do via Skype or telephone. At 
this stage find out how they would go about the particular task you have in mind and 
if they have previous experience in the region or similar experience that would be 
applicable. Ask how much they expect per day and who makes the travel 
arrangements. If you are operating in an area that requires special visas for security 
purposes, expect to assist the audit company with organising clearances.  

 Expect to pay between $1600 and $2200 per day (ex GST) delivered in an Australian 
bank account free of country of origin taxes for a highly experienced auditor working 
in a safe environment.  
By highly experienced, we mean more than 20+ years in the aviation related activity 
with significant (5+ years) fulltime consulting work. Expect to pay expenses at cost or 
with an additional fee for booking and paying.  

 Ask for a scope of work and associated fees.  
This becomes the quote. Don’t ask for a scope of work and then shop it around to a 
bunch of other consultants. You will end up with one most desperate for the work, 
possibly the cheapest but you will guarantee that you are on the low priority client list 
with the industry professionals.  
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c. What documentation should an Audit company 
supply? 

The piece of documentation that comes to mind first up is a Professional Indemnity and 
Professional Liability Insurance. Auditors should also carry a comprehensive travel insurance 
package.  

Auditors should be able to explain to their clients their information backup strategies and any 
staff that have access to any company-sensitive information.  

It is reasonable to require a conflict of interest declaration as well as a work contract.  

d. Contract the services 

Once the scope and price is agreed, a purchase order or contract will serve as a formal 
acceptance of the scope of work. Generally there is a disclaimer attached to the work which 
points to the fact that the findings should only be used for the purpose for which they were 
intended.  
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4. Do the Audit 

a. What is does a sample program for an aviation 
audit look like? 

Once the decision has been made to conduct an aviation audit and the audit company has 
been engaged, the client will generally introduce or advise the aviation company that an 
auditor will be contacting them. If it is a repeat audit, often this step is circumvented by the 
expectation of an audit by the aviation company and the audit will contact the company 
direct and make the required arrangements.  

In the initial few communications, the audit company will explain the style of audit and the 
process. On the appointed date, the auditor will visit and begin the audit. The agenda might 
look something like the following list: 

 Opening meeting 

 Facilities and infrastructure audit 

 Document audit 

 Visits to key Departments and staff 
which might include interviews with 
key personnel including, CEO, Chief 
Pilot, key Training and Checking 
staff, Operations Manager and 
HAAMC; 

 Systems functions audits which 
might include but not be limited to 
operations, maintenance, stores, 
passenger and baggage handling, 
fuel supply, flight following and 
emergency response, training and 
checking; 

 Discussion and clarification of any 
observations and findings; and 

 Closing meeting. 
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It is reasonable to expect that the finalisation of the reporting should be made within about 
14 days of the audit. If there are any significant compromises to safety that represent an 
unanticipated risk, the auditor should call the client and advise them as a matter of priority.   

b. Should the audit cover 
anything other than the 
aviation company? 

Interesting question? Bringing in an aviation 
auditor should provide benefit. We talked 
previously about the contractor/client 
relationship and the fact that on occasions the 
aviation contractor cannot say no to a client 
with the resulting poor aviation practice. The 
aviation auditor should bring sufficient 
expertise to the task to examine the 
relationship between the client and the 
contractor and put it on a solid footing to 
achieve the best safety outcomes.  

This may involve the client changing the way 
they deal with the contractor. An example 
may be indicating that they will support the 
pilots if they decide not to take off in certain runway conditions where the outcome is not an 
absolute given. This may require a directive to all client staff that they are not to pressure the 
pilot(s) to make decisions that they may not be completely happy with.  

In summary, any audit should look at the client/contractor relationship and give full and 
fearless advice accordingly.  
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5. Act on the Results 
Most good audit reports will have 
several sections. There will usually be 
an observations and risk section, a 
findings section and a 
recommendations section. Many will 
also have some supporting 
documentation to provide the Air 
Operators Certificate and Insurance 
details. This serves as a check for the 
basic documentation for an aviation 
company.  

The report should not have large 
swathes of information copied from 
the aviation company documentation 
and commented upon in the report. If 
there is a problem with the company 
documentation, the particular issues 
should be referenced with a 
description of the problem possible 
solution outcomes in the audit report.  

The auditor should provide the report to the client. It is then up to the client as to what 
feedback to give the aviation supplier. Typically, the report can be handed straight to the 
aviation contractor and the solutions discussed either directly or through the aviation 
auditor. Either way, it is important to follow up on the finding and close any findings 
satisfactorily. There is no obligation on any party to react to the audit report but once 
information is exchanged, it is reasonable to expect that a valid observation should be acted 
upon in a timely manner. 
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One way of handling findings from an audit report is to agree on the validity of the finding, 
make a list and allocate individuals to project manage the implementation of the required 
solutions.  

In summary, choose the outcomes you seek from an audit process. You need to be able to 
quantify the results against the industry which consists of the organisations that met the 
regulatory standard when they were last audited by the regulator. Note that this could be on 
a three year time frame.  

Choose an auditor with the required skill set for your operations and expect a report within 2 
weeks of the audit visit. Act on the audit outcomes.  

Our recommendation is that all aviation contractors are audited by an external audit 
organisation annually, checking both the operations of the aviation contractor and the 
client/contractor relationship.  
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