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Safety as a Business Imperative – A Challenge to South Africa’s
Commercial and General Aviation Sector

In aviation, we often say that safety is our licence to operate. It is a phrase repeated so often that it
risks becoming a cliché. But the real question for our industry is this: do we truly treat safety as the
foundation of our businesses, or have we begun to see it as simply another compliance exercise?

For South Africa’s commercial and general aviation sector, this question matters 
now more than ever.

Our industry operates in a complex environment. Margins are tight. Aircraft, fuel, insurance, and
regulatory compliance costs continue to rise. Operators are under constant pressure to remain
competitive while maintaining operational capability. In this environment, it is tempting to view
safety as something that must be managed efficiently, contained, or even minimised.

But the truth is far simpler – and more uncomfortable.

Safety is not a cost centre. It is the business model.

A thriving aviation sector generates economic activity, supports skilled employment, connects
communities, and enables industries ranging from tourism to mining and agriculture. Yet this entire
economic ecosystem depends on a single condition: trust. Passengers, clients, insurers, regulators,
and investors all place their confidence in the belief that aviation is safe.

Once that confidence is eroded, the consequences extend far beyond a single operator or incident.
They ripple across the entire sector.

So the real question we should be asking ourselves as an industry is this: are we doing enough to
protect that trust?

For many organisations in commercial and general aviation – charter operators, flight schools,
maintenance organisations, aerial work companies, and business aviation operators – safety must be
more than an operational function. It must be a leadership philosophy and a strategic business
decision.

The concept of the Safety Management System (SMS) was introduced to help aviation move beyond
a reactive model, where we only respond after incidents occur. Instead, SMS challenges us to
identify hazards, assess risks, and implement mitigation measures before they lead to accidents or
operational disruptions. But the value of SMS is not in the manual on the shelf or the software system
in the office.

For some small operations, especially focusing on small one-person aviation operations, which we as
an industry should be cultivating SMS, may not be the answer, but possibly small, well-developed
checklist systems that are part of the daily regime that are reviewed regularly, built on the principles
of SMS, but brutally practical and ruthlessly simple.

Cont.
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While I believe SMS is not the be-all and end-all, it has value but must be rigorously moulded
and adapted to fit the scope and complexity. SMS is, in reality, an ideology we all grapple
with and try to fit to our unique operations, but it should not be at the expense of those
operations or impose a burden on them. 

Its real value lies in the mindset it creates.

When implemented properly in larger operations, SMS helps organisations see safety not as a
regulatory burden but as a practical tool for running better businesses. Identifying operational
risks early reduces aircraft downtime, prevents costly maintenance events, and limits
operational disruptions. A grounded aircraft generates no revenue. A damaged reputation
quickly loses clients.

In other words, safety and efficiency are not competing priorities – they are 
mutually reinforcing.

This principle is particularly relevant in the commercial and general aviation sectors, where
operations are often smaller, more agile, and more exposed to operational pressures than
large airline environments.

Take the example of aviation training organisations. This is where safety culture begins.
Student pilots are not only learning technical skills – they are learning attitudes, habits, and
decision-making frameworks that will shape the rest of their careers.

A training environment that emphasises structured pre-flight risk assessments, disciplined solo-
flight checks, and open safety discussions produces more than competent pilots. It produces
professionals who understand that risk management is part of daily operations.

Conversely, if safety is treated as a box-ticking exercise during training, we should not be
surprised when those attitudes follow pilots into commercial operations later in their careers.
The same principle applies to aviation maintenance organisations.

Maintenance is one of the most critical – and often underappreciated – components of
aviation safety. Engineers and technicians operate in demanding environments where time
pressure, operational expectations, and resource constraints can influence decision-making.

Yet a strong safety culture within maintenance organisations provides the mechanisms to
identify systemic risks before they escalate. Structured reporting systems, clear procedures,
shift handover discipline, and open communication enable teams to detect recurring technical
issues or process weaknesses early.

These are not simply safety measures. They are sound business practices.

Cont.
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Maintenance errors can result in aircraft damage, regulatory penalties, lost clients, and
reputational harm. Preventing those outcomes through proactive safety management protects
both operational integrity and commercial sustainability.

But there is another dimension to this discussion that we as an industry 
must confront honestly.

As organisations grow, so do our systems, procedures, and administrative processes. Structure
is necessary, but there is a fine line between structured safety management and unnecessary
bureaucracy.

When processes become disconnected from frontline operations, they stop supporting safety
and start undermining it. Excessive paperwork discourages reporting. Complicated procedures
encourage workarounds. Layers of administration slow decision-making.

In short, poorly designed systems can become safety risks themselves.

The challenge for aviation leadership – particularly within South Africa’s commercial and
general aviation sectors – is to ensure that safety systems remain practical, efficient, and
connected to operational reality.

Real safety is not measured by the number of manuals on the shelf or the thickness of
our procedures. It is measured by the quality of our actions.

Are hazards reported quickly and openly?
 Are frontline employees empowered to raise concerns?
 Do our systems help people do the right thing – or make it harder?

These are the questions that define real safety culture. And ultimately, safety culture is
what separates resilient aviation organisations from vulnerable ones.

A strong safety culture encourages reporting rather than blame. It recognises that mistakes
can become valuable learning opportunities when organisations are willing to examine them
honestly. This “just culture” approach allows teams to identify systemic issues before they
evolve into serious events.

For leadership, this means safety cannot sit quietly within a compliance department. It must be
visible at the highest levels of the organisation.

Safety must influence executive decisions, operational planning, and resource allocation.
When leadership demonstrates that safety matters—not just in words, but in priorities—the
entire organisation aligns behind that message.

South Africa’s aviation sector has a proud history of professionalism, innovation, and
resilience. Our pilots, engineers, instructors, and aviation professionals are respected

across the continent and around the world.

But history alone will not protect our future.
Cont.
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The continued strength of commercial and general aviation in South Africa depends on our
collective commitment to safety as a business principle.

Not because the regulator demands it.
Not because insurers require it.
But because the long-term sustainability of our industry depends on it.

So perhaps the challenge to our industry is a simple one.

Are we treating safety as the foundation of our businesses—or merely as the price of entry?

The answer to that question will shape the future of aviation in South Africa.

Because in aviation, safe operations are not just good practice – They are good business.

Yours sincerely, 

Kevin Storie - Chief Executive Officer
Commercial Aviation Association of Southern Africa (CAASA)
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The Safety Management System (SMS) is an integral part of daily aviation operations. Every Aviation organisation
has put systems in place designed to meet regulatory requirements and ensure compliance.
Aviation organisations consult ICAO Annex 19 and Doc 9859, as well as SA CAR 140, to ensure that the
terminology aligns, the paragraphs correspond, and the checklist is complete.

The four components of SMS: 1. Safety Policy and Objectives; 2. Safety Risk Management; 3. Safety Assurance;
and 4. Safety Promotions are carefully defined, described and explained.

You will find the Safety Policy framed and signed by the Accountable Executive, placed in a prominent place for
all to see. Key safety personnel are appointed. The Safety Review Board (SRB) and the Safety Action Group
(SAG) have been established. Documents and checklists have been compiled and distributed.

This has happened without fully integrating the human element, aside from ensuring people have received
training that meets the minimum requirements of the regulatory framework.

[Safety isn't a checklist. It's a culture. A culture that listens with empathy. That sees mistakes as opportunities to
learn, heal, and move forward as one. True safety begins when we shift from blame to understanding. When we
lead with moral ambition and build environments where people thrive.] (Sidney Dekker)

Mistakes are not the cause of errors, but rather the symptoms of an underlying cause. The cause is often
linked to Stress in the operational environment. What are some of the stressors that may be present

 that are external in nature?

Life events often cause stress and ill health. This is a latent human factor that affects safety in the organisation
and can and must be understood and identified on an ongoing basis.

[10. Stress affects human performance, sometimes positively and sometimes negatively. Although ubiquitous,
stress is difficult to quantify. The concern here is with declines in human performance caused by anything that
affects how we live and work. These things are called “stressors”. They include such things as fatigue, time
pressures, workload, personality conflicts, family problems and substance abuse.] (ICAO Doc 9806, p 2-10)
In 1967, psychiatrists Thomas Holmes and Richard Rahe examined the medical records of over 5,000 patients to determine
whether stressful events might cause illnesses. Patients were asked to tally a list of 43 life events based on a relative score. 

Below is a copy of the Holmes-Rahe Life Stress Inventory. As you read through the list of events, you may find
yourself calculating your Stress Factor. These Life Events all impact a person’s emotional, mental, and physical
health.

Cont.

Human Factors: A Neglected Component of Safety Management
Authored by Colin Visser - Affiliate President: ASAAT and AQSASA

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychiatrist
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The above list is a tool that can assist an organisation in identifying potential Human Factors risks
associated with emotional, mental, and physical stress.

Operational supervisory personnel should therefore monitor each member of their team continuously
and communicate any concerns to the relevant Human Resources personnel. The organisation will
then be able to assist operational personnel in dealing with the stress associated with life events
affecting them.

This principle should be applied to all areas of the operational environment, not only pilots, cabin
crew and maintenance technicians, but also support and administrative personnel.
This is a proactive method of minimising personnel stress within the organisation, which will help
improve safety across its operational areas.

[Under Human Factors, operational error is considered much in the same way as the medical
science considers fever: an indication of problem(s), but never the problem(s) themselves.] (ITF
Discussion Paper 2017 * 16).

Human resources, often identified as a weakness in the SMS, can become a catalyst for
improving the safety system when the organisation supports them in identifying, mitigating,

and managing their personal stress factors.

Author: Colin M Visser
Affiliate President: ASAAT and AQSASA
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At CAASA we remain invested 
in your  success.

At CAASA we remain invested 
in your  success.

To that end, CAASA would like to support our valued member’s endeavours by
offering the opportunity to participate and contribute to our monthly newsletters in
the months ahead. 

All we need is: All we need is: 
1. Your company logo (JPG or PDF)

2. Your company overview, along with the products and/or services you offer (long
short form) 

3. Share any significant milestones (again, long or short form and any supporting
visuals (JPG or PDF) – Optional

4. All your contact details, including your website and social media links.

Do this, and we’ll rack and stack your contribution for inclusion. We’ll also share the

final copy and the laid-out page(s) with you for review and approval before
publication.

Get involved and reap the benefits of getting your business in front of curated,
aviation-focused peers pro bono!

Reach out to our General Manager, Melissa Sewgolam (melissa@caasa.co.za) and

she’ll make sure your voice is heard amongst our fellow members and beyond. 

With 80-plus years of legacy and reputation, your contribution
can only help us foster growth in your business and across our

critically important aviation sector.

With 80-plus years of legacy and reputation, your contribution
can only help us foster growth in your business and across our

critically important aviation sector.

Come Fly with UsCome Fly with Us

mailto:melissa@caasa.co.za
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