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About 100,000 flights per day take-off 
and land somewhere on this planet. 
This represents 36.5 million flights 

each year. Nineteen of those flights turn 
in to fatal accidents. This represents 1 
accident every 461 hours. By putting the 
data of the aviation industry next to the world 
crane industry, 1 fatal accident happens 
every 46 hours. This is 10 times worse than 
in aviation.

Learning from the air
The airline industry is well-known for its high levels of safety.  

BLANCA CLAEYSSENS looks at how we can apply lessons learnt 

there to  improve safety in the lifting and transport industry

To date, the aviation industry remains 
the leading reference regarding safety, 
procedures and accident analysis. That is 
why the author uses those best practices in 
the heavy lifting and specialized transport 
industry to help the industry move forward.

Both industries are, as a matter of fact 
very similar; the operating cost of a Boeing 
737 is around €70 per minute so there is no 
time to waste. It is a similar story with the 
expensive cranes hired on site or the heavy 
lift vessels chartered. Only an aircraft, full 
of passengers, flying day and night, creates 
micro euros of profit per seat.

Therefore, turnaround times (the time that 
an aircraft stays on the ground for cleaning, 
fuelling and (dis)embarking passengers on the 
ground) should be as short as possible. That 
is the reason why on so many airlines you see 
the cabin crew collecting rubbish before the 
descent begins. Turnaround times have been 
reduced to sometimes less than 20 minutes. 

This puts an enormous pressure on the flight 
and cabin crew, to perform tasks quickly and 
in an efficient manner, as well as the ground 
staff needing to perform the tasks of fuelling, 
luggage loading and so on, as quickly as 
possible themselves.

Optimisation
Everything in the aviation industry is 
optimised. A good example of this optimisation 
is the routing. The route that is designed for 
an aircraft between its departure point and 
the arrival airfield varies every single time. It 
is calculated in respect of the winds aloft at 
that moment. If a strong headwind is present 
at a certain level, that level will be avoided. If 
the wind comes from the side, they will try to 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
BLANCA CLAEYSSENS is 
general manager at ASA 
France, a risk mitigation and 
claims handling company. 
As a former airline captain 
she brings strong experience 

in the field of safety to the lifting and 
transport industry.

Above: The transport of two 161 tonne 

transformers from the Netherlands to the 

South of France. It was followed by a critical 

coastal towing operation on a pontoon during 

the winter. The transformers had to be towed 

one-by-one on the pontoon as the draught in the 

marina was too shallow to accommodate both 

on the same pontoon. After mooring the pontoon 

between the expensive yachts, the delicate 

roll-on, roll-off operation started
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take advantage of those winds, all efforts to 
optimise fuel consumption. 

Every litre of fuel saved per stretch, per 
flight, per aircraft, makes a huge difference at 
the end of the year for the airline.

Another way of fuel saving is taking as 
little as possible with you. A lighter aircraft 
consumes less and so aircraft are filled with 
the minimum amount of fuel required for 
the flight. This can put time pressure on the 
flight crew on arrival in cases of bad weather. 
If there is a thunderstorm near the airport 
and fuel is available, one can easily wait in 
the air for 30 minutes and then proceed for 
landing. But when no fuel is remaining, the 
decision-making process must take place 
very quickly, augmenting stress and leaving 
potential for errors. Pilots learn, however, 
to recognise stress and how to deal with it. 
Methods to analyse critical situations are 
constantly covered with the help of simulators 
to enhance and maintain skills.

The environment is also important during 
a flight. During the flight preparation, pilots 
evaluate the weather on departure, en-route 
and at the landing place. Every airport is 
different and has its typical “dangers”. A 
short landing strip, mountains in the vicinity, 
a dense traffic environment. Pilots analyse, 
discuss and become aware of all risks in order 
to be well prepared.

Lifting and moving
The team of risk prevention engineers at 
ASA France are trained to approach every 
transport project in that same way. Prior to 
the start, they analyse the risks related to 
every step of the transport and find ways to 
minimise them as much as possible.

mentally prepare everyone for what might but, 
hopefully, never will happen. 

The reason for those briefings is not only to 
create “situational awareness” but also to get 
a sense of the team’s mental condition. We are 
all human beings working together. Humans 
can be anxious, unhappy, sleepy or stressed. 
A team can only be created if we understand 
the needs of one another and respect the 
individual in its present state.

An aviation example is given by the author 
as follows: “It happened before the start of 
a morning operation. I found out that a crew 
member did not sleep all night due to worries 
he had over his wife being in hospital. We 
agreed to send him home as I considered it 
would not be safe to have him in our team that 
day. First, he was tired and so his reaction 
time in case of an evacuation could be too 
slow. Second, as his wife was sick, he probably 
would not stop thinking about her and so his 
mind would not be clear nor ready to do what 
was expected of him in case of 
an emergency.”

Training time
Every year, crew members get training on 
human performance. This training provides 
methods on how to create a team, how to 
recognise and act in situations of stress and 
how to deal with other people to form a team.

In the same way, it is a key factor of a 
successful project to create a team first. 
Few people stand still by the fact that all 
parties involved in a transport project have the 
same common goal; getting the cargo safely 

During, for example, the operation to 
unload wind turbine blades from a vessel 
in Namibia the risk prevention engineer 
defines the wind limitation in respect of the 
surface area of the blades and the crane 
used. Swell is considered and a timeframe 
is created in which the operations can take 
place. By predefining working limits, they can 
be communicated to all parties involved and 
it becomes easier to adhere to those limits, 
enhancing safety. When pressure rises, 
mostly due to delay, one is more tempted to 
ignore limits and take shortcuts.

Operational checklists
In the aviation industry, everything is ruled 
by procedures and checklists in a very 
operational way. In the cockpit, a quick 
reference handbook (QRH) is present near 
each pilot seat and used constantly to execute 
procedures and to solve small problems. In a 
disciplined way, pilots read the checklist out 
loud, word by word.

These are checklists they have been 
reading rigorously, sometimes for more than 
40 years. They know exactly which word will 
follow but it is only by fighting “habits” that 
failure can be reduced. Experience cannot be 
used as an excuse to omit checklists or deviate 
from procedures. In that same way, the lifting 
and special cargo industry craves procedures, 
checklists and above all discipline.

As the author recalls, one day on site a 
winch for an FPSO needed to be lifted into 
a barge to start the urgent transport to 
Singapore where it was desperately expected. 
At first, pleasantly surprised, she saw the 
crane operator taking a pre-lift checklist 
document and ticking the boxes. Once he was 
finished, however, he signed the paper, put it 
aside and said to his colleagues, “Well, that’s 
done, tomorrow we can lift.”

It is my strongest belief that people only 
do what they do due to a lack of knowledge, 
training and understanding.

No flight is undertaken without a proper 
preparation. It takes at least one hour with 
the entire crew to identify risks upfront and to 

»

The last of the ten toroidal field coils 

manufactured in France for the EU-Japan tokamak 

JT-60SA fusion experiment project for electricity 

generation, are loaded into the cargo bay of 

a giant Antonov 124 freight aircraft bound for 

Nagoya, Japan. The JT-60 SA tokamak, which is 

being assembled in Naka, Japan, is part of the 

Broader Approach agreement signed between 

Japan and Euratom, and implemented by QST 

Japan and the European Domestic Agency for 

ITER. Each load is 7.5 metres high and 4.5 m wide. 

The total payload was 64 tonnes

BLANCA CLAEYSSENS will be a speaker 
at the 2019 World Crane and Transport 
Summit, a two day conference held in 
Amsterdam, Netherlands, on 13 and 
14 November 2019. The Summit is an 
established meeting place for users and 
buyers of cranes and transport equipment 
as well as manufacturers and distributors. 
The event attracts more than 250 people 
from all over the world, including many of 
the largest crane and transport equipment-
owning companies. For more information 
see: www.khl-wcts.com

WORLD CRANE AND 
TRANSPORT SUMMIT 2019
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from point A to point B, safely, on time, in 
budget and without damage.

Well-orchestrated toolbox meetings are 
crucial. They are the basis in the creation 

of a team and can ensure a significant time 
gain during the operation. Imagine a vessel’s 
crew who navigated all night, finally arriving 
alongside a quay craving sleep as the 

stevedores just start their shift. It is easy to 
prevent frustration by sitting around the table 
before the start of the operation and set up 
the planning adapted to all parties. All parties 
can stipulate their wishes on rest or breaks 
and everyone knows what to expect. Hours of 
valuable project time can be saved by doing so.

ASA France is a small cargo care company. 
The team of risk prevention engineers 
dedicate their time and effort in assuring that 
transport projects are flawlessly prepared and 
executed. Next to the independent third-party 
technical reviews from the planning stage 
through the physical execution on site, the risk 
prevention engineering team constantly helps 
improve the transport procedures created 
by manufacturers to enhance safety for the 
cargo and for everyone involved in a lift or 
transport project.

In addition, ASA France shares its 
knowledge by actively training freight 
forwarders, stevedores and other parties 
related to the heavy lift and special cargo 
transport industry. During these customised 
seminars, lashing and securing methods 
are explained and calculations are clarified. 
Methods are given for ways to create a team 
and how to have effective toolbox meetings, 
all by using some renowned aviation 
industry techniques. ■
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