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Dear Colleague

Final Report on the first year of implementation of the Airline and Airport Voluntary Commitments
Please find enclosed a copy of the UK Government’s final report to ECAC on implementation of the European Airline and Airport voluntary commitments on passenger service. The report monitors the performance of signatory airports and airlines in the UK and was submitted to the ECAC secretariat on 16 October.

DfT would like to thank the participating airport authorities and consultative committees for their assistance and co-operation in the monitoring exercise described in this report. 

Finally, my name is Alison Wall and I have recently taken over from James Jansen in aviation directorate. I will be your future contact on voluntary commitments and would be happy to discuss any queries you might have.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Airline and Airport Voluntary Commitments, which came into force in February 2002, were widely welcomed by the aviation industry within the UK.  All but one of the major UK airlines
 and twenty-two UK airports are now signatories of these Commitments.

The role of monitoring the implementation of the Commitments has been shared between the Consumer Protection Group of the UK Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) who have taken responsibility for the Airline Voluntary Commitment, and the Department for Transport (DfT) who have taken responsibility for the Airport Voluntary Commitment.  The Air Transport Users' Council (AUC), the UK air passengers' representative body, has been involved in monitoring the views of consumers in relation to the implementation of the Airline Voluntary Commitment.  This report, which details the implementation of both Commitments within the UK, has been drawn up on the basis of on-site assessments, interviews with signatories, the analysis of documentary evidence and the views of consumers. 

We are grateful to both the CAA and the AUC for their involvement over the past 18 months and for their contributions to this report.  We also recognise and applaud the assistance and co-operation of the airlines and airports in their response to the monitoring process.

2. THE AIRLINE VOLUNTARY COMMITMENT

Nine UK airlines
 are currently signatories of the Airline Voluntary Commitment.  It was agreed that the CAA would assume responsibility for monitoring the Commitment in view of its considerable experience of dealing with airlines on similar issues.  The CAA initially reported to DfT in January 2002 on the extent to which airlines were preparing themselves to implement the Commitment.  A second report, compiled in November 2002, tested the level at which the Commitments were embedded into airline service plans by examining relevant airline procedures and systems in use.  A further supplementary report, of May 2003, dealt with the outcome of subsequent follow-up enquiries.  

2.1 Methodology

2.1.1 Preliminary Discussions: December 2001

Detailed discussions were held between the CAA and individual airlines in December 2001 to examine the way in which signatories were preparing to implement the Commitment from February 2002.  These discussions were central to understanding the way in which airlines already undertook their passenger service responsibilities and in outlining how these mechanisms would need to be modified in preparation for the Commitment.  While many signatories already operated procedures from a well developed passenger service manual or equivalent document which reflected much of the substance of the incoming Commitment, it was also clear that there were some who took a more ad hoc approach.  Nevertheless, although some areas identified by the CAA clearly needed development and refinement, overall it was clear that, even at this stage, there was a high level of compliance with procedures generally deemed to be good commercial practice.  

2.1.2 Implementation Report: November 2002

The CAA's second report, in November 2002, examined the information previously provided by the airlines and assessed the degree of "embeddedness" of the Commitment within the customer service ethos of each airline seven months after it came into effect.  Performance was assessed in two key areas: the commitments relating to customer ticket purchasing ("sales service commitments" 1,2,6,7,12,13,14)
; and the commitments relating to customer airport and travel experience ("airport service commitments" 3,4,5,8,9,10,11).  Individual reports were compiled on these commitments for each airline.

Compliance with the sales service commitments was assessed on the basis of remote tests on airline booking systems without the airline's direct involvement and through the questioning of ground staff during familiarisation visits to airports.  A minimum of six and a maximum of twelve remote checks were carried out on each airline.  Where remote checks were not possible, relevant evidence of compliance was sought direct from the airlines.  The supplementary report of May 2003 picked up on those areas in which information was unobtainable.  Checks were also carried out on a number of travel agents and website operators.

The airport service commitments were considered on the basis of discussions with senior airline managers during the summer and early autumn of 2002 with the aim of establishing clear evidence of the integration of the commitments into the airline's customer service ethos.  Familiarisation visits were made by the CAA to airports at which signatory airlines were represented in order to observe the operating environment, interview airport representatives and assess the handling of specific situations.  The CAA also set out to understand specific aspects of customer service that could be adversely affected by external factors, such as infrastructure and airport services.  As much effort as possible was made to ensure that these visits provided as rounded a view as possible of the airline's compliance.  These assessments did not, however, take into account customer care at overseas airports.

2.1.3 Supplementary Report: May 2003

The CAA's Supplementary Report of May 2003 aimed to provide an update on progress in the implementation of the Commitment since November 2002 for the purposes of this report,  and to deal with the outcome of enquiries in relation to the "sales service commitments" which were incomplete at the time of the publication of the Implementation Report in November 2002.  The CAA met the signatory airlines to discuss the findings of the Implementation Report from the remote testing carried out in summer 2002.  These discussions covered positive aspects of the reports, as well as inconsistencies that came to light during the assessment and which were considered a hindrance to the airline's ability to comply in specific areas.  

2.2 Assessment of Implementation

The Preliminary Discussions carried out by the CAA in December 2001 concluded that there was already a high level of compliance among signatory airlines.  It was clear that while some airlines would require time to implement each commitment fully, the majority of airlines would be able to build upon the commercial practices they already operated.  Certainly the results of the Implementation Report are supportive of this view.  However, it is also clear that some areas have proved problematic for airlines.  This section breaks down the commitments, as they were originally analysed by the CAA, into two categories: Sales Service Commitments and Airport Service Commitments and then goes on to draw on the experience of the AUC in assessing airline compliance with the commitments from a passenger perspective.  It should be noted that the majority of Sales Service Commitments refer to scheduled airlines only. 

2.2.1 Sales Service Commitments (1,2,6,7,12,13,14)

The "sales service commitments" apply specifically to the processes of ticket purchasing and the provision of ticket-related customer services.  In the majority of these areas, the CAA identified a good level of compliance which has generally appeared to improve over the course of the year.  In relation to commitment 6 (allow telephone reservations to be held of cancelled without commitment or penalty within 24 hours), for example, the Implementation Report highlighted that only two of the five airlines assessed failed to provide either facility on their short-haul European services.  The Supplementary Report identified that steps are now being taken by those airlines to introduce the new policy and to ensure reservation staff are aware of it so that it could routinely be provided to customers.  The provision of refunds under commitment 7 and of passenger information under commitment 12 appear to have been widely complied with and, in most cases, airlines appear to have built on the strength of existing policies. 

The cost advantages of selling tickets on the internet appear to have been widely recognised by all the scheduled airlines who are now selling their cheapest fares on-line.  In accordance with commitment 1 this information is now provided by the airlines on their telephone reservation systems and covered in their general advertising.  In some areas, however, airlines appear to have been less forthcoming and it is clear that compliance with some commitments is proving problematic.  Commitment 13(iii), for example, relating to the provision of information regarding service levels on code-shared services, has caused difficulties with airlines, and many of them have failed to provide information despite being prompted.  It is clear that this stems from an understandable reluctance to disparage themselves or their own commercial partners.  For other reasons, some commitments have proved difficult to operate in practice.  Compliance with commitment 6, for example, relating to the free holding or cancellation of telephone reservations has generally improved over the monitoring period.  But most airlines have said that, as a matter of commercial policy, they cannot allow the free holding of reservations for late sales within 48 hours of a flight. 

Overall, however, and despite minor exceptions to which some attention has been drawn above, we believe that UK airlines are responding to these sales service commitments - which now appear to be reasonably well embedded within the service standards.  The CAA's assessment has provided much evidence to support this, but the lack of data in some areas (such as the speed at which refunds are made) means that standards may be higher than it is possible to substantiate.

2.2.2 Airport Service Commitments (3,4,5,8,9,10,11)

The CAA's assessment of airlines' performance suggests that customer interface at airports is well embedded within a customer care ethos.  In assessing airlines for compliance with the "airport service commitments", the CAA found airline staff helpful, co-operative and generally demonstrating 'high levels of customer care experience and know-how'.  Airlines were dependent upon the services of handling agents and other third parties for the delivery of many of their customer service commitments and it was clear that, as a result, it was necessary that they shared similar values of customer care and provision of assistance.  Certainly, in the majority of cases, such partnerships appeared to be working effectively.  Under commitment 3, for example, effective third party mechanisms for informing passengers of delays, cancellations and diversions at airport were seen to be in place and working satisfactorily.  Although variations in the approach of airline staff could be seen to influence the provision of assistance and welfare to passengers during delays, there was a general acceptance that passengers should be cared for in all circumstances.

Despite this, the provision of assistance to passengers during delays was not always obvious - only two of the airlines assessed were able to demonstrate the provision of assistance to passengers within the two hours suggested under commitment 4.  But it is clear that airport facilities are crucial to the way in which airlines respond to customer service needs, and many airlines pointed out that facilities in the terminal building may be insufficient to allow airlines to operate as they would wish.  The movement of passengers through a terminal area to departure gate is sometimes affected by the encroachment of retail concessions, for example, which inhibit the flow of passengers.  The effect of such constraints may be worse at peak times and affect the ability of an airline to hold passengers when an aircraft is delayed and produce knock-on effects.  In the same way, the capacity of the baggage handling systems can cause delays to the delivery of baggage upon arrival.  Our assessment revealed that all airlines had strict timetables for delivering baggage, underpinned by strict baggage handling service level agreements and actively monitored by airport operators.  The CAA's random checks were able to confirm that, under standard operating conditions, airlines were meeting their targets under commitment 5.  

Most airlines confirmed that they would only board passengers onto an aircraft if it was likely that the aircraft would depart within 3 hours.  The general view was that passengers would be more comfortable during delays if they were on-board an aircraft where the provision of care, refreshments and other facilities could be more easily accomplished and where passengers would be more comfortable.  General feedback from passengers had been positive on this account.  With heightened security arrangements airlines have introduced measures designed to reduce congestion at check-in, consistent with commitment 10.  The main improvement appears to have been through the adoption of common check-in procedures, which spreads queues across an airline's facilities, while automated ticketing is proving particularly useful for many scheduled airlines.  Furthermore, all airlines have demonstrated the presence of clearly defined programmes to encourage volunteers to opt out of a flight in order to reduce involuntary denied boarding as set out in commitment 11 (this is not relevant to charter airlines, which do not overbook as a matter of policy).  

The provision of assistance to passengers with reduced mobility or with special needs has been given much attention over the past year within the UK and all airlines believe that they have been complying with the terms of commitment 8.  However, the CAA did not attempt to assess compliance with this commitment because of the imminent introduction of a new UK Code of Conduct on Access to Air Travel for Disabled People, which was brought into effect in March 2003 by DfT to improve the accessibility of air travel to disabled passengers across the UK.  DfT is currently in the process of appointing a contractor to carry out the monitoring and benchmarking of this Code and we expect research to begin soon.  

2.2.3 The Role of the Air Transport Users' Council (AUC)

Passenger complaints about airlines are handled and monitored by the AUC.  As the UK air passengers' representative body, the AUC is in a good position to take an overview of passenger perceptions of the level of customer service provided by airlines, and hence the degree to which the commitments are being implemented.  The Council’s experience correlates strongly with the evidence provided by the CAA.  The areas in which the AUC receives the greatest number of complaints relate to commitment 6 - the holding of telephone reservations for a period of 24 hours, and commitment 14 - responding to passenger complaints within 28 days.  It is clear that despite the apparent improvements reported above, these commitments remain areas where airlines still have some room for development.

Commitment 14 has, following the adoption of the Commitments in February 2002, led in the UK to further arrangements between the airlines and the AUC on handling complaints.  These arrangements has aimed to utilise the expertise of the AUC when dealing with complaints in order to assist airlines in providing a better quality of service to the passenger.  In situations where an airline is unable to resolve a complaint with a passenger, the airline will inform the complainant that he or she may take the matter to the AUC. Where the AUC judges that there is merit in the complaint and refers it back to the airline, the airline undertakes to review it as a matter of urgency, and at a higher level than it was originally dealt with.  Not only has this helped to improved customer service, it has also helped to enhance relations between  airline customer relations departments and the AUC.  

The AUC also cites commitments 5, 7b, 10 and 13 as being areas where passenger concerns arise frequently.  Commitment 5 - delivering baggage as quickly as possible - often presents difficulties for airlines as, depending on the destination, it may be more or less easy to control the provision of mishandled baggage and meet the short-terms needs of the passenger in cases where luggage goes astray.  Under commitment 7b, passengers continue to report difficulties involved in securing prompt refunds where they do not use their tickets for travel - including non-refundable tickets.  In addition, the AUC also reported that measures to speed up check-in under commitment 10, as monitored by the CAA above, were not working effectively on some busy flights at the larger airports.  

Nevertheless, it was also clear that, as a result of the Commitment, the airlines are taking on board their responsibilities and, through regular meetings with the AUC, are identifying areas in which improvements need to be sought.  In providing a focal point for airline customer relations departments, the AUC has assisted in drawing up loose guidelines and benchmarks across the industry for dealing with passenger complaints.  In so doing, the AUC has been able to provide passenger feedback directly to customer relations managers, to enable them to identify areas where the intentions of the management and the reality of the shop-floor level services are clearly mismatched, and hence where internal organisational structures and relationships need strengthening.  

3. THE AIRPORT VOLUNTARY COMMITMENT

Twenty-two UK airports are currently signatories of the Airport Voluntary Commitment.
  It was agreed that DfT would take responsibility for monitoring the implementation of this Commitment.  Signatory airports were asked to report to DfT by June 2003 with evidence of their performance over the past year.  Given our reliance upon airport self-assessment, a central element of the monitoring of this Commitment has been the involvement of the Airport Consultative Committees. These are independent bodies established to represent the interests of local people, air passengers and other organisations in the locality of an airport. These committees were invited by DfT to comment on, or approve where appropriate, the airport's performance assessment prior to submission to the Department.

3.1 Methodology

3.1.1 Preliminary Reporting from Airports

DfT wrote round to all airports expressing an interest in becoming signatories of the Airport Voluntary Commitment in November 2001.  This letter set out the terms of the commitments and requested documentary evidence of each airport's capacity to implement them, demonstrating how they were preparing to do so.  Subsequently, some airports supplied us with a draft copy of their service plan which signatory airports are obliged to develop in order to incorporate the Voluntary Commitment.  Others supplied free-standing reports setting out, in draft form, how they intended to deliver the commitments and, where appropriate, data already collated.  These reports provided extensive evidence of the degree to which passenger services were already being provided at UK airports.  It was clear from the majority of these preliminary responses that most of the airports were already in a good position with which to implement the commitments.  They also usefully highlighted areas in which airports intended to pursue specific passenger service developments.    

3.1.2 First Year Reports and the Reporting Cycle

DfT was satisfied with the evidence it received in respect of the preliminary reports and requested that each signatory report back at least once over the course of this first year of implementation, with a further assessment of their compliance with the commitments.  Some airports have chosen to respond to DfT more frequently, eg once a quarter, in order to fit in with their own reporting cycles.  Others have chosen to respond annually.  DfT has been flexible in the style and content of these reports as part of its commitment to operate in as 'light touch' approach as possible with its monitoring.  Consequently, airports have had a free hand to develop their own reporting methods and to establish their own measures, suitable to their circumstances, with which to monitor their performance.  This arrangement appears to have worked well and, at the end of this first year, the majority of airports have now responded positively to DfT.

3.1.3 Consultative committees

Given the light touch approach to the monitoring of the implementation of this Commitment by DfT, the input of the airport consultative committees has been valuable.  In requiring each signatory airport to discuss its report with its consultative committee prior to its submission to DfT, we have aimed to build in some independent level of validation to each airport's report. We also hoped to encourage airports and their consultative committees to open a dialogue on how best to implement the commitments, and on wider passenger service issues.  We asked each consultative committee to write to us, following their meeting with the relevant airport, to confirm their endorsement of the report with which they were presented.  Such involvement appears to have worked well, and has provided an opportunity for each airport to demonstrate publicly the work that they are doing, and the measures they are taking to improve their passenger services.  

3.2 Assessment of Implementation

Of the twenty-two signatory airports, seventeen have now provided us with their reports on this first year of implementation and one further response is due before the end of November. DfT has pursued those four airports from which no responses have been forthcoming and is satisfied that these omissions are temporary consequences of organisational and staffing rearrangements.  

Overall, DfT has been impressed with the standard of the reports it has received.  The differing nature of airport operations and the difference in the way reports have been compiled between airports mean that comparisons of performance data are limited. Responses under commitments 1-6 have  predominantly been of a qualitative nature, whilst, as specified within commitment 11, quantitative responses have been provided where possible (commitments 7-9),  based on passenger satisfaction levels as tested through surveys carried out by the airports, and commitment 10 has generated data relating to customer comment management. Smaller, regional airports or airports with a low throughput of passengers per year have relied more heavily on a qualitative analysis of their compliance with the commitments. 

We believe that in signing up to the Commitment, airports have focused their service plans on developing the broad range of services outlined under commitments 1-11 in a way that is suitable to their individual circumstances and their customers' demographic composition. Under commitment 1 (publicising services for persons of reduced mobility), for example, one airport is currently producing a publication outlining the services it offers for assisting disabled passengers in response to enquiries received on its telephone enquiry line and from customer feedback.  Another airport is currently consulting with organisations that provide specialist advice about persons of reduced mobility to help develop their own services and infrastructure.  When delays or disruptions to flights occur, airports are taking a range of measures to meet their obligations under commitment 3.  These include providing spaces for addition seating, providing play packs for young children, developing their relationship with the handling agents, and developing delay contingency plans in conjunction with the Airport Consultative Committee.

Public transport facilities vary considerably between the signatory airports and it is therefore no surprise that the response from airports to commitment 4 has been equally diverse.  Around some busier airports, work is underway to reduce congestion during busier periods and develop new forecourt management arrangements.  Other smaller airports are developing direct bus links between the terminal and the local city centre and improving the quality of signage.  The provision of effective maintenance, relating to lifts, escalators, passenger conveyors and passenger transit systems has been the subject of specific service plans throughout UK airports and it is clear that a lot of work is ongoing to help provide and maintain an effective internal transport system for their passengers - particularly at the larger airports.  The monitoring of trolley provision, wayfinding systems and cleanliness have all been the subject of passenger comments and surveys, while security has inevitably been the subject of considerable attention.

The reports have confirmed that each airport has been active in the development of its own passenger service plans, using its own service indicators, and it is hoped that the light touch approach operated by DfT has helped airports foster innovative ways of responding to the commitments.  In many cases the indicators cover more areas than requested by the Commitment, which may reflect the fact that good passenger service is an integral part of an airport’s business and development. It seems that across the range of airports many of the key passenger services are improving.  But factors such as the variation in passenger demand across the year, and changes to the contracted providers of airport services, mean that it will be difficult to establish consistent quantitative evidence of improvements, and comparisons over time will never be entirely reliable.

4. Conclusions

Our analysis of this first year of implementation of the Airline and Airport Voluntary Commitments has provided us with clear evidence of the importance the UK air industry attaches to the provision of good passenger service.  Our assessment has ranged extensively across the service areas covered by the Commitments and has concluded that, overall, their implementation has been both comprehensive and effective.  Whilst it is difficult to conclude whether or not our assessments are able to demonstrate that service standards are rising in the industry, the Commitments have certainly provided a stimulus for both airlines and airports to review and improve their services, and the process has helped them highlight areas in which need further improvement is possible.  The Commitment has also served promotional purposes, with many signatories advertising the Commitments on their websites.  

The arrangements for monitoring the Commitments have worked well in practice.  The CAA has been able to bring their own expertise to bear in assessing airline compliance with the Airline Voluntary Commitment.  Similarly the AUC, as the UK air passengers' representative body, has been well placed to assess the reaction of consumers to the implementation of the commitments at a practical level. On the adoption of the commitments in May 2001, the AUC invited customer relations managers from UK signatory airlines to a meeting to discuss complaints handling.  Though initially intended as a one-off meeting, further meetings have been held at approximately six-monthly intervals covering a range of customer relations issues.  These meetings have facilitated the discussion of passenger feedback and have helped to assist signatories in highlighting areas considered by the passenger to need particular development.  They have also helped foster better relationships between a number of airline customer relations managers and the AUC (good working relationships were already in place with most UK carriers’ customer relations departments) and have assisted in the sharing of ideas between airlines.  

Any voluntary scheme will be subject to isolated pockets of non-compliance, in some cases for legitimate reasons.  In some areas, such as the provision of information relating to the operating carrier, for example, some airlines have considered the release of certain types of information to be commercially sensitive.  Overall, however, we have been impressed with the record of the UK industry in developing its passenger services in line with the commitments, despite a general feeling that the proposed EU Regulation on Compensation and Assistance to Passengers in the event of Denied Boarding, Cancellation or Long Delays has had a detrimental impact on the  Voluntary Commitment. Process.   It has removed a lot of 'good will' behind the adoption of the Commitment and removed two key elements of passenger service from the voluntary sphere - the provision of assistance to passengers during delays (commitment 4), and the provision of prompt refunds (and discretionary compensation where appropriate) (commitment 7).  Nevertheless, the Commitments have undoubtedly had a positive effect - raising the profile of passenger rights throughout the industry and providing an important impetus for fruitful discussion between interested parties.

5.  Further Monitoring

This first year of the implementation has provided us with an extensive record of levels of passenger service across the UK industry, and allowed us to gauge the degree to which airlines and airports have responded to the Commitments.  Our approach to monitoring has varied between the Airline Voluntary Commitment, where assessment has been relatively intensive and thorough, and the Airport Voluntary Commitment where our approach has, at most times, been light touch, relying mainly on self-reporting.  Before long we envisage a system relying on self-regulation, with the commitments well embedded into airport and airline operational systems. In the short term we suggest an interim step in which a further round of monitoring is undertaken, but with an extremely light touch, focusing primarily on those areas which this report has identified as offering possible scope for improvements. 

UK Department for Transport

October 2003

� Although easyJet is not a formal signatory of the Airline Voluntary Commitment, it has made an undertaking to UK Ministers that it will be complying with the Commitment on most counts and has been evaluated for compliance by the UK CAA.


� Air 2000, MyTravel Airlines (excl. MyTravel Lite), Britannia, British Airways (incl. franchise carriers), flybe, bmi (excl. bmibaby), JMC, Monarch and Virgin Atlantic.


� The sales related commitments do not apply to Charter airlines.  Assessments were therefore carried out on five airlines: British Airways, flybe, bmi, Monarch Airlines (scheduled services only), and Virgin Atlantic.  


� Aberdeen, Belfast International, Birmingham International, Bournemouth, Bristol International, Cardiff International, East Midlands, Edinburgh, Exeter International, Glasgow, Humberside, Leeds Bradford, Liverpool, London City, London Gatwick, London Heathrow, London Luton, London Stansted, Manchester, Newcastle International, Norwich International, Southampton.  
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