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Jean-Michel Gagnon 
Enquêteur principal, Direction de la surveillance et de la conformité 
Office des transports du Canada  
Gouvernement du Canada 
700, Leigh-Capreol, Bureau 1062 
Dorval, QC  H4Y 1G7 
Canada 

Dear Jean – Michel Gagnon, 

 

 

Ref: Inquiry / Interview Sunwing April 14th – 18th 2018 
Toronto Pearson International Airport  

I refer to your visit on the 16th of May 2018 and our discussion at that time related to your 
inquiry with respect to difficulties in loading and unloading of passengers and luggage of 
Sunwing flights landing and departing in Toronto between late on April 13, and early on 
April 17, 2018.  

At the outset I should make plain three points.  

First, Swissport Canada Inc. YYZ (“Swissport”) would like to thank you for having taken the 
time to meet with us and for having allowed us to provide to you a summary of our detailed 
plan as to how Swissport will respond to, and cooperate with, the Canadian Transport 
Agency / Office des transports du Canada ("CTA") in its inquiry. 

Second, aircraft turnaround - the time between an aircraft arrival at and then departure 
from an airport - in both passenger and cargo operations is a finely tuned set of activities 
carried out by Swissport staff. Those activities are designed and implemented to ensure 
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that the complex scheduling programmes of our customers and the GTAA are met in order 
for the landing and departure of aircraft to take place in a safe and timely manner with both 
our customers and, in turn, their customers satisfied with the services that we provide. 
However, these activities, below and above the aircraft wing, are often complex, are 
potentially hazardous in nature and must always be carried out, often in conjunction with 
our service providers, in compliance with both industry and regulatory standards. The 
competent authorities and regulators, including both aviation and occupational health and 
safety regulators, require the management and non-management teams at Swissport to be 
fully and adequately trained with respect to their employment duties and have a thorough 
understanding of their responsibilities, regulatory and otherwise. This requires that we 
train, and must train, our staff to balance the need to ensure effective and timely discharge 
of our aviation services with our obligation to do so in a safe manner. 

Finally, Swissport has in place a culture that requires that we review any and all incidents 
where we believe that delivery of services has not been to the standard, for whatever 
reason, that we require. We engage in a post-incident analysis of all such occurrences so 
as to ensure that our commitment to continuous improvement is carried out in practice and 
without regard to whether or not the review process results in criticism of our performance. 
We take no objection to sharing with our customers and the appropriate regulators the 
results of such investigations and to do so in a transparent and candid manner. Although 
our review has identified areas where our performance can be improved and we have 
implemented or are implementing procedural improvements, we do not believe that there 
was any neglect on the part of Swissport in the delivery of services in April of this year. 

 

That which follows is based upon these principles. 

A. THE EVENTS PRIOR TO APRIL 2018 

The events at issue that occurred between April 13 and April 17, 2018 must be viewed, in 
our view, contextually given that: 

(a) on those dates there were unanticipated and unforeseeable weather 
conditions marked by significant snowfall and ice which, obviously, impacted 
upon our operations, and the operations of others, at Pearson International 
Airport ("Pearson");  

(b) in anticipation of those weather conditions major airlines, including Air 
Canada and Westjet, simply cancelled a high percentage of their flights to 
Pearson while those customers served by Swissport chose not to do so;  

(c) at the same time, a variety of factors, including the weather conditions, 
resulted in a less than anticipated number of Swissport employees reporting 
for work on those days notwithstanding our efforts to encourage the 
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necessary number of employees to attend. It should be noted that those 
workers engaged in the provision of ramp services are unionized and their 
employment is governed by a collective agreement between Swissport and 
the Teamsters, Local 419 ("CA") that makes specific provision for overtime 
work; and, 

(d) the delivery of services by Swissport to our customers over this period of 
time did not take place in a vacuum within which Swissport controlled all 
variables that impacted upon service delivery as there were other entities 
whose activities, undoubtedly inadvertently, adversely impacted, to some 
degree, the ability of Swissport to deliver our services. 

 

More specifically I note the following. 

1. Winter Operations 2017 - 2018 

In anticipation of the expected weather conditions in December 2017 and the high demand 
for our services during that month Swissport implemented two (2) incentive programs 
during the Christmas 2017 period to ensure adequate staffing levels. Those two incentive 
programs were a retention bonus program and a referral bonus program. Prior to 
December 2017 and with the incentive programs in place our human resources team 
started to recruit and train employees so that our commitment to meet the operational 
demands of our customers were covered.  

In our projections for necessary employment levels for March and April of 2018 two of the 
factors that were considered were: 

(a) the March increase in temperature to double digits with rainfall led us to 
believe that adverse winter weather was most unlikely; and, 

(b) existing employees were becoming dependent on attendance incentives  
resulting in abuse of those incentives. Prior to April 2018 those incentives 
were, with the consent of the unions representing our baggage handlers and 
ramp workers, therefore discontinued.  

However, contrary to our weather projections, the weather conditions in April were 
unexpectedly harsh. During the period from November 9, 2017 to February 12, 2018 a 
total of 31 days were recorded as “Extreme Cold Weather Alerts” compared to the winter 
of 2016 – 2017 when 22 “Extreme Cold Weather Alerts” days were recorded during the 
period from December 14, 2016 to March 21, 2017.  
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2. Daily Operational Meetings ("DOM"): Week of April 9th to 15th 2018 

As described below, Swissport has in place a practice by which, as part of its Results 
Management System, there are daily operational meetings ("DOMs") at which all aspects 
of our operations at Pearson are discussed. The purpose of these discussions is to identify 
anticipated issues and take steps to address those issues before our operations are 
impacted with adverse effects for our customers. 

Prior to April 9, 2018 the Swissport Vice President, recognizing that he would be out of the 
country over the period from April 9 to April 15, 2018, delegated leadership of the DOM 
process to the department managers who were in charge of operations over that period. 
During that week and prior to April 11, 2018 the discussion in DOM meetings on weather 
alerts underestimated the gravity of the impending adverse weather until the Weather 
Network’s warning alerts of April 11, 2018 advised of the ice storm approaching on April 
14, 15 and 16, 2018.  

3. Resulting Attempts to Schedule Overtime 

As noted above, the engagement of ramp services staff to work overtime is governed by a 
CA. The CA provides, insofar as relevant, detailed rules governing overtime that may be 
summarized as follows: 

(a) an offer to employees to work overtime is based on a seniority system such 
that the more senior employees must be offered overtime and decline that 
offer before more junior employees may be extended an offer to work 
overtime; 

(b) Swissport must maintain an overtime book identifying the names of 
employees willing to work overtime and offers of overtime work must be 
made to those employees listed in the overtime book and only after all such 
offers have been exhausted, is Swissport able to extend offers of overtime to 
other employes. 

In light of the weather warnings received on April 11, 2018, on April 12, 2018 our planning 
and human resources departments began contacting Swissport staff to work overtime 
during the weekend of April 14 and 15, 2018.  

To do this, these departments made telephone calls to every employee that was not 
already scheduled to work on April 14 and 15, 2018. While working within the requirements 
of the Canada Labour Code and the applicable CA, they were able to successfully secure 
commitments for the additional staffing required to cover the weekend operations. 
However, on the days in issue many of these employees either called in sick or decided 
not to report to duty at which point Swissport was already facing the impact of the 
unanticipated adverse weather on our operations. 
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4. Incident Weekend Staffing April 13th to 17th 2018 

The staffing levels for both Passenger Services and Ramp Services during the period in 
issue were as follows: 

Date Day Department Planned Absent 

13th April 2018 Friday Passenger Services 371 22 

14th April 2018 Saturday Passenger Services 401 24 

15th April 2018 Sunday Passenger Services 357 47 

16th April 2018 Monday Passenger Services 304 43 

17th April 2018 Tuesday Passenger Services 243 24 

 

Date Day Department Planned Absent 

13th April 2018 Friday Ramp Services 244 24 

14th April 2018 Saturday Ramp Services 238 39 

15th April 2018 Sunday Ramp Services 262 85 

16th April 2018 Monday Ramp Services 251 47 

17th April 2018 Tuesday Ramp Services 251 28 

Over that same period there was the appropriate allocation of Managers on Duty ("MOD") 
as the following chart makes plain: 

MOD Name 
Fri 

04/13 
Sat 

04/14 
Sun 

04/15 
Mon 
04/16 

Tue 
04/17 

Graham Smith 0200-1400 0200-1400 0200-1400 X X 

Brendan Powell 1300-0100 1300-0100 1300-0100 X X 

Serge Medina X X X 0300-1500 0300-1500 

Clive Scott X X X 1400-0200 1400-0200 

      

B. INTERNAL INCIDENT REVIEW 

The Swissport focus on continuous improvement is with respect to both our internal 
processes and externally with respect to our service delivery to our customers. That focus 
is intended to, and routinely does, result in performance enhancements that serve to 
eliminate or, if that is not possible, reduce the source of errors and actions that are not 
compatible with Swissport’s standards with respect to worker safety and performance 
delivery.  
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From time to time that focus on continuous improvement requires that we review incidents. 
You will recall that during our meeting of May 16, 2018 we discussed, in detail, the 
difficulties encountered with two Sunwing flights: Flight WG302 on April 14, 2018 and 
Flight WG715 on April 15, 2018. As you will recall, that discussion was augmented by a 
PowerPoint presentation that we delivered, a written copy of which was also given to you, 
at that time. I need not repeat that which was discussed in our meeting and evidenced in 
the PowerPoint presentation.  

 

Suffice it to say that, with respect to Flight WG302: 

(a) at the time of its scheduled departure at 16:25 on April 14, 2018 weather 
conditions were already difficult because, at that point, there had already 
been several hours of freezing rain leaving ice pellets and snow on the 
ground with significant accumulation of ice and snow in the area of the 
WG302 aircraft, ramp equipment and the apron which accumulation gave 
rise to both hazardous conditions for our workers and necessarily slower 
service delivery; 

(b) there were delays in the provision of de-icing services - which services are 
not delivered by Swissport - to the WG302 aircraft such that, ultimately, the 
WG302 aircraft had to return to the gate for more fuel before it could be de-
iced; 

(c) at that time, there was no gate for the WG302 aircraft in the main terminal 
necessitating direction to Swissport at 19:30 that the aircraft be parked at an 
infield gate at which there was also significant accumulation of ice and snow 
causing further delay as it took 45 minutes to park the aircraft; 

(d) the aircraft then had to wait for an hour in order to be fuelled by a third party 
fuel provider; 

(e) these delays, coupled with the other demands being made upon Swissport 
workers, resulted in our inability to immediately attend to push the aircraft 
back when it was fuelled and ready to depart; 

(f) that said, on being advised of the aircraft having been refuelled and 
recognizing the weather related difficulties, Swissport immediately put in 
place an action plan such that three crews were alerted to the issue so that 
the first available crew would attend at the infield gate to push the aircraft 
back from the gate; 



 

 WWW.SWISSPORT.COM  PAGE 7 

 

  32161866.26 

(g) on arrival of the Swissport crew the airplane was stuck in the ice and snow 
making the pushback much more time consuming, hazardous and difficult 
than would otherwise be the case;  

(h) it was at that point that the difficulty confronting the pilot for taxiing on the 
infield led to the plane captain not to continue the flight and request a return 
to the terminal couple with an unruly passenger issue; 

(i) notwithstanding the conditions, departure of the plane was scheduled for the 
morning of April 15th at 06:30 and it did depart at 06:40. 

With respect to Flight WG715 it is to be noted that: 

(a) the flight was scheduled to arrive at Pearson at 20:55 but did not arrive at 
Pearson until 22:27; 

(b) at the time of the arrival of Flight WG715 the gate that had been assigned to 
it - which assignments are not, as you know, made by Swissport - Gate C35 
was no longer available as that gate was occupied with a plane from another 
carrier; 

(c) Gate H1A was then assigned at 01:30 on April 16, 2018 to Flight WG715 but 
there were no "H" gates available until Gate H1B became available at which 
time Flight WG715 was parked at 03:40 on April 16, 2018. 

I should point out that our incident review when beyond the events relating to these two 
flights. 

 

C. PERFORMANCE IMPROVEMENT PLAN 

It is within the foregoing context that I write to set out a summary of our detailed plan to 
enhance the provision of the services that we provide to our customers at Pearson and to 
the Greater Toronto Airport Authority ("GTAA"). Each element of our plan has been divided 
into steps to be taken in the short term, which is to say within 30 days, and steps to be 
taken in the longer term. Given that this letter is simply a summary, I have not broken 
down which elements will be short term and which will be implemented in the long term. In 
doing so we shall also comment on the matters that we considered in order to develop that 
plan. I should point out that this plan has, in detail, been shared with Sunwing. That 
engagement with Sunwing was aided by a lengthy PowerPoint presentation which is 
attached for your review. 
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1. Recovery Team 

Immediately after the incidents in April of 2018 Swissport put in place a group of 
employees - referred to by us as the Recovery Team - mandated to review the April 2018 
incidents with a view to determining if there were feasible steps to be taken to enhance 
service performance and avoid, as best we can, any like occurrences in the future. Those 
on the Recovery Team included not only Swissport management in Toronto but, in 
addition, Swissport employees from other Swissport facilities in North America. Moreover, 
the mandate of the Recovery Team included its active engagement of our stakeholders - 
principally, in this case, Sunwing - to solicit the views and any suggestions that it, as a 
stakeholder, might have with respect to the work of the Recovery Team. I hasten to point 
out that this approach - having a wide range of Swissport employees engaged in incident 
evaluation and, to that end, the engagement of our stakeholders - is not new to Swissport 
but what was important in the instant case, was the immediate appointment of the 
Recovery Team so as to accelerate the review process. 

2. Safety Training 

Although we believe that our workplaces are safe and in compliance with the Canada 
Labour Code, both the Recovery Team and Swissport management at Pearson recognize 
the importance of ensuring that we have a workplace that meets the highest possible 
safety standards. We recognize that that is in and of itself an important Swissport value. 
However, we believe that workplace safety will, in addition, enhance performance 
improvement. Accordingly, we have identified actions to be taken to improve employee 
morale, increase safety awareness and enhance health and safety education. Broadly 
speaking the actions to be taken include: 

(a) education and information being provided to our employees through 
measures which include the provision of enhanced education and information 
training being provided to our staff through dedicated ramp safety teams. Ten 
such training programs have been enhanced; 

(b) implementation of a Safety and Health Improvement Program ("SHIP"); 

(c) the introduction of provisions to allow for and encourage open and honest 
communication with respect to safety issues as between our non-managerial 
and managerial staff so as to allow the reporting of safety incidents, prompt 
investigation of those incidents and implementation of any resultant and 
necessary remedial action;  

(d) an invitation to stakeholders, including our customers and the unions 
representing our workers, to seek their involvement in our safety programs. 

We recognize that it is not enough to simply articulate these plan elements but that it is 
necessary that there be in place a system to ensure that these enhanced health and safety 
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plans are implemented and followed on an ongoing basis. We have put in place measures 
that, we hope, well ensure such implementation. These measures include the appointment 
of Safety Teams to monitor compliance. 

3. Workplace Environment 

In order to both enhance efficiency and safety in our workplace and make our workplaces 
more pleasing work environment, we have taken steps to improve employee morale which 
steps include engagement of our staff in routine social events, improvement to the physical 
workplaces and an employee recognition program. 

4. Recruiting Challenges 

We recognize that Swissport, and it must be said other similar employers at the GTAA, 
face difficulties in recruiting employees and maintaining their employment. To address this 
issue we have taken and will continue to take, a number of steps. 

First, we recognize the need to ensure that we have in place adequate staffing levels to 
ensure that we carry out our responsibilities. The events of April 2018 have caused us to 
re-evaluate our employment practices to address the challenges in recruitment. In order to 
ensure that we have a competent, skilled, safety conscious and service-oriented workforce 
Swissport has been recruiting internally and externally using various communication 
platforms and marketing principles in employee recruitment. These communication 
platforms and marketing principles are, in our experience, known to be an effective way to 
bring discipline to the recruiting process. Swissport's focus has been to promote 
employment opportunities in order to identify potential candidates for employment. This 
focus will be intensified. 

Second, one of the factors that we have taken into consideration in our recruitment efforts 
is the economic impact of Ontario’s minimum-wage increase, introduced on short notice, 
effective January 1, 2018. As of 2018, the economic impact of the minimum wage increase 
on the Province’s lowest wage earners has received a great deal of attention. However, 
the effect is felt more broadly by employers like Swissport who, notwithstanding being 
federally regulated in employment matters, face labour cost increases due to the increase 
in Ontario's minimum wage. Many employees who earned close to the minimum wage 
prior to the minimum wage increase in Ontario may well, since that increase, have seen 
their wages increase. In the Fall of 2017 Swissport entered into a new collective 
agreement with the union that represents, among others, Swissport baggage handlers and 
ramp workers. Notwithstanding the wage increases in the new collective agreement, in 
view of the change to the minimum wage in Ontario, Swissport provided to its workers a 
further wage increase in early 2018 and prior to the events in April addressed in this letter. 
Their remuneration had to be increased in order to exceed the new minimum wage in 
Ontario in order to reflect their experience and ability. Otherwise, non-experienced 
employees earning the increased minimum-wage and more experienced or higher-skilled 
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senior employees would receive the same pay, skewing incentives in the workplace. To 
maintain a relative hierarchy of wages according to employee skill levels, it may be 
necessary for Swissport to remain competitive in the labour market and reduce turnover  

Third, to obtain qualified employees in an increasingly competitive employment 
environment, our efforts now include reinstatement of both retention and referral bonuses 
for successful recruitment of employees to work in both our Ramp and Passenger Services 
areas. A referral bonus program will reward those of our employees who assist us in our 
employee recruitment efforts by referring to us potential candidates for employment. The 
referral bonus program has been introduced with respect to those workers hired between 
April 30, 2018 until June 30, 2018. An eligible employee who refers a prospective 
employee to Swissport will receive a $500 retention bonus less statutory deduction upon 
the completion by the candidate of four (4) months continuous employment from the date 
the candidate was hired. A retention bonus is paid at the end of the 4 months employment 
of the referred employee. 

Fourth, to assist with some of the recruitment challenges, Swissport has now solicited the 
support of the Corporate HR Team, which operates out of same offices at YYZ Airport , to 
help oversee the recruitment process. Swissport has also, over the last few months, 
participated in and will continue to participate, on an ongoing basis, in multiple job fairs. In 
addition, rebranding of the company is being utilized to help attract candidates and 
address manpower shortages. 

Fifth, we have put in place weekly meetings of senior management   

Sixth, we have increased our emphasis on planning to ensure that we not only retain the 
optimum staffing levels but anticipate manpower levels in the future. By way of illustration, 
we are already actively working on the planning for the delivery of services to the new IFT 
(Infield Terminal). This planning includes not only advanced planning to address staffing 
issues but also includes the appointment of necessary supervisory staff to ensure 
compliance and the requisition of the necessary equipment to allow staff to discharge their 
duties to our standards. 

Finally, effective recruitment will require, in our view, the appropriate safety training 
discuss above. We have, therefore, structured our training to ensure that it is an essential 
component of our recruitment efforts. 

5. DOMs  

As noted above, the DOM process at Swissport is part of a broader Results Management 
System. The DOM process is used to solicit, consider and manage the input of the day of 
operation with the daily department managers. These meetings are held to identify any 
anticipated issues and to forecast necessary staffing levels on a daily basis. These DOM 
meetings are held at 11:00 a.m. and 15:00 p.m. (every day including weekends).  
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Examples of topics discussed are finance, safety, technical, quality of service, output and 
contingency plans including labour shortages. Most of these focus areas are covered in a 
single meeting. Every Swissport department including our human resources department 
and senior management are involved in these DOM meetings. While that which is 
analytically measurable in each area in each department is different, the fundamental 
principles, structure, and discipline of this daily management tool are the same.  

The DOM also focuses on identifying Key Performance Indicators of all departments and 
any corrective action to be taken by those departments to rectify any performance 
deficiencies that have occurred or may, absent proactive remedial measures, occur. 
Swissport management and employee teams have been trained to: 

(a) define what is important standards for the effective operation of our business; 

(b) establish performance indicators for those standards; and, 

(c) measure those indicators.  

Additionally, if these performance indicators are within a specific team’s responsibility, 
Swissport requires that that team be empowered to take the steps necessary to achieve 
the desired performance standard and take ownership of the outcome.  

6. Swissport Management Restructuring: 

Swissport’s goal is to ensure the right candidates are recruited based on their experience 
and knowledge which, when coupled with proper comprehensive training, will do much to 
ensure the success of those candidates and therefore the success of Swissport. We 
believe that having the right people at the right place is pivotal for the success of our 
operations.  

New and existing employees are held and will be held personally accountable for the 
highest standards of behavior, including openness, honesty, and fairness in all aspects of 
their work. We consider that these are fundamental principles to rebuild trust and improve 
performance in our operations.  

Beyond these statements of principle being clearly articulated to all our managerial staff, 
we have taken a number of further steps. 

First, we have, as noted above, created the Recovery Team to solicit its advice, based 
upon Swissport experience throughout North America, as to any necessary management 
restructuring steps. 

Second and in keeping with these core values, we have restructured our management 
team. The revised management team is set out on the attached Organization Chart. 
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Third, we have empowered our MOD's to exercise full authority to take decisions on day to 
day operations. This, we hope, will result in more timely implementation of decisions that 
affect our operations. 

Finally, we have put in place lines of authority to ensure that our MOD's will be the single 
point of contact for our staff and our stakeholders to streamline communications. This is to 
help ensure that issues are dealt with in a timely and effective manner. Moreover, we have 
assigned account managers to key customers so as to reduce operational disruptions by 
allowing them to take immediate action to address customer concerns. 

7. Technology 

As part of our continuous process improvement, we are reviewing our existing information 
management systems, both proprietary and non-proprietary, to ensure that the 
communication between various parts of our workforce is facilitated in a manner that will 
ensure timely and appropriate decision making and execution of those decisions. 

8. Baggage Process Improvement 

We have fully and carefully reviewed our processes for the movement of baggage. In the 
result we have developed a Baggage Process Improvement Plan to introduce a more 
flexible and effective way to process the flow of baggage in Terminal 3. While the scope of 
the Plan is quite detailed, in essence it involves the appointment of coordinators 
empowered to ensure that the Baggage Process Improvement Plan including the new 
protocol for manpower requests and allocation is implemented so as to reduce any 
shortage of employees. In short, the plan is for the coordinators to optimize baggage 
runner allocation and thereby reduce delays in the baggage handling process. 

9. IRROPS (irregular Operation) Protocol 

We are currently finalizing our IRROPS Protocol which establishes and defines the actions 
to be taken when our operations are effected by weather and non-weather related events 
that may impact upon our normal operations. A considerable amount of effort has been put 
into developing the Protocol so as to ensure the right level of performance in 
communication not only within our own organization but with our key stakeholders. 

10. Continuous Improvement 

Finally, at Swissport, it is our utmost goal to ensure that we provide the aviation industry 
with consistent and tailor-made solutions around the globe to assist them in providing to 
their customers the best possible customer experience. In doing so the safety of both our 
employees and our customers is of paramount importance to us and we do not 
compromise in our efforts to ensure such safety.  
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Swissport firmly believes that it has the right strategy and a strong team that will provide 
the change that our stakeholders are looking for.   

On behalf of Swissport, I, along with my team, look forward to continuing business with our 
stakeholders and hope that we can strengthen our relationship.  

 

Yours truly, 

 

Joerg Sutter 
Chief Operating Officer 

 

 

Enclosed:    

1. Standard Ground Handling Agreement Annex B (between Swissport and 
Sunwing) 

2. Incident Report Breakdown WG302/14APR & WG715/15APR 

3. Below table of Organization Chart Swissport Toronto YYZ 
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