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GTAA Summary of Events Related to April 2018 Ice Storm 
 
 
1. Preparations 

a. On Wednesday, 11 April 2018 at 2027L, the Greater Toronto Airports Authority’s (GTAA) 
contracted weather services provider provided the first detailed report of a protracted weather 
event with freezing and mixed precipitation.  The event was forecasted to begin on the morning 
of Saturday, 14 April 2018 and last until Monday, 16 April 2018 before moving out of the area.  

Over the next two days, the forecasts provided additional details regarding start time, 
precipitation types and amounts.  It was clear the weather would be a significant multi-day 
event with mixed freezing precipitation, ice pellets and rain. Open source media also began 
adding this story to their news reports, suggesting that the event would be a substantial 
weather event for the area1.  

  
b. On the morning of Friday, 13 April 2018, the GTAA’s Airport Duty Manager (ADM) began specific 

planning actions with its stakeholders.  On that afternoon around 1339L, the Airport Duty 
Manager issued a message to the Toronto Pearson airport community (a list is attached to this 
summary) of the coming storm via the GTAA mass notification system, Everbridge. Further 
planning actions included establishing the aircraft movement rates with the principal carriers 

and NavCanada per the GTAA winter operations plan.  Based on the forecast weather, the start 
times, capacity and demand departure meeting program was established at 24 departures per 
hour starting on 14 April 2018 at 0630L and lasting until 2359L.  A full briefing on the coming 
weather, GTAA preparations, Central De-icing Facility operations and the aircraft movement 
rates were shared with the Toronto Pearson Airport Community via another Everbridge message 
at 1602L.   
 

c. Internally, the GTAA’s Winter Readiness Plan was executed and included increased staffing of all 
operational units including airfield services, Central De-Icing Facility (CDF), the Integrated 
Operations Control Centre (IOCC), the Apron Management Unit (AMU) and operations 
management personnel.  Part of the staffing plan included securing hotel accommodations to 
both preposition staff at nearby hotels and provide for accommodation following shifts. The CDF 
made preparations for additional staff and secured additional sources and deliveries for glycol to 
supplement its full inventory. Airside and Groundside snow removal contractors and equipment 
had been engaged to provide full staffing to support the expected demand of the storm through 
its duration. Over the course of the 3-day event, GTAA employees worked over 2,800 hours of 
overtime at a cost of nearly $200K, which does not include the additional work hours of salaried 

management to mitigate the impact of this storm. 
 
2. Execution 

a. On the morning of Saturday, 14 April 2018, the GTAA’s mitigation plans had been fully 
implemented with staffing in place on site and aircraft departure rates for the day established 
and communicated. Precipitation began around 1000h with a mix of ice pellets and freezing 
rain. The temperature was -2C and fluctuated little through the day.  The weather event for 

                                                           
1 City TV Online article posted 11 April 2018 8:11AM.  Ice storm threatens to hit parts of southern 
Ontario this weekend.  https://toronto.citynews.ca/2018/04/11/ice-storm-threatens-hit-parts-southern-
ontario-weekend/ 
 

https://toronto.citynews.ca/2018/04/11/ice-storm-threatens-hit-parts-southern-ontario-weekend/
https://toronto.citynews.ca/2018/04/11/ice-storm-threatens-hit-parts-southern-ontario-weekend/
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Saturday had 13mm of rainfall, followed by 2mm of freezing rain accretion and then 4 – 5 cm of 
ice pellets accumulated along with periods of freezing rain.   These conditions persisted until 
approximately 1730h on Sunday, 15 April 2018, at which time freezing rain turned to rain and 
continued into Monday, 16 April 2018 as temperatures increased above 0C. 

 
b. In the morning and throughout the early afternoon on Saturday, the CDF maintained operations 

as the reduced departure rates worked to manage capacity and did not overwhelm the CDF 
resources.  As the event progressed, throughput times on a per-aircraft basis lengthened 
beyond the norm due to increased ice accretion on aircraft as their deicing times increased but 
capacity of the CDF was not affected.  Fluid levels were maintained with pre-planned deliveries.  
Over the course of the weather event, there were a few notable occurrences including a Boeing 
747 aircraft which overnighted at Toronto Pearson on Saturday evening and required 
approximately 30K litres to be deiced.  Throughout the storm, the CDF deiced 247 aircraft on 14 
April and 322 aircraft on 15 April, applying over 1.5 million litres of fluid and recovering over 
11.5 million litres of spent fluid.  As the event wore on, a significant potential concern identified 
was the facilities’ ability to contain the spent and run-off fluid.  However, it was determined that 
the facilities’ storage capacity was maximized and sufficient to sustain operations. 

 
c. The weather was favourable to the airfield snow removal crews, despite the challenges it 

presented when combined with the arrival rates that were applied.  With full staffing and high 
degree of equipment serviceability the crews were able to maintain the movement surfaces 
such that the operation was not significantly impacted, and arrivals and departures were 
maintained throughout the weather event.   
 

d. The Terminal Aprons and gates specifically provided challenges unique to this weather event in 
that the accumulation of ice pellets made clearing the surfaces difficult for the following 
reasons.  Normal snow clearing on the aprons involves pushing snow away from the terminals 
and gates and then loading it and trucking it away.  In this case, pushing wet ice and the 
considerable weight of it taxed the GTAA’s and its contractors’ equipment and plans. Further, 
the clearance of accumulated ice in and around the terminals and gates was an ongoing 
challenge as aircraft dwell times on gates increased and access to empty gates had to be 
coordinated closely.  While clearing operations were challenged throughout the event, there 
were no safety incidents or failings which had impact on air carrier operations. 
 

e. Normal day-of operational coordination is the responsibility of the Integrated Operations 
Control Centre (IOCC) and includes the Airport Operations Control (AOC), Security Operations 
Control (SOC), Resource Management Unit (RMU) and the Airport Duty Manager (ADM).  The 
GTAA plan for the event was consistent with normal operations for the IOCC as supplemented 
by additional staff and management. Having an additional, dedicated Airport Duty Manager to 
focus solely on the weather event enabled the operation to continue and focus on the weather 
event to receive the constant attention that it required.  No significant issues were encountered 
by the IOCC team during the event, and the plan as it was enacted was successful.  Further, the 
GTAA stood up a Tactical Emergency Coordination Centre (ECC) to focus on the impact that the 
weather was having on the operation and enable normal operations through the IOCC.  The ECC 
ran until late afternoon on Monday 16 April 2018 when recovery efforts were well established.  
The ECC was staffed with a mix of senior management and operations management with 
expertise on airfield operations, terminal operations and baggage. 
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f. The impact on Air Carrier operations was largely dependent on their business model.  Toronto 
Pearson’s largest two carriers reduced their respective schedules and consolidated flights to 
match the metering programs and were able to maintain their reduced operations in 
accordance with their plans for the duration of the event. Infrequent international carriers 
maintained their operations with some impact encountered from the weather with the most 
significant issues being associated with ground handler challenges servicing their air carrier 
clients’ aircraft.  Further, charter operators such as Sunwing and Air Transat elected to maintain 
the bulk of their schedules, which presented their service providers with acute challenges 
throughout the weekend.  

 
g. The demand for service to air carriers such as Sunwing and Air Transat was further impacted by 

their contracted ground service support handler Swissport experiencing an overwhelming 
number of sick calls. Information received by the GTAA suggested that on Saturday, 14 April 
2018, Swissport had received sick calls from over 50% of their workforce.  The following 
afternoon, the GTAA was advised that only 39 out of 110 shifts of Swissport staff, or roughly 1/3 
of normal staffing levels were available to support all evening and overnight flights handled by 
Swissport. The impact on Sunwing and Air Transat in particular was so significant that the 
servicing of the aircraft was significantly delayed and resulted in gate occupancy issues that 
would impact all other Terminal 3 carriers without active management.  On the late afternoon 
of Saturday 14 April 2018, the GTAA took steps to protect the terminal gates and the decision 
was made to focus Swissport handled-flight operations off terminal.  The GTAA communicated 
this decision to the affected air carriers throughout the evening and following day.   

 
h. Staffing issues encountered by Swissport also had an adverse effect on the movement of both 

inbound and outbound passenger baggage.  With limited resources to unload the arriving 
aircraft, Swissport efforts were focused on deplaning the arriving passengers, often at the 
expense of Swissport’s obligation to unload the baggage holds.  In many instances, deplaned 
passengers left the airport without their luggage as it remained loaded on the aircraft.  The 
matter was compounded by the fact that the baggage was not being moved by passengers but 
rather sat without customs clearance, thereby creating a need for both (i) more labour to move 
the baggage and (ii) more storage for baggage awaiting customs clearance.  Inbound baggage 
suffered similarly in that without sufficient personnel to unload the bags from the check-in belts, 
the entire terminal baggage system will eventually become full and inoperable.  As is the 
process when such a situation occurs, the affected carrier is stopped from further check-in until 
it can resolve its issue.  This approach prevents the entire baggage system from becoming 
crippled by a single user, enabling other air carriers to maintain their respective operations.  

During this weather event, Sunwing, through its ground handler Swissport, was processing 
passengers at check-in without personnel at the other end to remove the bags for aircraft 
loading.  Check-in operations continued, but baggage was consolidated at the check-in counters 
until staff could be mustered to receive the bags.  Often, GTAA staff were used to load the belts 
at check-in once Swissport raised sufficient manpower to load the bags because Swissport didn’t 
have enough resources to do both functions. 

 
i. On Sunday 15 April 2018, the GTAA ECC working with Sunwing and Swissport had contacted 

third party companies who were hired to support baggage offloading for Swissport-serviced 
flights.    The GTAA also provided additional support in the form of manpower for baggage 
offloading.    As of 1940h on 15 April 2018, upwards of nine inbound flights handled by Swissport 
were staged at various locations on the airfield awaiting gates or parking stands so that the 
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flights could be off-loaded due to gate occupancy challenges forced by ground handling delays.  

The focus was placed on deplaning passengers from these flights, but baggage offloads were 
compromised.  Passengers from Swissport-handled flights were unable to claim their bags 
before electing to leave the airport.  Accordingly, offloaded baggage was placed in storage until 
it could be processed on Monday.     
 

j. Numerous flights were impacted throughout the afternoon/evening of Saturday 14 April 2018 
due to a combination of weather conditions and Arrival Traffic Management Initiatives (ATMI) 
that were implemented by NavCanada. There were 80 flights which experienced airborne 
holding up to 30 minutes and 16 flights diverted from Toronto Pearson, electing to arrive 
elsewhere.  On Sunday 15 April 2018, NavCanada matched the GTAA-applied Departures Traffic 
Management Initiative (DTMI) with an ATMI at a rate of 24 aircraft arrivals per hour. Due to 
some freezing rain reports, ATMI’s were adjusted downward a few times. Significant accretion 
and compaction of ice on airport movement surfaces continued during periods of active freezing 
precipitation.  NavCanada implemented a ground stop at Toronto Pearson due to weather and 
at 1958L reapplied the ATMI, further impacting arrival rates.  This situation continued to add to 
flight delays but did aid in the management of the aircraft on the ground at Toronto Pearson by 
limiting volume. 
 

3. Recovery 
a. Following the end of the precipitation late Sunday evening, 15 April 2018, the rates were 

adjusted up and carriers began the task of returning to their regular schedules. For the most 
part, the anchor airlines at Toronto Pearson (Air Canada and WestJet) executed their recovery 
strategies to plan. Sunwing continued to be challenged, as many of the issues experienced over 
the previous two days had compounded and resulted in major baggage issues that needed to be 
resolved.  The GTAA operations management through the ECC continued to attempt to work 
with both Sunwing and Swissport through Monday, 16 April 2018 to ensure that flights could be 
delivered, and baggage contingencies could be successfully implemented.  GTAA Senior 
Management in the ECC were briefed by Sunwing on its recovery plan.  GTAA Senior 
Management felt that the proposed recovery plan was too ambitious and unrealistic to be 
successful and interjected.  Working collaboratively, the ECC established a departure plan that 
balanced demand to capability and enabled Sunwing to effectively begin to recover its 
operations while addressing the need to address the baggage backlog. 
 

b. The accumulated baggage from the previous days continued to present the most significant 
problem to recovery efforts.  The vast volume and limited capacity of Sunwing’s service provider 
to process the inbound baggage was the focus of the now joint ECC team, including personnel 
from Swissport and Sunwing.  Canada Border Service Agency (CBSA) had already requested that 
unclaimed baggage, unprocessed baggage which had accumulated in the baggage hall be 
relocated, while remaining secured, due to the volume limiting movement and creating a safety 
risk.  Other storage areas were full, and a plan was required to enable consolidation of the 
baggage, facilitate CBSA processing of the baggage and then turning the baggage over to the 
carriers so that the carriers could begin their processes for reunification of baggage with the 
owners.  
 

c. The ECC team worked with Sunwing and Swissport throughout the morning of 16 April 2018 
along with CBSA to relocate the unclaimed baggage to the GTAA Airfield Maintenance Facility 
(AMF), into oversized equipment bays which would enable sorting, CBSA processing, carrier and 
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the carriers’ contracted courier companies to retrieve and reunite the bags with their owners.  
The processing by CBSA was completed that day.  The carriers and their service providers began 
a multiday effort which lasted over a week until all bags were removed from GTAA facilities. 
 

4. Summary 
a. Over the period of 14-16 April 2018, Toronto Pearson endured a rare weather event which had a 

significant impact on airport operations.  The GTAA fulfilled its role as the airport operator by 
undertaking appropriate planning and preparations in advance of the weather to minimize 
impact to the operation and the travelling public.  Relying on existing plans and processes, the 
strategy was developed to address the specific situation and was dynamically managed 
throughout the event.  Over the course of the 3-day event, Toronto Pearson, and the airport 
community of air carriers, ground handlers and a myriad of other agencies continued to provide 
a level of service consistent to the GTAA plan. 

 
 
 


