
Aviation has an unusual relationship with 
failure. Unlike many industries where mistakes 
are quietly buried in internal reviews, 
aviation's hard-won tradition is to surface 
them — to document, analyse, publish, and 
most importantly, draw learnings from them, 
in an open and transparent manner. This 
discipline, uncomfortable as it can be, is 
precisely why flying commercially remains 
statistically the safest way to travel. It is also 
why safety reporting is not just a box-ticking 
exercise; it is at the heart of a functioning 
Safety Management System (SMS).

Complementing mandatory reporting is Tell 
Sarah, Singapore’s confidential voluntary 
reporting system for aviation safety. It allows 
individuals to flag potential hazards or unsafe 
practices that could compromise aviation 
safety, enabling insights and trends from these 
reports to be studied and acted upon before 
harm occurs. The combination of mandatory 
and voluntary channels is deliberate; between 
them, they are designed to capture the full 
spectrum of safety signals.

A fundamental truth understood by every 
experienced operator is this: for every accident, 
many near-misses precede it. The accident is 
the visible tip; the unreported incidents are the 
submerged iceberg. A comprehensive reporting 
framework — both mandatory and voluntary — 
seeks to make that iceberg visible early enough 
to allow intervention before a ship strikes it. 
The consequences of failing to act on this 
visibility can be severe, as illustrated by a recent 
accident.

In Singapore, this philosophy is embedded in 
our regulations. The Air Navigation (91 - 
General Operating Rules) Regulations 2018 
sets out a comprehensive list of occurrences 
that trigger mandatory reporting obligations 
— from runway incursions and airspace 
deviations to aircraft system failures and 
dangerous goods incidents. These categories 
are not arbitrary. Each represents lessons 
learned from past occurrences somewhere in 
the world, often at a high cost. 
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Reporting Must Drive Action, Not Just 
Records

A recurring pattern in aviation safety data 
illustrates what happens when reporting loops 
remain unclosed. In documented occurrences 
involving repeated near-miss interactions 
between fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters in 
complex terminal environments, data from 
reported occurrences, flight crew observations, 
and ATC reports had already highlighted 
patterns of reduced separation and airspace 
deconfliction challenges in mixed-traffic 
operations.

Although each event was individually recorded 
and analysed, the underlying system risk — 
spanning airspace design, traffic procedures, 
and coordination practices — persisted. The 
gap was not in the volume of reports, but in 
the speed at which aggregated safety 
information was translated into structural risk 
mitigation.

The lesson is clear: safety reporting only 
delivers value when information flows to 
decision-makers, is synthesised into a 
systemic risk understanding, and drives timely 
intervention. It is the closure of the loop — 
from identification to action — that removes 
hazards from the operational environment.

This is precisely the role that the Singapore 
Aviation Accident/Incident Reporting System 
(SAIRS)1 is designed to fulfil. As the mandatory 
reporting channel, SAIRS collects accident and 
incident data, which are then analysed to 
identify safety trends and inform the 
development and implementation of targeted 
mitigation measures. In this way, SAIRS links 
individual reporting obligations to 
system-wide safety improvements. This 
reflects the full cycle: collect, analyse, act, and 
close the loop. Reporting is only the first step 
— safety improvement is the outcome. Too 
many organisations mistake step one for the 
finish line.

Aviation Safety in the Asia-Pacific: Work in 
Progress 

The Asia-Pacific (APAC) region carries weight 
in this discussion, both because of its 
extraordinary growth as an aviation market 
and because of the challenges surrounding 
safety data completeness. The number of 
fatalities in the Regional Aviation Safety Group 
(RASG)-APAC region increased to 186 in 2024, 
up from 72 in 2023 — serving as a stark 
reminder of the need to continue ensuring the 
safety of air travel amidst sustained growth 
and complexity2. Encouragingly, the 
RASG-APAC accident rate has remained lower 
than the global accident rate over the past 
decade3 — a genuine achievement in a region 
with considerable variation in regulatory 
maturity across its member states.
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However, the region faces transparency 
challenges that affect the collective learning 
that safety reporting is meant to enable. IATA's 
analysis of accident investigations from 2018 to 
2023 reveals that only 57% of investigations 
globally were completed and published as 
required under the Chicago Convention. The 
Asia-Pacific region's completion rate stands at 
53%, compared to 75% for North Asia and 70% 
for North America4. When investigation reports 
are not completed or published, the global 
aviation community is deprived of vital safety 
lessons. IATA has thus called for a coordinated 
global effort to provide technical support 
where investigative capacity is the constraint5. 
Shared learning is a collective obligation, and 
with the region aspiring to lead on safety 
performance, closing this reporting gap is an 
essential priority.

Global Safety Trends: A Renewed Call for 
Vigilance 

According to ICAO's 2025 Safety Report, there 
were 95 accidents involving scheduled 
commercial flights in 2024, compared to 66 in 
2023, with 10 fatal accidents resulting in 296 
fatalities. The global accident rate rose to 2.56 
accidents per million departures6, against a 
backdrop of 37 million departures worldwide7.  

Alongside these figures, ICAO identified a set of 
recurring high-risk categories - including 
controlled flight into terrain, loss of control in 
flight, mid-air collision, and runway incursion8 - 

that continue to account for a disproportionate 
share of fatal outcomes. Critically, none of these 
represent new or unknown risks. Each category has 
well-established precursor patterns that are 
frequently observable through incident and 
occurrence reports well before an accident occurs.

What these trends collectively suggest is that the 
industry’s challenge is not the lack of safety 
knowledge, but a gap in the consistent 
application of what is already known. The 
persistence of these recurring risk categories 
points to the critical importance of capturing, 
sharing, and acting on early warning signals 
before they escalate into serious outcomes. 
Effective safety reporting is therefore not 
primarily a tool for hindsight analysis after an 
accident — it is a proactive mechanism for 
recognising precursors early enough to interrupt 
the pathway to those outcomes before they 
materialise. When reporting systems function as 
intended, the data they generate can mean the 
difference between identifying a risk trend and 
discovering it only after an accident.

Just Culture: Building the Organisational 
Conditions for Effective Reporting

None of this architecture works in an 
environment of fear and blame. As ICAO noted at 
its 39th Assembly, a healthy just culture plays a 
vital role in a successful safety culture by 
encouraging employees to report safety 
incidents and hazardous conditions, enabling the 
proactive identification of safety-related 
problems and the identification of safety trends9. 
The regulator's role in this ecosystem is to be a 
trusted recipient of information, rather than an 
enforcement authority that treats honest 
reporting as an opportunity for punitive action.

The CAAS Handbook on Aviation Safety Culture 
reinforces this balance, noting that the same just 
culture framework must remain consistently 
intolerant of wilful misconduct or reckless 
behaviour. This is the essential balance: protect 
the honest reporter, hold accountable those who 
knowingly cut corners. An organisation that 
conflates the two — whether by penalising 

honest errors or failing to address deliberate 
violations — will find its reporting pipeline 
diminish rapidly.

A Record Worth Protecting 

The long-term trajectory of aviation safety is 
genuinely encouraging. IATA data shows the 
global accident rate has fallen from 3.72 
accidents per million sectors in 2005 to 1.13 in 
2024 — a decline achieved while the industry 
more than doubled its volume. That progress 
was not delivered by wishful thinking. It was 
delivered by a global culture of documenting 
what went wrong, sharing it honestly, and fixing 
it systematically.

At the same time, safety cannot be taken for 
granted. Mandatory reporting requirements set 
the regulatory baseline, but real safety value 
comes from organisations that treat this baseline 
as a launch pad. They feed their SMS with rich 
data from mandatory and voluntary channels, 
analyse it rigorously, and close corrective action 
loops as a matter of organisational discipline 
rather than regulatory compulsion.

Aircraft are highly reliable machines. The 
humans and systems around them are less so — 
which is why the aviation industry built one of 
the world's most sophisticated incident reporting 
frameworks. When effectively used, it delivers 
what matters most: flights that land safely and as 
intended, every time.
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