One of the most significant changes in
the management of risk in the aviation
industry is the increasing reliance on
safety management systems (SMS).
These ‘systems’ consist of a tailored risk
assessment undertaken by the airline
that generates the risk. The level of safe-
ty to be achieved can be determined in
three ways - it may be at the airlines’
discretion; it may be defined by the
regulator; or, as is increasingly the case,
it may be ostensibly ‘defined’ by the
regulator but so loosely that in practice
the level of safety is determined by the
airline. It seems that regulators may be
fearful of producing rules that leave
airlines hamstrung for years, yet other-
wise regulators have to regulate; writing
rules that place a firm requirement to
actively do something nebulous can
seem like a good compromise. Moreover,
regulators stand to gain from the SMS
approach because it transfers responsi-
bility from the regulator to the airlines.
Regulators that mandate an explicit
quantifiable level of safety are potential-
ly liable if that level proves insufficient
to prevent an accident; SMS puts regu-
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In general, not only might trust-based
SMS not work if there are conflicting
interests, they might make things much
worse. If instead of policing traffic
speeds we relied on drivers




