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Welcome to the Winter 
2021 issue of Airside 
International, in which 
we once again take 
a look at the latest 
developments in airside 

technology, processes and infrastructure.

Over the last month or so, the industry has 
welcomed back both inter airport Europe in 
Munich and the GSE Expo 2021 in Las Vegas. 
The latter, held between 5 and 7 October, 
attracted more than 2,600 registrants from 
19 countries, as well as 195 exhibitors. inter 
airport Europe meanwhile brought in more than 
10,000 attendees (of which 5,100 were trade 
visitors) when it made its welcome return to the 
airside sector’s exhibition programme in mid-
November.

This issue sees Airside talk to many of those 
who exhibited at either or both of those events. 
Some of them offer their latest news in the 
features covering airfield ground lighting, GSE 
total cost of ownership and snow clearance.

Plus, we meet with Weihai Guangtai, which 
celebrated its 30th anniversary recently, as 
well as COBUS and TCR who were keen to 
demonstrate their ongoing collaboration at the 
GSE Expo.

GSE supplier Rushlift explains its current 
growth trajectory, while another GSE provider, 
AVIACO, was in Munich showing off its latest 
service offering: collaborating with partner XYZ 
Dynamics, it can take customers’ diesel-powered 

GSE and covert the equipment to a more 
sustainable battery-powered option.

On the subject of greener operations, Bristol 
Airport and easyJet discuss their co-operation 
in ongoing trials of using (as far as is possible) 
only electric GSE to turn around some of the 
low-cost carrier’s services at the west of England 
gateway.

Meanwhile, VINCI Airports has partnered with 
Airbus and Air Liquide to promote the use of 
hydrogen as a power source for GSE and other 
on-airport vehicles, with Lyon–Saint Exupéry 
Airport to act as a testbed, and Air France is 
involved in trials of the OROK autonomous 
electric cargo transport unit at Paris Charles de 
Gaulle International Airport.

Australia-based GSE manufacturer OEM 
Group discusses an important acquisition it 
recently made, while ATS explains its innovative 
alternative to conventional aircraft taxiing across 
the ramp, and we also learn about Evitado’s 
imaginative collision avoidance system for 
aircraft on the ground.

Elsewhere, Greg Zaharewicz from global 
advisory, restructuring and investment firm 
Gordon Brothers, talks about a developing 
aspect of the GSE business – auctions of 
equipment to the highest bidder.

Finally, we chat with Lee Coon, a very well-known 
name in the GSE business who is soon to retire. 
He tells us about his career and just how much 
he has enjoyed working in this industry of ours.
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Snow clearing operations
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 operate vehicles including equipment control.
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The need for more sustainable and effi cient 
airside operations are becoming increasingly 
important. Autonomous and automated 
solutions is key to meet this demand. 

Yeti Move is supplying vehicle independent 
autonomous software solutions enabling self-
driving and driver assisted operations.
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Ploughing 
ahead

Innovation in snow clearance 
equipment continues, with 
Scandinavian airports leading the 
charge, as Megan Ramsay reports

Covid-19 has caused huge problems for the 
aviation industry around the world, with the 
countermeasures implemented in response to the 
virus resulting in a total breakdown in international 
air traffic. Without passengers to fill them, flights 
dwindled to a fraction of their normal number, and 

the industry suffered a massive hit to income – and, therefore, so did 
investment in new equipment.

Although cargo operations continued and even increased, meaning 
that snow clearance and other winter procedures were still required at 
many airports, manufacturers and suppliers of snow clearance units 
nonetheless felt the impact of Covid-19, too.

Says Mille Øveraasen, marketing manager at Norwegian snow removal 
equipment manufacturer Øveraasen: “Orders were cancelled, tenders 
were cancelled or put on hold, and there was also a lack of new orders.”

Plus, the pandemic has created an environment in which there can 
be dramatically longer and possibly unpredictable delivery times for 
important materials or components, alongside significant increases in 
prices for materials and parts.

Nevertheless, at Øveraasen, despite the various restrictions 
and a reduction in the workforce of approximately 15 people, 
production continued. Indeed, Mille Øveraasen points out: “Some 
larger contracts have been signed since the beginning of 2021 and 
activities are almost back to a normal level. We are very positive in 

Snow clearance at Norway’s 
Oslo Airport; credit Avinor
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technology to enable autonomous operation. 
That technology has been developed by Yeti 
Move, a consortium comprising Semcon, 
Husqvarna and Øveraasen.

Swedavia says its “leading position in 

year will see 20 RS 400 Performance Line 
runway sweepers delivered to Arlanda in 
time for the 2021-22 winter season. 

The machines are the latest iteration of 
the proven RS 400 PL, equipped with the 

www.zaugg.swiss
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respect to the future of the company.”
Øveraasen has won two major contracts 

for autonomous airport snow clearing 
equipment this year. These are for 
Stockholm Arlanda Airport in Sweden 
from the autumn of 2021, and Oslo 
Gardermoen Airport in Norway from mid-
winter 2021/2022.

Swedavia press officer Peter Wärring 
says: “We are surely stepping into the 
future at a fast pace, when we can call on 
our autonomous snow clearing vehicles 
for the coming winter. Recently, we have 
had new vehicles delivered and work is 
underway with the supplier to ensure 
autonomous driving.

“Our ambition is that we can achieve 
full autonomy in the winter season 
2021-22. These additions to our snow 
clearance fleet are a logical, positive step 
for Swedavia and will help us in cutting 
operational costs and make Swedavia’s 
snow clearance more efficient, less time 
consuming and more climate friendly.”

The contract signed with Øveraasen last 

Since Stockholm Arlanda Airport opened in 1962, it has 
never had to close because of heavy snowfall or icing
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Øveraasen Sverige, the Swedish 
subsidiary of Øveraasen, will service and 
maintain the units after delivery.

Swedavia has also taken delivery of 
five Øveraasen Runway Light Ploughs 
and eight chemical sprayers and 
spreaders, to be deployed at various 
airports across its portfolio.

In Norway, airport operator Avinor is 
taking similar steps in its commitment to 
autonomous runway operations. Its €40 
million (US$46 million) contract with 
Øveraasen will extend for eight years and 
encompasses the purchase of runway 
sweepers – including autonomous vehicles 
– for use at Avinor’s airports, as well as 
ongoing maintenance.

“We want to be in the driving seat when 
it comes to new ways of thinking and 
innovation,” says Avinor CEO Abraham 
Foss. “With this procurement, Avinor is 
taking a step into winter operations of 
the future in which autonomous runway 
sweepers are part of the solution. We 

respect to autonomous vehicles” will have 
a positive effect on operational costs at 
Arlanda as well as improving the quality of 
snow clearance operations. 

In addition: “The focus on the 
environment is a priority for both Swedavia 
and Øveraasen and the goal is to minimise 
the quantity of chemical used for de-icing,” 
the airport operator says, adding: “The RS 
400 PL for Swedavia is capable of ploughing, 
sweeping, blowing and spraying at the same 
time. This is new on the world market for 
this size snow clearing machines.”

The RS 400 PL sweeper has a ploughing 
width of 7.3m, a sweeping width of 6.1m 
and a spraying width of 16m. Its chemical 
tank can hold 3,700l and the total weight of 
the machine is 30 tonnes.

The angle of the plough is automatically 
adjusted to maintain its full working 
width while driving in curves. For summer 
training, the support wheels are lowered 
hydraulically to avoid wearing out the 
plough’s cutting edges.

Arlanda is home to large numbers of specialised equipment that enable operations to continue through the harsh winter months

are among the first in the world to put a 
concept like this into operation, and it will 
enable us to fulfil our goal of being a leader 
in terms of winter operations over the 
coming years.

“Ten years ago, the concept of driverless 
snow ploughs was nothing more than an 
idea on paper. This is why it is so gratifying 
to see that the technology is already 
sufficiently mature for it to be deployed in 
regular operations.”

The use of autonomous equipment 
for snow clearance is expected to deliver 
benefits in terms of efficient, punctual and 
reliable operations that will contribute both 
to a positive passenger experience and cost 
savings for airlines.

The capacity and clearing range of 
the new units will enable a reduction in 
the number of snow ploughs operating, 
thus benefiting the environment. Greater 
precision in snow removal operations and 
less wear and tear on equipment will also 
play a role in this respect, Avinor believes.

F E A T U R E  |  S N O W  C L E A R A N C E
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MADE in
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EX
CHANGEABLE

The G2 high-speed blower has an open 
blower design with direct snow intake 
for maximum clearing speed; a patented 
cutting and transport system that allows 
optimum filling of the impeller; optimised 
impeller design for high performance; and 
stepless and independent speed adjustment 
of the blower wheel and feeding augers.

On the power loader, meanwhile, the 
impeller and auger speed are perfectly 
attuned to each other to ensure maximum 
efficiency; the snow cutter blower and 
chute are designed for precise snow loading; 
there is direct ejection on both sides with 
infinitely variable adjustment of throwing 
distance and angle; and a camera system 
and headlights allow an optimum overview 
of loading operations.

Among Kahlbacher deliveries in recent 
times is Cologne Bonn Airport’s addition 
of a snow blower in 2019 (alongside 
12 Aebi Schmidt snow ploughs), and 
the acquisition by Luxembourg’s Air 
Navigation Administration of a new 
snow plough in 2020.

machine/snow groomer. While ploughs, 
formate/sand spreaders and snow throwers 
are only used in winter, sweepers are used 
to clear runways and taxiways in summer.

The aim of such an approach is to have 
an efficient number of vehicles, to keep 
maintenance costs as low as possible and 
to optimise vehicle fleet utilisation, the 
Kahlbacher spokesperson observes. “With 
the right attachments, winter service is 
not only getting more efficient, but will 
also be strengthened.”

Kahlbacher, as a specialist in snow 
clearing equipment, has numerous 
attachment solutions in its product range. 
One of these is the SPS 530, a towed-behind 
Snow Power Sweeper driven by a standard 
carrier vehicle.

The company also offers its KFS series of 
attachment snow cutter blowers for carrier 
vehicles with more than 500hp; snow ploughs 
with discharge stops that collect unwanted 
snow heaps and deposit them elsewhere; and 
the G2 with power loader and high-speed 
blower – one vehicle for two applications.

“In the long term, the intention is that 
the platform for autonomous operations 
can enable automation of other tasks and 
services in the airport area. This may include 
grass cutting, line painting on the apron as 
well as sweeping,” the airport operator says.

Multifunctional
The global snow clearance vehicle fleet 
is changing. Customers are calling for 
equipment that can be used all year 
round, with different attachments for 
different purposes.

A spokesperson from Austrian 
winter service equipment manufacturer 
Kahlbacher explains: “Standard carrier 
vehicles in combination with attachments 
like snow ploughs, snow sweepers, de-icers 
and snow cutter blowers can be used for all 
kind of winter service tasks, as well as for 
other tasks – like mowing or transportation 
– throughout the rest of the year.”

Wärring confirms that Swedavia uses all 
of its vehicles year-round, except for the 
TV1000 large snow thrower and the piste 

 S N O W  C L E A R A N C E  |  F E A T U R E 
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concerns embedded in their politics and 
culture. Sweden, for instance, implemented 
a carbon tax as early as 1991, while almost 
all of Norway’s electricity comes from 
renewable sources, and across the region 
there is an emphasis on connecting with 
one’s natural surroundings.

Swedavia is playing its part too, Wärring 
says. “To make sure that our snow 
clearing at Stockholm Arlanda Airport is 
effective, safe, climate friendly and quick, 
we have the latest technology available to 
meet our high demands and standards. 
One of our objectives was reached last 
year, when our machinery fleet became 
completely fossil free.”

Not one to be left behind, Øveraasen 
offers what it calls a ‘midlife upgrade’ 
for its equipment in order to improve 
environmental performance and reduce the 
need for near-term investment.

According to Mille Øveraasen: “We 
replace and upgrade non-sustainable 
components, engines and control systems. 
Upgrading is not only a cheaper, but it is 
also a more sustainable solution.”

Once a machine is fully upgraded 
(Step I), it is possible to introduce 
automated and autonomous operations 
through Yeti Move (Step II). 

Early adopters of autonomous or 
otherwise innovative snow clearance 
equipment (and other GSE) pave the way for 
the diffusion of such technology as others 
perceive the value of innovative approaches.

Thor Arve Øveraasen, CEO of 
Øveraasen, observes: “Technological 
development is constantly moving 
forward... Many airports around the world 
are following closely what is happening at 
Avinor and are eager to participate in this 
exciting journey in future.”

Innovation can be considered a critical 
factor in the economic growth and 
prosperity of any country. That said, the 
most innovative countries tend also to be 
the wealthiest ones. This reflects Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs, Mille Øveraasen says. 
With an education system that encourages 
independent, creative thinking, alongside a 
wealthy economy that ensures basic needs 
such as job security, food and shelter are 
met, Sweden is among those fortunate 
countries that are well placed to devote 
time, energy and money towards problem-
solving and innovation.

As for the shift towards a greener 
economy, once again Scandinavian 
countries have been in the vanguard 
for some time now, with environmental 

Innovation
Considering the reasons for the continuing 
development of snow clearance technology, 
and the way that Scandinavian companies 
have worked together on projects such 
as Yeti Move, Avinor press spokesperson 
Erik Lodding says simply: “The harsh 
Scandinavian climate pushes innovation. 
Avinor, the national airport operator in 
Norway, dedicates significant resources 
to optimise current operational concepts, 
at the same time as we look for new 
innovations. Technology, sustainability and 
cost-effective solutions are three key drivers 
for innovation at Avinor.”

Elsewhere in the region, there is a 
constant will and drive among those 
within Swedavia, for instance, who work 
in snow clearance to keep developing 
and improving. Wärring says: “As such, 
innovation is necessary for us to ensure 
that we are able to offer a product that is 
of high quality, efficient, safe and at the 
same time has a long-term sustainability – 
economically, socially and environmentally. 

“Swedavia and Sweden are definitively 
at the forefront of snow clearance and 
innovation,” he goes on. “Since Stockholm 
Arlanda Airport opened in 1962, we 
have never had to close because of heavy 
snowfall or icing. That is a record that we 
are very proud of. But this can only be 
maintained through our magnificent staff, 
and we invest heavily in our staff training 
to be able to handle bad weather as well 
as having very good equipment for dealing 
with snow clearance.”

Naturally, strict procedures, routines 
and the ability to practise in realistic and 
difficult weather conditions all help too.

Wärring continues: “Before Covid, we 
had more contact with, above all, Norway 
and Finland, and we know that they too are 
also far ahead in terms of snow clearance 
methodology and innovation.

“In addition, Swedavia's vision 
encourages us to be a leader among 
airports and government operations 
regarding innovation. During the past five 
years we have for instance invested almost 
SEK650 million [US$76 million] in our 
new fossil-free fleet, which includes using 
larger and more effective snow clearing 
vehicles that run on biogas.”

F E A T U R E  |  S N O W  C L E A R A N C E

"Avinor is taking a step into winter operations of the future”; credit Avinor
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Minimising GSE total cost of 
ownership

The real price of any item of equipment can be 
measured most accurately in terms of the cost 
that it will represent over its working lifetime. 
Known as total cost of ownership (TCO), it 
is a vital consideration – though only one of 
many – for those GSE operators thinking about 
acquiring GSE

Amongst the big GSE 
manufacturers that 
place a high level 
of importance on 
minimising the TCO 
of equipment for their 

customers is TLD, which forms part of the 
wider Alvest Group that also takes in GSE 
suppliers such as Smart Airport Systems 
(SAS), Aero Specialties and Sage Parts.

Laurent Decoux, group product and 

innovation director at Alvest explains 
that, for TLD, TCO is a subject that always 
comes up in discussions with customers. 
In terms of equipment acquisition, TLD 
can offer various options such as leasing 
rather than initial purchase, while full 
maintenance contracts also enable 
customers to minimise the TCO of their 
new acquisitions over their lifetime.

As for the equipment itself, TLD looks 
to minimise TCO in many ways, but 

Decoux points to two in particular. The 
first comes about as a result of conversion 
from diesel to electric power, which is not 
only good for the environment but also 
represents significant cost savings over 
the lifetime of a GSE unit.

Electric GSE is now cheaper than it 
used to be because the cost of batteries is 
coming down, but over the life of a unit the 
saving on fuel is as notable as ever. New 
technologies are allowing power to be saved 
in many different ways for electric GSE, also 
helping minimise such GSE’s TCO.

TLD is a leading player in electric 
GSE provision. It has for almost 25 years 
offered electric GSE in some of its product 
lines – such as baggage tractors, belt 
loaders and passenger stairs – but now 
electric variants are offered in almost all 
its GSE ranges, including loaders and 
towbarless tractors. Across some of its 
product lines, approximately half of all 
sales are now made up of electric units.

As well as the environmental 
advantages and TCO benefits of battery 
power, TLD is now working hard on the 
next phase of how electric power can 
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While all TCR clients tend to have a 
fairly good grasp of the concept of TCO, 
many – especially new customers – do not 
fully track and therefore fully appreciate 
all aspects of it, Vanpoucke notes. “So, we 
try to help them with that,” he says.

“We draw up business cases that fully 
account for all aspects of total cost of 
ownership, and especially the costs that 
accrue across an entire GSE fleet, rather 
than just in terms of an individual asset.”

TCR is very good at identifying the 
TCO benefits of working with TCR across 
a GSE fleet in all manners of ways (in 
relation to acquisition costs, running 
costs, maintenance and repair, asset risk 
and so on), and putting that information 
across in readily understandable terms to 
a customer (or potential customer).

TCR buys equipment in volume 
and can then lease individual items 
according to every customer’s needs, 
thus significantly minimising up-front 
costs for them. Since TCR owns an asset, 
the customer avoids the risk of having 

It can also be used for geofencing. The 
information it furnishes is invaluable 
in allowing operators and managers to 
see how GSE is used and to maximise its 
efficiency and value through optimised 
fleet management, Decoux remarks.

Maintenance and repair duty cycles can 
be prepared in advance to match future 
requirements, while there might even 
be TCO savings to be made through fleet 
rationalisation if it is seen that fewer 
units can be operated at higher levels of 
efficiency to achieve the same results.

Explaining TCO benefits
For Brussels, Belgium-headquartered 
GSE supplier TCR, minimising TCO 
lies at the very heart of what it offers 
its customers, explains its head of 
commercial, Bruno Vanpoucke. “It’s what 
our [business] model reflects,” he points 
out – full-service rentals that incorporate 
maintenance and support along with the 
lease, while keeping the cost of GSE off 
an operator’s balance sheet.

best be used in GSE, by looking at how 
any given unit’s electric power efficiency 
can be optimised. An example here is to 
be found in TLD’s reGen loader, which 
minimises power loss through using 
supercapacitors to reuse the energy 
generated when the equipment loading 
platform is lowered and when the loader 
brakes.

The TLD reGen system constantly 
monitors the current draw of the loader 
(and particularly the peaks when the 
loader is lifting, peaks which tend to 
define the period before a battery must be 
replaced), thus providing data that helps 
predict when a battery will begin to fail.

Fleet management
The second focus TLD has in terms of 
minimising TCO relates to GSE use 
optimisation through the company’s 
LINK telematic system that tracks such 
variables as fuel consumption, intensity 
of operations, even shock sustained by 
a unit of GSE during its operational life. 

G S E  T C O  |  F E A T U R E 
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Conveyor is an extension to a standard 
belt loader. It reaches inside the aircraft 
bulk hold, makes a complete 90° turn, 
and quickly and reliably delivers bags to 
a handler working inside the aeroplane’s 
hold.)

Moreover, its semi-automated operation 
increases efficiency, and – through better 
team utilisation – ensures operational 
cost savings from day one. In short, he 
declares, the Power Stow Rollertrack 
Conveyor “offers the lowest TCO on the 
market”.

Power Stow achieves this, Reeves, says, 
through the high quality of the product 
in terms of its component parts and how 
the equipment is constructed, as well as 
through the support services provided, 
which include training, maintenance and 
servicing. Together, these facilitate the 
high uptime and long life of the product 
that represents – as a package – a low 
TCO option.

Moreover, thanks to its semi-
automated operation, baggage and 
cargo unloading and loading operations, 
using the Rollertrack Conveyor require 
smaller teams compared to those using 
conventional belt loaders; thus, he 
notes, ground handler operators will cut 
operational costs.

Power Stow works closely with its 
customers to ensure that the value of 
its GSE is maximised for operators. 
Thus, Reeves informs: “We continuously 
introduce incremental improvements, to 
improve reliability and operation of the 
Rollertrack Conveyor. Our products serve 
our customers for decades in all weather 
conditions in any international airport 
environment.”

 
The operator’s viewpoint
Don Redwine, director ground ops – GSE, 
for US carrier Southwest Airlines, can 
give an operator’s view of the Rollertrack 
Conveyor and its benefits to a self-
handling carrier, including its value in 
terms of having a comparatively low TCO.

He says: “TCO is always a consideration 
on any type of equipment but it is only one 
factor in the decision. We also weigh in 
reliability, after-sales support, safety, design 
and initial cost into our analysis.” But: 

become cheaper) and the residual value of 
electric units even after some years of use 
also now increasing, the attractiveness of 
battery-powered equipment is growing all 
the time, Vanpoucke suggests – and TCR 
is an expert in comparing the costs and 
benefits of diesel versus electric for its 
customers. 

Proven practice
For Ben Reeves, vice president Power 
Stow Americas, it is “proven practice” to 
assess the practicality and benefit of an 
initial investment in a particular item 
of GSE according to the expected TCO, 
rather than simply comparing initial 
purchase prices of different equipment.

As he points out, total cost of ownership 
is simply the sum of capital expense 
(purchase price) and operational costs over 
lifetime of a given piece of equipment, and 
it offers a better yardstick of the practical 
burden of investing in any GSE.

According to Reeves, Power Stow’s 
well-known extendable belt loader, the 
Rollertrack Conveyor, is a high-quality, 
long-life machine that meets ground 
handlers’ demand for reliable, durable 
GSE and ensures high uptime and low 
maintenance costs. (The Rollertrack 

that asset on its balance sheet.
The company also offers a high degree 

of flexibility in meeting operators’ needs 
through its highly customisable full-service 
packages, while the quality of preventative 
maintenance and repair services it provides 
as part of a package also means that there 
are no sudden and unexpected costs in this 
regard for an operator.

Going electric
Like TLD, TCR is emphasising the value 
of electric GSE for many customers. In 
terms of TCO, TCR’s leasing model for 
battery-powered GSE avoids the need for an 
operator to make the otherwise relatively 
large initial investment (compared to 
similar diesel units) in electric equipment, 
while it also reflects the lower maintenance 
costs of such units. The fact that the 
running costs for electric GSE are lower 
than for diesel equivalents (and the fuel 
they require) also means significant savings 
in through-life costs of course.

TCR can even acquire operators’ diesel 
equipment and replace these units with 
electric GSE as desired as part of a package.

With the costs of electric GSE coming 
down (especially, as has already been 
pointed out, as lithium batteries especially 
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That is despite the Power Stow product 
being “a complex piece of equipment”; 
indeed, Redwine argues, in many ways 
it would not be fair to make direct 
comparisons to standard style belt loaders 
that do not offer the same benefits of 
handling agent safety and ergonomics.

However, he enthuses: “The overall 
concept and design of a flexible extending 
belt loader is a game changer in the field. 
We know that our employees love them 
as we can see that they get three to four 
times the daily use hours on a Power Stow 
as opposed to a standard belt loader.

“Letting the machine do more of the 
work in the bins has a positive impact 
on the overall employee experience of 
operations and is less stressful on the bodies 
of the [handling] agents in the field.”

Finally, Redwine concludes: “We have 
always gotten great support from Power 
Stow even when we have faced unexpected 
challenges. They are great business partners 
for SWA [Southwest Airlines].” 

Southwest Airlines is a valued customer of 
Power Stow’s Rollertrack Conveyor

engineering and quality in the Power 
Stow product. We believe that every effort 
has been made to design in reliability and 
minimise downtime.”

“Power Stow has shown [itself] to be among 
the top performers in all these categories.”

Redwine continues: “We are very 
comfortable with the high level of 
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innovations and new products that Weihai 
Guangtai has either recently released onto 
the market or expects soon to do so.

One of the new developments on 
display was Weihai Guangtai’s new 
electric de-icing unit. The de-icer is fully 
electric, employing battery power for both 
motive power and for heating the liquid 
de-icing solution prior to spraying.

Weihai Guangtai has been developing 
electric products for about a decade – it 
offers battery-powered variants of product 
types including loaders, belt loaders and 
ground power units (GPUs), indeed of 
most of its GSE lines – but this is the 
first time it has developed an electric 
de-icer. And, says Xu, “Electric products 
and driverless equipment are a particular 
focus for the company right now.”

The new de-icer is provoking a lot 
of interest, he observes. The company 
already supplies de-icers to many Chinese 
airports; in fact, it is a market leader 
in China for these specialised vehicles, 
he informs, but the battery-powered 
option is likely to prove very popular 
in the domestic market, given China’s 
prioritisation of sustainability and 
specifically its commitment to reducing 
harmful emissions in its aviation sector.

The electric de-icer remains at a 
prototype stage, but should be ready for 
sale next year, Xu says.

poignant moment to celebrate the efforts 
made by employees over the last couple 
of years, as well as their contribution in 
better times.

State-of-the-art GSE
During a second day of marking the 
30th anniversary, customers, suppliers, 
friends and partners were invited to the 
company’s factory to look over the latest 
technologies and products that Weihai 
Guangtai has developed recently, some 
of which are actually still in the later 
phases of testing and development. These 
new products reflect the investment and 
effort that the company is making in 
innovation and state-of-the-art technology 
application in its GSE, says Xu.

Many of those invited were customers, 
Xu remarks, “who have supported us over 
the years”. They were all “happy to see 
how quickly we have grown and what we 
have achieved over the course of 30 years, 
and particularly in recent times”.

Suppliers were also in attendance and 
they, too, were “proud to share in our 
achievements”, Xu adds. Finally, many 
“old friends” were invited and joined in 
the anniversary celebrations. “We wanted 
to show our appreciation and support for 
our friends,” he says.

Those present could see for themselves 
some of the latest technological 
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Celebrating 
three decades 
of growth

Ben Xu is Weihai 
Guangtai’s overseas 
director. Based at 
the company’s HQ 
in the seaport city of 
Weihai in northern 

China, he and his department focus 
on all international matters across the 
business, including sales, procurement 
and business development beyond 
China’s borders.

He explains that, for the recent 
30th anniversary celebrations, Weihai 
Guangtai brought together all its 
2,000 or so employees, though largely 
remotely through the medium of 
online meeting technology. Awards 
were announced for staff who have 
performed particularly well and who 
have served the company in any 
outstanding way, whether they be sales 
people, engineers or active in any other 
aspect of the firm’s business.

These awards reflected the dedication 
with which staff have served Weihai 
Gunagtai over the years, he says, many 
of whom have gone above and beyond 
the call of duty to help the company 
become the large and influential GSE 
supplier that it is today.

Given the impact of the Covid-19 
pandemic on people and on the 
aviation industry, it was a particularly 

In late October, GSE supplier Weihai 
Guangtai marked its 30th anniversary. As 
part of that celebration, customers and 
partners were invited to the company's 
headquarters in Weihai, China, to look over 
its latest product offeringsWeihai Guangtai’s overseas director, Ben Xu
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PBB, but should be ready for deployment 
sometime next year. Some product 
development and certification from the 

the market, Xu informs.
It has taken something like five years 

to design and develop this prototype 

Staying on the theme of electric GSE, 
also available for inspection was the 
company’s new ‘battery swap station’, 
a facility for changing the batteries of 
electric GSE without needing to resort to 
battery charging. The process of switching 
a battery should take just five minutes, Xu 
says, in a process that has been borrowed 
from the automobile industry. “The 
technology is quite mature,” he observes.

Swapping batteries at such a station 
would perhaps be a possible response 
to the issue of insufficient charging 
infrastructure being available at any given 
airport. Being a safe and quick option for 
getting discharged battery-powered GSE 
operational again quickly, it could prove 
a very popular option for some ground 
handlers, Xu believes.

A third new product on display was 
very much a first for Weihai Guangtai: a 
passenger boarding bridge (PBB). The new 
system reflects the company founder’s 
ambition to offer all types of GSE and on-
apron aircraft handling infrastructure to 
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relevant aviation authorities are still 
required and, as a totally new area of 
development for the company, “It has 
been a big challenge for us,” Xu says.

As with the other new products, there 
has already been a lot of interest in the 
PBB design, he adds. The company is 
likely to look at China for initial sales 
– and there is no shortage of potential 
demand in a country that has a hugely 
impressive plan for both new airport 
construction and current airports’ 
expansion – but the aim will be to offer 
the system across the global airport 
market in time.

Finally, an all-new aircraft rescue and 
firefighting (ARFF) vehicle was also 
demonstrated at the factory in Weihai. 
The company has been offering ARFFs 
to airports for a decade or so and is, 
alongside non-Chinese providers such 
as Rosenbauer and Oshkosh, a well-
respected supplier of such vehicles to the 
Chinese market.

This latest ARFF has been in 

Matt Chaffin, vice president 
and general manager at 

Textron GSE
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want to have more and more innovative 
ideas to contribute to an even better 
industry.”

Green, battery-powered designs are 
likely to be a key aspect of that. From the 
first lead acid batteries that the company 
used for electric GSE a decade ago it 
has moved on to add lithium battery 
technology and is now investigating the 
potential for hydrogen-powered GSE. “We 
are always looking ahead,” Xu declares.

And, while China is a huge market, the 
company is also keen to further develop 
its international footprint. Indeed, Xu 
would like to see Weihai Guangtai act as 
a bridge between the Chinese market and 
the rest of the world, especially in terms 
of ideas and technologies.

“Our door is always open and we 
welcome enquiries from anyone looking 
to enter the Chinese market, while also 
wanting to help Chinese companies 
develop their own global contacts,” Xu 
concludes. 

Weihai Guangtai has always been very 
flexible and placed great emphasis on 
customer care, and the gathering enabled 
it to gain more interaction with its 
customer base. “We want to meet all our 
customers’ needs, even though we know 
there is no perfect product,” Xu notes.

“We will always listen to our customers 
and act on their requirements. That is 
very much part of our corporate culture.”

So is the desire to offer reliable, good 
quality products at a competitive price, Xu 
continues, with those elements supported 
by strong after-sales service.

Supporting all that are new methods 
by which customers can maximise the 
benefit of their GSE, including telematics 
and fleet management systems that 
Weihai Guangtai is now exploring.

As to the future, the company will be 
looking to help the aviation industry 
become more efficient and even “cleaner”, 
says Xu. Meanwhile, “Our brand will 
become ever more established and we 

development for some years and 
incorporates state-of-the-art technology 
and a high level of capability, Xu 
notes. It has performed well in testing, 
and benefits from component parts 
manufactured by well-established and 
well-respected suppliers such as Scania 
for the engine, Twin Disc for transmission 
and Kessler for axles.

Excitement
A lot of customers who took the 
opportunity to look over these new 
products were excited by their modern 
concepts and technologies. In fact, says 
Xu, “They were stunned” by some of what 
was on display.

“We have had a lot of feedback from 
the day and questions from potential 
customers, many of which were very 
practical. These were fed back to our 
engineering department.”

As such, the day was a “really good 
education” for the company, he adds. 
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Keeping the 
lights on

Some airfield ground lighting (AGL) projects have 

gone ahead as planned despite the downturn 

in the aviation industry and the many social 

distancing requirements of the pandemic, and 

the market is not perhaps as depressed for those 

companies that supply airfield lamps, fittings and 

other ancillary equipment as might be expected

ADB SAFEGATE is very much a 
leading player in AGL provision 
and system installation, with 
airfield lighting being an important 
component of its overall product 
mix. The company’s integrated 

solutions for the airfield, gate, tower and terminal offer 
to “raise efficiency, improve safety, boost environmental 
sustainability and reduce operational costs” for both 
airports and airlines.

Products across its wide-ranging portfolio are designed to 
“loosen operational bottlenecks” that exist anywhere from 
“aircraft approach to departure”.

Joe Pokoj was appointed ADB SAFEGATE’s global 
chief operating officer (COO) and executive vice president 
(airfield) in September (he also retained his previous role 
of CEO Americas). As the company’s COO, Pokoj oversees 
ADB SAFEGATE’s operations in terms of production, 
supply chain and quality assurance. 

Talking to Airside soon after his appointment, Pokoj 
explained that there had been significant developments at 
the company in the months leading up to that point, based 
primarily on changes introduced by Laurent Dubois, who 
took over as CEO in spring 2020.

Warwick Brady, Swissport president and CEO

ADB SAFEGATE’s new solutions offer greater sustainability 
for operators through ‘smarter’ power consumption. DPS 
and APS alternative power technologies – such as in use 
here at Belgium’s Charleroi Airport – have proven to save 
more than 95% on energy consumption versus halogen 
and more than 60% compared to traditional LED solutions 
in use on airfields today
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growth in Asia, while Pokoj has also been 
“pleasantly surprised” by how the North 
American market has maintained its 
vivacity over the last year and a half.

AGL projects have also continued in Latin 
America, such as the big infrastructure 
upgrade at Peru’s Lima International 
Airport in which ADB SAFEGATE has 
played an important role.

Plus, ADB SAFEGATE was also awarded 
a part in the Dublin Airport North 
Runway Project in early 2020 for supply 
and commissioning works across the full 
airfield product range for the airport’s new 
runway and all associated new taxiways. 
Three months into the project, the Covid-19 
pandemic struck, but ADB SAFEGATE 
was able to fulfil all the aspects of the 
work for which it is responsible completely 
successfully – with everything delivered 
and installed on schedule – and the whole 
package is on track for full handover in 
early 2022.

In the Middle East, the company has 

“weathering the storm”, says Pokoj. And 
ADB SAFEGATE has done just that, he 
advises, its position as a market leader 
helping it to manage the straitened 
circumstances in which the aviation 
industry has found itself during the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

Indeed, Pokoj says, ADB SAFEGATE has 
not “lost any ground” during the pandemic, 
but rather has “broken into new areas”. 
Some markets have performed surprisingly 
well, he notes, the company having seen 

Dubois set in motion a restructuring of 
the business, putting focus on responsibility 
across all areas of the company, Pokoj 
explains. He introduced a new senior 
leadership team that is based on six sales 
regions alongside a number of different 
business lines (such as ‘gate’ and ‘airfield’) 
and company functions (such as finance 
and human resources).

“It’s all about accountability and 
responsibility,” Pokoj says. Moreover, the 
new corporate structure has stimulated 
greater co-operation and collaboration 
across the different areas of the company, 
he believes.

Pokoj’s colleague, Regardt Willer, head 
of ADB SAFEGATE’s airfield business line, 
adds that the new organisational structure 
has also enabled the company to focus 
on its core areas of business and its core 
competencies.

Weathering the storm
The last 18 months have been all about 

A I R F I E L D  G R O U N D  L I G H T I N G  |  F E A T U R E 



Airside International | Winter 202120

Germany, on 30 September, though the 
official announcement was made in 
Eckental, Germany, on 4 October.

The acquisition process first began with 
the two companies partnering with key 
customers, and – says ADB SAFEGATE 
– it quickly became evident that aligning 
formally “made sense for our customers”.

The third strategic priority Pokoj points 
to is the plan for ADB SAFEGATE to 
strengthen its supply chain. He wants to 
see the company and its suppliers act as 
genuine partners, working closely together 
for mutual benefit.

Finally, innovation, both in terms of 
products and operational processes, is 
going to be key to the future of the industry 
– and to a smooth recovery of the sector 
– as well as to ADB SAFEGATE’s own 
business success, he believes. This will be 
seen in many aspects of operations, not 
least in terms of greater automation and 
optimised use of resources in the business’s 
manufacturing processes as it prepares for 
future growth.

The innovation centre at Columbus will 
help in this regard. A similar centre will be 
located in Brussels.

New products will be another example of 
ADB SAFEGATE’s emphasis on innovation. 
A new range of inset lights is just about 
to be launched, for example, the light 
source benefiting from state-of-the-art 
monitoring and control technology within 
the company’s LINC 360® communications 
system designed for optimising performance 
within an airfield lighting control and 
monitoring system (ALCMS).

“We’re offering smarter assets for 
improved remote control and monitoring,” 
says Willer, who also notes that ADB 
SAFEGATE’s new solutions offer greater 
sustainability for operators through 
‘smarter’ power consumption. In this 
regard, ADB SAFEGATE is building on 
its success with greener products that it 
has introduced at locations such as Paris 
Charles de Gaulle (CDG) and Amsterdam 
Airport Schiphol.

For instance, it has worked with 
its airport operator partner at the key 
European air hub of CDG on upgrading and 
re-using AGL infrastructure and equipment 
rather than replacing older equipment as 

own ongoing fixed costs.

Priorities
Pokoj’s own priorities over recent times 
have lain in four areas, he informs.

The first of these has been the 
development of an entirely new 
manufacturing plant in Tianjin, China, that 
is now up and running.

Secondly, ADB SAFEGATE is about to 
break ground on a state-of-the-art facility in 
Columbus, Ohio, in the US. The site is going 
to triple in size from its current footprint 
and will also include a new innovation and 
training centre. It will have a new “campus-
type feel”, Pokoj suggests.

The new Tianjin and Columbus plants 
will represent a significant expansion 
in manufacturing capacity, grow the 
company’s systems support capability and 
enable it to exploit “new opportunities in 
the Chinese and US markets”, he says.

They will also support ADB SAFEGATE’s 
acquisition strategy, which in early October 
saw the firm acquire Protec Automation 
GmbH, a company specialising in 
airfield lighting control systems, power 
technologies and services in the field of 
industrial automation.

The deal was closed in Mannheim, 

put its focus on services and delivering the 
highest level of support to airports during 
the pandemic, such as offering a full suite 
of AGL maintenance services to long-time 
partner Abu Dhabi Airports Company 
(ADAC) and other customers in the region.

The downturn in the aviation industry 
has also represented a period in which 
the company could once again fully focus 
on what is most important, says Pokoj 
– its customers. In fact, it has actually 
brought the company closer to many of its 
customers.

Willer adds that ADB SAFEGATE 
quickly adapted to new ways of working. 
This has included providing support and 
training to customers remotely when 
face-to-face communication has not been 
possible. While personal interaction 
remains the preferred option whenever 
possible, there is likely to be a balance 
to be found between that and remote 
communication in any new industry 
‘normal’, he suggests.

Willer also notes that challenges faced 
by airport operators could open up new 
perspectives for ADB SAFEGATE as 
airport authorities look to outsource 
functions – perhaps AGL maintenance 
and the like – in order to minimise their 
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Hard at work at the ADB SAFEGATE facility in Tianjin
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and since then the company has continued 
to grow (although today it no longer supplies 
navigational aids). Its portfolio encompasses 
transformers, cables and connectors, 
constant current regulators (CCRs), lamps 
and lamp fittings, portable lighting options, 
beacons and calibration devices.

Following the acquisition of a failing 
company that produced equipment such 
as airport signage and specialised AGL 
components, including transformers, 
ALS was formed in 2008 to carry on that 
company’s work as the latter struggled. 
Its production capacity was moved to 
Wickford and everything was brought 
under one roof there.

The Wickford plant now primarily 
manufactures signage and CCRs for sale in 
the UK and mainland Europe.

Acquiring the failing company’s 
manufacturing capacity was “a brave move”, 
Spicer notes, representing the first time that 
the family had actually branched out into 
manufacturing – whereas IAVNA had only 
stocked other manufacturers’ brands.

The third company under Spicer’s 
leadership, Parkinson Richmark, specialises 
in the design and supply of airside safety 
products for both commercial and military 
airports. It is perhaps best known for its 
reflective markers used on the centrelines 
and edges of runways and taxiways, as well 
as on other areas of an apron, but it also 
offers marshalling equipment, windsocks 
and masts, wheel chocks and even high-
visibility clothing. Richmark’s assets were 
acquired in 2019 but not its share capital; 
full acquisition of the company was 
completed in April this year.

These three companies serve a global 
market, including civilian gateways such 
as Dubai International (operated by Dubai 
Airports) and Manchester Airport Group 
(MAG), military airports such as Royal Air 
Force (RAF) stations in the UK and also 
the big AGL system contractors, many of 
them very well known.

Spicer’s companies do not get involved in 
system installation or integration as such, 
except at smaller gateways; instead, they 
support the big contractors that are asked to 
undertake these big projects.

Demand has held up pretty well despite 

‘smarter’: maximising the value of such 
systems through sophisticated monitoring 
and control capabilities providing data that 
can also be fed to other elements of airport 
management such as maintenance and 
repair teams.

ADB SAFEGATE is planning an 
innovation event late next year, which 
will bring customers as well as company 
executives together.

Three-pronged approach
Keith Spicer is managing director of three 
partner companies engaged in the provision 
of AGL systems. One is International 
Airport Visual & Navigational Aids 
(IAVNA), the second is Airfield Lighting 
Systems (ALS) and the third is Parkinson 
Richmark. All three are based at Wickford 
in Essex, UK, and each has its own role 
to play in supporting civilian and military 
airports’ and airfields’ aeronautical ground 
lighting systems.

IAVNA is one of the world’s largest 
stockists of AGL equipment, offering both 
its own and other leading brands. The 
company was established in 1979 by Spicer’s 
father, Roy, who had identified a gap in the 
market for readily available lighting and 
navigation spares.

Keith’s father retired about 15 years ago 

part of an airfield lighting upgrade there. 
This greener option – a ‘circular economy’ 
of re-using and upgrading rather than 
replacing – offers significant environmental 
benefits, Willer notes.

The future is bright
Looking forward, Pokoj believes the 
coming months will see the Asian and 
American (both North and South) markets 
perform comparatively well, although the 
European market may remain relatively 
subdued and the Middle East could stay 
pretty much as it is.

One possible reason for the Europe 
aviation industry’s slower recovery from 
the pandemic is its comparatively small 
domestic aviation market, Willer opines. 
What he does not doubt is that airports will 
continue their efforts to move away from 
halogen to LED lighting on the airfield. In 
fact, there is not really even a discussion 
about this anymore, he suggests: “Halogen 
is very much in the rear view mirror now.”

Airport operators that might not be quite 
up to speed on this trend might suffer 
in the future, as spare parts and support 
mechanisms for halogen lamps become 
scarcer, Willer observes.

Alongside this is the continued 
progression as AGL systems become 
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An artist's impression of the planned ADB SAFEGATE 
Columbus site in Ohio
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any of their ground-fitted lamps, he adds.
Another new product now available, and 

for which ALS has EU distribution rights, 
is called SmartBolts. Featuring a visual 
indication system that turns the head of 
a bolt from red to black as it is tightened, 
SmartBolts minimise the danger of foreign 
object debris (FOD) on an airfield apron 
caused by bolts working loose and so 
becoming a potential hazard.

By indicating of when a bolt is not 
properly tightened and therefore represents 
a potential safety risk, SmartBolts help 
airport operators avoid wasting time and 
money checking and further tightening 
bolts unnecessarily. They are manufactured 
in the US and can be retrofitted to existing 
airfield lighting systems. 

A new line in the combined portfolio 
also now takes in the light fittings of DZS 
based in Dalian, China. DZS produces high-
quality fixtures that, for example, formed 
part of the afore-mentioned AGL recently 
installed at RAF Odiham. 

continued relatively unaffected compared to 
similar planned programmes in the civilian 
sector. However, civilian AGL projects have 
still gone ahead. For example, Newquay 
Airport in the southwest of England 
upgraded its taxiway lights to ones provided 
by Spicer’s teams in preparation for the 
recent G7 Summit and the arrival of the US 
president’s Air Force One aircraft.

Meanwhile, ALS has continued to 
develop its product offering during the 
last couple of years. For example, a new 
airlight inset light lifting tool designed 
for quickly and safety removing a light 
fitting is now available within the ALS 
portfolio. Embedded lights and fittings 
can be difficult and time-consuming to 
remove and the new lifting tool, designed 
specifically for engineers, makes the job 
safer and easier, says Spicer.

Different airlight lifting tools are available 
for different lamp brands and together they 
represent an “ideal solution” for busy airports 
needing to test, maintain, repair or replace 

the Covid-19 pandemic, Spicer asserts. 
Indeed, ALS has added six new agents this 
year and the plan is to diversify into the 
control system market in the near future 
through a joint venture with a company 
which has many years of experience in its 
local market but not in Europe.

Business travel has been impacted by the 
pandemic, of course, affecting involvement 
in the industry shows that have also 
suffered from Covid-related fears as well 
as other regular business, but the projects 
in which ALS was involved prior to the 
pandemic have largely continued unabated. 
A recently completed project (finished in 
August this year) involved the installation 
of new LED lighting at the RAF’s Odiham 
base; another recently finished involved the 
upgrade of AGL at RAF Brize Norton.

AGL projects for military and civilian 
gateways
Spicer suggests that military infrastructure 
development projects have generally 

A I R F I E L D  G R O U N D  L I G H T I N G  |  F E A T U R E 
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VINCI Airports – operator of 45 
airports across Europe, Asia and 
the Americas – has partnered 
with Airbus and Air Liquide to 
promote the use of hydrogen as 
a way to lower harmful emissions 
in the aviation sector. One of its 
gateways, Lyon-Saint Exupéry 
in France, will act as a launch 
location, with the first installation 
of hydrogen power infrastructure 
to take place in 2023

2023 is expected to see the 
opening of a ‘green’ hydrogen 
gas distribution station at Lyon-
Saint Exupéry. This station 
will come to supply on-airport 
vehicles including airside buses, 

trucks and various GSE handling equipment, 
as well as heavy goods vehicles that operate 
around the airport, in addition to aircraft.

This first phase is said to be “essential to 
test the airport's facilities and dynamics as a 
‘hydrogen hub’ for the region”.

Between 2023 and 2030 liquid hydrogen 
infrastructure will be made available to supply 
aircraft and then, beyond 2030, the deployment 
of appropriate hydrogen infrastructure will 
enable the “mass distribution” of liquid 
hydrogen at the airport.

Also by 2030, the three partners are expected 
to have studied the possibility of equipping 
other gateways across VINCI Airports’ 

VINCI Airports looks to a 
more sustainable future

An aerial view of Lyon Airport
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officer at VINCI Airports, it is important 
to distinguish between green hydrogen 
and grey hydrogen, as they do not have 
the same environmental benefits for 
aircraft or ground-based vehicles. “On our 
network, gas and liquid hydrogen will be 
produced from sustainable energies, such 
as solar plants installed on our airports, 
thus enabling fully decarbonised flights.”

He continues: “Hydrogen as a power 
source will have advantages but we insist 
that only a multi-pronged approach can set 
the industry on its climate sustainability 
pathway. Hydrogen is one of several 
solutions – such as sustainable aviation 
fuel (SAF), APU [auxiliary power unit] off, 
etc – and VINCI Airports will uphold the 
industry’s efforts to make them a reality.”

Nevertheless, Delobel expects hydrogen 
to be key to a more sustainable aviation 
industry. “Air transport industry leaders 
have a common vision of the challenges 
involved in achieving carbon neutrality by 
2050 for Europe and 2060 for the world.

Air Liquide’s expertise in mastering 
the hydrogen value chain (production, 
liquefaction, storage and distribution) and 
from the global reach of VINCI Airports, 
which will offer the airport network.

Green hydrogen
According to Eric Delobel, chief technical 

widespread European airport network with 
the infrastructure and facilities necessary 
for hydrogen production, storage and supply 
for both ground vehicles and aircraft.

According to a joint statement, the 
three-way partnership is expected to 
benefit from the know-how of Airbus 
in terms of commercial aircraft, from 

V I N C I  A I R P O R T S  |  A I R P O R T S 
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pushing hydrogen wherever it most makes 
sense is the right approach to ensure that 
the aviation industry is prepared for the 
upcoming hydrogen revolution.”

Whether it be for GSE or for road 
vehicles or aircraft, Delobel is of 
the opinion that hydrogen will be 
“undoubtedly one of the major solutions 
to reduce our carbon footprint and 
decarbonise the mobility sector.

“For our airports, the road to zero 
emissions will require the use of hydrogen 
and also sustainable aviation fuels. 
Concerning the latter, VINCI Airports 
distinguished itself by delivering for the 
first time sustainable aviation fuel (SAF) 
produced from cooking oils at Clermont-
Ferrand airport in April 2020.

“Although it is early to provide figures 
regarding the future amounts of hydrogen 
for aircraft, we base our estimates 
on the types of aircraft, routes and 
traffic. Sharing knowledge through our 
partnership with Airbus is very valuable 
in this regard.” 

ambitious hydrogen programme related 
to its Zero Emission Valley project and 
with which we are collaborating closely,” 
Delobel observes.

“Consequently, we are able to leverage 
this position to reach economies of scale 
that will help extend the use of hydrogen 
and decarbonise numerous activities.”

Scaling is also key to understanding 
the dynamics of liquid hydrogen 
management, Delobel believes: he says 
hydrogen will be used for future aircraft 
in large quantities on a daily basis.   

 
Hydrogen for GSE
There are no hydrogen-powered GSE 
vehicles in use at Lyon at present. 
However, says Delobel: “We are 
working closely, under the aegis of our 
partnership, with several players in the 
GSE environment to properly determine 
hydrogen switch or retrofit opportunities. 

“Although estimates are still being 
determined, we are confident that 
bringing all players to the table and 

“The use of hydrogen is one the 
solutions but given the technological 
challenges inherent to the development of 
such a technology, it was necessary to join 
forces with the major players in aviation 
and hydrogen to meet these challenges.

“This collaboration will grow in the 
long term, given the magnitude of the 
technological, economic and regulatory 
challenges ahead of us.”

Lyon-Saint Exupéry was chosen to 
act as the pioneer site not least because, 
as one of VINCI Airports’ Innovation 
Centers of Excellence, it serves as an 
“exemplary part of VINCI Airports’ 
environmental strategy”, says Delobel.

The airport achieved carbon neutrality 
through offsetting in 2017 (gaining 
ACA3+ certification) and thanks 
to numerous changes made there, 
including: full re-lamping of parking and 
runway areas with LED technology; the 
construction of Terminal 1 according to 
high environmental quality standards; the 
installation of two new boiler rooms and 
a complete renovation of the gateway’s 
heating network; and the launch this year 
of the first airport carbon sink.

“Building on this positive momentum 
and thanks to the support of regional 
authorities, we have set ambitious goals 
for this airport, which will be the first 
commercial aviation airport in France to 
reach net zero emissions of greenhouse 
gases by 2026 within the scope of its 
business.”

Hydrogen hub
The hydrogen facilities to be based at 
Lyon-Saint Exupéry will not benefit 
the airport alone. “Lyon is also a key 
intermodal node in the region, which will 
represent significant demand and create 
opportunities for the distribution of green 
gaseous and liquid hydrogen.”

By becoming a hydrogen ‘hub’, Lyon-
Saint Exupéry Airport’s green hydrogen 
production will be able to respond to 
an array of different needs within or 
outside the airport. “Airports are natural 
economic and mobility hubs and Lyon’s 
influence spreads across the Auvergne 
Rhône-Alpes region, which also has an 

A I R P O R T S  |  V I N C I  A I R P O R T S

Lyon-Saint Exupéry Airport’s new Terminal 1
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UK-based GSE and 
materials handling 
supplier Rushlift has had 
a very busy couple of 
years. While many others 
involved in the aviation 
industry, and especially 
in GSE provision, have 
been cutting back, it has 
signed new contracts and 
grown its business at key 
London hubs 

Rushlift invests in 
growth

S U P P L I E R S  |  R U S H L I F T

One of the significant 
deals sealed by Rushlift 
in recent months was 
a six-year framework 
agreement reached with 
ground service provider 

Menzies. The deal, signed in July, covers the 
provision of a wide range of GSE into the 
Menzies UK network, initially for its stations 
at London Heathrow and London Gatwick.

Approximately 650 GSE units are to be 
supplied by Rushlift, including pushback 
tugs, baggage tractors and carts, high loaders 
and belt conveyors. The equipment will be 
sourced from manufacturers such as TLD, 
TREPEL and TBD, to name just a few, informs 
Rushlift’s operations director, Tim Willett.

Speaking to Airside in mid-October, 
Willett explained that some 75% of the 
equipment to be provided to Menzies 
for its London Heathrow operation had 
already been delivered as part of a staged 
programme that started in January, with 
the rollout “going as planned”. All the GSE, 

destined for either Heathrow or Gatwick, is 
to be delivered by summer 2022.

As well as the equipment itself, Willett 
points to a number of other factors that 
might have attracted Menzies to the 
Rushlift offering. Rushlift boasts airside 
and landside workshops at Heathrow and 
Gatwick, for example, ensuring that all 
maintenance and repair is carried out close 
at hand, swiftly and efficiently.

Plus, says Willett, the ground service 
provider is hot on regular reporting from 
its partners, and Rushlift offers day-to-day 
updates on its service performance.

In fact, he says, “We work really hard 
each and every day to ensure we provide 
a good service. And we approach things 
just like a ground handler, so we are on the 
same wavelength as our customers.”

Looking to the future
Another globally active ground handler, 
Swissport, agreed a deal with Rushlift at the 
end of last year that covers the maintenance 

of Swissport’s GSE fleets at Heathrow and 
Gatwick. That arrangement is “working 
very well”, says Willett, Rushlift also 
having refurbished some of the handler’s 
equipment at the two London gateways.

According to Willett, the Menzies and 
Swissport deals are illustrative of Rushlift’s 
confidence in its future, and its ability to 
pick up new business even at a time when 
much of the rest of the aviation industry 
was contracting.

He believes that the sudden collapse of 
the aviation business in the UK actually 
gave some GSE operators the opportunity 
to rethink their business models and 
operations, and consider their options. 
And their thoughts would need to take in 
how they will gear up for the recovery of 
the industry that is expected over the next 
couple of years.

Also reflecting Rushlift’s confidence in 
its present and its future is its new landside 
terminal at Gatwick. Opened earlier this 
year in the middle of a UK ‘lockdown’, the 

These TLD belt loaders are amongst the 
GSE Rushlift has supplied to Menzies for 
its London operations
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facility adds to Rushlift’s growing presence 
at both Gatwick and Heathrow.

Willett himself is expecting to see a fairly 
strong recovery next year in the industry, 
with a return to something like normal 
operating conditions in 2023. There had in 
fact been fairly good recovery at Heathrow in 
the months leading up to October 2021, he 
points out, although the signs at cross-town 
Gatwick Airport have been less positive. 

All in all, though, Willett is expecting a 
pretty strong 2022, while “2023 could be a very 
busy year and we are gearing up for this”.

That might well include growth outside 
of London. Rushlift has been looking at 
the potential for expansion at Manchester 
Airport, for example, while it would also 
like to be involved in the tender for GSE 
pooling at Luton Airport that is expected in 
the not too distant future.

“The next two years we might see further 
Rushlift growth in the UK, while beyond 
that we may well be looking at expansion 
across Europe,” Willett concludes. 

R U S H L I F T  |  S U P P L I E R S 

Rushlift comes under Doosan Bobcat’s wing

Alongside its new 
business deals, 
Rushlift has also 
seen change in its 
organisational and 
reporting structure. 

It started life in April 2013 as a private 
enterprise before being sold to South 
Korean heavy equipment manufacturing 
giant Doosan in 2015, but in June this year 
it moved under the aegis of Doosan Bobcat 
– another Doosan Group company that 
also specialises in engineering vehicles, but 
is based in the US.

Bobcat is probably best known for its 
excavators and mini-diggers but the move 
actually suits the Rushlift model better, 

says Rushlift’s Tim Willett, given Bobcat’s 
expertise in leasing and maintenance of 
equipment.

The move represents a “big opportunity 
for Rushlift”, he says, most notably in terms 
of the additional product lines that Rushlift 
can now offer its customers. For while 
Rushlift is most noted for its GSE provision, 
it also does much more than that to support 
the UK’s aviation sector: it supplies Boeing 
UK with hangar equipment, for example, 
and provides various types of engineering 
equipment for Virgin Atlantic.

Willett is also confident that Doosan 
Bobcat is more than keen to support 
Rushllift’s plans for further growth with 
investment as and when required. 
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Hamburg (where Evitado is based, Airbus 
has its A320 final assembly line and 
Lufthansa Technik is headquartered).

Since the beginning of this year Evitado 
has had a fully fledged, market-ready 
product that it calls Release 1.0. And the 
news in September that the first system 
had become operational with launch 
customer EFW was a significant boost to 
the company after what has been a hard 
18 months, the pandemic having slowed 
potential take-up of this innovative 
system. But, says Joussen, the future is 
“looking much better”.

Innovation
At the heart of the Evitado system is 
a LiDAR (light detection and ranging) 
sensor that scans its environment through 
the full 360 degrees. LiDAR is perhaps 
best known for its application within 
driverless car systems, but it is becoming 
increasingly commonly used in GSE 
collision avoidance technology.

Typically attached to an aircraft by 
means of a suction cup, the LiDAR’s 
360o scan is translated into a map of the 
environment surrounding the Evitado 

saw the challenge associated with 
manoeuvring a large aircraft on the 
ground in what can be relatively confined 
spaces – such as in a hangar – and 
understood the penalty of any mishap: 
not only in terms of the potential threat 
to safety if an aircraft is damaged but also 
the huge financial cost incurred by way 
of a sizeable repair bill and the higher 
insurance premiums that are likely to be 
incurred subsequently .

A US Federal Aviation Administration 
(FAA) request for potential solutions to 
the challenge caught their eye, and they 
submitted an idea through the medium 
of Airbus’s BizLab network of aerospace 
accelerators for start-up companies.

That was the start of Evitado’s 
collaboration with Airbus, which 
continues to this day. Another important 
partner has been Lufthansa Technik, 
the German provider of maintenance, 
repair and overhaul (MRO) services 
that also offers aircraft modification 
and conversion services. Both Airbus 
and Lufthansa Technik worked with 
Evitado on system prototypes that were 
field tested on an Airbus A320 aircraft in 

The system’s first live 
customer is Elbe 
Flugzeugwerke  (EFW), 
the Dresden-based 
aviation company that 
maintains and repairs 

Airbus aircraft and converts Airbus 
passenger jets into a freighter configuration. 
EFW is a joint venture involving the 
European aerospace giant and Singapore’s 
ST Engineering – and Airbus has been an 
important partner of Evitado since the latter 
was established in 2019.

Evitado’s sales manager Johannes 
Joussen explains that the company was 
formed by Alex Kasinec and Andrew 
Moakes, who had studied together in 
Hamburg, northern Germany. They 

S U P P L I E R S  |  E V I T A D O

Hamburg-based 
tech start-up Evitado 
Technologies has 
developed a collision 
avoidance system for 
aircraft manoeuvring 
while on the ground. And 
it has just announced its 
first operational user

Evitado’s 
collision 
avoidance 
systems 
go into 
operation

Johannes Joussen, Evitado
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hardware, thereby building a real-time 
picture of potential obstacles and hazards 
that can be viewed on the user’s app 
display. The display can take the form of a 
simple 2D format, or the more illustrative 
‘point cloud’ representation, which 
offers greater insight into the system’s 
surroundings and potential hazards.

Mapping takes place in 3D, so problems 
in the vertical plane are mapped as much 
as those in the horizontal plane.

Alongside the LiDAR sensor within 
the hardware’s casing is a battery that 
provides power and enables the system to 
operate independently of external power 
sources. Likewise, the system comes with 
its own WiFi, offering a further degree of 
independence and enabling it to function 
where there is no built-in local wireless 
connection.

LED lamps light up when an 
approaching hazard is identified. An 
audible alert can also be sounded if the 
customer requires this capability.

While the hardware was at least initially 

E V I T A D O  |  S U P P L I E R S

The Evitado system can be fitted to 
an aircraft, as here, or to a tug or the 
environment, such as hangar walls
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dnata and WFS. Self-handling airlines are 
another possibility.

Finally, as part of Evitado’s wider, long-
term ambition to help automate more 
aircraft ground operations, the potential 
value of the system to GSE applications 
is obvious. LiDAR is already used as part 
of many GSE manufacturers’ collision 
avoidance systems, and the Evitado 
system could certainly be modified for use 
with loaders, belt loaders and the like.

Evitado currently manufactures the 
casing for the system but very much 
sees its role as a software company that 
should concentrate on the software and 
the algorithms that will help to refine the 
system and improve its value to a customer 
on a progressive basis. Thus, in time, it 
wants to outsource all manufacturing and 
integration aspects of the process.

LiDAR suppliers are becoming more 
numerous as time goes on, while the 
technology is also becoming cheaper, Joussen 
notes – a significant bonus for Evitado. 

as to the location of the sensor as well as 
the position of both the sensor and the 
aircraft in relation to their surroundings.

The system’s library also contains 3D 
maps of the perceived danger areas that 
surround an aircraft – and how far from 
every point of the aircraft any other 
object should be kept. Those distances 
can be adjusted according to customer 
requirement – for example, in an MRO 
hangar there is likely to be a much smaller 
margin of potential hazard distance than 
on a taxiway or even on a stand.

Wide-ranging applications
The earliest perceived market for the 
system – the ‘low-hanging fruit’ – was the 
MRO sector, but the potential customer 
base is much wider than that now. Fixed-
base operators (FBOs), which also tend to 
operate in relatively small but congested 
spaces, represent another target.

Beyond those markets are the big 
ground service providers like Swissport, 

expected to be attached to an aircraft 
nose, wing or other part of its fuselage, 
another option is for it to be mounted 
on an aircraft tug instead. This would be 
particularly useful in the case of smaller 
tugs, perhaps even remotely operated 
ones, thus further minimising the manual 
labour involved in an aircraft movement.

There is no reason why the hardware 
could not also be fixed to permanent 
infrastructure such as hangar walls to 
offer an ongoing real-time picture of the 
facility’s interior space. This might be 
particularly useful, for instance, in the 
case of a busy, congested MRO facility.

The system operator initiates the system 
by means of an app, perhaps through a 
tablet, loading in the model of the aircraft 
that is being moved and approximately 
where on that aircraft the sensor has 
been positioned. Once the LiDAR begins 
scanning, the system calibrates itself and, 
by reference to a 3D model library it has 
stored in its memory, can orientate itself 

S U P P L I E R S  |  E V I T A D O

The system generates a point cloud 
map of its environment
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Laila Engler, head of 
marketing and sales 
manager at COBUS – a 
dedicated, specialist 
provider of airport buses – 
explains that the strategic 

partnership that exists between TCR and 
her company has long been in operation 
in Europe but that COBUS is keen to 
extend the value of the co-operation into 
the US, where the company is growing 
its presence.

Moreover, she believes, North American 
airport operators and handlers – and so 
apron bus operators – have felt the pinch 
created by the collapse in the aviation 
industry during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
and a more flexible financing and 
operating model might be particularly 
attractive at this time.  

TCR managing director for North 
America Jan De Leeuw recalls that the 
partnership with COBUS has already 
worked well in Europe for more than a 
decade, the arrangement allowing the 
partners to “successfully serve a large 
number of customers while allowing us to 
co-develop our skill sets.

“Both TCR and COBUS have very similar 
cultures,” he continues: a business ethos 
based in no small part on offering their 
customers the highest possible quality 
of service and product, “so we can bring 
synergies in our combined approach.”  

TCR is offering its “full range of 
packages” for COBUS customers in 
the US, including operating leases and 
ongoing repair and maintenance support. 
For existing COBUS operators, TCR can 
buy their COBUS vehicles, lease them 
back to the operator for a specified time 
period and then take back the vehicles 
before redistributing them amongst other 
customers and geographies.

Such a model means that TCR takes 
all the asset risk, De Leeuw points 
out, and in a world in which there is 
currently a “huge need” to reduce capital 
expenditure, it enables a customer bus 
operator to minimise its investment outlay 
and avoid the risks associated with having 
such expensive assets on its balance sheet.

Like COBUS, TCR is growing its US 
presence. It has been in the US market 

S U P P L I E R S  |  C O B U S / T C R

Brussels-headquartered TCR is working 
hand in glove with apron bus manufacturer 
COBUS to offer operators of COBUS vehicles 
a flexible and minimal risk option for 
acquiring and operating these otherwise high-
investment assets; they have collaborated in 
the European market for some time and are 
now extending that partnership into the North 
American market

TCR offers North 
American COBUS 
customers a 
flexible option

Laila Engler of COBUS and Jan De 
Leeuw of TCR at the recent International 
GSE Expo held in Las Vegas
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at airports for building additional stands 
at departure terminals in combination 
with the budget constraints that are 
likely to restrict new construction at air 
gateways for the foreseeable future, will 
mean that remote stand bussing is likely 
to be an ever more common characteristic 
of US apron operations in the future. 

COBUS operator, convert it to the electric 
variant and then place it back in TCR’s 
fleet stock for operating lease.

The option of conversion from diesel 
to electric might be very popular in the 
US, De Leeuw believes, as might be the 
more general maintenance and repair 
package that forms such an important 
part of a typical TCR package. And 
while it is still a comparatively ‘young’ 
business in terms of the North American 
market and relies on a hybrid model of 
in-house and subcontracting work, TCR 
is quickly building up its workshop and 
maintenance capacity there.

Four e.COBUS buses recently entered 
the US market at Dallas Fort Worth 
Airport (DFW) and this partnership with 
TCR represents “a good opportunity 
to build up a greener option for US 
customers”, Engler observed.

2019 was COBUS’s best-ever year in the 
US market. While US airline passengers 
may prefer fixed gate operations, Engler is 
in no doubt that a lack of available space 

since 2019 and, says De Leeuw, “We 
have seen a lot of traction for operating 
lease business there, as there has been in 
Europe.” Offering flexibility as well as less 
capital expenditure alongside the benefits 
of a typical TCR maintenance and repair 
support package, there is much to attract 
apron bus operators, he suggests.

Having talked elsewhere with various 
customers about the possibilities enabled 
by their collaboration, both COBUS and 
TCR were also at the recent GSE Expo in 
Las Vegas promoting their partnership 
and the flexibility for those looking to 
operate COBUS buses in North America.

Supporting sustainability
Both TCR and COBUS are keen to support 
the aviation industry’s drive towards 
greater sustainability, and the growth in 
popularity in COBUS’s electric e.COBUS 
is evidence of the progress that the latter is 
making in minimising harmful emissions.  
As part of its collaboration with COBUS, 
TCR can take a diesel vehicle from a 
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Aircraft Towing Systems Worldwide 
Inc (ATS) has developed an 
innovative system that would move 
an aircraft between an airport 
runway and an airport gate, without 
the aircraft having to use engine 
power. It is hoped that the fully 
automated design will – among 
other benefits – allow significant 
savings on fuel, facilitate faster 
pushback times and enable greener 
aviation operations 

ATS offers a cheaper and 
cleaner alternative to taxiing

At the heart of the ATS system are channels 
installed under an airport’s apron surface 
that link taxiways to gates, along which 
runs a sub-surface electro-hydraulic 
powered cart or pullcar that provides a base 
for an above-ground dolly into which an 

aircraft’s nose wheel is secured.
The design envisages a pilot driving onto the appropriate taxiway 

after landing and positioning the aircraft nose wheel onto the 
ATS tow dolly. Once secured in the dolly, the pilot can shut down 
the aircraft’s engines, leaving only the machine’s auxiliary power 
unit (APU) operating to provide the necessary power for cabin air 
conditioning and other ancillary systems. 

The aircraft is then pulled – without any pilot involvement from 
the flight deck – by the pullcar/dolly combination along the sub-
surface channels to the appropriate gate. The pullcar is powered by 
a 400hp electric car motor that drives hydraulic pumps and electric 
motors placed at either end of the cart to power it.
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Since then, progress has been slowed by 
the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic – but 
as of autumn 2021 channels have been dug 
under the surface of the Ardmore Industrial 
Airpark, located about 16 miles from 
Ardmore, Oklahoma. Furthermore, a B727 
aircraft has been purchased from the now 
defunct Kitty Hawk cargo airline (and painted 
in ATS livery) to act as a testbed, and testing 
of a prototype pullcart and dolly is expected to 
commence within a matter of weeks.

Citadel Construction has acted as the 
primary contractor at Ardmore on the 
infrastructure development side of the 
project there, while the pullcar chassis is 
currently in Tulsa, as is the cart’s hydraulic 
system. Also in Tulsa is the software 
company working on that element of 
the design, while the dolly is in Wichita 
Falls, Texas, where it is being readied for 
prototype testing.

Extensive market
Initially, ATS had targeted a potential 

at numerous airports, asked a number of 
former helicopter engineers he had in his 
team to assess the problem. 

It was they who came up with the original 
concept that has grown into today’s ATS.

In 2015, Malicki met Howie, who was 
then working as the director of aerospace 
and defense for the state of Oklahoma, at 
the Paris Air Show. They chatted about the 
electric tug system, and Howie could see the 
potential benefits. Moreover, as part of his 
job was to encourage aviation-based business 
to develop a presence in Oklahoma, his 
interest was certainly piqued.

Malicki, too, could see the advantages on 
offer in Oklahoma and so, in 2016, took the 
decision to move his business there. That 
same year, Howie left his job with the state 
and took up his role with ATS.

While the concept was well developed, 
the idea was still far from reality at this 
stage. So, experts at Oklahoma State 
University (OSU) were tasked with 
developing a prototype.

The system can also be ‘flipped’ such that 
the same infrastructure enables pushback 
from an aircraft stand out to the end of the 
appropriate taxiway, at which point the 
aircraft’s engines would be started.

ATS would be fully integrated into an 
airport’s ground control systems and could 
be either entirely automated or controlled 
as necessary by ground tower personnel.

Consisting of three closely connected 
system elements – the channels, the pullcars/
tow dollies and controlling software – ATS 
envisages that it could save the aviation 
industry huge amounts of money on fuel 
burn, as well as drastically cutting emissions 
and lessening airport noise.

Genesis
ATS has an interesting history. CEO Vince 
Howie explains that the business’ founder 
and president, Stan Malicki, was in the 
plumbing business in his native Poland 
and, when a pilot friend remarked upon the 
fuel wastage created by extended taxiing 
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automated ‘ferry’ capability to move 
an aircraft from one place to another 
for maintenance and repair.

• Increasing airport throughput by 
reducing turnaround times. By using 
ATS for pushback operations rather 
than waiting for tugs to perform the 
job, significant time can be saved.

Of course, any airport authority 
installing the system would incur an up-
front cost as well as potential disruption 
to airfield operations. However, Howie 
believes that the return on any such 
investment might only take something in 
the region of two years, while the impact 
on operations could be minimised 
through constructing the channels and 
installing the system at night or at the 
same time as other repair work.

Howie estimates that installation might 
take around 10 to 12 months at a major air 
hub, and less time at a smaller gateway, 
but the system is modular and can be 
introduced incrementally to minimise 
disruption if required.

“As regards installation, it all depends 
on how airport authorities would want to 
do it,” he says. Extensive ATS simulation 
modeling of the airfield and consideration 
of the optimal deployment pattern of the 
system would be necessary first.

The optimum situation would of course 
be to install ATS at an airport being built 
from scratch.

The airport operator would have to incur 
costs associated with installing ATS but the 
benefits would quickly offer compensation 
by way of return on investment, Howie 
observes. He believes that the cost savings 
enabled by ATS could be shared equally 
amongst the airlines using any given airport 
fitted with the system (through reduced 
fuel costs, in particular) but that the airport 
authority would enjoy the other 50% of the 
financial benefit by means of the increased 
airport charges it could levy on airlines.

ATS is in discussions with numerous 
airport operators about ATS, many of which 
have shown plenty of interest, Howie 
informs. Some, such as London Heathrow, 
have been keen to see the system in action, 
though perhaps unwilling to act as a beta 
tester for the design themselves. 

would also of course have a significant 
bearing on how the ATS system would 
be designed and would operate at that 
specific location. In general, however, 
Howie expects all of an airfield’s taxiways 
to be linked to each gate, with junctions in 
the channel system acting like points on 
a railway network that would enable the 
dolly/cart to move from any taxiway to any 
gate (and vice versa).

Benefits
The potential benefits of the system are 
numerous, Howie explains. He points in 
particular to:

• Fuel savings. ATS modeling 
calculates that Chicago O’Hare could 
save as much as US$491 million in 
fuel costs alone each year.

• Reduced emissions. Reduced engine 
run-time while on the ground also 
represents fewer harmful emissions. 
This has obvious environmental 
benefits, but can also be translated 
into financial benefit if required by 
way of monetarised carbon credits.

• Less noise. Engines create noise; 
engines that are switched off do not.

• Lower manpower requirements. 
ATS has been told that in Tulsa, 
Oklahoma, American Airlines 
typically requires 16 people to move 
an aircraft at its maintenance, 
repair and overhaul (MRO) facility. 
The ATS system could offer a fully 

early market of 34 air hubs in the US and 
perhaps 50 or so abroad. Large hubs such 
as Chicago O’Hare and Dallas/Fort Worth 
were – and still are – regarded as prime 
candidates for the system because of the 
huge potential benefits that they might 
leverage from employing ATS.

Also, in its early stages, the system had 
really only been envisaged for use by landed 
aircraft moving to their gates. However, 
discussions with delegates at a meeting of the 
American Association of Airport Executives 
(AAAE) highlighted to Howie just how big 
a demand there was for a pushback option, 
particularly at smaller air gateways.

As a result, ATS developed the system 
further so that it can be ‘flipped’ and used 
for pushback as well as movement to gates.

The appeal to smaller gateways of this 
extended capability has significantly 
expanded the potential market for the 
system, Howie believes. He and his 
colleagues are currently looking at a 
potential market of some 300 or so 
gateways in the US and abroad. 

While only one size of pullcar and dolly 
has so far been developed, ATS expects 
to offer three different sizes for handling 
different aircraft types: one for smaller 
aircraft, one for the mid-size range and one 
for the biggest of commercial aircraft (right 
up to A380s). Because many gateways would 
never need to handle the largest of aircraft, 
or even widebodies as a whole, a variety of 
design options makes a good deal of sense. 

The size and complexity of the airport 
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Bristol Airport, the southwest of 
England air gateway, is hosting a six-
month trial of virtually emissions-
free turnarounds of some easyJet 
aircraft. Already well underway, the 
trials are generating a lot of interest 
from other airlines and from GSE 
suppliers as to how all-electric GSE 
can be operated to facilitate the 
aviation industry’s move towards a 
more sustainable future 

easyJet trials 
emissions-saving 
turnarounds at 
Bristol Airport

In August last year, Bristol 
Airport confirmed that it had 
entered into a collaborative 
agreement with easyJet that 
would involve a number of 
trials to support joint efforts 

to achieve greater sustainability in their 
operations. The partnership is expected 
to include collaboration on possible 

improvements in four main areas: ramp 
operations, flight operations, cabin 
services and engineering.

Specifically, areas of collaboration 
are expected to include sustainable 
aviation fuel (SAF); electric passenger 
bus transportation; recycling and waste 
management; aircraft continuous 
descent approaches; employee carbon-

saving initiatives; Airbus NEO aircraft 
deploymen and fleet optimisation; and 
supply chain carbon initiatives. 

The showpiece of the collaboration 
is the ongoing effort to achieve carbon 
emissions as near to zero as possible on 
easyJet turnarounds at two Bristol Airport 
stands over a six-month period, an effort 
that commenced on 1 September.
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power unit), while Vestergaard has 
supplied an electrically powered water 
servicing unit.

Other partners in the project include 
easyJet’s handler at Bristol, DHL, as well 
as cleaning services provider Up and 
Away Aviation and GSE supplier Terberg 
(Vestergaard’s distributor in the UK).

The only two items of GSE being used 
up to the time of writing (November) that 
are not battery-powered have been the 
fuelling bowser and ambulift, and steps 
are being taken to address even these 
shortfalls in the all-electric ambition. A 
battery-powered ambulift is expected to 
arrive in Bristol fresh off the production 
line from Italian ambulift specialist 
Bulmor in January 2022, while there are 
hopes that even the refuelling aspect of 
the turnaround can become emissions-
free in the near future. An electric de-icer 
might also be sourced for forthcoming 
winter operations.

“This is a first of its kind and very 
exciting,” says Clark of the six-month 

than 28 airports and flies to more than 
150 gateways across 35 countries, Bristol 
is one of its biggest and most important 
bases. In 2019, pre-pandemic, it had 16 
aircraft operating from Bristol, plus a 
spare; in the same year, it operated a total 
of 33,718 arrivals and departures at the 
gateway. This close relationship alongside 
Bristol Airport’s avowed commitment to 
its own more sustainable future, made the 
gateway a good choice for battery-powered 
GSE turnaround trials, Clark explains.

Between eight and 10 items of electric 
GSE are being used during these trials 
at the two stands (although there is 
only sufficient equipment available for 
one turnaround at a time to take place 
on either one of the two stands). This 
equipment has primarily been provided 
by Belgium-based GSE supplier TCR, and 
includes battery-powered passenger steps, 
baggage tractors, belt loaders and a TPX-
100-E pushback.

Plus, ITW GSE has provided a battery-
powered 7400 eGPU (electric ground 

Samantha Clark, easyJet’s senior 
management airport development – 
whose responsibilities include helping 
to oversee the carrier’s forward-looking 
innovation in partnership with airports 
– explains that this collaboration with 
Bristol Airport is a reflection of the 
airline’s wide-ranging strategy on 
minimising harmful emissions.

As an airline, easyJet hopes to lead the 
way on zero-emissions flight operations, 
and is committed to achieving net-zero 
emissions flying by 2050. In 2019 it 
launched a new Sustainability Strategy 
and, it notes, became the first carrier 
worldwide to offset all its direct carbon 
emissions (according to scopes 1 and 2).

The pandemic has hit easyJet 
operations since then, as it has all 
passenger carriers, but the airline has 
taken the opportunity, Clark reports, to 
“look at all our touchpoints to see how 
we can further lower our emissions 
footprint”.

While easyJet stations aircraft at no less 
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Going above and beyond
There were some initial hiccups in the 
trials, but they were largely unrelated 
to the fact that the GSE involved was 
battery-powered, rather because it was 
different to that which had been used 
previously. It was necessary to recalibrate 
the passenger steps, for example, and to 
speed up the belt loader, but these small 
issues were quickly resolved.

The DHL handlers involved have been 
“tremendous… going above and beyond”, 
says Clark. DHL already had some 
experience of handling easyJet turnarounds 
with battery-powered GSE at London 
Gatwick, so the airline was confident 
in its ability to do so at Bristol, and this 
confidence was well founded, she observes. 

Of course, moving to all-electric GSE on 
a long-term basis does bring its challenges. 
One might be the initial acquisition price of 
battery-powered equipment, which can be 
higher than that of diesel powered units – a 
cost that is likely to be passed on to airline 
customers such as easyJet.

between 86% and (if there is no need for 
a diesel-powered fuelling or any ambulift 
passengers on a turnaround) a full 100% 
reduction in carbon emissions.

These figures are impressive but, says 
Clark, there was actually no need for 
huge amounts of preparation in the 
run-up to these trials. All the battery-
powered GSE was sourced and all the 
required training of easyJet’s DHL 
ground handling staff was achieved 
between just July and 1 September this 
year, when the trials began.

Of course, “It takes everyone pulling 
together,” O’Dare adds. His thoughts 
are echoed by Bristol Airport’s CEO, 
David Lees, who declares: “This is 
an outstanding achievement by all 
concerned. This is another demonstration 
of how [by] working together, including 
[with] partners and experts in their field, 
we are able to crate a positive reduction in 
carbon emissions today.”

And, “It needs a good group to make 
the collaboration work,” Clark agrees.

trial. “We are leading the way for UK 
airlines on this to show what can be 
achieved.”

Bristol’s green credentials
Bristol Airport has its own focus on 
improving the aviation industry’s 
sustainability. The gateway has set itself 
the mission of being the UK’s most 
sustainable regional airport and it has a 
very strong corporate initiative as regards 
sustainability: its Carbon Roadmap 
strategy sets out how Bristol Airport is 
to become a net zero airport by 2030, 
and that by the end of 2021 it will have 
reduced or offset all the carbon emissions 
under its direct control.

This focus on sustainability is 
fully backed by the airport operator’s 
shareholders, notes Rob O’Dare, airfield 
technical and compliance manager 
there. They, then, must be delighted 
that the emissions-minimising trials 
underway on those two stands at Bristol 
have so far achieved – per turnaround – 
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Green potential
O’Dare reports that over the course of a 
single month near the beginning of the 
trials process (specifically, 13 September 
to 13 October 2021) there was a 97% 
reduction in carbon emissions on those 
battery-powered turnarounds compared to 
what would be expected from comparable 
diesel-powered equipment.

That equates, he says, to a 1,780kg 
reduction in carbon dioxide emissions 
– approximately the equivalent of two 
full hot air balloons filled with CO2. 
The electric GSE had run for a total 
of 1,787 hours over the course of that 
month, using only 203kWh of power and 
generating just 59kg of CO2.

If these figures were to apply right 
across the airport’s operations, the 
potential benefits to the environment 
would be very significant. Likewise, if 
easyJet can encourage the use of purely 
electric GSE on turnarounds across its 
whole network, as it would certainly like 
to do, there is huge potential for emissions 
saving to be made there.

As Johan Lundgren, CEO of easyJet 
points out: “The learnings from the Bristol 
trial will help us shape our sustainability 
strategy for future operational changes 
– all of which will help enable easyJet’s 
transition towards our goal of net zero 
emissions by 2050.”

No surprise then, says O’Dare, that 
“There has been amazing interest in 
these trials from other airports and other 
elements of the ramp handling sector.”

Government has also shown its interest 
and enthusiasm for the efforts easyJet, 
Bristol Airport and their various partners. 
Two senior UK Department for Transport 
officials have been to see the trials for 
themselves (in late October), as has 
aviation, maritime & security minister 
Robert Courts.

“This is a world first,” Clark concludes. 
While there have certainly been other 
examples of all-electric GSE turnarounds 
(such as one conducted in Dubai in 
December 2019 by dnata for a flyDubai 
aircraft), there have been none of this sort 
of duration and intensity. The example 
is there for those who are seeking to ‘go 
green’ on aircraft turnarounds. 

towards electric GSE operations going 
forward, O’Dare confirms.

Bristol is also considering what might be 
achieved by GSE pooling, and in the course 
of such a move it would examine how any 
shared pool of battery-powered equipment 
could be easily and quickly charged to 
support ongoing greener ramp operations. 

Another is the availability of battery 
charging infrastructure at airports. 
Bristol has invested in new charging 
infrastructure – including adapting fixed 
ground on-stand power infrastructure 
to enable recharging of battery-powered 
GSE. And the airport operator intends 
to do more to further support the shift 
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“This deal is also significant as it 
marks our first engagement in Finland, 
adding a new territory to Gordon 
Brothers’ global commercial and 
industrial credentials,” he added.

Plenty of interest
Speaking to Airside soon after the 
announcement of Gordon Brothers’ 
involvement, Zaharewicz confirmed that 
there had indeed been quite a lot of interest 
in the Swissport GSE. He recalls that at the 
start of the process no-one had been too 
sure what sort of demand there would be 

loaders and transporters; Kalmar towbarless 
tractors; Textron Safeaero, SISU and Volvo de-
icing units; TLD, Rofan, Charlatte, Linde and 
Still tractors; TLD self-propelled stairs; various 
ground power units (GPUs); Polar cabin 
heaters; lavatory and water service units; and 
Volkswagen, Toyota, Volvo and Skoda cars, 
trucks and vans.

“It is a unique opportunity for operators 
to upgrade ground support fleets and 
operations with relatively new equipment, 
and we expect high levels of interest,” 
Zaharewicz was quoted as saying in a press 
release of early September.

S E R V I C E S  |  G O R D O N  B R O T H E R S

In September, it was 
confirmed that Gordon 
Brothers (the global 
advisory, restructuring 
and investment firm) and 
Liquidity Services (a US-
headquartered company 
specialising in surplus 
asset management 
programmes) had been 
appointed as joint sales 
agents for GSE previously 
owned by Swissport 
Finland. Airside spoke 
with Greg Zaharewicz, 
director, commercial 
& industrial, at Gordon 
Brothers, about the 
sale and whether these 
sorts of operations may 
become a more common 
feature of the GSE 
market landscape

Finding a home for 
second-hand GSE

The equipment, which was 
purchased from Swissport 
by Gordon Brothers prior 
to the launch of the current 
sales process, was and 
continues to be positioned 

at Helsinki-Vantaa Airport, Finland’s busiest 
and biggest air gateway. The GSE is said to be 
in “excellent condition”, being maintained on 
an ongoing basis by Swissport Finland.

The GSE consists of no less than 300 items, 
half of which are less than five years old and 
some of which date back only to 2019. On the 
sales list are: TREPEL and Windhoff cargo 
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undertaken asset-based valuations of 
GSE for it a number of times in the past. 
Moreover, while Gordon Brothers has 
purchased all the GSE from Swissport, the 
ground services provider remains an “equity 
participant” and thus far more than a 
disinterested observer of the sales process.

Swissport is also playing a direct role in 
the storage and light maintenance of the 
equipment, the latter involving such tasks 
as periodically recharging vehicle batteries, 
pumping up tyres and so on. 

Meanwhile, Liquidity Services was brought 
into the sales process in order to add its 
direct experience and expertise in GSE sales, 
Zaharewicz says.

As for the future: “Is this transaction a 
trend or a one-off?  I think the jury is still out 
on that answer but what we do know is that 
Covid has created massive imbalances in the 
aviation sector, and the longer the imbalances 
persist the more likely we will see these 
untraditional sales of GSE assets in bulk to 
find an equilibrium.” 

availability of the GSE, Zaharewicz recalls. 
Then began the process of ‘negotiated sales’, 
in which potential customers express their 
interest and discussions on price can take 
place. That process is still ongoing – and has 
already resulted in a number of sales – and 
the process may continue for up to 18 months 
or so, Zaharewicz considers. “After that, we 
might pivot to the possibility of an auction” to 
sell off any remaining items, he adds.

Such an auction, were it to take place, 
would almost certainly take place online, 
given that the GSE is all stored airside at 
Helsinki-Vantaa. That is not to say that 
those interested in purchasing equipment 
can’t view the GSE: on-site inspections can 
be arranged as required for those looking to 
buy now or in the future.

Collaborative process
The sale of the equipment is very much a 
“collaborative process”, says Zaharewicz. 
Gordon Brothers has had a relationship 
with Swissport for some years, having 

for the equipment, given the downturn in 
the aviation industry.

At that stage, there was a “broad spectrum” 
of opinions as to when the industry might 
recover – and with it, the demand for ground 
handling equipment. Nevertheless, “We have 
been quite pleased with the interest shown,” 
he says. “It has exceeded our expectations.”

Demand has come both from operators 
of GSE and from lessors who would take 
the equipment into their own fleet before 
leasing it out to the market. The interest 
has been primarily Europe-based, from 
companies large and small operating at air 
gateways of all sizes.

While the news of Gordon Brothers’ 
and Liquidity Services’ involvement was 
only made public in early autumn, Gordon 
Brothers had actually been involved for a 
couple of months prior to that in the process 
of selling off the Swissport Finland GSE (and 
it was Gordon Brothers that invited Liquidity 
Services into the process).

The early work involved marketing the 
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met to discuss potential synergies for them 
and their customers. As Danny Vranckx, 
AVIACO’s CEO, explains, XYZ Dynamics 
brings its experience in the conversion of 
electric vehicles, while AVIACO offers its long 
experience in the GSE and aviation market, as 
well as its contacts.

The first fruits of the collaboration were 
in evidence to the wider market at the recent 
inter airport Europe exhibition in Munich, 
where a TMX-150 pushback – the partners’ 
initial prototype foray into the electric 
conversion business – was on display. Already, 
there has been plenty of interest in the 
concept, both at the exhibition in southern 
Germany and elsewhere, says Vranckx, and 
he is expecting plenty more in the months and 
years ahead.

 
Growing business
XYZ is a relatively new company, having been 
founded just three years ago. Its mission, 
explains one of its co-founders, Alex Pap, is 
to “smooth the energy transition” process 
of conventional vehicles to fully electric or 
hybrid configurations. To achieve this, it offers 
high-end powertrains for retrofit packages.

XYZ has experience of doing this in the 
light commercial vehicles market and made 
its first entry into the on-airport sector in 2020, 
when it converted a set of FMC self-propelled 
passenger stairs from diesel to electric for its 
local air gateway, Eindhoven Airport. 

As part of its partnership with AVIACO, it 
will provide the blueprint and powertrain for 
electric GSE conversion packages, starting 
with the TMX-150 prototype seen at inter 
airport and moving on to other pushbacks and 
other GSE types as requested.

Customer demand will determine where 
AVIACO and XYZ concentrate their efforts, 
but Vranckx explains that the partners’ initial 
focus in terms of promoting this new electric 
power retrofit capability will be around 
those types of GSE that are most commonly 
operated at airports: belt loaders, ground 
power units (GPUs), baggage tractors and 
pushbacks typically serving narrowbody 
aircraft such as those in the B737 and 
A320/321 families of aeroplane. 

Both AVIACO and XYZ will promote 
the new offering as partners in the project. 
Indeed, XYZ will devote its energies in the 
aviation market to this collaboration with its 
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The TMX-150 pushback on the AVIACO stand at inter airport

AVIACO, the GSE leasing, maintenance and 
fleet management specialist, has teamed 
up with Eindhoven, Netherlands-based XYZ 
Dynamics to offer customers an innovative and 
environmentally friendly GSE retrofit offer

AVIACO and XYZ 
Dynamics co-
operate on electric 
GSE conversion 
option

Together, the partners 
will be able to modify 
a customer’s diesel-
powered GSE to lead-
acid or lithium ion 
configuration, with all 

the benefits that that offers in terms of 
improved environmental sustainability, lower 
maintenance requirements and reduced 
operational costs.

The origins of the partnership date back to 
May this year, when the two companies first 
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the monetary value that a GSE retrofit 
can offer operators, and conversion of 
diesel equipment to electric battery power 
supports this model. As Pap notes, while 
GSE batteries might have been quite 
expensive in the past, prices – especially 
of lithium – have come down, and 
certainly in terms of operating costs they 
represent a significant improvement on 
diesel engines, which cost more in terms 
of maintenance as well as fuel.

As for whether a conversion is to the 
lead-acid or lithium ion option, that is 
entirely down to the customer – although 
lithium batteries are perhaps twice as 
long lasting as lead-acid, says Pap, and 
also enjoy much faster charging times. 
All these benefits of course support the 
greater sustainability that such vehicles 
offer their operators, the airport at which 
they are used and the wider environment.

All in all then, adds Vranckx, “It is a win-
win situation” for those who choose to convert 
their GSE from diesel to battery power. 

to the unit’s owner/operator if required. 
AVIACO and XYZ are talking with 

a number of ground service providers 
(GSPs) about this newly available electric 
battery retrofit option. As Vranckx points 
out, many of the big ground handlers are 
no stranger to the concept of converting 
their GSE fleets to electric power. Indeed, 
many airports are now demanding 
that GSPs at their gateways operate 
a minimum ratio of electric to diesel 
equipment.

From inter airport in Munich, the TMX-
150 will be demonstrated to potential 
customers wherever it is requested. 
Amsterdam Airport Schiphol will be an 
obvious potential market, being one of 
Europe’s busiest gateways and one close 
to both XYZ and AVIACO, as well as being 
the workplace of at least seven different 
ground handlers. 

Value for money
AVIACO’s business model emphasises 

new Dutch partner, Pap confirms.
As AVIACO chief operating officer Bart 

Kroonenberg observes, collaboration is 
essential to the new offering: AVIACO 
does not have the high level of engineering 
expertise relating to powertrain conversion 
that XYZ does, while the latter does not have 
the former’s expansive knowledge of the GSE 
business and of the requirements of those 
operating within it.

Although the initial thinking is that any 
diesel GSE conversions to battery power 
will be handled in one of AVIACO’s 
workshops, there is also the option for 
the modification to be undertaken at a 
customer’s own engineering facility. 

Another possibility under consideration is 
for AVIACO and XYZ to provide a conversion 
package or kit to a customer, so they can 
undertake the process themselves. 

The engine removed from a converted 
vehicle could be sold if it is financially viable 
to do so, as could other components removed 
during the modification process, or returned 
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president of Air France Cargo, adds: “Air 
France continues to work on innovative 
viable projects, enabling the company 
to improve the efficiency and reliability 
of its operations, as well as reducing its 
carbon footprint.

“Since summer 2021, the cargo 
teams have been pleased to welcome 
the start-up OROK at the G1XL freight 
station... This joint collaboration with 
Groupe ADP illustrates our collective 
ambition to support promising projects 
for reducing the carbon footprint of our 
ground activities.”

On the apron
Talking to Airside in October, Boucher 
explained that testing had proceeded to 
the stage where the OROK vehicle was 
operating outside the warehouse as well 
as within it, moving through a wholly 
different environment and meeting 
different potential hazards and needing to 
deal with different challenges. Those trials 
were expected to continue until at least 
the end of October, and would be closely 
followed by further phases of testing.

Boucher notes that Air France Cargo 
is not new to automated cargo moving 
systems. Its warehouse at CDG already 
benefits from such technology in the 
form of approximately 30 automated 
guided vehicles (AGVs) that move pallets 
inside the facility.

tests are expected to evolve to try out more 
sophisticated variants of the vehicle.

Autonomous electric vehicles offer 
several potential benefits, the carrier 
notes, including: reducing the frequency 
of accidents/collisions on the apron; faster 
transfers of goods and luggage; and a 
reduction in the surface area requirements 
for manoeuvring.

Edward Arkwright, deputy CEO of 
ADP, remarks: “Thanks to this experiment 
with OROK's autonomous vehicle, we 
are testing innovative tools alongside Air 
France to improve the performance and 
safety of air freight activities, for which 
Paris Charles de Gaulle is one of the 
leading airports.

“This autonomous technology is promising 
to help us transform our processes, while 
contributing to the environmental transition 
of our ground operations.”

Pierrick Boyer, president and co-
founder of OROK, notes: “We strongly 
believe in the complete automation of 
the tarmac because, thanks to this type 
of solution, we bring operational peace 
of mind and better working conditions, 
while reducing operational costs and 
expenses related to accidents and the 
reprocessing of cargo and baggage.

“Not to mention the optimisation of 
flows and the ecological aspect since our 
solution is 100% electric.”

Christophe Boucher, executive vice 
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A new electrically powered, autonomous vehicle has been put through its paces at 
one of Europe’s biggest air freight gateways. The OROK unit may well form part of a 
wider move towards electrification of GSE and autonomous operation on the part of 
Air France Cargo and its Dutch partners

Air France KLM Martinair 
trials new autonomous EV 
at Charles de Gaulle

Since August 2021, Air France 
KLM Martinair Cargo has 
been testing – together with 
airport operator partner 
ADP Group – what the joint 
Franco-Dutch freight carrier 

describes as “an airside cargo transport 
solution”: specifically, an autonomous 
electric vehicle produced by French start-
up technology developer OROK.

Trials have been taking place at France’s 
biggest air gateway and Air France home 
base Paris Charles de Gaulle International 
Airport (CDG), which is operated by ADP.

The unit is equipped with a GPS system 
and numerous sensors that enable it to 
access loading and unloading areas close 
to an aircraft safely, with the autonomous 
vehicle’s movements and actions being 
determined by an operating system that 
benefits from artificial intelligence (AI).

The OROK vehicle is able to carry 
between 30 and 40 suitcases, or luggage 
containers or pallets loaded with goods. 
The intention is for these or similar 
vehicles to replace the traditional baggage 
tractors and trailers usually used to 
transport luggage or freight between cargo 
warehouses or baggage sorting centres and 
aircraft stands.

The initial trials have involved a 
‘demokart’ prototype unit moving empty 
aircraft containers within Air France 
Cargo's G1XL warehouse at CDG but the 
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Christophe Boucher is 
executive vice president of 

Air France Cargo

electric unit will be able to move full 
pallets and luggage. The AI involved is not 
too dissimilar to that seen in road vehicles 
that have been designed to learn from their 
operating experience and to help the units 
adapt to new environments, he adds.

Sustainability
One of the key benefits of the OROK 
system lies in the fact that, as an EV, 
it creates no harmful carbon dioxide 
emissions. And AFKL is putting a 
lot of emphasis on achieving greater 
sustainability in its operations – in the air 
with more sustainable aviation fuel (SAF), 
for instance, as well as on the ground with 
electric cargo-moving equipment and other 
GSE.

The carrier is looking at other potential 
applications for EVs, including larger GSE 
and freight trucks, and these OROK trials 
represent just one element of a much 
wider strategy of driving down emissions 
and achieving greater operational 
sustainability, Boucher concludes. 

Where the OROK unit 
primarily differs is in its 
potential for moving cargo 
to loaders on the apron 
adjacent to aircraft – and 
it is that capability that 
has attracted the interest 
of AFKL Cargo and of 
ADP. (There are many 
other differences as well; 
for example, the AGVs 
use laser to orientate and 
navigate, while the OROK 
unit relies on a GPS system 
in addition to its suite 
of sensors to identify its 
precise location at any 
given moment.)

As of October, Boucher 
explains, the OROK 
machine was only moving 
AKE containers, but if 
these trials are successful 
there is every reason to 
think that the autonomous 



Airside International | Winter 202152

Refurbised GSE
Quality and Warranty

www.airbusiness-gse.com

Quality and Warranty

Air Business GSE, 1 rue de la Haye 95731, Roissy CDG, France
gse@airbusiness.fr | Tel. +33 17 379 17 17

Gulf and India : +971 56 447 5207 | Central Africa : +235 66 55 33 33
West Africa : + 225 01 01 52 62 | South Africa : +27 72 521 65 63

Русский: +374 91 150 566 | Asia: +65 9616 4106

Coon, vice president global sales and 
customer care at GSE supplier JBT, is 
to retire in January 2022. After decades 
serving JBT and – in its previous 
format, FMC – he is now preparing for 
a new life away from the hustle and 
bustle of the GSE business...

Lee Coon to say 
a fond goodbye 
to JBT and the 
GSE business

Coon began his career in the railroad 
industry, progressing through multiple 
engineering management positions. 
He joined FMC in 1987 as the value 
engineering manager aiming to 
maximise the value of the newly 

launched Commander 7-ton loader. He was then tasked 
with developing and launching the Commander 30 loader. 
Both models continue to serve the industry very well today.

Following his stint in engineering, he was asked to join FMC’s 
Business Development group, tasked with identifying growth 
opportunities through acquisitions. During this M&A tenure, 
FMC acquired Jetway Systems as well as the Expeditor towbarless 
tractor product from Germany’s Krauss-Maffei, and Coon spent 
most of 1999 travelling between Munich in southern Germany, 
Alcala in Spain and Orlando in Florida, the US.

In early 2000, Coon left for a short period to join the high 
tech start-up craze that was sweeping the US. He joined EPIK 
Communications, a start-up in the telecommunications sector, 
as director of business development. This was a time when huge 
amounts of money were being invested in the tech sector and tech 
start-ups were a common feature of the business landscape.
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strong relationships around the globe with 
customers, business partners and competitors. 
“Being able to learn about and experience 
many different cultures over the years has 
been amazing. The global GSE industry is 
actually very small and its intimacy affords 
the opportunity to meet and work with some 
of the most interesting people. I consider 
them part of my family.”

Looking forward
Speaking of family, retirement will allow 
Coon to spend more time with his wife, 
his three daughters (and sons-in-law) and 
his six grandchildren. He and his wife plan 
to relocate from Florida to a lake house 
in Alabama where he will help teach his 
grandchildren how to fish, kayak and water 
ski as they grow.

“It’s been a fantastic career,” he says. 
And, while JBT has offered a great working 
environment for him throughout those 
working years, there is clearly plenty more to 
enjoy in retirement. 

successful career with JBT, Coon has 
thoroughly enjoyed his time working 
there and serving the aviation industry. 
He has high praise for JBT, for its people-
based and safety-conscious culture, as 
well as its strong support for conducting 
business ethically. All this he has 
witnessed over three decades – and that 
culture has not wavered over that time, 
Coon declares.

He considers it a blessing to have been 
able to work with a dedicated global team 
of professionals at JBT over the years. 
With virtual meetings being so common 
today, many choose to have personalised 
backgrounds for their meetings. Coon chose 
a picture of all of the JBT sales, support, 
marketing, engineering and management 
teams who attended the 2019 inter airport 
show in Munich as his background image.

“This team, and many others not pictured, 
have always had my back.  There is no better 
team in all of GSE!” Coon says.

Years of international travel have yielded 

For Coon, “I rode the market all the way 
up and then, all the way down when the tech 
bubble burst. It was a blast and so different 
from working in the manufacturing sector.”  
He agreed to remain with the company to 
help facilitate its sale in 2004. 

Two weeks from finalising the sale of EPIK, 
he received a call from his old friends at FMC 
asking if he would be interested in returning 
to them as global aftermarket manager. “It 
was perfect timing and I was excited to get 
back in the aviation industry,” he says. 

“This industry gets into your blood and it 
is very difficult to completely walk away from 
the relationships with colleagues, customers 
and even your competitors!”

Four years later, Coon was promoted to 
the position of vice president global sales and 
customer care, just as JBT Corporation spun 
off from FMC Technologies. He has served in 
this role ever since.

Looking back
Looking back on a long and very 
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Perth, Australia-
headquartered manufacturer 
OEM Group has acquired 
Tasmania-based AMS GSE 
as part of a wider plan to 
grow the business

OEM Group acquires AMS 
GSE as part of expansion 
programme

OEM Group has historically supplied the agricultural, 
industrial, marine, mining, oil and gas, transport and 
aviation sectors with a range of products that include 
cleaning systems, heaters, access platforms and 
safety jacking stands.

It was about a decade ago that it first moved into 
the aviation sector through beginning to manufacture maintenance 
access platforms and stands, and it continues to supply access platforms 
to airlines across Australia.

Thus, says CEO Vincent Allegre, the acquisition allows a natural 
extension of the OEM portfolio while significantly expanding its aviation 
business, given AMS GSE’s position in the market as a manufacturer of 
patented designs and its speciality in manufacturing passenger steps, 
assisted passenger access lifts, baggage dollies and de-icing units.

M A N U F A C T U R E R S  |  O E M  G r o u p

OEM Group’s Vincent Allegre
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AMS GSE’s Tasmanian factory has 
been closed and moved to Perth, says 
Allegre, and OEM’s newly expanded 
aviation department is performing 
above expectation, with orders for local 
operations already exceeding budgeted 
projections in the first few months.

The investment in AMS GSE’s purchase 
was not without risk, given the effects of 
the pandemic on the aviation industry. 
But OEM is looking beyond that.

“We were aware AMS GSE was a 
specialist in designing and manufacturing 
passenger access stairs for aviation, as 
well as other ground support equipment,” 
Allegre informs. “At the end of last year, 
we decided buying the company was a 
risk we wanted to take and an investment 
we wanted to make – to buy a company 
that is a specialist in the aviation 
business, knowing that aviation would 
open up again soon.

“It is an opportunity to do something 
different in that aviation sector,” he continues.

As well as the AMS acquisition, OEM 
recently expanded its operations by 
opening an office in Karratha and intends 
to market its aviation products more 
widely internationally.

Group business development manager 
Ryan de Mol notes that OEM Group has 

historically only marketed its products 
nationally. However, with the acquisition 
of the new business, the company now 
supplies the USA, Japan, Maldives and 
Iceland.

“Relationships, the quality of our 
product, the intellectual property and 
drawings we now own for these unique 
products – these are the key to our 
competitive edge,” he says.

“This recent acquisition helps grow 
OEM Group’s footprint, workforce, 
product line and most importantly shows 
our clients that we don’t just rely on 
one income or revenue stream; we’re a 
nimble, innovative and diverse business 
that can agilely move around in different 
markets to suit current market trends.”

Allegre also adds that sustainability 
is a key part of the OEM strategy. It is 
a very exciting time for the company, 
which he intends to grow in a 
sustainable manner. “That’s something 
we are doing as we speak,” he says.

Changing times
Allegre tells Airside more about what 
the acquisition means to OEM and its 
future. “Due to the move from Tasmania 
to Western Australia, the remaining [AMS 
GSE] workforce chose to look for other 
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positions within Tasmania. This has allowed 
OEM Group to create four new jobs in the 
Western Australian workforce, which we 
predict to grow further into the future with 
the downturn of Covid and the return of 
international aviation travel services.

“OEM Group will now be supplying 
further products into the GSE market 
including passenger access boarding 
stairs (fixed and self-levelling), assisted 
passenger access lifts, combination 
passenger stairs and access lifts (SALs), 
aircraft de-icing units and baggage 
trolleys. Furthermore, we will also be 
offering spare parts and accessories for 
our GSE and asset management.”

AMS GSE will continue to exist during 
a transitional period and as an extra 
trading name for existing AMS GSE 
clients. “However, our aviation ground 
support equipment product range will be 
a product brand known as AMS GSE by 
OEM Group,” Allegre confirms.

The company first expanded into 
aviation as an extension of providing 
goods and services to one of its mining 
clients that operates its own fly in/fly out 
(FIFO) airport facilities within Western 
Australia. And, says Allegre: “It has been 
imperative to our organisation to ensure 
that we don’t just rely on one income 
or revenue stream; we’re a nimble, 
innovative and diverse business that can 
agilely move around in different markets 
to suit current market trends.”

Today, AMS GSE has an “established 
international client portfolio” that will 
allow OEM Group to manufacture and 
supply GSE into the global market, he 
remarks. “OEM Group also plans to expand 
its network to offer its other safety products 
into the global market, including other 
safety access work platform ladders, fixed 
plant access solutions, mobile equipment 
access solutions and wheel chocks.

“We currently plan to expand by 
means of organic growth in the ground 
support equipment industry. Focusing on 
[selling] our core product range into the 
international market, OEM Group can 
also work with customers to create tailor-
made GSE solutions if a viable option 
is not currently available on the global 
market,” Allegre concludes. 
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