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Overcoming the EASA Organisation Compliance lllusion
A Blueprint for Moving Beyond Regulatory Box-Ticking to True Operational Excellence

Derived from the insights and 50+ year aviation career of Steve Bentley FRAeS, CEO of
Sofema Aviation Services.

1. The Reality of Regulatory Oversight

A common and dangerous misconception within aviation organizations is treating a clean
Competent Authority (CA) audit—one with zero or minimal findings—as a total clean bill of
health.

o The Sampling Reality: A CA audit is strictly a sampling exercise. It is a high-level
review of a specific "slice of the pie" on a given day within a limited timeframe. It
is not an exhaustive inventory of every process, part, or person in a facility.

¢ The lllusion: Treating a quiet audit as a stamp of approval creates a false sense of
security. The CA is there to provide regulatory oversight, not to act as your internal
quality control or to guarantee your operational excellence.

o Systemic Failure Cascades: If an external regulator identifies a major non-
compliance, it means the issue has already bypassed three critical internal layers of
defense:

1. The personnel executing the work.
2. The Business Area Owner managing the operation.
3. The internal Compliance Monitoring Department.

Core Principle: A healthy organization must possess accurate "internal mirrors." It must
actively find its own trash and clean it up before an external party points to it.

2. The Anatomy of Effective Root Cause Analysis (RCA)

When internal or external non-compliances are raised, organizations frequently fail to
resolve them because they rely on linear, oversimplified investigations.

Moving Past the "Smoking Gun"
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Aviation ecosystems are highly complex. Systemic failures are rarely caused by a single

isolated event or broken component. Instead, they are the result of latent systemic
weaknesses that align perfectly at a specific moment.

Accounting for Contributing Factors

Organizations routinely under-report or ignore contributing factors, creating massive
operational blind spots.

e Root Cause: The primary trigger that allowed the event to manifest.

¢ Contributing Factor: Elements that do not cause the event on their own, but create
the environment that allows the root cause to occur (e.g., fatigue, vague
documentation, high turnover, poor tooling).

If you only address the primary root cause and ignore the surrounding context, the systemic
weakness will simply morph and present itself in a different department or failure mode.

3. Deconstructing the Human Error Trap

The most pervasive and damaging misconception in modern aviation safety management is
treating human error as a root cause.

Mandatory Investigation Standard: Human factors can never be a root cause. Human error
is an output (a symptom of a deeper systemic failure), not an input (the origin of the issue).

Stopping an investigation at "operator error" or "mechanic mistake" and applying a
corrective action of "retrained the employee" is an organizational failure to perform a true
RCA. It merely assigns blame while declaring, "Our system is perfect, but our humans are
broken."

Implementing the Deep Drill

When an aviation professional makes a mistake, the investigator's job has just begun. You
must ask why that well-trained, well-intentioned professional made that specific choice at
that exact micro-second.

Drilling down into the system typically reveals organizational flaws rather than negligent
employees. By repeatedly asking "why," an organization will move past the individual and
uncover systemic drivers such as:

e Ambiguous or contradictory procedures.
e Commercial pressure rushing the timeline.
e Poorly designed tooling or unlit work areas.

o Fatigue driven by systemic scheduling issues.
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Proactive vs. Reactive Autopsies

Accident Investigation Boards (AIB) perform forensic, exhaustive autopsies of entire
organizational systems and cultures only after a catastrophe occurs. Proactive compliance
requires leadership to turn over those exact same stones internally before an accident board
is forced to do it for them.

4. Realigning Operational Accountability

Under EASA and other global regulatory frameworks, responsibility must be clearly mapped
to prevent compliance from being treated as "someone else's problem."

e Business Area Owners & Post Holders Own the Risk: They manage performance,
direct the operation, and ensure processes are robust, updated, and actively
followed. Underperformance or non-compliance is a direct failure of management
control within that specific area.

o The Compliance Monitoring Department Acts Independently: They serve strictly as
an internal auditor and advisor. Their role is to verify that the system is functioning
exactly as promised. They do not own the operational risk.

e The Competent Authority (CA) Verifies the Loop: The regulator simply uses high-
level external sampling to verify that the internal feedback loop between the Post
Holder and Compliance is closed and functional.

Too often, operational managers assume that if the Compliance Department didn't flag an
issue, the department is fine. This is a complete inversion of a performance-based system.

5. Strategic Takeaways for Aviation Leadership

To break the cycle of superficial compliance, executive leadership must implement three
cultural shifts:

o Shift the Baseline: Recognize that regulatory compliance is not an ultimate goal to
celebrate once a year; it is the absolute minimum baseline required for operational
survival.

o Empower Internal Audit Teams: Invest heavily in internal compliance monitoring.
Empower your auditors to investigate systemic organizational health rather than just
checking boxes on a clipboard.

¢ Enforce Management Ownership: Hold Post Holders and Business Area Owners
strictly accountable for understanding why their systems break. Do not allow them to
delegate compliance ownership to the safety department.
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