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Dear Dame Deirdre  
 
Implementation of the NATS-only recommendations of the Independent Enquiry 
 
Thank you for your letter of 7 September acknowledging receipt of my letter of 19 August and the NATS 

report on the implementation of the NATS-only recommendations of the Independent Enquiry (‘the NATS 
Report’). The NATS Report included an audit opinion from KPMG under the internationally recognised 
International Standard on Assurance Engagements 3000 (Revised). 
 

Both our letters referred to a follow up review to be conducted by Sir Robert Walmsley, the Chair of the 
Independent Enquiry.  This review commenced in August and concluded in late September, and the terms 
of reference and the outputs are appended to this letter. 

 
Sir Robert conducted his review of the implementation of the NATS-only recommendations through a 
combination of document review, interviews, and visits to NATS Swanwick Centre and NATS Corporate and 
Technical Centre. He also undertook a review of the NATS’ contribution to the joint CAA/NATS 
recommendations in a similar manner, including meeting CAA staff.  
 

I am pleased that Sir Robert has reported to me that “First and most importantly I have readily confirmed 
that NATS have engaged positively and seriously with the recommendations of the 2015 Enquiry.” His 
conclusion is that “NATS have tackled the Enquiry recommendations with impressive, well thought out, 
commitment. I am satisfied that a comprehensive listing of further work needed to ensure the 
recommendations are successfully applied will allow them to be closed and the Enquiry report to be 
archived. The further work can then be carried out as part of normal business.”  
 

The further work referred to above comprises ongoing actions to which we committed in the NATS Report 
and those which have subsequently been suggested by Sir Robert.  The actions are ongoing due to the 
long-term nature of the recommendations.  As recommended by Sir Robert, progressing these actions will 
be subsumed into normal business process and NATS' Head of Internal Audit will execute a long term audit 
programme to verify their completion, with results of the audits being reported to the Audit Committee, a 
sub-committee of the NATS Board.  
 

Based upon the contents of the NATS Report, Sir Robert’s review and the review by your own team, I am 
seeking your confirmation that you are satisfied that the 21 NATS-only recommendations have been 
addressed fully, and that NATS has applied appropriate rigour to ensure closure of the recommendations.  
Furthermore, we would ask you to confirm that you are satisfied, based on the above, to agree that the 
enquiry can now be formally closed for the NATS specific recommendations.  
 

Yours sincerely 
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Martin Rolfe 

Chief Executive Officer 
 
cc: Andrew Haines, Chief Executive, Civil Aviation Authority
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Appendix 

 
Follow-Up report dated 14 September 2016 

 (to 15 May 2015 report) 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

1. The independent enquiry into an LAC air traffic control incident on 14 December 2014 reported 

on 15 May 2015. Since then, NATS have engaged in responding to the Report’s 21 “NATS only” 

recommendations and, with the CAA, to the 5 joint recommendations.  

 

Background 

 

2. NATS accepted all the report’s recommendations and adopted a well-defined process for 

implementing the recommendations that, separately and in the case of each recommendation, 

required the production of a “closure report”.  The CEO of NATS then employed KPMG to provide 

external assurance that NATS had properly responded to the Enquiry Panel’s recommendations.  

KPMG were provided with all the closure reports and conducted extensive inspections of supporting 

documentation as well as interviews with NATS staff. They concluded that “nothing has come to our 

attention” which caused them to believe the responses “are not suitably designed to fulfil the 

Specified Recommendations”. 

 

3.  I met the KPMG lead (Mr Ben Foulser of the firm’s Transport Advisory Practice) on 26 August 

2016 and he explained that the rather passive tone of their conclusion is a standard ‘liability limiting’ 

clause that reflects the scope of their assignment as one of “limited assurance”. Their report points 

out that the level of assurance “is substantially lower than the assurance [provided by] a reasonable 

assurance engagement”. Tellingly, they state: “we express no overall conclusion as to whether the 

recommendations as a whole have been or will be fulfilled”. 

 

4. In July 2016, the CEO asked me if I would be content to add my own review of the work done to 

implement the recommendations of the Enquiry (which I had chaired). This Follow-Up report is the 

result of that work; the terms of reference are attached. The primary aim was to review the 

implementation of the “21 NATS Only” recommendations with the secondary aim being a review of 

the 5 recommendations jointly assigned to NATS and the CAA as the secondary aim. 

 

 

The NATS Only Recommendations 

 

5. First and most importantly I have readily confirmed that NATS have engaged positively and 

seriously with the recommendations of the 2015 enquiry. This was evident during a day’s visit to 

Swanwick and the CTC on 8 August 2016 when I had the opportunity to meet the full range of staff. 

This favourable impression was reinforced by my inspection of considerable quantities of 

documentation. 

 

6. Secondly and despite my remarks at paragraph 4, I understand the nature of the KPMG assignment 

and its resulting limitations and respect the quality of their work. It was quite evident that Mr Foulser 

is an experienced professional in his field. The KPMG report was a foundation document for my own 

review and I could not possibly have hoped to repeat the quantity and depth of their work. 
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7. Many of the recommendations apply to the future systems envisaged in SESAR, the name for the 

new European modern air traffic control arrangements, that is now in the early years of procurement. 

Absent the possibility of confirmation that measures planned for the future have been implemented as 

intended, it is impossible to confirm that the intended bacon will be brought home at the due time. 

Similarly some of the recommendations have resulted in on-going requirements to institute new 

practices or procedures. Where these practices and procedures have been created and authorised for 

use there remains the issue of their continued meticulous observation – without which the intent of 

the recommendation will not be achieved. 

 

8. The CEO reported on 29 July 2016 to the Chairs of both NATS and the CAA that “the actions 

taken to address the 21 NATS Only recommendations have been closed robustly” and sought their 

confirmation, as sponsors of the initial Enquiry, that they are satisfied that these recommendations 

have been addressed fully. I have concluded that, while is there is some work necessary to 

demonstrate or ensure the successful implementation of the majority of the recommendations, it 

would make sense to list all envisaged further work and to transfer this to normal NATS assurance 

arrangements. This will allow the Enquiry report to be archived and will avoid it becoming too 

historic a document to have much relevance to those trying to implement it.  

 

9. I have engaged in detail with NATS on their response to the NATS only recommendations 

including where I have been able to see the need for further work as well as making clear where I 

believe none is required (“Recommendation closed”).  I am satisfied that, subject to preparation of 

the comprehensive list of outstanding work referred to in the previous paragraph, the overall response 

is being and will be addressed in NATS’ plans for future assurance activities. There are, however, 2 

items to which I wish to draw particular attention: 

 

a. A Golden Thread. Any major business transformation should have explicit Board 
approval. The designated Sponsor of the transformation usually seeks this approval 
in a document that sets out the aims, benefits, costs, operating concepts and risks of 
implementation. When equipment or systems need to be bought, it is important that 
the associated specifications can rest on a Target Operating Model or some such 
which explains how the Sponsor will go about delivering the agreed aims. At the time 
of the original enquiry, I was not aware of the TOM (I now understand it was still 
under development) and the original enquiry report used the term ‘concept of 
operations’ to convey a similar idea in formulating R25. Both a TOM and an OCD 
now exist, as well as Requirements Guidance Documents but I have not seen any 
Board approved document that directly provides the context and unequivocal 
guidance on which the more junior documents rest. The TOM itself is currently a 97 
slide, ‘power point’ presentation. This style of document, however useful when 
discussing ideas, may not be the best form through which to secure formal approval. 
It is for consideration that a Golden Thread should run from a Board approved 
document through a TOM and an OCD to Requirements and thence to 
Specifications.  

b. People. Taking forward the NATS Only recommendations is all about 
implementation. In my view it is impossible to overestimate the importance of having 
the right quality of staff, with the right experience, in post. NATS has many people 
with super qualifications but it is important to continually assess whether the staffing 
is appropriate to the assigned responsibilities. I believe that this is a vital issue and 
goes beyond the scope of the original R26 that relates to a rather narrower staffing 
issue.  
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The Joint CAA/NATS Recommendations 

 

10. I met the CAA staff most concerned with the Enquiry recommendations on 26 August 2016 and 

was readily convinced that they, like NATS, are committed to fulfilling the 5 joint recommendations.  

I am satisfied that these are being pursued with an approach likely to lead to them meeting the 

intention of the Enquiry.  However, as with the NATS only recommendations, NATS and CAA will 

want to ensure that these too are tracked to formal completion. 

 

Acknowledgement 

 

11. I acknowledge with warm thanks the support from Peter Whysall (again) and Richard Schofield 

who have been invaluable sources of guidance and help during this review. I would also like to say 

what a pleasure it was to visit Swanwick and the CTC on 8 August and to become reacquainted with 

many super people on and off the operations floor. 

 

Conclusion 

 

12. NATS have tackled the Enquiry recommendations with impressive, well thought out, 

commitment. I am satisfied that a comprehensive listing of the further work needed to ensure the 

recommendations are successfully applied will allow them to be closed and the Enquiry report to be 

archived. The further work can then carried out as part of normal business.  

 

 

Sir Robert Walmsley KCB 

14 September 2016



 

 

 

NATS Ltd, Registered in England 3155567  Registered Office: 4000 Parkway, Whiteley, Fareham, Hants. PO15 7FL 

 

 

NATS Enquiry Follow-Up Report 

 

Follow-Up Terms of Reference 

 

1. Background 

1. Following the failure of the System Flight Server (SFS) at the NATS Swanwick 

Centre on 12 December 2014, an Independent Enquiry was undertaken into the 

cause of the failure, the recovery and other matters within its terms of reference.  

The Final Report included 31 recommendations of which 21 were placed on 

NATS, 5 were jointly placed on CAA and NATS and the remaining 5 on the 

CAA. 

2. NATS accepted all 21 recommendations and has accepted the 5 joint 

recommendations which have longer targets for completion and has worked 

collaboratively with the CAA to make good progress.  

3. The 21 NATS recommendations have been subject to an internal assurance 

process which includes the production of a recommendation closure report and a 

formal closure meeting with the sponsor of each recommendation. All of the 21 

recommendations have been closed.  

4. To provide additional external assurance that NATS has properly responded to 

the Enquiry Panel’s recommendations, KPMG LLP were appointed to undertake 

a review of the actions which NATS had planned to take prior to their 

appointment and issue an opinion under the internationally recognised 

International Standard on Assurance Engagements 3000 (Revised).  The KPMG 

opinion is included as part of the final report. 

2. Scope & Objectives 

1. The purpose of this enquiry follow-up review is to undertake a final assessment 

as to whether the approach taken to closing the recommendations meets the 

intentions of the original Enquiry Report and Panel.  The intent is that the 

review would be undertaken by the Chair of the original Enquiry Panel (Sir 

Robert Walmsley) with the view that the experience of involvement in the 

investigation and report process be brought to bear in this assessment. 

2. The primary objective of the work is to review the closure of the 21 NATS only 

recommendations, taking into account the related KPMG review.  A secondary 

objective is to assess NATS contribution to date in the progress of the joint 

NATS / CAA recommendations. 

3. The processed scope of work for the review is to: 

(1) Meet with key staff within NATS / CAA and view specific evidence 

where necessary to gain a direct perspective on the approach taken to 
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addressing key recommendations and how they have been embedded in 

the business. 

(2) Review the final report of the recommendation closure for the 21 NATS 

only recommendations from the Independent Enquiry. 

(3) Where appropriate review additional detail of the actions undertaken and 

closure process through assessment of the 21 individual closure reports. 

(4) Review the current reports describing conclusions of the work undertaken 

to date on joint NATS / CAA activities.  

(5) Express a view on whether the actions taken are sufficient to meet the 

intent of the recommendations providing further comments or 

endorsement as appropriate. 

(6) Express a view on the progress of the joint NATS/CAA actions and 

whether they appear on track to meet the intent of the recommendations. 

2.2. Review Process 

The review is anticipated to commence around 1
st
 August 2016 with a final 

report available by 16
th

 September.  NATS will provide access to the necessary 

documentation and organise visits to NATS / CAA as required.  These visits 

would be expected to take place during August.  NATS will also provide 

secretariat support as required.  If, during the course of the review, any major 

issues are identified that may require further action before NATS Board could 

recommend closure then these are to be brought to the attention of NATS CEO 

in writing at the earliest opportunity. The final report of the review will be 

provided to CAA and will be put into the public domain. 

July 2016 


