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Purpose and Audience 

This technical paper examines the role of Master Systems Integration across the complete airport 
project lifecycle. It is written for Airport Owners, programme directors, designers, contractors, system 
suppliers and operational stakeholders responsible for delivering or operating complex airport 
environments. 

The paper is intentionally practical. It focuses on recurring project conditions, governance 
responsibilities and design decisions that determine whether independently procured systems 
ultimately function as one airport. 
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Executive Summary 

Modern airports are among the most complex operational environments in the world, relying on 
hundreds of interconnected systems supplied by multiple vendors and delivered under separate design 
and construction contracts. While each individual system may satisfy its own functional specification, 
the success of an airport ultimately depends on how effectively these systems operate together as a 
single integrated environment. 

Master Systems Integration (MSI) provides the governance, technical coordination and systems 
engineering necessary to achieve this objective. However, on many airport projects the MSI is 
introduced too late in the project lifecycle, often during testing or Operational Readiness and Airport 
Transfer (ORAT). At this stage, many of the critical architectural, contractual and interface decisions 
have already been made, significantly reducing the MSI’s ability to influence the overall integration 
strategy. 

Equally important is the contractual position of the MSI. Where the role is embedded within a 
contractor responsible for only part of the airport systems, the MSI may have limited authority to review 
or influence systems delivered under other contracts. As a result, the role can become focused on 
coordinating interfaces within a single package rather than ensuring integration across the airport as a 
whole. 

This paper examines the role of Master Systems Integration throughout the complete airport project 
lifecycle, from concept development and operational planning through design, procurement, 
implementation, testing, ORAT, operational handover and ongoing airport operations. It demonstrates 
that successful integration is not achieved during testing alone but through continuous technical 
leadership, governance and design assurance from the earliest stages of the project. 

The paper also considers the importance of defining integration requirements within the Airport 
Owner’s Employer’s Requirements, ensuring that airport systems are designed not only to satisfy 
today’s operational needs but also to support future capabilities such as Airport Collaborative Decision 
Making (A-CDM), digital airport operations and evolving regulatory requirements. 

Ultimately, successful Master Systems Integration is determined not by the quality of testing at the end 
of the project, but by the quality of planning, governance and technical leadership applied throughout 
the entire airport project lifecycle. 

1. Introduction 

Modern international airports have evolved into highly integrated operational environments where 
technology underpins almost every aspect of airport operation. Passenger processing, baggage 
handling, aircraft turnaround, security, communications, resource management and airport operations 
all depend upon the reliable exchange of information between numerous specialist systems. 

Unlike many infrastructure projects, airport systems are rarely delivered by a single organisation. 
Individual systems are typically designed, supplied and commissioned by different specialist 
contractors working under separate contractual packages. Although each contractor is responsible for 
delivering its own system, the Airport Owner requires all of these systems to operate as a single 
integrated operational environment. 

This is the role of Master Systems Integration. 
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Master Systems Integration extends far beyond connecting hardware or verifying software interfaces. It 
provides the engineering governance necessary to ensure that operational requirements are translated 
into coordinated system designs, clearly defined interface responsibilities and a robust integration 
strategy that is maintained throughout the project lifecycle. 

Despite its importance, Master Systems Integration is frequently misunderstood. On many projects, the 
MSI is appointed only after detailed design is substantially complete or becomes actively involved 
during testing and commissioning. At this point, the opportunity to influence many of the decisions that 
determine long-term operational performance has already passed. 

A further challenge arises where the MSI is employed by a contractor responsible for only part of the 
airport systems. While technically competent, the MSI may have limited contractual authority to review 
or influence systems delivered under separate contracts, restricting the ability to resolve issues that 
affect the airport as a whole. 

For these reasons, Master Systems Integration should not be viewed as a commissioning activity or a 
testing function. It is a continuous systems engineering discipline that begins with the Airport Owner’s 
operational vision and continues through concept development, requirements definition, design, 
procurement, implementation, system integration, operational readiness, handover and ultimately into 
airport operations. 

This paper examines how the role of the Master Systems Integrator evolves throughout each stage of 
the airport project lifecycle and explains why early engagement, appropriate governance and clearly 
defined contractual authority are fundamental to delivering a fully integrated airport. 

2. Master Systems Integration as a Lifecycle Discipline 

Master Systems Integration is often perceived as a technical activity undertaken during the final stages 
of an airport project, primarily to coordinate testing, verify system interfaces and support 
commissioning. Whilst these activities form an important part of the MSI role, they represent only the 
final verification of decisions that should have been established much earlier in the project. 

Successful integration begins during the earliest stages of airport planning, where the Airport Owner 
defines the operational vision, business objectives and long-term operational strategy. These objectives 
are subsequently translated into operational requirements, system requirements and interface 
specifications that guide the design, procurement and implementation of every airport system. 

The role of the Master Systems Integrator is to ensure that this integration strategy is maintained 
throughout the entire project lifecycle. This requires continuous involvement in technical reviews, 
interface management, design assurance, procurement support, systems engineering, configuration 
management, testing, operational readiness and ultimately the transition into airport operations. 

Unlike individual system suppliers, whose primary responsibility is to deliver the functionality defined 
within their own contractual scope, the Master Systems Integrator maintains oversight of the complete 
operational environment. The MSI considers how information is created, exchanged, processed and 
presented across multiple systems to support safe, efficient and resilient airport operations. 

This distinction is fundamental. A collection of compliant systems does not automatically create an 
integrated airport. True integration is achieved only when those systems operate together to support 
operational processes, business objectives and the needs of all airport stakeholders. 
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The level of influence that the MSI can exercise is greatest during the early phases of the project, when 
operational concepts are being developed and system architectures remain flexible. As the project 
progresses through procurement, detailed design and construction, opportunities to make 
fundamental changes become increasingly limited and significantly more expensive to implement. 

For this reason, Master Systems Integration should be regarded as a continuous systems engineering 
discipline rather than a single project activity. Its purpose is not simply to resolve integration issues as 
they arise, but to prevent them through effective planning, governance and technical leadership from 
project inception through to airport operations. 
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Figure 1 – The Master Systems Integration Lifecycle 

3. The Role of the Master Systems Integrator at Each Stage of the 

Airport Project Lifecycle 

The responsibilities of the Master Systems Integrator evolve throughout the airport project lifecycle. 
Although the activities undertaken during each phase differ, the underlying objective remains constant: 
to ensure that the airport systems environment is delivered as a single integrated operational platform 
that supports the Airport Owner’s business and operational objectives. 

The MSI should therefore provide continuity throughout the project, maintaining technical oversight 
from the earliest concept discussions through to operational handover and beyond. This continuity 
ensures that integration decisions made during one phase remain aligned with the objectives 
established at project inception. 

Table 1 summarises the principal activities undertaken by the Master Systems Integrator during each 
stage of the airport project lifecycle. 
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Table 1 – Typical Master Systems Integration Activities Throughout the Project Lifecycle 

Project Phase Typical MSI Activities 

Concept Development 
Support the Airport Owner in developing the operational vision, identify key 
stakeholders, define the systems integration philosophy, establish high-level 
operational information flows and identify future operational capabilities. 

Requirements Definition 
Develop operational and functional requirements, define interface requirements, 
identify system dependencies, prepare the Systems Integration Strategy and contribute 
to the Employer’s Requirements. 

Design Development 
Review system architectures, verify interface designs, assess compliance with 
operational requirements, coordinate design reviews, identify integration risks and 
ensure future scalability. 

Procurement 
Support preparation of technical specifications, define interface responsibilities, review 
contractor submissions, clarify integration obligations and participate in technical 
evaluations. 

Implementation 
Monitor design development, coordinate interface management, review configuration 
changes, manage technical risks and ensure continued compliance with the integration 
strategy. 

System Integration and 
Testing 

Develop integration test plans, witness Factory and Site Acceptance Testing where 
appropriate, validate interfaces, coordinate end-to-end testing and verify operational 
scenarios. 

ORAT Support operational trials, validate operational procedures, verify information exchange 
between systems, assist training activities and confirm operational readiness. 

Operational Handover 
Verify as-built documentation, review interface documentation, support asset 
information transfer, confirm operational support arrangements and close outstanding 
integration issues. 

Airport Operations 
Support governance of system changes, review future developments, maintain interface 
integrity, assist technology refresh programmes and ensure continued operational 
integration. 

The activities described above should not be viewed as isolated tasks. Decisions taken during concept 
development influence the requirements produced during the next phase. Those requirements shape 
the system designs, which subsequently determine procurement, implementation and testing 
activities. Each phase therefore builds upon the work completed during the previous stage. 

One of the principal responsibilities of the Master Systems Integrator is to maintain continuity across 
these phases, ensuring that operational objectives are not diluted as responsibility passes between 
planners, designers, contractors, system suppliers and airport operators. 

When this continuity is absent, integration frequently becomes reactive. Interface issues emerge during 
testing that originate from decisions made months or even years earlier during requirements definition 
or detailed design. At this stage, corrective action is often more complex, more expensive and more 
disruptive than if the issue had been identified during the earlier phases of the project. 

For this reason, the Master Systems Integrator should not be regarded solely as the coordinator of 
testing activities. Testing confirms whether the integration strategy has been successfully 
implemented; it does not replace the need for effective integration management throughout the project 
lifecycle. 
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4. Governance, Authority and Contractual Responsibilities 

The success of Master Systems Integration depends not only on technical competence but also on 
governance, contractual authority and the active support of the Airport Owner. Even the most 
experienced Master Systems Integrator cannot effectively coordinate airport-wide integration if 
responsibilities, authority and reporting arrangements are not clearly established from the outset of the 
project. 

One of the most common misconceptions is that systems integration is solely the responsibility of the 
contractor delivering the airport systems. Whilst contractors are responsible for delivering the systems 
defined within their contractual scope, the Airport Owner is ultimately responsible for ensuring that the 
completed airport functions as a single operational environment. 

This distinction is important. 

An airport is rarely delivered under a single contract. Passenger processing systems, baggage handling, 
security, communications, information technology, airfield systems, building management systems 
and specialist operational systems are often procured under separate contracts, each with its own 
design teams, suppliers and programme objectives. Although each contractor may successfully deliver 
its own contractual obligations, no individual contractor necessarily has responsibility for ensuring that 
all systems operate together to satisfy the Airport Owner’s operational objectives. 

For this reason, the Airport Owner should clearly define the role of the Master Systems Integrator within 
the Employer’s Requirements and establish the governance necessary for the MSI to perform its 
responsibilities across the entire project. 

The MSI should have sufficient visibility of all relevant airport systems to understand operational 
dependencies, review interface designs, coordinate technical decisions and identify integration risks 
before they affect programme delivery. This does not mean that the MSI assumes responsibility for the 
design of individual systems; rather, the MSI provides independent assurance that the combined 
solution will operate as an integrated airport. 

Where the MSI is embedded within a contractor responsible for only part of the airport systems, 
practical limitations may arise. The MSI may identify interface risks involving systems delivered under 
separate contracts but have no contractual authority to review designs, request modifications or 
coordinate technical decisions outside the contractor’s own scope of work. In these circumstances, 
the MSI’s role becomes constrained by contractual boundaries rather than operational requirements. 

This limitation is particularly evident where future operational capabilities depend upon information 
exchange between multiple systems delivered under different contracts. Without clearly defined 
governance arrangements, responsibility for these interfaces can become fragmented, leaving no single 
organisation accountable for ensuring end-to-end operational integration. 

The Airport Owner should therefore establish governance arrangements that define not only the 
responsibilities of individual contractors, but also the responsibilities for managing system interfaces, 
information exchange and operational integration across the project as a whole. The Master Systems 
Integrator should form an integral part of this governance structure, providing continuity throughout the 
project lifecycle and ensuring that operational objectives remain the primary focus of technical 
decision-making. 

Ultimately, successful airport integration is achieved through collaboration. The Airport Owner, 
programme management team, designers, contractors, system suppliers and operational stakeholders 



STANSWOOD CONSULTING  |  TECHNICAL PAPER SERIES 

SC-TP-002 - Page 8 

all contribute to the delivery of the airport. The Master Systems Integrator provides the technical 
coordination that enables these organisations to work towards a common operational objective rather 
than a collection of independent contractual deliverables. 

5. Designing for Future Operational Capability 

Airport infrastructure is expected to remain operational for decades, whilst the technology that 
supports airport operations continues to evolve at an increasingly rapid pace. New operational 
concepts, regulatory requirements and digital technologies are continually being introduced, often long 
after the airport has entered service. Consequently, one of the key responsibilities of the Master 
Systems Integrator is to ensure that today’s design can accommodate tomorrow’s operational 
requirements without the need for significant redesign. 

This does not imply that every future system or technology should be specified during the current 
project. Attempting to predict future products or operational practices is neither practical nor desirable. 
Instead, the objective is to develop an integration architecture that is sufficiently flexible, scalable and 
standards-based to support future expansion and technological change. 

A good example is Airport Collaborative Decision Making (A-CDM). Many airports do not implement A-
CDM during their initial development programme, either because it falls outside the project scope or 
because operational maturity has not yet reached the level where it can be fully utilised. However, the 
implementation of A-CDM relies on the timely exchange of accurate information between numerous 
airport systems, including flight information, stand allocation, resource management, baggage 
handling, security, aircraft handling and air traffic management systems. 

If these interfaces have not been considered during the original system design, introducing A-CDM at a 
later date can become unnecessarily complex, requiring additional interfaces, software modifications 
and operational changes that could have been avoided through early planning. 

The same principle applies to many emerging technologies. Digital airport operations, cloud-based 
services, advanced cybersecurity frameworks, predictive maintenance, artificial intelligence, digital 
twins and increased automation all depend upon reliable access to high-quality operational data. Their 
successful implementation is determined not simply by the technology itself, but by the quality of the 
underlying systems integration architecture established during the original project. 

The Master Systems Integrator therefore plays an important role in assessing how today’s technical 
decisions may influence future operational capability. This includes promoting the use of open 
standards where appropriate, avoiding unnecessary proprietary interfaces, encouraging scalable 
system architectures and ensuring that interface documentation is maintained throughout the project 
lifecycle. 

Future readiness should not be viewed as designing for every possible technology that may emerge over 
the next twenty years. Rather, it is about avoiding decisions that unnecessarily restrict future 
operational flexibility. An airport designed with well-defined interfaces, structured information models 
and sound systems engineering principles will be far better positioned to adopt new technologies than 
one where systems have been integrated only to satisfy immediate project requirements. 

For the Airport Owner, this approach protects long-term investment. It reduces the cost and complexity 
of future upgrades, extends the operational life of existing infrastructure and enables the airport to 
respond more effectively to changing operational, commercial and regulatory demands. 
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Ultimately, one of the greatest contributions of the Master Systems Integrator is not simply ensuring 
that today’s airport functions correctly on opening day, but ensuring that it can continue to evolve 
throughout its operational life. 

The purpose of the MSI is not to design tomorrow’s airport today. It is to ensure that 
today’s design does not prevent tomorrow’s airport from being delivered. 

6. Common Causes of Integration Failure 

Despite significant advances in airport technology, many projects continue to experience systems 
integration issues during implementation and operational handover. In most cases, these problems are 
not the result of technology failure. They originate much earlier in the project lifecycle, where decisions 
relating to governance, requirements, contractual responsibilities and systems engineering have not 
been adequately addressed. 

6.1 Master Systems Integration Introduced Too Late 

One of the most frequent issues is the appointment of the Master Systems Integrator after key design 
decisions have already been made. By this stage, system architectures, interfaces and procurement 
strategies are often fixed, leaving the MSI with little opportunity to influence the overall integration 
approach. 

The role then becomes reactive, focusing on resolving interface issues during testing rather than 
preventing them during design. Whilst many problems can still be mitigated, the cost, programme 
impact and technical complexity are typically far greater than if they had been addressed earlier. 

6.2 Incomplete or Ambiguous Employer’s Requirements 

Successful integration begins with clearly defined operational objectives. If the Employer’s 
Requirements do not adequately describe how airport systems are expected to interact, contractors 
will naturally concentrate on delivering the functionality within their own contractual scope. 

The result is often a collection of technically compliant systems that do not fully support the Airport 
Owner’s operational vision. 

The Employer’s Requirements should therefore define not only individual system requirements but also 
the principles of systems integration, interface management, governance and operational performance 
expected throughout the project. 

6.3 Contractual Boundaries Become Technical Boundaries 

Modern airports are typically delivered through multiple contracts, each with its own suppliers, 
programme objectives and contractual obligations. Whilst this procurement strategy may be 
commercially appropriate, it can unintentionally create barriers to effective systems integration. 

Information does not recognise contractual boundaries. Operational processes frequently depend 
upon the exchange of data between systems delivered under different contracts. Without clear 
governance and defined interface responsibilities, issues may remain unresolved because no single 
organisation has overall responsibility for the complete operational process. 
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6.4 Operational Stakeholders Engaged Too Late 

Airport operations personnel possess invaluable knowledge of how the airport will function on a day-to-
day basis. If they become involved only during Operational Readiness and Airport Transfer, 
opportunities to influence the design of operational workflows, information exchange and system 
functionality may already have been lost. 

Early engagement with airport operators helps ensure that technical solutions support practical 
operational requirements rather than simply satisfying contractual specifications. 

6.5 Testing Used to Discover Design Problems 

Testing should confirm that the integration strategy has been successfully implemented. It should not 
be the first occasion on which system interfaces or operational scenarios are exercised. 

When significant design issues first emerge during Site Acceptance Testing or ORAT, projects often 
experience delays, increased costs and pressure to implement short-term workarounds. Robust design 
reviews and progressive integration activities throughout the project significantly reduce this risk. 

6.6 Poor Interface Management and Configuration Control 

Airport systems continue to evolve throughout design and construction. Software versions change, 
interfaces are refined, operational requirements develop and contractors respond to changing project 
conditions. 

Without disciplined interface management and configuration control, documentation rapidly becomes 
inconsistent with the installed systems. This creates uncertainty during testing and increases the 
likelihood of integration failures, particularly where multiple contractors are involved. 

Maintaining accurate interface documentation and configuration records throughout the project is 
therefore an essential responsibility of the Master Systems Integrator. 

6.7 Viewing Integration as a Deliverable Rather Than a Discipline 

Perhaps the most fundamental cause of integration failure is the belief that systems integration is a 
single project activity rather than a continuous engineering discipline. 

Integration cannot be achieved solely through testing, interface registers or commissioning activities. It 
begins with the Airport Owner’s operational vision and continues through requirements definition, 
design, procurement, implementation, testing, operational handover and ongoing airport operations. 

Projects that recognise this principle generally experience fewer technical issues, reduced programme 
risk and a smoother transition into operational service. 
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7. Conclusion 

An airport is not defined by the individual systems it contains, but by how effectively those systems 
operate together. Master Systems Integration provides the engineering discipline that transforms 
independently procured technologies into a single operational environment. 

The effectiveness of that discipline is determined long before the first interface is tested. It begins when 
the Airport Owner establishes the operational vision, defines the integration philosophy and embeds 
clear responsibilities within the Employer’s Requirements and project governance arrangements. It is 
then sustained through requirements definition, design assurance, procurement, implementation, 
progressive testing, ORAT, handover and operational change. 

Where the MSI is introduced late, constrained by a single contractor’s scope or treated primarily as a 
testing function, the project loses the opportunity to prevent integration problems before they become 
embedded in the design. Testing may reveal these problems, but it cannot recover the time, flexibility 
and commercial leverage that existed earlier in the lifecycle. 

Conversely, an MSI with appropriate authority, airport-wide visibility and continuous involvement can 
align technical decisions with operational outcomes, clarify interface ownership and protect the Airport 
Owner’s ability to adopt future capabilities. This does not remove the responsibilities of designers, 
contractors or system suppliers; it provides the common framework within which those responsibilities 
can be coordinated. 

Master Systems Integration is therefore not simply another project activity or contractual deliverable. It 
is a lifecycle discipline and a fundamental contributor to the long-term success, resilience and 
adaptability of the modern airport. 

The Airport Owner does not need every system to be delivered by one organisation. It 
does, however, need one coherent integration strategy governing how every 
organisation contributes to the operation of the airport as a whole. 
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Further Reading 

Readers wishing to explore the topics discussed in this paper may find the following publications 
useful: 

• ICAO Airport Planning Manual (latest edition)  
• ACI Airport Development Reference Manual (ADRM)  
• INCOSE Systems Engineering Handbook  
• ISO/IEC/IEEE 15288 – Systems and Software Engineering – System Life Cycle Processes  
• EUROCONTROL Airport Collaborative Decision Making (A-CDM) Implementation Guidance 
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