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On a clear day you can see a long way from the control tower of Zurich Airport. For Andrea Baroni, that’s a good thing. It will make his job as head of airport operations a little easier. But the weather swirling through the Swiss Alps can be fickle, so for Baroni and his colleagues at Unique—the company charged with running Zurich Airport—clarity of vision has to depend on a lot more than the whims of nature.

Just a few years ago, the long-range prospects for the airport were not too good. Swissair, the largest carrier in Switzerland and the airport’s predominant player, went into bankruptcy and ultimately out of business. The airline’s departure left an operational fog at the airport because Swissair owned the Operations Control Center and either owned or influenced most of the other service contractors at the air​port, from food suppliers to baggage handlers and airport maintenance workers. Because all of these companies were sold to different owners, dozens of critical business operations involved in daily operations at the airport were left working with little coordination or oversight by a central authority.

The situation threatened the quality of service at one of the busier transportation hubs in Europe, where diplomatic, business, and tourist travelers stream through the airport in annual numbers more than twice the nation’s population.

To ensure the long-term viability of the airport, the Swiss Federation granted Unique, a pri​vate company owned by the province of Zurich and numerous private shareholders, a 50-year concession to oversee operations.

When taking on the job, Unique managers wanted to do more than just maintain the status quo for airport operations. They had a vision for creating an international showcase of how a busy facility can be operated in a highly coordinated, efficient manner to deliver out​standing service.

“We had an opportunity to rethink how a complex operation like an airport can be managed,” says Baroni. The Zurich facility is relatively small compared with other inter​national airports, but there is plenty going on. The number of travelers who will pass through Zurich Airport in 2005 is projected to be about 17.5 million—significantly more than Switzer​land’s population of 7.3 million people. To help manage this traffic, Unique has about 1,200 employees, while its approximately 1,300 airport business partners employ more than 20,000 people.

“We had this idea of creating a system that could give a high-level overview of what was going on all over the airport on any day, at any time,” Baroni says. “It needed to link together information from many different systems. These included five separate enterprise applications, some of which did not com​municate with each other. We wanted to collect information from the many systems used at the airport, combine that data, and then provide it in a visual format to provide a complete overview of what was happening at any given moment.”

Baroni says Unique was interested in implementing a business activity mon​itoring system that could provide infor​mation about what is happening now and what has occurred in the past 24 hours. Such a solution would be much faster-moving than traditional data warehousing or business intelligence applications.

One of Unique’s main concerns, Baroni adds, was to provide real-time information so deci​sions can be made quickly. That would stand in stark contrast to how typical airport opera​tions function.

“I once asked the manager of a major European airport about the current state of his operation, and he answered, ‘Ask me tomorrow. That’s when I get the statistics,’” Baroni says. “Most airports are, in fact, managed purely reactively and at a very slow pace—like a car that is fitted with excel​lent rearview mirrors but has windscreen and side windows made of frosted glass.

“For typical airport systems, information on many important details has to be collected and combined from different systems,” he contin​ues. “It often takes considerable time before you learn what has happened and how certain events have negatively affected an operation. For example, an airplane’s mechanical prob​lem that is causing departure delays. By the time the problem is discovered, it has already created problems in service.”

Unique could define its needs and visualize a potential solution. But it could not find any readily available software that could provide strong management tools while complying with transportation industry standards of perfor​mance management and business activity monitoring systems.

So the company decided to build its own application that would provide at-a-glance overviews of critical airport information such as passenger forecasts, flight data, environmental conditions, baggage loads, management sum​maries, and live reports that could be delivered with attached documents.

For help on building and deploying the tech​nology that it envisioned, Unique turned to two Microsoft® Certified Partners: NeuroPie and Zühlke Engineering.

Together, the company and its partners turned to Microsoft .NET for a solution to make the vision a reality. Using Microsoft software and technologies, Unique and its partners created a visually rich, high-performance software suite called ZEUS after the Greek god of the sky and ruler of the other Olympian gods. Today, visitors walking into the office of Unique in Zurich see the results of this effort in large, colorful flat-panel displays that show what is going on around the airport at any moment.

One of the challenges that organizations face when trying to integrate information from numerous systems is to do so in an intelligent way so that someone sitting in front of the monitor isn’t presented with 10 separate applications to navigate and manage. The ZEUS program solves this problem by helping integrate technologies. It was conceived and produced as a smart client application. This smart client software resides on PCs around the airport and gives users easy access to information from the ZEUS database, which is fed infor​mation from other data systems scattered around the airport. ZEUS combines the various information streams into a single, easy-to-use interface that is as easy to update as a Web site.

The ZEUS-based information is also accessi​ble for traveling managers over secure Internet connections.

ZEUS provides a cleanly designed and easily understood representation of what is happen​ing at the facility at any given moment by col​lecting data from the airport’s various systems. For example, there are outlines of specific air​planes that show a plane moving around the airport and even indicate what kind of aircraft it is, such as a Boeing 757 or an Airbus A320. Users can zoom in on any plane, move the mouse pointer over it, and then get a pop-up balloon of information about the flight. It’s easy, too, to get infor​mation on a range of other activities at the airport, such as on-time arrival statistics or the status of baggage handling operations.

But the ZEUS displays represent more than just an easy way to get information about specific activities. They also show how creative thinking and powerful technology linked up to change the way business is done.

Baroni says the ZEUS technology has trans​formed how Unique and the airport’s 1,300 partner companies work together. With infor​mation on key aspects of airport operations so readily available, a partner’s activities—and its level of performance—become more transpar​ent. It’s easier and faster now to see how well a particular operation is performing, or how a failure to perform efficiently is affecting overall airport operations.

“This technology pushes people to do better because the information is so transparent,” says Baroni. “When Unique and its partners can see what is going on in real time, there is a lot more motivation to take care of problems quickly. The ZEUS system is not there to make tasks easier through automation. What it does is make the right information available so that people in charge can act quickly and make smart decisions using that data. It provides a great tool for run​ning the airport more efficiently.”
For Baroni, there is a new level of clarity that the solution brings to airport operations—not just how fast bags are moving or what flights are delayed, but how all the businesses at the facility as a whole are contributing to making the airport a better place for travelers.

“With the ZEUS system, we can, for example, look ahead and see where passenger loads are at a certain point. We can get live warnings about problems. And we can see where prob​lems come up in specific areas and talk to the businesses responsible so they can fix them sooner instead of later,” he says.

“Suppose a new system for measuring security checks is implemented. It would be straightfor​ward to display data on ZEUS in a graphical format showing how quickly passengers are moving through the system and where any bottlenecks exist. This would help managers act quickly to resolve any problems, resulting in smoother traffic flows through the airport.”

Baroni says the system provides a new level of transparency for operations because of the rich information that is available whenever it is needed.

“With all the information we now have,” he says, “we can manage our airport very effec​tively without having to control every little detail. We can constantly make the kind of service improvements that will help us keep our status as a world-class airport.”
Not only is there more and better information available, but the information also is there whenever people need it. The new system is very stable—a big benefit for a round-the-clock operation.

“An airport runs 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, so it’s very important for managers to have access at all times to important data so that we are informed on what’s going on daily,” says Josef Felder, Chief Executive Officer of Unique.

“I love the system because, besides the usual facts and figures, it also shows a lot of diagrams. Within two or three minutes, I have a full picture of what is happening at the airport that day or what happened on the previous day,” he says, noting that, before ZEUS, it could take a full day to get a single report on a single event. “I use all of our operational databases, including from my home or from places where I am visiting, just to make sure that I’m always aware of what’s going on at our airport.”

Adrian Boss, Unique Chief Information Officer, agrees that ZEUS is one of the most reliable systems at the Zurich facility, which makes the jobs of managers much easier.

“Our main concern when creating ZEUS was the integration of all the different kinds of data,” he says. “The system has turned out to be one of the most reliable in the airport. That makes it much easier for me to go home and go to sleep at night. And it is so easy to use that, when I go home, my kids—they are 7 and 9 years old—can use the system to see what airplanes are running late. That is a user-friendly system.”



For more information about Microsoft products and services, call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Canada Information Centre at (877) 568-2495. Customers who are deaf or hard-of-hearing can reach Microsoft text telephone (TTY/TDD) services at (800) 892-5234 in the United States or (905) 568-9641 in Canada. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary. To access information on the World Wide Web, go to www.microsoft.com. 
For information about Unique, visit the Web site at www.unique.ch. For information about NeuroPie, visit www.neuropie.com. For more information about Zühlke Engineering, visit www.zuehlke.com.
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“I love the system because … within two or three minutes, I have a full picture of what is happening at the airport that day or what happened on the previous day.”


—Josef Felder, Chief Executive Officer, Unique











Unique, a privately owned company with approximately 1,200 employees, is responsible for managing Zurich Airport, the largest airport in Switzerland.








“With all the information we now have, we can manage our airport very effectively without having to control every little detail.”


—Andrea Baroni, Head of Airport Operations, Unique
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“The system has turned out to be one of the most reliable in the airport. That makes it much easier for me to go home and go to sleep at night.”


—Adrian Boss, Chief Information Officer, Unique















































