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Witness Name: Christopher J R Norton
Statement No.: 1

Exhibits: Listed on pages 35-36.

Dated: 27" November 2024

THE CRANSTON INQUIRY

WITNESS STATEMENT OF Christopher Norton

1. |, Christopher Norton, the Accountable Manager at 2Excel Aviation Ltd, of Hall Farm 2,
Sywell Aerodrome, Sywell, Northants, NN6 OBN, United Kingdom, will say as follows:-

Introduction

2. | make this statement on behalf of 2Excel Aviation Ltd in response to a witness
evidence request dated 30" July 2024. | am authorised to make this statement on
behalf of the 2Excel Aviation Ltd Board of Directors, of which | am one.

Background

3. 2Excel Aviation Ltd (“2Excel”) takes aerospace ideas and turns them into reality fast.
It builds compliant and certified aviation capabilities. It uses those capabilities to
deliver effective and resilient contract-air services for demanding customers and,
where asked, provides data analysis services to generate actionable insights.
(Figure 1, [INQO0S724])
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Figure 1. 2Excel’s Operational Model (Source: 2Excel) [INQ009724]
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4. Relevant to the Cranston Inquiry, prior to the event of 24th November 2021, 2Excel had
developed in-house the operational aircraft capabilities for the Maritime and Coastguard
Agency (MCA), building the first King Air B200s to MCA specification in just eight months to
‘go live’ on 19th November 2019. 2Excel also provided two Piper PA31 Panthers to the MCA
under ‘Project Panther.” Subsequently, 2Excel provided the MCA and its stakeholders with
growing multi-aircraft contract-air availability services against a developing range of
operational requirements. It responded to specific tasking requests on a 24-7-365 basis from
its operational hub (base) at Doncaster Sheffield Airport (DSA).

5. In November 2021, 2Excel Aviation Ltd, the Operator and main trading company, was
wholly owned by 2Excel Holdings Limited which was 51% owned by its Employees’
Ownership Trust (whose beneficiaries were the 2Excel employees) and 49% by 2Excel’s

founders (CJR Norton, ACNameand HP Name : and some members of the Management
Board. e

6. Subordinate to 2Excel Aviation Ltd were a number of special purpose companies that
variously owned aircraft, staff, contracts or aerospace approvals that, together, allowed
2Excel to deliver its operational model shown at Figure 1.

7. Management control of 2Excel was conducted through the 2Excel Aviation Main and
Management Boards shown below at Figure 2. [INQ009725]
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Figure 2. 2Excel Organisational Structure — November 21 (Source: 2Excel)
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2Excel’s Contracts with the Maritime and Coastguard Agency (‘MCA’)

8. On 19t March 2019 2Excel was awarded the Aerial Surveillance and Verification (ASv)
contract to provide two fixed-wing aircraft for the MCA’s ASv service. The service delivery
start date (‘go live’) was eight months later on 19" November 2019. The ASv service
required was multi-faceted and included Search and Rescue (SAR), maritime patrol and
counter-pollution tasking on an ‘availability service’ basis.

9. In October 2019, before the first ASv aircraft (King Air B200) became operational and, at
very short notice, 2Excel and the MCA agreed a contract amendment (Project Panther) for
2Excel to provide additional aircraft (two of its three Piper PA31 - Panthers) in response to a
growing requirement for border surveillance caused by the UK’s imminent exit from the EU.
The Panthers were less capable than the King Airs (unpressurised, shorter range, no radar)
but they were surveillance-capable and they were already built, equipped and available.

10. This Panther provision was later increased (in January 2021) by additional funding for
one additional surveillance Panther aircraft to meet the new requirement for increased flying
hours (the ‘Panther Surge’).

11. On 215t September 2021, effective 15t October 2021, 2Excel was contracted to provide an
additional line of King Air availability for ASv; this was known as ‘King Air 3.” Over the next
year, a third King Air (G-HMGC) was bought, modified and equipped; it was delivered into
service in September 2022.

12. 2Excel provided the ASv and Panther services to the MCA. Through the MCA, several
other UK Government stakeholders including Home Office agencies such as Border Force
(BF) and the Clandestine Channel Threat Command (CCTC) were able to use the ASv and
Panther assets and services for their own particular requirements. The services provided to
the MCA by 2Excel were designed to provide high-readiness SAR and to satisfy the broader
government information requirements in the maritime domain. All tasking was facilitated
through the MCA's operations centre, the Aeronautical Rescue Control Centre (ARCC). SAR
tasking took priority.

Tasking

13. Tasking was ‘Reactive’ (for SAR, Safety of Lives at Sea (SOLAS) and/or Counter-
Pollution Response) or ‘Planned’ (proactive pre-planned Patrols):

Reactive:

¢ SAR - SAR can happen anywhere in the UK and it doesn’t have a specific
‘Operational’ name. A SAR mission gets airborne in response to a known rescue
requirement and carries a ‘Rescue’ callsign.

¢ SOLAS — SOLAS is a responsive (‘Reactive’) task but not for a specific SAR
(rescue) task. A SOLAS mission gets airborne to an area because it is expected
that a rescue might be required. The aircraft will carry a ‘Coastguard’ callsign. It
is defined as ‘Reactive’ but it is a precautionary task.

¢ Counter-Pollution Response — A Counter Pollution Response is a Reactive
launch for a reported vessel grounding or sinking, or a leak or a spill from any
source which might generate an environmental impact.
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Planned:
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Proactive SOLAS — Proactive SOLAS is patrolling the UK SOLAS area of
responsibility without a specific SAR task. (This is very similar to Reactive SOLAS
but the risk is less specific). Proactive SOLAS includes Op EOS tasking. Op EOS
is an operational codename specific to the UK’s response to Small Boats. Often,
this task appears at 12-24 hours' notice due to environmental conditions becoming
favourable for crossings.

Law Enforcement (Op ALTAIR). The focus for Op ATAIR is to ‘see’ migrants
getting into the water before/as they do and communicate this to the ARCC (so that
the French police can be guided to stop them).

MCA Counter-Pollution Patrols are proactive patrols to find pollution events; they
may be cued by other intelligence sources or, they may not.

MCA Enforcement Patrols - proactive patrols to identify infringements of maritime
regulations (by fishing boats, private vessels and/or merchantmen).

Maritime Patrol - supports the Joint Maritime Security Centre (JMSC) in overt
patrolling (deterrence) and understanding the UK maritime domain.

Exercises.

Figure 3 [INQO09726] provides an overview of the Op EOS and Op ALTAIR
operating areas, extracted from the operational air tasking requests at Annexes A -
C. [INQ006335, INQ006336, INQ006337]

Figure 3. Op EOS/ALTAIR Operational Tasking Areas. (Source: Air Tasking Documents,
annex A - C) [INQ009726]

Note: Areas A-D are the English side of the Channel and E-H are the French.
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14. The agreed readiness times for these high-readiness ‘availability’ contract-air services
were as follows:

0800 — 2200 (Local) 2200 - 0800 (Local)
King Air B200 45 mins 60 mins
PA31 Panther 60 mins 120 mins

15. All tasks received by 2Excel were delivered to 2Excel through the ARCC. The ARCC's
role is to coordinate the tasking and issue it to service suppliers. Should there be a tasking
conflict, 2Excel is required to identify it, to communicate that conflict to the ARCC and then
the ARCC will resolve it by following its ‘Prioritisation Matrix.’

16. When 2Excel receives a task from the ARCC, it is entered into 2Excel’s flying program.
2Excel’s Operations Team confirms that aircraft and crew are available and then completes
and returns the Tasking Request Form either by straight ‘acceptance’ or by qualification -
identifying any risks or issues.

17. Proactive SOLAS was the tasking name used for activities in the Dover Straits but, In
November 2021, 2Excel’s systems did not differentiate between Planned and Reactive
taskings. Figures 4, 5 and 6 below show 2Excel’'s tasked activities during the three-year
period 2021 - 2023.

Subject of SAR - All (Year Ending 2021)
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Figure 4. Breakdown of 2Excel Operational Flying in 2021 (Source: 2Excel)
[INQ009727]
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Subject of SAR - All (Year Ending 2022)
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Figure 5. Breakdown of 2Excel Operational Flying in 2022 (Source: 2Excel)
[INQ009728]

Subject of SAR - All (Year Ending 2023)
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Figure 6. Breakdown of 2Excel Operational Flying for 2023 (Source: 2Excel)
[INQ009729]

2Excel’s Regulatory Compliance and Control

18. 2Excel is a UK Operator that has held a worldwide Air Operator’'s Certificate (AOC)
AOC GB2299 since 2006. Its aviation activities are overseen by the UK Civil Aviation
Authority (CAA).

19. While, historically, 2Excel’s special mission activities had been conducted under
Commercial Air Transport or Public Transport or State activity rules (as required variously by
the JAROps1 (Joint Aviation Requirements Operations) /EASA (European Union Aviation
Safety Agency) /UK regulations in force at the time), at the time of the incident, 2Excel’'s ASv
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