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The transport of human remains (HUM) by air is one of the most sensitive and operationally complex tasks within 

the aviation industry. It requires a delicate balance of emotional dignity, public health safety, and rigorous technical 

compliance. Central to this operation is the IATA Airport Handling Manual (AHM) 333, which provides the global 

standard for the handling of human remains. As global mobility increases, the necessity for standardized, 

hygienic, and efficient repatriation processes becomes paramount. This guide provides an in-depth technical 

analysis of AHM 333, integrating components of the IATA Ground Operations Manual (IGOM)and health

protocols essential for ground handling agents, airlines, and funeral directors.

The Regulatory Framework: Understanding AHM 333 and IGOM

In the aviation ecosystem, ground operations are governed by a series of manuals that ensure uniformity across 

international borders. The Airport Handling Manual (AHM) is the definitive source for 'what to do' in ground 

operations, while the IATA Ground Operations Manual (IGOM) focuses on 'how to do it.' Within this framework, 

AHM 333 specifically addresses the logistical and sanitary requirements for human remains.

The Hierarchy of Guidance

The transport of human remains is not governed by a single entity but by a convergence of international and local 

regulations. The World Health Organization (WHO) provides the overarching health guidelines, which are then 

distilled into aviation-specific protocols by IATA. Additionally, the European Air Transport Command (EATC) 

Ground Operations Manual (EGOM)often aligns with these standards for military-civilian hybrid operations.

Understanding the interplay between these manuals is critical for compliance.

•  AHM 333: Focuses on the acceptance, storage, and loading of human remains, emphasizing health and 

hygiene.

•  IGOM Chapter 5: Details the ramp activities, including the physical movement of remains near the aircraft and 

the loading into cargo compartments.

•  Local Health Authorities: Dictate the specific permits and certificates required for import/export at the points of 

origin and destination.

Technical Specifications for Containment and Packaging

The core of AHM 333 compliance lies in the integrity of the containment. Human remains are classified into two 

primary categories for transport: cremated remains (urns) and uncremated remains (coffins). Each requires

distinct technical specifications to ensure safety and hygiene.

Uncremated Remains (Coffins)

For uncremated remains, the containment must be multi-layered. The primary goal is the prevention of leakage and

the containment of odors, which could otherwise compromise the aircraft's environment and the health of the

ground crew. AHM 333 specifies that coffins must be:

1.  Hermetically Sealed: The inner container is typically made of lead or zinc, which is soldered or chemically 



sealed to be airtight.

2.  Outer Crate: The inner metal casket is placed inside a sturdy wooden coffin or a high-density fiberboard 

outer container to protect against physical damage during loading.

3.  Absorbent Material: The space between the inner and outer containers must be lined with absorbent material 

(such as sawdust, cotton, or specialized polymer mats) capable of containing any potential fluid leakage.

Cremated Remains (Urns)

Urns are significantly simpler to handle but still require technical attention. They must be packed in a manner that 

prevents breakage. From a security perspective, urns should be made of materials that allow for X-ray screening

(e.g., wood, plastic, or ceramic) to avoid the necessity of opening the container, which is strictly forbidden in most

jurisdictions.

Health, Hygiene, and Infection Control (AHM 333 Section 5)

Section 5 of AHM 333 is dedicated to Health and Hygiene. This section gained significant prominence during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, leading to the issuance of specialized guidance documents. The technical focus here is on 

pathogen containment and the safety of the personnel handling the remains.

Hand Hygiene and PPE

Ground handling staff must adhere to strict infection control protocols. As highlighted in technical study data,

compliance with hand hygiene remains a challenge but is the first line of defense. Staff must utilize:

•  Disposable Gloves: Heavy-duty nitrile gloves for physical handling.

•  Protective Clothing: Fluid-resistant aprons or coveralls if there is any suspicion of container compromise.

•  Respiratory Protection: N95 or FFP2 masks in cases where remains are being transported from regions with 

high endemic infectious diseases.

Disinfection Protocols

In the event of a leakage or a suspected breach in the coffin's integrity, AHM 333 mandates immediate isolation of 

the container. The area must be decontaminated using hospital-grade disinfectants(typically sodium

hypochlorite solutions or stabilized hydrogen peroxide) that are compatible with aircraft aluminum to prevent

corrosion.

Operational Workflow and Ramp Procedures

The physical handling of human remains on the ramp is governed by the principle of dignity and separation.

Human remains must never be treated as standard cargo.

The Acceptance Phase

At the cargo terminal, agents must verify the documentation. This typically includes a Death Certificate, an 

Embalming Certificate, and a Laissez-passer for Human Remains. Technically, the agent must check for the 

"HUM" (Human Remains)code on the Air Waybill (AWB). The container must be inspected for any signs of

structural weakness or leakage.

Storage and Movement

While awaiting loading, remains should be stored in a dedicated, climate-controlled area, separate from other

cargo, especially food and live animals. When moving the coffin to the aircraft, it should be done discreetly, often

using a covered pallet or a closed baggage cart to shield the operation from the public eye.



Operational Step Technical Requirement Relevant Standard

Acceptance Verification of Hermetic Seal and 
AWB Codes

AHM 333 / IATA TACT

Storage Temperature-controlled, isolated zone AHM 333 Section 4

Loading "Last On, First Off" (LOFO) Priority IGOM Chapter 5

Positioning Secured with nets/straps in the cargo 
hold

AHM 630 / Weight & Balance

Loading Dynamics and Cargo Hold Physics

The placement of human remains within the aircraft's cargo hold involves complex weight and balance

considerations. Unlike standard ULDs (Unit Load Devices), coffins are often bulk-loaded in specific compartments.

Orientation and Securing

A technical requirement often overlooked is the orientation of the coffin. It is standard practice to load the 

remains with the head toward the front of the aircraft to minimize the psychological impact and follow traditional 

transport customs. Furthermore, the coffin must be secured using tie-down strapsor specialized nets. This

prevents shifting during takeoff, turbulence, or landing, which could damage the aircraft's structure or the coffin

itself.

Environmental Factors

Modern aircraft cargo holds are pressurized, but temperature fluctuations can still occur. AHM 333 recommends

that for long-haul flights, the cargo heat should be monitored to prevent the acceleration of decomposition in the

event of a seal failure. Conversely, in winter operations, handlers must ensure that the absorbent materials do not

freeze, which could reduce their efficacy.

COVID-19 and Contagious Disease Protocols

The 2020-2022 period necessitated a revision of how infectious remains are handled. Guidance documents for 

COVID-19 human remainsemphasized that while the risk of transmission from deceased individuals is low, the

handling of the exterior of the coffin remains a contact risk. Technical updates to AHM 333 during this period

included:

•  Double Bagging: The use of two leak-proof body bags before the remains are placed in the zinc-lined coffin.

•  Surface Decontamination: Mandatory spraying of the outer crate with disinfectant before loading.

•  Enhanced Documentation: Inclusion of a 'Infectious Disease' declaration to alert destination ground crews.

Comparative Analysis: Different Modes of Human Remains Transport

To understand the rigor of AHM 333, it is useful to compare it with other containment standards used in the industry.



Feature Standard Coffin (AHM 
333)

Urn (Cremated) Repatriation Shield (Bio-
Safe)

Seal Type Hermetic (Zinc/Lead) Mechanical/Threaded High-Vacuum Polymer Seal

Screening Visual + Document Check X-Ray Compatible Full Electronic Scanning

Leakage Risk Moderate (Managed by 
Absorbents)

None Minimal (Reinforced)

Handling Code HUM Standard Cargo/Baggage HUM / HEA (Heavy)

Documentation Extensive (Consular/Health) Minimal (Cremation Cert) Extensive

Practical Field Guide for Ground Handling Agents

For frontline staff, adhering to AHM 333 involves a checklist-based approach to ensure no technical or ethical steps

are missed. The following sequence represents the gold standard for ground operations:

Pre-Arrival Procedures

1.  Confirm the Notify Party is aware of the Estimated Time of Arrival (ETA).

2.  Ensure a high-loader or belt loader is positioned and tested.

3.  Verify that the designated storage area is clear of food items or perishables.

Arrival and Offloading

1.  Identify the HUM container immediately upon opening the cargo door.

2.  Perform a visual Safety Check: Look for stains, dampness on the outer crate, or unusual odors.

3.  Prioritize the offloading of the remains before standard baggage to ensure a quick transfer to the funeral 

director or the mortuary facility.

4.  Perform Hand Hygiene immediately after the transfer is complete, regardless of whether gloves were worn.

Risk Management and Troubleshooting

Even with strict adherence to AHM 333, operational challenges can arise. Technical writers and strategists must

account for these failure modes.

Scenario A: Container Damage During Transit

If a coffin is damaged during a flight or during ramp movement, the Emergency Response Plan (ERP) must be 

activated. The container should be moved to a 'Sterile Zone.' Staff must don full PPE, and a secondary outer 

wrapping (often a heavy-duty plastic shroud) must be applied before any further movement is attempted. The 

incident must be logged in the Safety Management System (SMS).

Scenario B: Documentation Discrepancy

If the Laissez-passer is missing, the remains cannot technically be released to the consignee. In this case, the 

airline must coordinate with the local embassy or consulate. The remains must be held in a mortuary-grade cold 

room (usually 2°C to 4°C) to prevent biological degradation while the paperwork is rectified.

The Future of Human Remains Logistics



As we look toward the future of ground operations, technology is beginning to play a larger role in AHM 333 

compliance. IoT sensors are being piloted to monitor the temperature and orientation of coffins in real-time. 

Furthermore, the transition toward paperless e-AWBsis streamlining the acceptance process, reducing the time

remains spend on the tarmac and thus minimizing the risk of thermal stress.

The integration of EATC (European Air Transport Command)  standards with civilian IATA protocols is also 

leading to a more unified global approach, especially in disaster relief scenarios where large-scale repatriation is 

required. For the Senior Technical Writer and SEO strategist, focusing on these evolving standards—such as 

Infection Control for AHM—ensures that the content remains relevant in a post-pandemic aviation landscape.

Ultimately, the handling of human remains is a testament to the aviation industry's ability to combine rigorous

engineering and safety standards with a fundamental respect for human life. AHM 333 remains the cornerstone of

this effort, providing the technical blueprint that allows for the safe, dignified, and hygienic return of individuals to

their home countries. By following these protocols, airlines and ground handlers fulfill a critical societal role while

maintaining the highest levels of operational integrity.
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