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IFRChapter 6

INTRODUCTION

The procedures for IFR and VFR are mostly identical but some words and procedures are 
generally only used by large commercial aircraft; hence they appear in this section.

In this chapter we will discuss the remaining elements of communications which apply to IFR 
flight rather than to both VFR and IFR.

CALLSIGNS

‘HEAVY’
Aircraft which are in the heavy wake turbulence category (mostly decided by aircraft weight) 
must use the word ‘HEAVY’ in the initial call to an ATSU (Air Traffic Service Unit).

  “Brize Radar, Speedbird 213 Heavy, request radar advisory”

Change Call Sign
In the interests of safety an aeronautical station (ATC) may tell an aircraft to change call sign 
temporarily.  The aircraft station cannot do this!  For example there may be two aircraft on the 
same frequency with a similar sounding call sign: Speedbird 123  and  Birdseed 123

 “Speedbird 123 change call sign to BA 123”

When this is no longer required (one aircraft has left frequency or the subject aircraft is handed 
over to another agency for example) the aircraft is told to revert to his original call sign.

 “BA123 revert to flight plan call sign”

LEVEL REPORTING

Vertical Position
The reporting of vertical position aircraft depends upon the altimeter pressure setting in use.

Standard Pressure Setting (SPS)
Its reading is based on sea level pressure in the standard atmosphere i.e.1013.2 hpa. The altimeter 
reads FLIGHT LEVEL.

Note:  SPS does not read height above sea level but merely above a standard datum.

QNH.
With this pressure setting the altimeter reads ALTITUDE above mean sea level for the actual 
atmospheric conditions.

QFE
With  this pressure setting the altimeter reads HEIGHT usually above the runway threshold. 
(Commercial operations rarely use this pressure setting now.)
      
Levels may be reported as Altitude, Height or Flight Level according to the phase of flight and 
the altimeter setting; with the SPS set, the words ‘Flight Level’ must be used prior to the given 
level.
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Figure 6.1.  Pressure Settings

Examples
In the following examples ‘climb’ or ‘descend’ are interchangeable.

Event ATC Pilot

Flight Level change Fastair 243
Descend to FL 120

Descend to FL 120   Fastair 
243

Flight Level change Fastair 243
Re-cleared FL 60

Re-cleared FL 60   Fastair 
243

Altitude Fastair 243
Set QNH 1003 Descend to 3,000 ft

QNH 1003 Descend to
3,000 ft    Fastair 243

Inability to climb Fastair 243
Expedite climb to FL 200

Fastair 243
Unable due to weight

Figure 6.1:   Pressure settings.
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POSITION REPORTING

Compulsory Position Reports
Compulsory position reports may be required on some routes that may or may not have 
designated significant points. These reports shall contain the following elements of information, 
except that elements 4, 5 and 6 may be omitted under certain conditions:

1. callsign 
2. position 
3. time
4. level
5. next position and time
6. ensuing significant point

Note:  1,2 and 3 may not be omitted.

Exemptions
Where adequate flight progress data is available from other sources, such as surveillance radar, 
flights may exempted from compulsory position reports. Examples of messages relating to such 
exemption  include:

“ FASTAIR 345 NEXT REPORT COLINTON ”

“ FASTAIR 345 OMIT POSITION REPORTS UNTIL  FIR BOUNDARY, NEXT REPORT 
COLINTON ”

“ FASTAIR 345 RESUME POSITION REPORTING ”

The reply to such a message would be 
“ FASTAIR 345 WILCO ”

MET REPORTS

Requirement
Occasionally aircraft meteorological observations are required.  (In practice these are rarely 
required in the UK, but in some areas where observations are difficult [e.g. Atlantic] aircraft 
reports are valuable). The reports required are:

 routine aircraft observations during en-route and climb-out phases.

 special reports during any phase of flight.

The following flights are exempt from sending met reports:

 aircraft not equipped with RNAV ( area navigation )

 flight is less than 2 hours

 aircraft is less than 1 hour from next landing

 altitude of flight is less than 1500m (5,000 ft)
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Content of Routine Met Reports
The content of a routine report is combined with a routine position report as shown below:

SECTION 1 ( POSITION )

 Callsign, Position, Time, Level, Next Position & ETA

SECTION 2 ( OPERATIONAL INFO )

 ETA (at destination), Endurance

SECTION 3 ( MET INFO )

 Air Temp, Wind (direction and speed), Turbulence, Icing, Humidity

Special Met Reports
The content of a special met report includes: 

 SECTION 1 Callsign, Position, Time Level 

 SECTION 2 Special met condition

Special reports are reported in SPECIAL weather conditions such as Severe Turbulence, 
Volcanic Ash, Pre-volcanic Eruption, Severe Icing, Heavy Dust / Sand Storm, Thunderstorm, 
severe Mountain Wave.

Figure 6.2.  Special Weather Conditions
Figure 6.2:   Special weather conditions.
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COMMUNICATION FAILURE UNDER IFR

IFR in VMC or IMC
In the event of a failure to establish or maintain communications, the initial actions are the 
same as for VFR, in other words check equipment, transmit blind etc. The ICAO reference 
really only considers “controlled flights” under VFR and IFR  [In the UK controlled VFR is 
uncommon except under special circumstances in Control Zones e.g. crossing Brize Norton’s 
control zone].
The subsequent actions in the event of communication failure depend upon whether the aircraft 
can maintain visual meteorological conditions (VMC) i.e. keep clear of cloud during descent and 
landing or whether the aircraft cannot avoid flying in cloud i.e. in instrument meteorological 
conditions (IMC).

IFR in VMC
The action for communication failure on a IFR flight in VMC is the same as the VFR procedure. 
If an aircraft can maintain VMC then the pilot must follow this procedure:

	 Continue to fly in VMC

	 Land at the nearest suitable aerodrome; and

	 Report arrival by most expeditious means to the appropriate ATSU.

IFR in IMC
If in IMC the aircraft shall:
    
	 unless otherwise prescribed on the basis of a regional air navigation agreement, in 

airspace where radar is not used in the provision of air traffic control, maintain the last 
assigned speed and level, or minimum flight level if higher, for a period of 20 minutes 
following the aircraft’s failure to report its position over a compulsory reporting point 
and thereafter adjust level in accordance with the filed flight plan; or,

	 in airspace where radar is used in the provision of air traffic control, maintain the last 
speed and level, or minimum flight level if higher, for a period of 7 minutes following:

•	 the time the last assigned level or minimum flight altitude is reached; or
•	 the time the transponder is set to code 7600; or
•	 the aircraft’s failure to report its position over a compulsory reporting point;

which ever is later and thereafter adjust level and speed in accordance with the 
filed flight plan;

	 when being radar vectored or having been directed by ATC to proceed offset using 
RNAV without a specified limit, proceed in the most direct manner possible to rejoin the 
current flight plan route no later than the next significant point, taking into consideration 
the applicable minimum flight altitude;

	 proceed according to the current flight plan route to the appropriate designated 
navigation aid or fix serving the destination aerodrome and, when required to ensure 
compliance with 5) below, hold over this aid or fix until commencement of descent;

	 commence descent from the navigation aid or fix specified in 4) at, or as close possible 
to, the expected approach time (EAT) last received and acknowledged; or, if no EAT has 
been received and acknowledged, at, or as close as possible to, the estimated time of 
arrival resulting from the current flight plan;
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	 complete a normal instrument approach procedure as specified for the designated 
navigation aid or fix; and  

	 land, if possible, within 30 minutes after the estimated time of arrival specified in 5 or 
the last acknowledged EAT, which is later.

                           
SELCAL
SELCAL stands for selective calling, a system in which the voice calling is replaced by the 
transmission of coded tones to the aircraft over the radiotelephony channels. This means that the 
flight crew do not have to monitor the channel continuously - a very useful feature particularly 
on long oceanic flights using HF communications.

A single selective call consists of a combination of four pre-selected audio tones whose 
transmission requires about 2 seconds. Receipt of the assigned tone code (SELCAL code) 
activates a cockpit call system in the form of light and/or chime signals.

The procedure for the use of SELCAL by a flight crew is as follows:

	 include the SELCAL code in the flight plan and

 establish HF communications temporarily while still within VHF coverage to  ensure 
that the HF aeronautical station has the correct SELCAL code information.

The aircraft station should also carry out a pre-flight SELCAL check and ,if necessary give its 
SELCAL code.

IFR FLIGHT PROFILE
In order to put into practice some of the standard words and phrases from the list profiled in 
Doc 4444 (or summarised in 9432) we will follow a typical IFR flight profile.

Some of the profile is imaginary in that there is no standard departure from Cardiff nor is 
there an ILS at Oxford! However, the object is to fly IFR from Cardiff  to  Oxford  with an ILS 
approach.

The list of phrases used is not exhaustive and therefore some private study of all phrases 
possible is essential.
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