
Hindsight 11 Summer 2010 51

FROM THE BRIEFING ROOM

In those days, there were no direct 
ATC communication or coordination 
possibilities with our East German col-
leagues, but these intentional airspace 
infringements due to “build ups” were 
obviously the lesser of two evils at the 
time and fortunately did not have any 
further consequences. 

More recently a younger colleague 
of mine fl ying a light aircraft learnt 
about the possible consequences of 
an infringement, in the same part of 
the country a couple of thousand feet 
lower, under VFR.  He was involved in an 
unintentional and brief infringement of 
restricted airspace not far from a control 
zone (CTR) and in close proximity (only 
one nautical mile) to a compulsory VFR 
Reporting Point. Despite measuring 
only one and a half nautical miles in di-
ameter, this rather small exclusion zone 
has proved to have great potential for 
infringements because of its problem-
atic location. In my colleague’s case, 
he had been distracted by receiving 
important traffi  c information, which re-
quired an attempt to identify a possible 
confl ict whilst looking directly into sun.

This incursion of a couple of hundred 
feet for maybe less than one nauti-
cal mile, without any safety related 
outcome was thoroughly pursued by 
the appropriate legal authorities. Two 
questions came to my mind. Firstly is 
such a tough legal reaction a useful way 
of helping counter the increasing num-
ber of airspace infringements and sec-
ondly, could this happen to me too? I 
already knew the answer to the second 
question! - Yes it could - it already has 
on at least two occasions. The answer to 
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the fi rst question is not so simple, but 
certainly over-use of the legal sanction 
could promote the undesirable habit of 
‘radio silence’ as a means to reduce the 
availability of evidence for both identi-
fi cation and a possible prosecution.

Anyway, it seems to be rather a ques-
tion of “when” rather than ”if” it is also 
going to happen to another GA pilot. 
The idea of VFR freedom is not always 
associated with boundaries to that free-
dom. It can, and sometimes does, all go 
wrong, and can do so quite quickly. 

To me, there seems to be many 
contributions to the current rise in 
GA airspace infringements in my part 
of Europe.  Certainly, having sophisti-
cated GPS navigation systems on board 
does not automatically mean that one 
is using them appropriately. A great va-
riety of GPS equipment exists and has 
quite a range of diff erent interfaces and 
menus. There are some fl ight schools 
who manage to have a diff erent GPS in-
stalled in each of their aircraft…. Some 
pilots bring their own GPS devices but 
neglect the basics and fi nd that the 
batteries are fading on the way home. 
According to Mr. Murphy, this will prob-
ably happen at a time you need your 

GPS most. I have even seen what I 
might describe as ‘GPS Techies’ juggling 
simultaneously  with three GPS systems 
operating simultaneously -  the one fi t-
ted to the aircraft, a personal hand held 
and a brand new PDA with GPS soft-
ware.  Confusion almost guaranteed! 

Of course, many of us recognise that a 
negative side eff ect of GPS is that ba-
sic navigation skills may well be get-
ting rusty – or perhaps are never really 
mastered properly from the start, if our 
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license has been gained since GPS ar-
rived on the scene. I heard recently that 
the effect of an unserviceable GPS sys-
tem recently led to a Club plane having 
a prolonged lag only in the local traf-
fic pattern.Even with in flight visibility 
which was almost unlimited, no one 
dared to leave home base without a 
serviceable GPS.

Imagine the possibility that we might 
have suffered from a long involuntary 
absence from flying, perhaps due to 
bad weather, winter time, professional 
or private engagements or just finan-
cial constraints. Time pressure might 
have led to a sort of abbreviated flight 
preparation and last year’s VFR ICAO 
chart still looking new (as they haven’t 
been used so far) and therefore con-
sidered to be somehow ‘up to date’ -af-
ter all they are at least from this centu-
ry….. GPS start-up messages are usual 
quickly confirmed (what was that data 
base expiry date again?). The long and 
“user friendly” latest NOTAM list infor-
mation is on board (in case of an of-
ficial check it is always good to have 
the papers on board). Unfortunately 
we did not have the time to read them 
prior to take-off, or if we did we didn’t 
understand them. Are we still plan-
ning or flying and prepared for it?

In the GA community there is some-
times a lack of appreciation of how to 
obtain an airspace crossing clearance 
from ATC. Perhaps not making the 
request early enough or maybe with 
poor R/T practice and particularly in-
sufficient proficiency in standard ICAO 
language. Sometimes, too, GA pilots 
feel that their ‘failures’ attract a ‘nega-
tive attitude’ from ATC. With colourful 
moving map displays, some pilots are 
tempted to fly far too close to restrict-
ed airspace lateral boundaries, getting 
into interesting discussions with ATC 
as to where the boundaries are. And a 
breach of a vertical boundary defining 
the base of controlled airspace is eas-

ily made if an incorrect altimeter sub 
scale setting is selected.  

A cross track wind component stron-
ger than predicted or constant “inter-
ference” from other occupants of your 
aircraft, especially other pilots, has 
often created infringement potential. 
Once FIS called “descend immediate-
ly!” having noticed a near miss about 
to happen any moment. It turned out 
later that this part of the Class ‘C’ Con-
trolled Airspace was delegated at that 
time of the weekend to exclusive glid-
er use and, in the opinion of the con-
trolling ANSP, it is not legally possible 
to have gliders and other VFR traffic 
operating in the same airspace at the 
same time.

Differences in air law between differ-
ent European countries can add more 
complications. A slightly premature 
use of the most liked and used ‘DIRECT 
TO’’  GPS function after a VFR night de-
parture provided us the other night 
with a free lesson on the national air 
law of our near neighbour which  for-
bids VFR night flying. Luckily the air-
craft engine didn’t notice the sudden 
change in the legal situation and we 
were able to continue and safely exit 
the restricted area with only a verbal 
admonishment from the controller.

Late requests for a VFR crossing clear-
ance, sometimes, but not always, the 
result of a busy frequency often lead 
to a “stand-by” from ATC. The waiting 
which then follows sometimes also 
leads to infringements. Maybe the 
aircraft track is simply continued in ex-

pectation of the requested clearance. 
Probably, technical solutions on board 
the aircraft like area proximity warn-
ings are only of limited help due to the 
many nuisance alerts (perhaps flash-
ing warning lights or instrument flags) 
which pilots routinely see a lot of and 
consequently tend to disregard.

Lack of situational awareness in rela-
tion to restricted airspace can occur 
at times of high cockpit workload, 
maybe due to challenging weather 
conditions, it may follow misinterpre-
tation of charts, inadequate timing of 
clearances from ATC or just misunder-
standings.

Perhaps ANSPs could help by looking 
at possibilities to modify airspace de-
sign and structures where repeated 
airspace infringements occur?  In 
other words a ‘hotspot’ response simi-
lar to the approach successfully used 
to reduce runway incursions through 
the action of Local Runway Safety 
Teams?

Automated FIS could provide the ac-
tivation status of special airspace and 
more resources devoted to FIS around 
major TMAs could provide help to VFR 
pilots with traffic information and air-
space de-confliction advice. Maybe 
there would a benefit in improved 
availability of updated weather infor-
mation to VFR flights whilst airborne.  
Airspace awareness could be im-
proved through information briefing 
campaigns making use of the internet. 
Maybe there is also an opportunity to 
enhance proficiency checks and pe-
riodic refresher training for PPL’ers so 
that more attention is given to naviga-
tion and radio telephony communica-
tion skills.

Possible consequences of airspace in-
fringement range from the presence 
of high performance aircraft too close 
for comfort to one’s own aircraft, a loss 
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of separation, a disruption of flight 
operations with exposure to military 
hazards like firing and radiation, up 
to a mid air collision in the worst case. 
Consequences may also sometimes 
follow on the ground. There could be 
environmentally sensitive areas per-
haps with the risk of serious hazard to 
vulnerable animals. 

So we can conclude that improved 
navigation techniques and skills, 
whether map reading, radio naviga-
tion or GPS, the continuous use of 
transponders by VFR traffic and their 
continuous monitoring of FIS/ATC fre-
quencies with the application of good 
radio telephony skills could all be im-
portant parts of the solution.  

However, to deliver this, we need to 
have acceptable flight training stan-
dards amongst PPL Flying Instructors.  
A flight preparation offered by a Chief 
Flying Instructor at a local school to a 
touring group of his customers recent-
ly suggested routing right through an 
active parachute dropping zone, just 
outside the home base AT. A similarly 
poor example is teaching and dem-
onstrating the use of A7700 as the 
international VFR squawk instead of 
A7000. And the still-encountered “old 
school” method of flying silently and 
invisibly with the transponder set to 
‘Off’ or only to Mode A does not fit 
into our modern ATM world.  And just 
when I think I have heard them all, it 
was suggested to me other day that 
it was possible “to fly exactly in the 
division of altitude between a CTR 
and a TMA at 2,500 feet”, as this exact 
altitude would belong to neither of 
them……Unfortunately, there are too 
many people who believe in this kind 
of “war story”.

Please try to remember some of the 
experiences of others before you… 
and have a safe and infringement-free 
flight with happy landings.                                 

‘Aware’ -
	Preventing 
	infringements 
	before they happen

In 2008 over 600 airspace
infringements were reported in UK 
controlled airspace (CAS).

From January to March 2009 
the number of risk-bearing 
infringements was nearly double 
the same period of 2008.

As the UK’s Airspace Navigation 
Service Provider, we at NATS 

recognised this as one of our 
biggest and fastest growing 

risks and realised that radical 
mitigation was required to 

tackle the problem.   

See article on next page4




