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during WWII and paved the way for aviation as
we know it today. At the same time as airline
networks expanded, radiotelegraphy gave way
to voice communication. 

English asserted itself as the common lan-
guage of the aviation world during WWII, when
allied aviation was dominated by English
speaking people. The International Civil Avia -
tion Organization, or ICAO, was founded at the
Chicago Convention, in 1944. It established
English as the recommended aviation lan-
guage. In March 2003, the ICAO went one step
further by promoting English from “recom-
mended’‘ to “official’‘ aviation language.

TODAY
The Tenerife disaster , in March 1977, was the
worst accident in aviation history. Because 
the use of ambiguous messages between the
control tower and an aircraft was pinpointed
as one of the causes of the collision, ICAO and
national aviation authorities introduced stan-
dard phraseology in the years that followed. In
France, the first Manual of Radiotelephony was
published in 1984. New editions are published
each time an evolution in technology, rules and
regulations, or working methods makes it a
necessity. The latest updates include changes
due to 8.33 channel spacing, BRNAV, and modi-
fications in French regulations. 

In France, there are two documents related
to phraseology . The first one is Procédures
de radiotéléphonie (2nd edition, 10/04/06). This
fifty-plus-page manual includes the official
decree establishing the radiotelephony proce-
dures in use for general air traffic, and its
appendix. The appendix states, among other
things: how to operate the radio, which lan-
guage to speak, how to spell letters or num-
bers. It also defines a few conventional words. 

The second one is Manuel de formation à la
phraséologie. This three-hundred-page bilin-
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gual document presents a series of set phrases
covering the most common situations that can
be met in airport towers, approach or en-route
control centers. The latest edition, published in
June 2007, consists of around 900 entries rela-
ting the different phases of a flight, from the
request for start-up to engine shutdown.
However the editor points out, in the fore-
word, that it is not possible to cover all situa-
tions and that the phraseology must be adap-
ted when unusual circumstances arise. He
adds that communication must in all cases
remain concise, clear and unambiguous. And
that’s where ICAO level 4 comes in handy!

TOMORROW
The next leap forward will happen with the
development of the CPDLC, or Controller-Pilot
Data Link Communications . Today, in con -
gested airspace, during peak traffic periods,
radio frequencies can be saturated. 

Voice communications take time. Messa -
ges have to be transmitted and acknowled-
ged. In a busy environment, some of them can 
be missed or misunderstood. Then, they have
to be repeated. Sometimes, radio frequencies
are jammed by a stuck microphone, or com-
munications are “stepped on”, when two
 messages are broadcasted simultaneously
(again, such interference was a contributing
factor in the Tenerife collision). In the end, it
is one of the limiting factors in the number of
aircraft that can be on the same frequency at
the same time.

Part of the answer is removing the trans-
mission of routine messages between control-
ler and pilot from radio frequencies to a data
channel, or data link. For example, a CPDLC-
equipped aircraft can up-link a frequency or
down-link a request for a level change, there-
fore freeing up voice communications for
more important, security-related messages.
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AIRSPEAK ± l’anglais aéronautique
A BREAKTHROUGH ± un progrès
IN THE VICINITY ± aux abords
THAT COMES IN HANDY ± c’est bien pratique !
TO BE STEPPED ON ± être recouvert, brouillé

How English became the official language 
for communication in aviation

www.wikipedia.org/wiki/tenerife_disaster

Both publications are available on line 
at www.sia.aviation-civile.gouv.fr, Information
aéronautique chapter, Réglementation section.

www.eurocontrol.int/agdl/public/faq/FAQ.html 
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TO BROADCAST ± diffuser, émettre
TO COME ACCROSS ± rencontrer, tomber sur
TO FREE UP ± dégager, libérer
TO PINPOINT ± identifier, désigner
TO UP-LINK ± recevoir
TO DOWN-LINK ± envoyer

VOCABULARY

At first, there was… nothing. Aircraft were
few, and there was no need to separate them
from each other: when Bleriot crossed the
English Channel, in 1909, it was hardly pro-
bable that he would come across another
aeroplane. For safety-related matters, such as
weather, pilots relied on their own observa-
tions, and they didn’t really expect a follow-
up of their flights. The rule was pretty much:
“Expect me when you see me.”

THE DAY BEFORE YESTERDAY
Between the two world wars, technological
breakthroughs allowed for improvements in
the speed and range of aircraft, and in the
comfort and safety of flying. 

Radiotelegraphy and the Morse code were
used for communication between the ground
and the cockpit. Messages consisted mainly of
position reports, estimated time of arrival,
ground facilities status and weather informa-
tion. The Q code, initially created for commu-
nication between maritime radio operators
speaking different languages, was adapted for
aviation. It is an international code, consisting
of three-letter groups all starting with the let-
ter Q. Each group of letters has a specific mea-
ning. For example, QGP3 means: “You are num-
ber 3 to land.” The international aspect of the Q
code was especially interesting for Europe,
where a flight would often take an aircraft
across a boundary. Some elements, such as
QNH, QFE, QFU are still in use today. 

In the vicinity of aerodromes, communica-
tion was visual, with signalling lamps, cartridge
pistols or visual signals set on the ground. They
are still in service in control towers today, in
case of a radio breakdown.

YESTERDAY
Another technological leap, with the deve-

lopment of radar and jet engines, occurred

A brief story of Airspeak
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