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Dealing with problems in flight and 

suggesting actions 

 Listening: Read the video transcript while listening to the video clip. 

[REAL ATC] Emirates B777 with EMERGENCY FUEL at Vancouver! 

ATC:  08L ATIS Foxtrot and understand you’re minimum fuel. 

Pilot: Confirm it’s the runway 08L for us, Emirates 229. 

ATC:  That is correct! Runway 08L I can offer you the right side if you’d like. Whatever you       

          want. 

Pilot: MAYDAY MAYDAY MAYDAY! Emirates 229 heavy, we have a MAYDAY fuel and  

          we require runway 08R. 

ATC:  Okay. I check the MAYDAY Emirates. Just plan runway 08R and I have the vectors for     

          you very shortly here. 

Pilot: Emirates 229 heavy, thank you! 

ATC:  And Emirates are you immediate landing? 

Pilot: Affirmative, Emirates 229 heavy. 

ATC:  Okay. Would you like to land at Victoria Airport? It’s about ten to fifteen miles closer. 

Pilot: Negative. We are set up for Vancouver. We’ll go to Vancouver. 

ATC:  Okay, thanks! Emirates 229 I just wanna be clear here. I can I offer you either Abbotsford  

          Airport and Victoria Airport. They are both a little closer and they both have East/West  

          runways. Either that or you can continue to Vancouver. 

Pilot: We are going to Vancouver for Emirates 229; thanks for the offer! 

ATC:  Okay, Vancouver! 08R for Vancouver, is that correct? The right side? 

Pilot: That is correct, Emirates 229. 

ATC:  Okay runway 08R. Just advise if you need any other assistance. 

Pilot: Wilco, Emirates 229; thank you! Emirates 229, we’re leaving 12000 now. 

ATC:  Emirates 229, the wind at the field at Vancouver is 070 at 21 knots gusting to 27. 

Pilot: Roger! And Emirates 229, confirm the altimeter? 

ATC:  Vancouver altimeter 29.22 

Pilot: 29.22, requesting lower, Emirates 229. 

ATC:  Emirates 229, descend 5000. 

Pilot: Down to 5000, Emirates 229. 

ATC:  Emirates 229, can I get when you get a minute please, your souls on board and fuel? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OkJGrcOE5S0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OkJGrcOE5S0
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Pilot: Stand by. 

ATC:  Okay, Emirates just wanna verify; 367 souls on board and 1h 30 fuel. 

Pilot: It’s 367 and fuel is half an hour …. 30 minutes.  

ATC:  Okay, thank you sir! And you have any hazmat on board? 

Pilot: Negative. 

ATC:  Roger. Emirates 229, contact Arrival frequency now 133.1. 

Pilot: 133.1., Emirates 229. Arrival, Emirates 229. We are MAYDAY Emirates 229 heavy    

          descending 5000’ for Vancouver 08R. 

ATC:  Emirates 229, Vancouver Arrival, I check the MAYDAY, sir. Descend and maintain 3000’. 

Pilot: Descend and maintain 3000’, Emirates 229. 

ATC:  Emirates 229, I’m gonna set you up for about a 9 mile final. Would you like something    

          tighter than that or you OK? 

Pilot: 9 miles is fine, Emirates 229. 

ATC:  229, roger. …heading 350, descend to 2000’ 

Pilot: Right heading 350, descend attitude 2000 feet; Emirates 229 

ATC:  intercept, cleared ILS approach runway 08R 

Pilot: Fly heading 060 and cleared ILS approach runway 08R; Emirates 229. 

          Emirates 229, due to fuel constraint, in case of missed approach, we require right 

          downwind back to runway 08R. 

ATC:  Emirates 229, roger, so you can plan for that. 

Pilot: Thank you. We’re established on the localizer for 08R. 

ATC:  Emirates 229, roger. Joining about a 9.5 mile final. 

Pilot: Thank you! Current wind check for us? 

ATC:  Surface wind at Vancouver 070 at 24 gusting 29. 

Pilot: Roger. Emirates 229, full established ILS 08R. 

ATC:  Emirates 229, roger. … now 118. 7. 

Pilot: 118. 7, Emirates 229; thank you, good day! 

ATC:  Good day, sir! Request downwind back for the runway 08R. 

Pilot: Say again, Emirates 229? 

ATC:  Exit at the end of the runway down at DELTA-5. 

Pilot: Wilco, Emirates 229. 

ATC:  Red 9 + 2 caution jet blast you can take from the triple 7. Emirates 229 heavy, contact 

          Ground 121.7. 

Pilot: 121.7, thanks for the help; Emirates 229. 

ATC:  Red 9 + 2, you can contact Ground 121.7. 
 

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OkJGrcOE5S0 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OkJGrcOE5S0
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 Put the words/phrases/sentences under the appropriate heading. 

 

Say again        Did you hear anything unusual?        Roger        Negative          

I’ll get back to you         Hang on…Do you mind going for runway 28?          Correct           

I’d appreciate you reporting      Stand by         OK, that’s great     Affirmative            

Advise your intentions        I just wanna be clear          Wilco          Confirm           

Request ILS approach Runway 08L          It’s about ten fifteen miles closer           

The computer has crashed                              

ATC Phraseology Plain English 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  

 

 Discuss in groups of four. 

 

1. What aircraft technical failures can you encounter in flight (as a pilot or controller)? 

2. Are there a lot of situations when standard phraseology cannot be applied? 

3. Is there a tendency to ignore important information when under high-stress conditions? 

4. What is the difference between the distress and urgency conditions? 

5. Which words are spoken three times at the start of the initial distress and urgency call? 

6. Distress messages have priority over all other transmissions. Does MAYDAY low-on-fuel 
emergency require immediate assistance? 
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 Read the two short texts below and discuss in pairs if the following statements 
are true (T) or false (F). Correct the false statements.  

 
1. Standard ATC phraseology is the most important language of aeronautical 

communication which is used in routine and most emergency situations.     T   F 

2. Standard ATC phraseology must be used whenever possible.     T   F 

3. Plain English in aeronautical communications does not need to be clear, free of 

colloquialisms, slang and idiomatic speech.     T   F 

4. Non-routine situations have little or no standard phraseology.     T   F 

5. The purpose of ATC phraseology is to provide clear, concise, unambiguous language, 

while it is normal for plain language to be garbled, ambiguous and not concise.     T   F 

 

 

The core language of aeronautical communication between pilots and air traffic controllers is 

known as standard ATC phraseology, which is a set of phrases or a ‘code’ which is used in routine 

and most emergency situations. Use of established standard ICAO phraseology for radio-

telephony communication between aircraft and ground stations is essential to avoid 

misunderstandings and to reduce the time required for communication. Use of standard words 

and phrases also increases intelligibility since it increases the frequency with which a word is used 

in a specific situation. Their familiar use and expectation reduces ambiguity in communication 

(IATA 2004). “The purpose of ATC phraseology is to provide clear, concise, unambiguous language 

to communicate messages of a routine nature” (ICAO, 2010). 

 

ICAO phraseology shall be used in all situations for which it has been specified. When 

standardized phraseology for a particular situation has not been specified, plain language shall 

be used (ICAO Annex 10 Volume 11 par. 5.1.1.1). The form of the English language used by pilots 

and controllers in unexpected, or unusual situations for which phraseology is not sufficient is 

referred to by the ICAO as plain language. ICAO defines plain language in aeronautical 

radiotelephony communications as ‘the spontaneous, creative, and non-coded use of a given 

natural language, although constrained by the functions and topics (aviation and non-aviation) 

that are required by aeronautical radiotelephony communications, as well as by specific safety-

critical requirements for intelligibility, directness, appropriacy, non-ambiguity, and concision’ 

(ICAO, 2010).  
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 Microlistening 

Complete the conversation and practise in pairs.  
 

Pilot: MAYDAY MAYDAY MAYDAY! Emirates 229 heavy, we have a ______________ fuel and  

          we require runway 08R. 

ATC:  Okay. I check the MAYDAY Emirates. Just plan runway 08R and I have the _____________    

          for you very shortly here. 

Pilot: Emirates 229 heavy, thank you! 

ATC:  And Emirates are you immediate _______________? 

Pilot: _______________, Emirates 229 heavy. 

ATC:  Okay. Would you like to land at Victoria Airport? It’s about ten to fifteen miles closer. 

Pilot: _______________. We’ll go to Vancouver. 

ATC:  Okay, Vancouver! 08R for Vancouver, is that _______________?  

Pilot: That is correct, Emirates 229. 

ATC:  Okay runway 08R. Just _______________ if you need any other assistance. 

Pilot: _______________, Emirates 229; thank you! Emirates 229, we’re leaving 12000 now. 

ATC:  Emirates 229, the wind at the field at Vancouver is 070 at 21 knots _______________ to    

         27. 

Pilot: _______________! And Emirates 229, _______________ the altimeter? 

ATC:  Vancouver altimeter 29.22. 

 

 

 

Mayday first came into English in 1923. There was a lot of air 

traffic between England and France in those days, and evidently 

there were enough international problems over the English 

Channel that both parties wanted to find a good distress signal 

that everyone would understand. But surely there a lready was a 

distress signal that everyone understood? There was – m S.O.S.– 

but there were some problems with it:  

Owing to the difficulty of distinguishing the letter "S" by telephone, the 

international distress signal "S.O.S." will give place to the words "May -day", the 

phonetic equivalent of "M'aidez", the French for "Help me."   

—"New Air Distress Signal," The Times [London], 2 Feb. 1923 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/mayday-meaning-origin 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/SOS
https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/mayday-meaning-origin
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Distress and urgency messages 

Distress and urgency conditions are defined as: 

 Distress: a condition of being threatened by serious and/or imminent danger and of requiring 
immediate assistance. 

 Urgency: a condition concerning the safety of an aircraft or other vehicle, or of some person 
on board or within sight, but which does not require immediate assistance. 

Distress messages have priority over all other transmissions, and urgency messages have priority over all 
transmissions except distress. Pilots making distress or urgency calls should attempt to speak slowly and 
distinctly so as to avoid any unnecessary repetition. 

The word “MAYDAY” spoken at the start identifies a distress message, and the words “PAN PAN” spoken 
at the start identifies an urgency message.  

The words “MAYDAY” or “PAN PAN”, as appropriate, should preferably be spoken three times at the start 
of the initial distress or urgency call.  

Pilots should seek assistance whenever there is any doubt as to the safety of a flight. In this way, 
the risk of a more serious situation developing can often be avoided.  

If the ground station called by the aircraft in distress or urgency does not reply, then any other 
ground station or aircraft shall reply and give whatever assistance possible.  

A distress message should contain as many as possible of the following elements, and if possible, 
in the order shown: 

o name of the station addressed; 

o identification of the aircraft; 

o nature of the distress condition; 

o intention of the person in command; 

o position, level, and heading of the aircraft; and 

o any other useful information 
 

 
This is an example of a distress message: 
 
PILOT:     MAYDAY MAYDAY MAYDAY WALDEN TOWER G-ABCD    
                 ENGINE ON FIRE MAKING FORCED LANDING 20 MILES SOUTH OF  
                 WALDEN. PASSING 3000 FEETHEADING 360 
 
TOWER:  G-ABCD  WALDEN  TOWER ROGER MAYDAY WIND AT WALDEN  
                 350 DEGREES 10 KNOTS, QNH 1008 
  
PILOT:     MAYDAY MAYDAY MAYDAY WALDEN TOWER G-ABCD  
                 ENGINE FAILED. WILL ATTEMPT TO LAND YOUR FIELD, FIVE 
                 MILES SOUTH, 4000 FEET HEADING 360 
 
TOWER:   G-ABCD  WALDEN  TOWER ROGER MAYDAY CLEARED  
                  STRAIGHT IN APPROACH RUNWAY 35 WIND 360 DEGREES 10   
                  KNOTS QNH 1008, YOU ARE NUMBER ONE. 
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Effective pilot/controller communications: 

intelligibility & clear speech 

ATC phraseology (also known as radio-telephony) was created and has been continually updated 

by the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) to cover the most common situations 

encountered in air navigation. One aspect of the ICAO language proficiency requirements is that 

pilots and ATCOs adhere to ICAO standard phraseology at all times. However, it is recognized that 

although phraseology is an efficient means of communicating, there are situations in which 

phraseology cannot bridge the communicative gap.  

 

This is an example of standard radio-telephony phraseology:  

‘Fastair 345 cleared straight in ILS approach runway 28, descend to altitude 3000 feet QNH 

1011, report established on the localizer’  

 

Plain English proficiency is the ability to communicate in non-routine and emergency situations 

during flight – for example, when there is a problem with the hydraulic systems, or when a 

passenger suffers a medical problem on board. It is crucial that pilots can convey these sorts of 

messages clearly and effectively, and that they are received and understood by air traffic control 

so the appropriate actions can be taken. Therefore, plain English in aeronautical communications 

needs to be clear, unambiguous, free of colloquialisms, slang and idiomatic speech, and 

accessible to the international community of users.  

Effective pilot/controller communications require active and intensive listening, concentrating 

on each word in order to fully understand a message. If the information is incomplete, it is 

important to ask questions or just rephrase the sentence in order to clarify the speaker’s 

intention. It is also very useful to summarize the situation to make sure you have understood 

correctly. 

 

e.g. 

Pilot:   We seem to have a flap system failure, we are unable to extend flaps for landing. 

ATCO:  So, you have a problem with the flight controls and the flaps are probably jammed. 

Pilot:   We’ll have to make a flaps-up landing.  We’ll require longest landing distance available,  

and we must also request emergency services to be on alert. 
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The sky’s the limit by Natasha Natasha, photo taken from ELTpics, 

used under a CC Attribution Non-Commercial license 

 
 

ICAO guidelines and techniques for radio transmission highlight the following objectives: 

Transmissions shall be conducted concisely in a normal conversational tone. Standard 

phraseology, as prescribed in relevant ICAO documents or procedures, shall be used as far as 

practicable. Speed transmission techniques should be such that messages are easily 

understandable.  

The following transmitting techniques will assist in ensuring that transmitted speech is clearly 

and satisfactorily received: 

o Before transmitting, listen out on the frequency to be used to ensure that there will be no 

interference with a transmission from another station 

o Be familiar with good microphone operating techniques 

o Use a normal conversational tone, speak clearly and distinctly 

o Maintain an even rate of speech not exceeding 100 words per minute. When it is known 

that the recipient will write down elements of the message, speak at a slightly slower rate 

o Maintain the speaking volume at a constant level 

o A slight pause before, and after, numbers will assist in making them easier to understand 

o Avoid using hesitation sounds such as “er” 

o Depress the transmit switch fully before speaking and do not release it until the message is 

completed. This will ensure that the entire message is transmitted. 

(Communications, JAA ATPL, Aviation Training Products. General Operating Procedures. 2017. 

Nordian. p. 2-1) 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/eltpics
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
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Exit tasks 
 

 Role play 1  

In pairs, choose one of the situations illustrated below. One person will be the pilot and other 

the controller. Prepare a scenario in which pilot describes the conditions on board and report 

the specific problem. Discuss the consequences of the conditions, what you may be 

able/unable to do, what you must prevent and how you might negotiate a solution. 

A. US Airways, US 1549, you had a bird strike and lost thrust on Engine Number 2. You are turning 

back (to La Guardia) and request ILS approach Runway 31L.  

B. KLM 3488, encountered severe storm and turbulence, windshield broken by hail, need divert 

ASAP, divert to Manchester. 

C. Air China 3885, minimum fuel, request descent and priority landing. 

D. Air France 3765, flap jam, flapless approach, minimum clean speed, request ILS approach 

Runway 28 Right, cleared ILS approach Runway 28 Right. 

 

 Role play 2  

Simulation of ATC communications: Dealing with problems in flight and suggesting actions 
(reporting a technical failure, asking about and describing an unusual situation, suggesting 
actions, making request and announcing a compulsory action) 

 

 

 Write an essay (around 250 words)  

Think of a technical failure that can occur on board an aircraft and which affect traffic 

management (for example, low oil pressure or engine stall). What are the consequences of the 

aircraft failure in the air and on the ground? Imagine you are talking with a colleague and 

discuss the consequences of the conditions, what you are able / unable to do, what you must 

prevent, what actions you suggest. 

 

 


