CAN I DEPART IFR?

JC Findley, USAF Advanced Instrument School

The most common question I get working at the instrument school is, “Can I depart this field IFR?”  To answer this question we really have to look at two different versions of this question.  Can I legally depart within Air Force regulatory guidelines and can I safely depart from this airport.  While the two are intimately related there is room for some interpretation of the regulations.  The safety question is more of  a risk management issue once you know exactly what is involved in a particular IFR departure.  In both cases, knowledge is the key.  Knowing the intent of the regulation as well as the exact wording can help you determine if you should depart an airfield IFR.  Knowing exactly how a particular departure is designed will allow the crew to determine if it is safe for them to use.

The biggest sticking point on both the legal and safety issues is nonstandard takeoff weather minimums or “see and avoid” weather minimums.  Let’s look at the USAF regulatory guidance on the subject.

8.7.2.1.  Required Climb Gradient.  The PIC will ensure the aircraft meets or exceeds the published climb gradient for the departure method being used (all engines operating).  When no climb gradient is published, the aircraft must be able to climb at 200 feet per nautical mile (3.3%) or greater.  Under no circumstances may the PIC plan to depart an airfield IFR using visual obstacle avoidance (“see-and-avoid”) in lieu of meeting the required climb gradient.

AFI 11-202 V3 states we can not use nonstandard weather minimums in lieu of meeting the specified climb gradient.  It also says that if a climb gradient in excess of 200’/NM is required that it will be published in the nonstandard takeoff minimums and obstacle departure procedures section for that runway. The problem here for Air Force aviators is this; if there is not a climb gradient published then you would think a 200/NM climb should keep you clear of departure obstacles.  Nothing could be further from the truth if there are nonstandard weather minimums for the departure runway! 

Let’s look at the TERPs guidance that the FAA uses to build nonstandard weather minimums.

1208. REQUIRED CEILING AND VISIBILITY MINIMUMS. Procedures requiring a climb gradient in excess of 200’/NM shall also specify a ceiling and visibility to be used as an alternative for aircraft incapable of achieving the gradient. The ceiling value shall be the 100’ increment above the controlling obstacle or above the altitude required over a specified point from which a 40:1 gradient will clear the obstacle. Ceilings of 200’ or less shall not be specified. The visibility shall be at least one mile. 

The TERPs manual states that if a climb gradient in excess of 200’/NM is required for a given IFR departure that the specialist will also provide nonstandard weather minimums so that aircraft incapable of meeting the climb gradient will have an alternative way of departing.  If the FAA followed it’s own guidance, 11-202 paragraph XXX would stand-alone. Aircrews could simply determine if their aircraft could make the required climb gradient for a given departure and whether they could legally use the departure.  Unfortunately, the FAA often “forgets” to put the excess climb gradient in the nonstandard takeoff minimums section and just gives us nonstandard weather minimums to use.  An important thing to keep in mind is that if a 200/NM climb would keep us clear of obstacles there would not be nonstandard takeoff weather published for that particular runway.

Let me explain the inherent dangers of using nonstandard weather minimums to take off in IMC.  The TERPs manual states that one mile is the minimum visibility for the “See and avoid” criteria.  There is no mandate for the TERPster to give you a visibility greater than that even if the controlling obstacle is significantly further than a mile from the runway.  Also, there is absolutely no provision for a clear area that an aircraft could climb at 200/NM while visually avoiding any obstacles.  There are often runways with only nonstandard weather minimums published with obstacles that are further from the DER than the required “see and avoid” visibility.  There are also numerous runways with only “see and avoid” weather minimums that have obstacles that can not be avoided while climbing at 200’/NM if you cross the DER at the required 35’ AGL.

Nonstandard takeoff minimums, (both nonstandard takeoff minimums and higher than standard climb gradients), apply to ALL departures from the affected runway with only one exception. *  This includes diverse departures if no obstacle DP exists for the runway or the obstacle DP if there is one.  It also applies to DPs, * (formerly known as SIDs) and radar departures from that runway.  There is no current regulatory guidance that states that you must apply the nonstandard takeoff minimums to radar departures. However, think about it, there is no way a radar vector could keep you clear of the close in, (within two miles of the DER), obstacles that tend to generate nonstandard takeoff minimums.  You have to be at 400’ AGL before you turn on a vector.  If you cross the DER at 35’ AGL and climb at 200’/NM you are almost two miles past the DER when you get to 400’.  You have already flown over the close in obstacles before you are even legal/safe to turn to the vectored heading!

We have established that Air Force pilots can not use nonstandard takeoff weather minimums, AKA “see and avoid” minimums, in lieu of a published climb gradient.  I have also shown you that the FAA should always publish a higher than standard climb gradient if there is “see and avoid” weather published.  I have also stated that the FAA often “omits” the higher than standard climb gradient from the nonstandard takeoff minimums section even though it is necessary to avoid the terrain.  All of this brings us back to the original question and tittle; “Can I depart IFR?”

The question really comes down to two issues; does the departure require the use of see and avoid, and if it does not can I make any required climb gradient?

All nonstandard takeoff minimums are runway specific.  If the runway you plan to depart from has a nonstandard weather minimum published you MUST also have a climb gradient published that you can use in lieu of that nonstandard weather minimum. ** If you do not, you can not depart IFR from that runway. *  You can not do a diverse departure, obstacle DP, DP or radar departure from that runway.

If there is not a nonstandard weather minimum listed for the departure runway you may depart IFR and climb at 200’/NM on departure.  If there is an obstacle DP you must use it or depart via radar vector or other DP.  If there is not an obstacle DP then you may use a diverse departure, DP or radar vector to depart.

If there is a nonstandard weather minimum and it has a climb gradient that may be used in lieu of the weather you may depart IFR as long as your aircraft can meet or exceed the published gradient.  If there is an obstacle DP you must use it or depart via radar vector or other DP while maintaining at least the published gradient.  If there is not an obstacle DP then you may use a diverse departure, DP or radar vector to depart while maintaining at least the published gradient.

If you are piloting a multiengine aircraft you need to ask yourself one more question before you depart IFR. Can obstacle clearance be ensured with the loss of one engine?  The only sure way to do this is to make ALL published climb criteria without one of your thruster booster devices.  I know this may be unrealistic but the bottom line is that whatever you do, you as PIC are the final authority for the safety of your crew and aircraft!

I have thrown a lot of information at you and hope you find the background of this interesting.  I do still realize that it might take a pilot lawyer to really get all the intricacies of this.  For the line crewdog and I use the term affectionately, I have also provided a flow chart for your use.  Please note there is both an instruction sheet and a flow chart.

