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AVIATION ENGLISH

THE ALPHABET AND NUMBERS

USED IN ROUTINE AIR-GROUND COMMUNICATION

Aviation English is a specialized language. As Costas Gabrielatos states: "A

specialized language is a natural language used by a community of specialists in a

particular field of knowledge".1

Air traffic control radio communication = radiotelephony (R/T) (referred to as

'airspeak') between the air traffic controller (ATC) and the pilot ‘provides the means

by which pilots and ground personnel communicate with each other. Used properly,

the information and instructions transmitted are of vital importance in assisting in the

safe and expeditious operation of aircraft."2 Radiotelephony communication is used to

direct, inform, question, request, and respond, where the air traffic controller directs

and controls pilots. The focus of the communication is aircraft takeoff and landing,

flight navigation, and so on, and the channel used is spoken, via radiotelephony

between  stations.  Stations  are  typically  control  towers  and  aircraft.  In  routine

communications, there is a prescribed protocol for pilots and controllers defined as a

set of standard rules for data representation, various techniques used to clarify,

simplify and standardize spoken communications over two-way radios. Signalling

protocol uses abbreviated codes and standardized wording uttered in a specific order

of a particular context (the context is necessary for clear message understanding).

ICAO (International Civil Aviation Organization) PANS-RAC3 states that "the

1   Gabrielatos, C. & Sarmento, S. (2006). Central modals in an aviation corpus:
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importance of a distinct and fixed phraseology in order to verbally express one’s

decisions and actions constitutes a key behaviour for aviation industry personnel."

Phraseology has evolved over time and has been carefully developed to provide

maximum clarity and brevity in communications while ensuring that phrases are

unambiguous.

As for ICAO standards for number and alphabet pronunciation, a special phonetic

aviation alphabet has been created to make the communication between the pilot and

the air traffic controller easier. The ICAO spelling alphabet was the product of an

extensive research to overcome the problem of confusing similar sounding letters like

'B' and 'P' or 'M' and 'N'. As a consequence, a set of words has been chosen, which

sound as different from each other as possible when spoken by people whose native

language is not English over noisy and degraded communications channels (ICAO).

Hence, there is no risk of incorrect reception or non-intelligibility of the message. The

phonetic alphabet was adopted from the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO)

and, according to Hawkins (1993), it was developed with the requirement that words

with Latin roots should be given preference in developing the standard phrases. Each

letter in the aircraft call sign is spoken separately using the following phonetic

spelling:

A - ALPHA

B - BRAVO

C - CHARLIE

D - DELTA

E - ECHO

F - FOXTROT

G - GOLF

H - HOTEL

I - INDIA

J - JULIET

K - KILO

L - LIMA

M - MIKE

N - NOVEMBER

O - OSCAR

P - PAPA



Q - QUEBEC

R - ROMEO

S - SIERRA

T - TANGO

U - UNIFORM

V - VICTOR

W - WHISKY

X - X-RAY

Y - YANKEE

Z - ZULU

Pronunciation is also very important. Poor enunciation by a sender leads to

doubt by the receiver as to what has been heard. Many controllers are not aware that

they have inadequate enunciation and that it is the reason for unacknowledged

instructions or requests for message repetitions. Some people find certain words

innately difficult to enunciate, particularly when they are busy.

Aviation  English  phraseology  is  also  the  numbers  uttered  in  a  specific  way.

The numbers are read separately, as for the aircraft call signs (e.g. Air China two three

eight), flight levels (e.g. flight level one eight zero), headings (e.g. heading one zero

zero degrees), wind direction and speed (e.g. wind two zero zero degrees, two five

knots), transponder codes (squawk two fower zero zero), runway (runway two seven),

altimeter  settings  (QNH one  zero  one  zero),  or  time (where  only  the  minutes  of  the

hour are normally required, e.g. 4:43 transmitted as 'fower tree). The number 3 is

pronounced  as  'tree'  to  facilitate  an  easier  enunciation,  the  numbers  4  and  9  are

pronounced "fower" and "niner" respectively, since "nine" can be misunderstood as

"five,"  and  5  and  9  can  sound  the  same  over  the  radio  as  a  result  of  their  near

homophony.

"All numbers used in the transmission of altitude, cloud height, visibility and runway

visual range (RVR) information, which contain whole hundreds and whole thousands,

shall be transmitted by pronouncing each digit in the number of hundreds or

thousands followed by the word HUNDRED or THOUSAND as appropriate"4, e.g.

4   International Civil Aviation Organization. (2007). Manual of Radiotelephony (Doc

9432).



altitude 800 transmitted as 'altitude eight hundred,' or visibility 1000 transmitted as

'visibility one thousand.' "Combinations of thousands and whole hundreds shall be

transmitted by pronouncing each digit in the number of thousands followed by the

THOUSAND followed by the number of hundreds followed by the word

HUNDRED"5 , e.g. runway visual range 1700 transmitted as 'RVR one thousand

seven hundred' or altitude 13600 transmitted as 'one three thousand six hundred.' But

the number that does not contain whole thousands or whole hundreds is pronounced

as separate digits, e.g. 14789 is transmitted as 'one fower seven eight niner.'

Aviation English, defined as "a language for specific purposes, ... can be

classified as a code that is used in a very restricted context."6 The implementation of

the particular phraseology, including numbers and the phonetic alphabet, into aviation

English  has made the communication between the pilot and the controller easier, as

well as has limited the risk of miscommunications through the usage of misnomers or

the wrong use of similarly sounding words.

5   Ibid.
6   Smith, D. (2010). Air Traffic Control. Handbook. Haynes Publishing.


