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INTRODUCTION


To most people, the sky is the limit. To those who love aviation, the sky is home.


Anon.


Welcome to The Commercial Pilot’s Licence, or, everything you wanted to know about the CPL but were afraid to ask!


As a private and commercial instructor with over 3,500 hours instructing experience, I have had the pleasure and privilege of seeing hundreds of students start training for their CPL as well as their PPL with the dream of becoming a commercial pilot. But most of them did not seem to know, realistically, what was involved; they had many expectations and assumptions about the kind of flying that was required, but they had no real understanding of what was involved or the skills required to fulfil their dream – not that much different from me when I decided to be a commercial pilot.


When I first wanted to be a commercial pilot, I wanted the thrill of teaching people to fly. But I had absolutely no idea about what I would have to do, as far as flying training was concerned, to get this licence. Some of the questions I remember asking my CPL instructor were: do I have to fly any instrument procedures or approaches? Do we get to go into controlled airspace and fly in the airways with the big shiny jets? Is this it?


So, what is the CPL course really all about? This book aims to dispel some common misconceptions and to help you to get a commercial pilot licence with a first-time pass and so becoming a better pilot. It will hopefully tell you in an easy and user-friendly way what you need to know and how to achieve a first-time pass. It is broken down into three parts. Chapters 1 and 2 look at things to consider before you start the CPL; Chapters 3 to 8 cover the CPL syllabus sections; and Chapters 9 to 13 look at what happens during the test and after. The book breaks the exercises you will fly with your instructor into easy, bite-sized chunks to get you ready for that all-important skill test. It aims to make the course more transparent and to make what is expected of you in each lesson more obvious; the book also contains hints and tips I have picked up over the years of instructing and talking to examiners to hopefully get you that first-time pass. (Whatever you may think or hear, the majority of airlines are interested in how many attempts it took you to pass your CPL and Instrument Ratings, and it is often asked on application forms. A series one pass is better than a series two pass.)


So why do you want or even need this book? There are other books available in specialist aviation shops and online that advise you on how to become a private pilot, or how to be a better or safer pilot, or how to become a commercial pilot, and describe the routes taken by the respective authors, but that is not what this book seeks to do. It is your guide to getting through the CPL course and is intended to sit beside the training notes from your training organization to give you the best head start in your professional training.


As you may or may not already know, there is no standard route to becoming a commercial pilot. Every commercial pilot you speak to will have a different story of how and where they did their training, how long it took and what they had to do to get there. The only common thread in the stories of their training is that they will have (at some stage) got the following:


•  PPL


•  night qualification


•  a certain amount of hours as PIC (pilot-in-command)


•  CPL


In the case of those who have gone on to get an Air Transport Pilot’s Licence (ATPL), the list will go on to include the following:


•  Multi-Engine Rating (MEP)


•  Instrument Rating (IR)


•  Multi Crew Co-Operation Course (MCC)


•  Jet Orientation Course (JOC)


•  Type Rating on a specific aircraft


The main purpose of this book is to help you get the most out of your CPL course as you go through it. But then why not just use the course notes you will have been given by your Aviation Training Organization (ATO)*? Often such course notes tell you what you will have to fly but not how to fly it. This book offers real practical advice on the lesson content and how to fly the manoeuvres, rather than just a list of what you are expected to know at the end of it. Although there is nothing in the course that is particularly difficult to fly (that fact alone can cause some disappointment), the standard and quality of flying required right from the beginning can be a real shock to some students – I know that I would have really benefited (especially financially) from a book like this before I started my professional training.


Having touched on the subject of financing and cost, here is some advice on financing the CPL. Everyone in the aviation industry knows how expensive flight training is, especially if you want to go all the way and become an airline pilot, and there are precious few ways and means of becoming a commercial pilot that aren’t self-funded. However, there are some bursaries and scholarships available for students from various organizations and charities. Details of them can be found in flying magazines and newspapers (such as Flight Training News), especially at the beginning of a new year. Obviously, there will be restrictions on age or experience, or what kind of training you are doing, but do some research and apply for them if you fulfil the required conditions, as the money has to go to someone. I was lucky enough to receive a bursary from the Air League when I was training, which helped me enormously in the early years, so a big thank you goes to them!


This book is organized into chapters that follow the various sections of the syllabus to make the best use of your (and your instructor’s) time in the air and on the ground. It is meant to be used in conjunction with whatever course notes you have been given by your training organization, though if in doubt you should always defer to your instructor. However, the ultimate goal is for you to minimize the hours it takes to complete the course: that is to say, ideally, for you not to exceed the minimum number of hours required (25). By reading and implementing what you have read here, hopefully you won’t make the mistakes that so many others have. Learn from the mistakes of those who have gone before you, rather than making the same mistakes yourself: it is quicker and also cheaper that way.


Everything written here is intended to help you to become the best possible professional pilot, with a sensible and mature attitude. But that doesn’t mean you can’t have a sense of humour! You will no doubt have read other books on flying and maybe some training notes, and some of them can be a little dry to read, so I have deliberately tried to make this as easy going as I can. The best CPL students I have flown with and trained are the ones that have learned the drills, and can follow the procedures, be ahead of the aircraft and still be able to crack a smile ... but then switch immediately back into professional pilot mode when required. Flying is meant to be fun, as well as a career. Study hard, do your homework, and learn the drills and procedures, but retain your sense of humour and you will be a real asset to a company as well as a pleasure to fly with.


An important point that often comes up on the course – usually as we get near the end – is that students have been told at the beginning of the course, or when they sign up, that the CPL course is 25 hours long (if you don’t already have a CPL or IR). There follows, therefore, an inherent assumption that it will only take you 25 hours’ flying time before you hold that pass certificate in your hand. However, it often doesn’t work out like that in real life. It is quite likely that you will not be ready for test in 25 hours; in fact, not many people are ready to test at 25 hours at all. The average is 28–33 hours, not including the test itself, which takes about 2 hours.


Hopefully, using this book will help you reduce the hours you will need to get to test standard, but everyone is different and there can be many reasons why you may need more than 25 hours: lack of continuity because of bad weather, lack of familiarity with the UK’s airspace, sickness, aeroplanes going unserviceable, personal and financial problems, or simply because you haven’t done enough homework and ‘arm-chair flying’.


You would do well to budget for at least 28–30 hours of flying training (not including the flight test itself) to be on the safe side. Nothing is more stressful for a student than being ready for the skill test, but then working out or being told by your ATO that you are running out of money so you can’t finish the extra hours or pay for the test. You should also make sure you have enough when you start the course as no sensible school will allow you to start flying training without the necessary funds available. Make sure you agree with the ATO ahead of time how you will be paying and have the funds available on your first day. This often catches out students from overseas who rely on bank transfers or loans. Remember to factor in that it takes time for money to be transferred from overseas as no money in your bank account = no flying.


If you do the entire CPL course on the complex aircraft type (that is, with retractable undercarriage and a constant-speed propeller) that you will eventually do the CPL test in, you will probably complete the course and be ready for the skill test in fewer total hours than if you start in a basic aircraft and then move on to the complex type later on. Obviously the exact saving will depend on the school and your own personal circumstances, so you should work it out for yourself before you start. It may make the early part of the course a little more expensive but it will potentially be cheaper in the long run to do 25 hours in a complex type rather than 30 hours in a mixture of two aircraft types. Also, as you will be more familiar with the aircraft, you are more likely to help yourself to that first-time pass.


If you are feeling a little nervous about starting the CPL and worrying that you may not be able to fly as well expected, don’t forget that your instructor went through much the same challenges in their own training as you may well do. (I know that I made every mistake in the book!) Keep in mind that your instructor is there to guide you to passing the course, and that they will always do what they can to help you improve, and help to get the best out of you and your time in the air. So listen to them and take their advice – good or bad. It is likely that your instructor will have seen pretty much all of the mistakes that can and do occur during CPL training and will be well versed in spotting them. The CPL course may come across in the first few lessons as being a rather expensive way to be told that everything you learnt as a PPL is not good enough, but it is always constructive criticism designed to make you into a great professional pilot, and your instructor has only your best interest at heart. So: listen to them, make notes in the pre- and post-flight briefings, ask questions (whether you think they are silly or not), sit in the back seat of other student training flights and mentally critique what they are doing wrong, take the course seriously and you will not go far wrong.


This book is a practical flying guide to the CPL course only: it is not trying to be a book on how to get a commercial flying job. If you want advice on how to get an airline job, the best person to ask is a current airline pilot. I have deliberately not gone into the Multi-Pilot Licence or Instrument Rating as that would fill another book for another time. And also note that this book is based upon conducting the CPL course on a single-engine, complex aeroplane such as the Piper Arrow, so if you are planning to do the course on a different aircraft, then you will need to refer to your instructor and/or POH for the important aspects such as speeds. Also, it follows a modular CPL training syllabus in the UK. If you intend on following the integrated course route, the way you get to the CPL may be different but the skill test is still pretty much the same, and there will still be useful information in here for you.


For those of you who aren’t sure of the difference between integrated and modular CPL courses: an integrated course means you stay with the same training organization from the PPL, through the hour building, the night rating and CPL, then onto the Multi Rating and Instrument Rating and possibly through to the Multi-Crew course and Jet Orientation Course and type rating needed to fly the big jets. These tend to be done over a shorter time as it is full-time study and flying, and tends to be more expensive than the modular route. The modular route involves doing exactly the same training but with different training organizations, possibly over a few years. It tends to attract students that have decided to become a commercial pilot later in life or have family commitments, or don’t have the money up-front to pay for the flying training all in one go, which can be in excess of £90,000 from the day of your first lesson to getting a type rating and being ready to fly as an airline pilot.


And one final bit of advice that will serve you well if you keep it in mind:


Never let an aircraft take you somewhere your brain didn’t get to 5 minutes earlier.


Anon.




______________


* Flying Training Organizations (FTOs), as they have long been known, were renamed Aviation Training Organizations (ATOs) when new EASA rules and regulations came into force in April 2012.







1 BEFORE YOU START YOUR CPL


Once you have tasted flight, you will forever walk the earth with your eyes turned skyward, for there you have been, and there you will always long to return.


Leonardo da Vinci


If you are still reading this, then congratulations: you are one step nearer to gaining your CPL. You have probably already come through quite a journey of a PPL, hours building and those infamously tough CPL or Airline Transport Pilot’s Licence (ATPL) exams, and so hopefully you are ready to start your commercial training.


If, however, you have just finished your PPL, or you haven’t yet finished your hour building, or not yet selected an ATO for your training, this chapter contains some advice before we get to the really fun bits of the actual flying.


Firstly, let’s talk about hour building. If you have not yet got the 100 hours as Pilot in Command (PIC) that you need to be issued with a CPL, or the 150 total hours needed to start the course, you should think about the hour building you need to do and come up with a sensible plan for it. If you just muck about with no structure or spend it mostly in the circuit or your local area, you could find that you will be using the first few hours of your CPL course re-learning the basics, forcing the instructor to get rid of the bad flying habits you have allowed to develop. This will cost you dearly in time and money, and will certainly mean more hours needed to finish the course. For example, I spend a lot of time re-teaching students how to trim and reminding them to look out of the window, scanning the sky for traffic from wing tip to wing tip – because there was no one sitting next to you nagging you to do it properly while you are hours building alone – as well as brushing students up on their sloppy RT calls.


There are various ways to hour build, but ideally the end result should be that it enhances your flying ability, command experience and general competence – as well as being fun. A major decision can be whether to do your hour building in the UK or abroad.


The pros and cons of hour building outside the UK are as follows:


✓   Possibly all round good weather


✓   The experience of flying abroad


✓   Usually cheaper than the UK


✗   Not being able to see the school before you sign up or the aircraft or the facilities before you go


✗   Being away from home


✗   Lack of familiarity with UK airspace, RT procedures and so on when you return


✗   Maybe having to fly a few extra hours to get you up to speed on UK procedures


The pros and cons of hour building in the UK are as follows:


✓   Getting a good grounding in UK airspace and RT procedures
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