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This report is a transcript from an interview with Doug Stewart conducted by 

PilotWorkshops.com Founder Mark Robidoux.   

  

  
Doug Stewart was the "National Certificated Flight Instructor of the Year" in 
2004. A Master Certified Flight Instructor, Gold Seal Instructor and Designated 

Pilot Examiner - he owns and operates his own flight school, DS Flight, 
specializing in instrument training. Doug has logged over 11,000 hours of dual 

instruction given, with over 5,000 hours of that being instrument instruction. 
He regularly gives instruction in aircraft as simple as the J-3 Cub, and as 

complex as the Piper Malibu/Mirage. Doug also served as the Executive 
Director of SAFE.  
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Our mission is simple - offer the best pilot proficiency training in the industry 

and make it available online and through new mobile technology platforms. We 
use proven technology and combine it with the teaching skills and experience 
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thousands of pilots have benefited from our training products and online 
education programs which continue to get national acclaim and recognition 

from industry leaders. If you are a pilot, be sure to get our free Pilots Tip of 
the Week.  
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Mark: Okay, Doug - picking up clearances is an interesting topic. Before we 

even begin our flight, we don't need to challenge ourselves. We're going to 
have enough challenge, especially if we're flying single-pilot IFR. So, what can 

we do to make it as easy and as painless as possible to pick up our clearance?   

  

Doug: Okay, well, you know certainly for many pilots, picking up a clearance 
can be very intimidating, especially if you're dealing with controllers that have 
had a lot of coffee in the morning, and they're spitting that clearance out as 

fast as they can.   

  

One of the greatest tools is certainly to understand that a clearance is always 

going to follow the same format. We have some acronyms to help us with 
that. CRAFT, for example: it stands for the Clearance limit, the Route, the 

Altitude, the departure Frequency, and the Transponder code. And it's always 
going to follow that format, wherever we get our clearance from.   

  

If you've got a speed freak reading back your clearance and you're 
scrambling to write everything down and you can't keep up with them, 

sometimes, well I've certainly seen a lot of my clients stumble. They've 
missed something and they're trying to think, "Now what did I miss." And in 

the meantime they're missing everything else.   

  

So as you're writing that clearance down, let go of what you've missed and 
continue to write. Don't try to figure out what you missed. Let go of it so you 

might miss the rest of the route, but you're going to get the altitude, the 
departure frequency, and the squawk code.   

  

Now when you do your read back, all you have to do is say, "Cardinal 2088 
Quebec is cleared to Wilkes-Barre via direct ATHOS, rest of the route missing, 

climb and maintain 2,000, expect 5,000 in 10 minutes, departure frequency, 
etc." And now when they read that back they'll tell you that the rest of the 

route from ATHOS is Victor 270 Delancey, etc. It can save a lot of time. So 
don't fixate on the fact that you missed something. Let go of it and continue to 

write and get the rest of it.   

  

Mark: Any specific shorthand tips?   

  

Doug: Absolutely. Shorthand is critical to getting the clearance written down. 

As an example, consider “Direct to”. Do you want to write out D-I-R-E-C-T? 
No. D with an arrow through it will work fine.   

  

For “As filed” use A-F.   



When we're writing down altitudes, we don't have to put in the last two 

zeroes.   

  

I have my own shorthand that I've developed for myself. I'd recommend 

that every pilot develop their own shorthand.   

  

Mark: Clearly there's a difference between picking up a clearance at a 
towered airport versus a non-towered. Can you talk a little bit about that?   

  

Doug: Okay, certainly. The biggest difference I would say between a towered 
airport and a non-towered airport is that at a non-towered airport you're 
going to get a void time, whereas you won't at a towered airport.   

  

At a towered airport, if it's Class Delta airspace, we're going to get our 
clearance from ground control and once we've read back the clearance, 

they might say, "Let us know when you're ready to taxi."  

  

If it's Class Charlie, we'll talk to Clearance Delivery. We read back our 
clearance, they'll tell us to contact ground when ready to taxi, and we 

contact ground. We taxi, we do our run up, we call the tower when we're 
ready to depart. And the tower might very well say hold short; we're getting 
your release.   

  

We have to understand wherever we're going from, whether it's a towered 
environment or non-towered, it is the Tracon, in some situations perhaps a 

Center, but typically the Tracon is going to have to release us into the system.   

  

We have to remember that Air Traffic Control's responsibility, once they have 

issued a clearance, is to keep us separated from all other aircraft, regardless of 
whether there's a cloud in the sky or not. And obviously, if it's low IMC, it's a 
much more critical issue, because we can't use see-and-avoid.   

  

So at a towered airport, the tower will get that release from the Tracon. And it's 
not our issue. We as pilots just have to wait. The tower releases us; Departure 

Control knows we're coming now. They're ready for us and they are providing 
the separation in whatever way they need to, whether it's blocking out the 

airspace or they actually have radar contact all the way to the ground, which is 
quite possible.   

  

In the non-towered environment, on the other hand, quite often they cannot 

see us at all, and the only way that they can provide the separation for us is 
to block off the airspace until we get in the air and report in the  



air. And the way they do this is to give us a void time. Now that void time 

might be five minutes. Might be 20 minutes. Might be a half an hour. But for 
that period of time, they're not going to let anyone else in the airspace, so that 

if we take off into a 200-foot ceiling we don't have to worry about the 
aluminum that's out there flying around in the clouds that we can't see. That 

void time protects us.   

  

Mark: While it protects us, it also creates some additional challenges when 
we're getting our clearance on the ground. Do you have any tips or techniques 

that you can share to make it easier on us?   

  

Doug: We might be at a non-towered airport. However, at that non-towered 

airport there might be what's known as an RCO or a GCO, a remote 
communications outlet or ground communications outlet. For some of them, 

it's an actual frequency over which we can talk to Flight Service.   

  

Sometimes there will be a frequency and it'll say key the mic four times - but 
don't click it real fast like you turn on the runway lights. Click it using a brief 

pause: one & two & three & four. We'll hear a dial tone. Sounds like a 
telephone dialing, and by gosh, it is. And the next thing you know, we hear the 

telephone being answered, "Good afternoon, this is Burlington Flight Service." 
And we're talking to them on the telephone through our radio and we're going 

to ask for our clearance.   

  

Flight Service Station will now call the Tracon, get the clearance, act as a 
middleman, read it back to you. And they'll remain as a middleman, giving you 

the clearance with a hold for release, which means we can't take off yet until 
we tell them that we're ready to take off. We read back the clearance. If it's 

correct, they'll tell us okay, call us when you're ready to go.   

  

Another thing to be aware of when you are talking to a Flight Service Station - 
when you're calling for your clearance, be sure to let them know what runway 

you're going to be departing on and how much time you're going to need, 
because that's going to help Departure figure out when they need to start 

blocking off airspace. It gives them a heads up and lets them know which way 
you're initially going to be heading. If you don't give that information on the 

initial call, they're going to ask for it. So be prepared.   

  

Mark: So back up for a second, Doug. You've talked about the RCO and 

GCO. What if there's no RCO or GCO at that airport, or you are unable to 
reach them on the radio. What do you do then?   

  



Doug: Well, this is where a lot of pilots now get into trouble because the only 

way we can pick up our clearance now is over a cell phone. And it adds a level 
of complexity.   

  

When we've gotten our clearance from Flight Service Station over the radio, 
we've been told to hold for release and to call them when we're ready to go. 

And when we call, they get the release from the Tracon and now come back to 
us with a void time. And that void time might be 5 or 10 minutes and it's just, 
again, they're providing that protection as we said earlier by blocking out the 

airspace.   

  

But if there isn't a frequency to talk on, we're going to get that void time as 

soon as we get our clearance over the telephone. And this can create some 
major problems, because we're often going to be in a hurry. The void time 

might be a little bit longer. It might be 15 minutes. It might be 20 minutes, but 
particularly for pilots flying the glass panels now, it might take 10 or 15 

minutes just for all that glass to spool up, for that AHARS to come up, for all 
the red X’s to disappear, and to get everything set up properly.   

  

And now we're rushing to beat the void time because five minutes after that 
void time they open the airspace back up and we're not supposed to be up 

there. And this sets up the potential for us to rush and get ourselves in 
serious trouble.   

  

I have a technique that I use all the time, particularly out of airports as you’ve 
described. Now, it does assume that you have a cell phone, that you're going 

to have cell phone reception in your airplane at the hold short line, and that 
you have the number of the Tracon. If you don't have the Tracon number, you 

can call the National Clearance Delivery number 888-766-8267. They will 
contact the Tracon or Center and relay the clearance. Many times, they will 

give you the Tracon phone number so you can contact them directly.  You can 
also find those numbers in the AOPA Airport Directory. Another tip is to ask the 

controller you are talking to when you approach the airport. Just say that you 
will be departing IFR and what is a good way to contact the controller. And the 

technique is this. As an example, if I’m at Columbia County airport, I call up 
the Albany Tracon on my phone. They answer, "This is Albany Tracon." I say: 
"Good afternoon, sir. This is the pilot of Cardinal 2088 Quebec. I'm IFR to 

Wilkes-Barre looking for my clearance with a hold for release."   

  

They read back my clearance and end it with, "Hold for release." I say, 
"Great; thanks. I'll call you from the threshold of Runway 21 in about 20 

minutes."   

  



I can now go out to my airplane and take my time. I have the time to slowly, 

methodically put in the correct route, check it, double-check it. If I'm flying in 
a glass aircraft, I have the time for that whole system to boot up and be 

ready to go.   

  

We now taxi to the run-up area, do our run-up, now when we're ready to go, 
the cell phone comes back out and we call again, direct to the Tracon: “Albany 

Approach, this is Cardinal 2088 Quebec. We're sitting at the hold short line of 
Runway 21, we're IFR to Wilkes-Barre looking for our release.”   

They come back: “Cardinal 2088 Quebec, is released. Your clearance is void in 
five-minutes - call back if not off in five minutes.” Now we go with no rushing, 
the airspace has been blocked off.   

  

All those problems of rushing to make a void time have been avoided and it 
makes it much safer.   

  

There is one thing to be aware of. There is the potential - and this has 
happened - that I get down to the hold short line, I whip out that cell phone, 

I call Albany Approach, and they say to me, “Well, you're going to have a 
15-minute wait because we got a Citation inbound.”   

  

Okay, that's a gamble you take, but I'd still rather wait that extra 15 minutes 
than rushing to get off. I did that once, got myself up into the soup, there 

was a 300-foot overcast, and realized I didn't have my first fix dialed in 
because I was rushing to beat a void time.   

  

Mark: Another issue that comes up, Doug, is when pilots - to avoid the 
situation that you've described - they'll actually depart VFR and try and pick up 

their clearance in the air. What are your thoughts on that?   

  

Doug: If it's severe clear there's really nothing wrong with that. Some 
Tracons are not really happy if you do it. But they'll usually help you out with 

it. But again the real issue there - is it severe clear? There are a lot of dead 
pilots that took off in marginal conditions trying to avoid a void time or 

avoiding that 15-minute wait for  the Citation to come in, figuring well, we'll 
pick our clearance up in the air.   

  

Take me at Columbia County. I'm departing off to the west on Victor 270. I've 

got some mountains out there. If those Catskills are obscured and I'm trying to 
be out there and get that clearance, I can't climb yet. And all of a sudden once 

I've got the clearance now I try to climb. But I'm already too close to the hills; 
the next thing - I'm a dead pilot. So yes, you can pick the clearance up in the 

air, but if it isn't severe clear, I really recommend that you don't do it.   



Mark: What about pop-up clearances, Doug?   

  

Doug: Well, pop-up clearances sometimes have to happen. We're flying along 
and the weather goes down. We haven't filed a flight plan, but in order to get 

where we're going or even to get us out of a jam right now, we have to pick up 
that IFR in the air.   

  

Say we’re flying along, and our destination - although it was forecast to be 
clear all day and we haven't bothered to file an IFR flight plan - but we see 

using onboard weather or calling Flight Service (however we become aware of 
it), things are going down and we're going to need an IFR to get to our 
destination or perhaps to our alternate.   

  

We can now, if we have the time, call Flight Service over one of the dedicated 
frequencies: 122.2 or any of the other dedicated ones. Go to Flight Service 

Station and file a flight plan.   

  

Give them somewhere along your route where you're going to pick it up, a 
VOR, an intersection - something like that. And also ask them after you've filed 

it, for the frequency to call to pick that clearance up. Now when you call 
Center, Tracon, whatever it might be, Approach - your strip is already there in 

front of the controller. They know everything they need to know about you. 
They know the type of aircraft, they know how much fuel, they know souls on 

board, and they know where you're going. So it's much more effective that 
way.   

  

Now, sometimes yogurt hits the fan. If we need to get a pop-up, be ready, not 

necessarily even to come up with a route. You might just say we want direct 
so-and-so, but they're going to ask you for how much fuel and souls on board. 
So be prepared for that in that pop-up clearance.   

  

Mark: So in that case if we were getting VFR advisories, can we just 
request that pop-up clearance directly with the controller we're speaking 

with?   

  

Doug: Than certainly can work. It's a great reason to get Flight Following 

when you're VFR so that should the need arise to get that pop-up, they already 
have a lot of the information on you. And you can just say, gee you know, the 

weather's going down here. We're going to need to get a pop-up IFR. And 
typically Approach or Center will be ready to accommodate you.  

  
This transcript is part of the IFR Proficiency Series, available on our web site.  

http://pilotworkshop.com/ifrproficiency

