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Flying over the Control Tower


When to descend


Mark Scognamillo


Runway Safety Representative, FAA


A Cessna entered the Class C from the Huntington Beach Pier.  Told to cross over the control tower at 1500 feet for Runway 19 Left, the pilot descended when over the airport.  The pilot came close to another aircraft in the 19 Left pattern.


Pilot-controller discussions revealed some instructors assume, “Cross over the control tower at [blank altitude]” means descent is approved once over the airport.  They also assume the altitude restriction is for Runway 19 Right operations.


This brief will go out to our flight schools.  Its message is to educate, not mandate new procedures.


If you are inbound from Huntington Beach, Mile Square Park, or Disneyland So-Cal Approach is going to issue you tower frequency 126.8.  The tower controller on 126.8 is handling Runway 19 Right.


Sometimes the 126.8/Runway 19 Right controller is too busy to fit you in on the long runway, or perhaps you asked for touch and goes on the Left.  The tower controller on 126.8 has to ask permission of the tower controller on 119.9 to send you over the top of the airport to Runway 19 Left.  You can’t hear it, but that’s what’s going on.  It’s called a “handoff.”  (Synonyms for handoff are gift, present, a little something special.)


Suppose the pattern on Runway 19 Left is busy—5 aircraft doing touch and goes.  This controller has a lot going on.  Issuing wake turbulence and visual separation, sequencing arrivals from Signal Peak, 
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making room for departures and jet crossings at 


Lima Taxiway.  If you’ve flown at John Wayne much, you know what it can be like.  


Now back to the arrival from the West that’s going to cross over the control tower to join the party on 119.9.  The tower controller working 119.9 approves, denies, or approves with restrictions the other tower controller’s handoff request.


It’s like this.  “Victor” is working 19 Right and “Roger” is working 19 Left.  Victor says, “Hey Roger, can you take N23456 over the top?”  Roger is busy but willing to accept the handoff.  Roger doesn’t know where N23456 is going to fit in the sequence yet.  So Roger buys himself a little time and safety by approving the handoff with a restriction to maintain a safe altitude above his pattern traffic.  Hopefully, when Victor communicates Roger’s restriction to N23456 all three parties are thinking the same thing.


Pilots:  The number one reason you are restricted in your altitude over the control tower is traffic for Runway 19 Left.  Now that you know, you can decide how you want to put this information to work.  Consider this.  If you aren’t sure what the controller wants, ask (or stay at the last assigned altitude until you can get a word in).  Meanwhile, check for Runway 19 Left traffic below, entering the 45, on crosswind, etc.


Consider this controllers.  Pilots may assume they can descend once over the airport.  If you don’t want that to happen you might say, “Maintain…until…”





What is the Tower View?


Safety Newsletter from John Wayne Tower


Charles A. Ullmann


John Wayne Hub Manager, FAA


Controllers are continually updating their training.  When new equipment arrives everyone must be taught how to use it.  This occurred most recently with the construction of the new tower cab.


Another type of training refreshes controllers on seldom-used procedures.  The wind usually dictates Runways 19 Right and 19 Left.  Reviewing the “North Traffic” procedures for Runway 1 is an example of refresher training.


Infrequent events, like runway 1 or special VFR, are not the only procedures that need refresher training.  Over time every day procedures can be muddied with one’s own interpretation.


The Tower View will refresh our memories on why procedures are the way they are.  In this first issue we handle VFR transitions over the airport from one runway pattern to the other.


We encourage you to share this information with your fellow aviators.  You’re welcome to share your input or request specific topics via phone or e-mail.


We look forward to many informative newsletters!


























The contents of The Tower View do not supersede any FARs.  If something written here is at odds with any FAR or TFR, etc. comply with those regulations.
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