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Controllers deal with clearances on a daily basis, and your ability to master these procedures and effectively 
issue the appropriate clearance will produce a safe and orderly flow of air traffic. 
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An ATC clearance is an authorization by air traffic control for: 
 

• The purpose of preventing collision between known aircraft 
• An aircraft to proceed under specified traffic conditions within controlled airspace  

 
Example: “SOUTHWEST FIVE TEN, CLEARED VISUAL APPROACH.” 
 
Example: “DELTA ONE, RUNWAY ONE EIGHT, CLEARED TO LAND.” 
 
All aircraft proceeding under Instrument Flight Rules (IFR) must obtain an ATC clearance. 
 
Reference: JO 7110.65, Glossary 
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The pilot-in-command of an aircraft may not deviate from the provisions of an air traffic clearance: 
 

• Unless an amended clearance has been obtained 
• Except in an emergency 
• In response to a TCAS resolution advisory 

 
NOTE: Amended clearances will be discussed later in this lesson. 
 
ATC instructions also require pilot compliance.  
 
Pilot operating on an IFR flight plan, landing at an airport with no functioning control tower 
 

• Pilot is responsible for canceling IFR flight plan:  
 With AFSS  

or 
 Through other means of direct communication with ATC (e.g., radio, telephone) 

 
Pilot operating on an IFR flight plan at an airport with a functioning control tower is not required to cancel 
IFR. 
 

• Flight plan is automatically closed upon landing. 
 
References: 

• JO 7110.65, Glossary 
• FAR, 91.123 
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Use prefixes when relaying clearances, information, or requests through non-ATC facilities: 

• Dispatcher 
• Airport operator 
• Another aircraft 

 
There are three types of prefixes: 

• “ATC CLEARS” (clearance) 
• “ATC ADVISES” (information) 
• “ATC REQUESTS” (request) 

 
Omit ATC prefix when issuing: 

• Directly to aircraft 
• To an ATC facility (including an AFSS) 

 
AFSS shall prefix a clearance with appropriate phrase: 

• “ATC CLEARS” 
• “ATC ADVISES” 
• “ATC REQUESTS” 

 
Relay clearances from another controller verbatim. 
 
Reference: JO 7110.65, Chap. 4 
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Amendments to previously issued clearances occur frequently. 
 
Route and/or altitude changes are the primary amended clearances. 
 
Common reasons for amended clearances include: 
 

• Pilot request  
 Pilots may request: 
 A different clearance from that which has been issued 
 Clarification or amendment, as appropriate, any time a clearance is not fully understood or is 

considered unacceptable because of safety/aircraft capabilities 
• Separation 

 
Reference: JO 7110.65, Chap. 4 
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A departure clearance is authorization for a pilot to proceed from the point of departure to the point of 
destination under specific conditions. 
 

• This is generally the initial clearance. 
 
Include the following items in IFR Departure Clearances: 
 

• Aircraft identification 
• Airport of departure  
 When clearance is to be relayed to aircraft by AFSS or non-ATC facility 

 
Clearance limit 
 

• Normally the destination airport  
 Air Force One is cleared to “destination as filed” (do not state the destination) 

 
Reference: JO 7110.65, Chap. 4 
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Taxi clearances are instructions provided by ATC for the route aircraft/vehicles are to follow while on the 
movement area of an airport. 
 

• Movement on a nonmovement area is the responsibility of the pilot, the aircraft operator, or the 
aircraft company. 

 
Reference: JO 7110.65, Chap. 3 
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A Takeoff clearance is issued to authorize the pilot to depart the airport. 
 

• Clearance to take off is preceded by the runway number.  
• Do not use the term “takeoff” for any other purpose.  

 
Reference: JO 7110.65, Chap. 3 
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Approach clearances authorize aircraft to execute an instrument approach procedure to a specific airport. 
 
Pilots must follow the entire approach procedure, unless: 
 

• They are cleared for a straight-in approach  
• The pilot has visual contact with the ground, and upon pilot request, may be cleared for a contact 

approach (if weather conditions permit)  
• The weather conditions are VFR at the airport. The pilot may then be cleared for a visual approach or 

may elect to cancel their IFR flight plan  
 
Reference: JO 7110.65, Chap. 4 
 
 

 

 
 
 



Federal Aviation Administration  Air Traffic Basics 

50043/50143-LP31_v1  Page 19 of 25 

 
 
A Landing clearance is authorization for an aircraft to land. It is predicated on known traffic and known 
physical airport conditions. 
 
Reference: JO 7110.65, Chap. 3 
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Through clearances are issued for pilots to make intermediate stops while en route to a final destination. 
 

• Issue a Through clearance when an advantage can be realized.  
 
A Through clearance is a combination approach/departure. 
 

• Allows one clearance instead of two or more  
 
Reference: JO 7110.65, Chap. 4 
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Cruise clearance authorizes a pilot to conduct flight at any altitude from the minimum IFR altitude up to and 
including the altitude specified in the clearance. 
 

• The pilot may level off at any intermediate altitude within this block of airspace. 
• Climb/descent within the block is to be made at the discretion of the pilot. 
• Pilots shall not return to an altitude previously reported as vacated. 
• It is approval for the pilot to execute a published instrument approach at the destination airport. 

 
Reference: JO 7110.65, Glossary 
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An Altitude Reservation (ALTRV) clearance authorizes aircraft to proceed via a pre-approved altitude 
reservation flight plan. 
 

• Normally employed for the mass movement of aircraft or other special user requirements  
 
An ALTRV normally includes the: 
 

• Departure 
• Climb 
• Cruise 
• Arrival phase to the point where ATC provides separation between aircraft 

 
Reference: JO 7110.65, Chap. 4 
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Holding instructions are issued in accordance with holding procedures while awaiting further clearance from 
air traffic control to keep aircraft: 
 

• Within a specified airspace  
• Within a specified area (ground operations)  
• At a specified point 

 
Any directions given a pilot, which change an aircraft’s speed, heading, altitude or route are also ATC 
instructions. 
 
Reference: JO 7110.65, Glossary 
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