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Application of lowest usable flight level 

  
1. Introduction  
1.1 In ICAO documentation there is no definition of “lowest usable flight level”.  However, 
in the Procedures for Air Navigation Services – Air Traffic Management (PANS-ATM, 
Doc 4444), paragraph 4.10.3.2, Note 1, it is said that “the lowest usable flight level is that 
flight level which corresponds to, or is immediately above, the established minimum flight 
altitude”. 
 
1.2 Furthermore, in accordance with PANS-ATM, 4.10.1.3, for flights en route the vertical 
position of aircraft shall be expressed in terms of flight levels at or above the lowest usable 
flight level and in terms of altitudes below the lowest usable flight level (except where, on the 
basis of regional air navigation agreements, a transition altitude has been established for a 
specified area, in which case the provisions of 4.10.1.1 shall apply). 
 
1.3 Also to be considered in the equation is the fact that, in accordance with ICAO 
Annex 2, paragraphs 4.7 and 5.3.1 a), above 900 m (3 000 ft) flights are generally expected 
to comply with the Table of cruising levels in Annex 2 Appendix 3  
 
1.4 The application of the provisions mentioned above may not always be compatible in 
cases where an area type of controlled airspace is established, which will be discussed in 
this paper 
 
 
2. Discussion 
 
2.1 In the ICAO provisions the subject of lowest usable flight level is covered in several 
places as follows: 
 

Annex 2 – Rules of the Air  
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3.1.3 Cruising levels 
 
The cruising levels at which a flight or a portion of a flight is to be 
conducted shall be in terms of: 
 
 a)  flight levels, for flights at or above the lowest usable flight 

level or, where applicable, above the transition altitude; 
 
 b)  altitudes, for flights below the lowest usable flight level or, 

where applicable, at or below the transition altitude. 
 
 
Annex 11 – Air Traffic Services  
 
2.22 Minimum flight altitudes 
 
Minimum flight altitudes shall be determined and promulgated by each 
Contracting State for each ATS route and control area over its 
territory. The minimum flight altitudes determined shall provide a 
minimum clearance above the controlling obstacle located within the 
areas concerned. 
 
 
PANS-ATM 
 
4.10.1.1 For flights in the vicinity of aerodromes and within terminal 
control areas the vertical position of aircraft shall, except as provided 
for in 4.10.1.2, be expressed in terms of altitudes at or below the 
transition altitude and in terms of flight levels at or above the transition 
level. While passing through the transition layer, vertical position shall 
be expressed in terms of flight levels when climbing and in terms of 
altitudes when descending. 
 
. . . 
 
4.10.1.3 For flights en route, the vertical position of aircraft shall be 
expressed in terms of: 
 
 a)  flight levels at or above the lowest usable flight level; and 
 
 b)  altitudes below the lowest usable flight level; 
 
except where, on the basis of regional air navigation agreements, a 
transition altitude has been established for a specified area, in which 
case the provisions of 4.10.1.1 shall apply. 
 
. . . 
 
4.10.3 Minimum cruising level for IFR flights 
 
4.10.3.1 Except when specifically authorized by the appropriate 
authority, cruising levels below the minimum flight altitudes 
established by the State shall not be assigned. 
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4.10.3.2 ATC units shall, when circumstances warrant it, determine 
the lowest usable flight level or levels for the whole or parts of the 
control area for which they are responsible, use it when assigning 
flight levels and pass it to pilots on request. 
 
 Note 1.— Unless otherwise prescribed by the State concerned, 
the lowest usable flight level is that flight level which corresponds to, 
or is immediately above, the established minimum flight altitude. 
 
 Note 2.— The portion of a control area for which a particular 
lowest usable flight level applies is determined in accordance with air 
traffic services requirements. 
 
. . . 
 
4.10.4.7 Altimeter settings provided to aircraft shall be rounded down 
to the nearest lower whole hectopascal.  
 
 Note 1.— Unless otherwise prescribed by the State concerned, 
the lowest usable flight level is that flight level which corresponds to, 
or is immediately above, the established minimum flight altitude. 
 
 Note 2.— The portion of a control area for which a particular 
lowest usable flight level applies is determined in accordance with air 
traffic services requirements. 
 
. . . 
 
8.6.8 Minimum levels 
 
8.6.8.1 The controller shall at all times be in possession of full and up-
to-date information regarding:  
 
 a)  established minimum flight altitudes within the area of 

responsibility; 
 
 b)  the lowest usable flight level or levels determined in 

accordance with Chapters 4 and 5; and 
 
 c)  established minimum altitudes applicable to procedures 

based on tactical vectoring. 
 

2.2 As can be noted from the excerpts provided above: 
 
 1. Flights shall be conducted at cruising levels expressed in terms of 

flight levels at or above the lowest usable flight level and in terms 
of altitudes below lowest usable flight level. 

 
 2. Unless otherwise prescribed by the State concerned the lowest 

usable flight level is that flight level which corresponds to, or is 
immediately above, the established minimum flight altitude (which 
shall be determined by each State for each control area). 

 
 3.  ATC units shall (when warranted) establish the lowest usable 

flight level for the control area for which they are responsible. 
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2.3 In areas where an area-type of controlled airspace have been established it is quite 
common that the lowest usable flight level is published in AIP; otherwise, it would be 
determined by the ATC unit concerned.  Following common procedures it would be 
established at 500 ft above the lower limit of the control area (CTA). 
 
2.4 There are cases in the ECAC area where an area-type CTA has been established 
with a VFR flight level as the lower limit.  In these cases there is no need for ATC to 
determine the lowest usable flight level since it will always be the same disregarding the 
actual pressure and temperature.  Instead, the lowest usable flight level can be published in 
the AIP.  For the continuation of this discussion we will use FL95 as an example for the 
lower limit of the CTA, in which case the lowest usable flight level would be published as 
FL100.  In accordance with the rules set out above (see Annex 2, 3.1.3 and PANS-ATM, 
4.10.1.3), the levels below FL100 shall then be expressed in terms of altitude. 
 
Problem:  How will flights in the airspace below lowest usable flight level determine as to 
when they might enter the CTA where the lower limit is expressed as FL95? 
 
2.5 The other option is to publish the lower limit of the CTA as an altitude, e.g. 9 500 ft.  
In such cases the flights below the CTA using QNH would be perfectly aware as to when 
they would enter the CTA.  The lowest usable flight level has to be determined by the 
relevant ATC unit, based on the actual barometric pressure and temperature.  However, 
also in this case there is a problem which is explained in paragraph 2.6 below. 
 
2.6 In all cases where the lower limit of the CTA is published at e.g. FL95 or 9 500 ft, and 
a lowest usable flight level is established there is still one problem that has to be 
considered – the existing rules regarding flights at or above 900 m/3 000 ft.  In accordance 
with Annex 2, Chapter 4 – Visual Flight Rules, paragraph 4.7: Except where otherwise 
indicated in air traffic control clearances or specified by the appropriate ATS authority, VFR 
flights in level cruising flight when operated above 900 m (3 000 ft) from the ground or water, 
or a higher datum as specified by the appropriate ATS authority, shall be conducted at a 
cruising level appropriate to the track as specified in the tables of cruising levels in 
Appendix 3.  A similar rule can be found in Annex 2 Chapter 5 – Instrument Flight Rules, 
paragraph 5.3.1 where the relevant part reads: An IFR flight operating in level cruising flight 
outside of controlled airspace shall be flown at a cruising level appropriate to its track as 
specified in: 
 
 a)  the tables of cruising levels in Appendix 3, except when otherwise specified by 

the appropriate ATS authority for flight at or below 900 m (3 000 ft) above 
mean sea level; 

 
Problem:  When an area-type CTA is established with a lowest usable flight level either 
published in the AIP or determined by ATC and, at the same time, in the airspace below the 
CTA the aircraft are required to fly on flight levels above 900 m/3 000 ft, which is in 
contradiction to the rule that “the vertical position of an aircraft shall be expressed in terms of 
altitudes below the lowest usable flight level”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Conclusion  
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3.1 It would appear that it would not be possible to apply the provisions regarding “lowest 
usable flight level” in an area-type of CTA where the vertical position of the lower limit of the 
CTA allows for flights on flight levels. 
 
4. Recommendations  
 
4.1 The members of APDSG are invited to: 
 

• Note the contents of this information paper; 

• Examine their procedures relating to area-type of controlled airspace and the use of 
lowest usable flight level; and 

• Instruct the Secretariat as to whether the subject warrants to be on the agenda of 
APDSG 

 

 

– END – 






























