Helicopter Flight Instructor Aeronautical Experience Quick Reference

(Plain language reference for 61.109 and 61.129 aeronautical experience requirements, as well as certification questions and answers.)

Included in this document are:

· Private pilot (initial) certification requirements per 14 CFR 61.109
· Private pilot (add-on) certification requirements per 14 CFR 61.109
· Commercial pilot (initial) certification requirements per 14 CFR 61.129
· Commercial pilot (add-on) certification requirements per 14 CFR 61.129
· Common certification questions and answers
References: 

· 14 CFR Pt. 61 (http://www8.landings.com/cgi-bin/get_file?FAR/part_61/toc.html)
· Aeronautical Information Manual (AIM) (http://www1.faa.gov/ATPubs/AIM/)
· Advisory Circular 61-65D (Certification; Pilot and Flight Instructors and Ground Instructors)
(http://www.airweb.faa.gov/Regulatory_and_Guidance_Library/rgAdvisoryCircular.nsf/0/01bd2ad02302ca9f862569b90070939b/$FILE/AC61-65D.pdf)
· 14 CFR Part 61 FAQ (AFS-840)

(http://av-info.faa.gov/data/640otherfaq/pt61-18.doc)
61.109 – Private Pilot Helicopter (Initial) Requirements

· 40 hours total flight time, including

· 20 dual instruction and

· 10 solo, both in areas of operation listed in 61.107(b)(3), in a helicopter.  (i.e. only 30 of the total 40 hours must be in a helicopter.
The 20 hours of dual instruction in a helicopter must include:

· 3 hours of cross country flight training;

· 3 hours of night flight training, which includes

· 1 x/c flight over 50nm total distance and

· 10 takeoffs/10 landings in the traffic pattern to a full stop, at an airport;

· 3 hours flight training within 60 days preceding the practical test.

The 10 hours of solo flight time in a helicopter must include:

· 3 hours of cross country time;

· 1 solo x/c at least 75nm total distance, minimum landing at three points, one segment at least 25nm straight line distance between starting and landing points;

· 3 takeoffs/3 landings in the traffic pattern to a full stop, at an airport w/ operating control tower.

61.109 – Private Pilot Helicopter (add-on) requirements

· Read 61.109 carefully.  Whether for an initial or add-on rating with private pilot privileges, the aeronautical experience requirements are the same.  The only caveat here is the 40 hour flight time requirement, which could be met in other categories of aircraft (airplanes, for example.)  However, the 20 dual/10 solo requirements stipulated in 61.109(c)(1) through (c)(4) must be fulfilled in helicopters.  So, the simple answer for students who want to know the legal minimums they must meet for the aeronautical experience requirements is this: initial private pilot applicants with no previous FAA-recognized flight experience must log at least 40 hours of flight time before being eligible for their practical test.  Add-on applicants must log at least 30 (the sum of the 20 dual/10 solo requirement in 61.109(c).)

Note: Edward Guthrie, CFII/ATP, requested and was provided with a regional counsel interpretation of the FARs which does not precisely align with the above.  The basis for this interpretation follows.

61.109(c) states:

(c) For a helicopter rating. Except as provided in paragraph (k) of this section, a person who applies for a private pilot certificate with rotorcraft category and helicopter class rating must log at least 40 hours of flight time that includes at least 20 hours of flight training from an authorized instructor and 10 hours of solo flight training in the areas of operation listed in §61.107(b)(3) of this part, and the training must include at least— 

(1) 3 hours of cross-country flight training in a helicopter; 

(2) Except as provided in §61.110 of this part, 3 hours of night flight training in a helicopter that includes— 

(i) One cross-country flight of over 50 nautical miles total distance; and 

(ii) 10 takeoffs and 10 landings to a full stop (with each landing involving a flight in the traffic pattern) at an airport. 

(3) 3 hours of flight training in preparation for the practical test in a helicopter, which must have been performed within 60 days preceding the date of the test; and 

(4) 10 hours of solo flight time in a helicopter, consisting of at least— 

(i) 3 hours cross-country time; 

(ii) One solo cross-country flight of at least 75 nautical miles total distance, with landings at a minimum of three points, and one segment of the flight being a straight-line distance of at least 25 nautical miles between the takeoff and landing locations; and 

(iii) Three takeoffs and three landings to a full stop (with each landing involving a flight in the traffic pattern) at an airport with an operating control tower.

At first glance, this appears to be straightforward.  Note that I’ve highlighted the word “helicopter,” as well as the meat of 61.109(c), which is the flight training and solo flight training requirement of 20 and 10 hours, respectively.  However, follow the link to 61.07(b)(3), which are the flight training areas of operation:

61.107(b)(3) states:

(3) For a rotorcraft category rating with a helicopter class rating:

(i) Preflight preparation; 

(ii) Preflight procedures; 

(iii) Airport and heliport operations; 

(iv) Hovering maneuvers; 

(v) Takeoffs, landings, and go-arounds; 

(vi) Performance maneuvers; 

(vii) Navigation; 

(viii) Emergency operations; 

(ix) Night operations, except as provided in §61.110 of this part; and 

(x) Postflight procedures. 
This regional counsel opinion – with which I find great fault – states that since neither 61.107(b)(3) and 61.109(c) specifically designate that the 20 hours of flight training be accomplished in a helicopter, that training requirement can be met in any other category of aircraft.

Pardon me, but how is that possible?  I’ve highlighted the areas of operation which are unique to helicopters, above. Flight training in those areas (particularly hovering and emergency operations, but others as well) must be accomplished in a helicopter, for obvious reasons, to be at all meaningful.  (I don’t know how to teach hovering or autorotations in an airplane…  ) However, the regional counsel’s interpretation states that only the aeronautical experience prerequisites under the heading of “helicopter” must be met in a helicopter - therefore, summing up the aeronautical experience requirements under that heading would actually combine to a lesser number of hours (19 or 22 hours depending on whether the airplane or helicopter rating was added-on.)   I feel this is a “broken interpretation” in the sense that I can see no reasonable way to provide flight training in those areas of operation in anything other than a helicopter. However, at least one regional counsel opinion supports this view.  Additional information: at least three FSDOs on the east coast do NOT interpret the aeronautical experience requirements in this way, including the Orlando FSDO.

The real question worth asking is – does it matter?  Based on my experience and that of other helicopter instructors I’ve polled, I doubt it – completing an add-on rating in less than 30 hours is highly unlikely for the vast majority of transitioning pilots, and as such I believe this is largely a moot point.

61.129 – Commercial Pilot Helicopter (initial) requirements

· 150 hours of flight time as a pilot (see 61.129(c).)
· Of the 150 hour flight time requirement, at least 100 must be in powered aircraft, and

· of these 100 hours, at least 50 must be in helicopters.

· 100 hours of pilot-in command flight time, which includes at least

· 35 hours in helicopters and

· 10 hours cross-country flight in helicopters.
· Note: the PIC requirement for initial applicants is straightforward, but when we revisit this for commercial add-on students it’ll be a little more involved.

· 20 hours dual flight training in areas of operation listed in 61.127(b)(3), (by the way, since 61.127(b)(3) starts off with ‘For a rotorcraft category rating with a helicopter class rating,’ and the areas of operation obviously include helicopter-specific tasks such as hovering, this means that all 20 hours must be flown in helicopters) which includes

· at least 10 hours of instrument training in an aircraft (note: does not specify helicopters, so this time can be flown in other categories/classes of aircraft. Additionally, if the applicant already holds an instrument rating in any category and class of aircraft, this requirement is satisfied.  The 10 hours of instrument training may have been accomplished at any point prior to or during the commercial requirements of 61.127(b)(3). [see Pt. 61 FAQ, Q&A-395 and Q&A-478.])
· 1 (dual) day VFR x/c at least 2 hours, at least 50nm straight line distance from point of departure;
· 1 (dual) night VFR x/c at least 2 hours, at least 50nm straight line distance from point of departure; and
· 3 hours flight training within 60 days preceding the practical test.
· 10 hours of solo flight in a helicopter, including: (Note: this aeronautical experience requirement (10 hours of solo flight time) cannot be met using solo time earned at the student pilot level. Reference Pt. 61 FAQ, p. 242, Q&A-234)
· 1 (solo) x/c flight w/ landings at minimum of 3 points, w/ one segment consisting of at least 50nm from the original point of departure; and

· 5 hours night VFR w/ 10 takeoffs/10 landings, each landing involving a flight in the traffic pattern (note, no ‘operating control tower’ requirement here.)
61.129 – Commercial Pilot Helicopter (add-on) requirements

· 150 hours of flight time as a pilot (see 61.129(c).)
· Of the 150 hour flight time requirement, at least 100 must be in powered aircraft, and

· of these 100 hours, at least 50 must be in helicopters. This can also include all dual flights with an instructor in which the applicant was not flying as PIC, assuming the student was already a certificated pilot at the time – for example, when the certificated pilot was flying the helicopter with the instructor acting as PIC.  Such logged flight time can contribute to the 150, 100, and 50 hour requirements of 61.129(c)(3).
· 100 hours of pilot-in command flight time, which includes at least

· 35 hours in helicopters and

· 10 hours cross-country flight in helicopters.
· Holders of commercial certificates seeking an add-on helicopter rating will likely already meet the 100 hours of PIC time requirement, so the 35 PIC/10 x/c PIC in helicopters requirement is the focal point here.  Take the common example of a commercial pilot with a single-engine airplane rating seeking a commercial helicopter add-on.  Meeting the 20 dual/10 solo requirements (below), plus the 35 PIC and 10 x/c time requirement means that all of the PIC requirements must be fulfilled with solo flight time.  The disadvantage here is that the applicant will gain little in practical experience and knowledge with 35 hours of solo operation prior to the practical test.  (The applicant will be unable to practice emergency operations without an instructor aboard, and as such will just be boring holes in the sky and burning fuel to meet the requirement.)  By meeting the private pilot requirements (20 dual/10 solo) and earning a private pilot certificate, the remaining 25 hours can be flown as PIC with dual instruction, which may be a better training investment.

· 20 hours dual flight training in areas of operation listed in 61.127(b)(3), which includes

· at least 10 hours of instrument training in an aircraft (note: does not specify helicopters, so this time can be flown in other categories of aircraft.)
· 1 (dual) day VFR x/c at least 2 hours, at least 50nm straight line distance from point of departure;
· 1 (dual) night VFR x/c at least 2 hours, at least 50nm straight line distance from point of departure; and
· 3 hours flight training within 60 days preceding the practical test.
· 10 hours of solo flight in a helicopter, including: (Note: this aeronautical experience requirement (10 hours of solo flight time) cannot be met using solo time earned at the student pilot level. Reference Pt. 61 FAQ, p. 242, Q&A-234)
· 1 (solo) x/c flight w/ landings at minimum of 3 points, w/ one segment consisting of at least 50nm from the original point of departure; and

· 5 hours night VFR w/ 10 takeoffs/10 landings, each landing involving a flight in the traffic pattern (note, no ‘operating control tower’ requirement here.)
Common certification questions and answers

(This will be updated over time.  Second revision: June 13th, 2003.)
Q. I have an applicant rated in single-engine airplanes, who wants to earn add a rotorcraft-helicopter rating to her commercial certificate.  Is she considered a ‘student pilot’ prior to earning her first helicopter rating, since she cannot act as PIC in a category and class of aircraft for which she is not rated?

A. Officially, no, she’s not a student pilot.  She has a commercial certificate, so she’s already a certificated pilot in the eyes of the FAA.  What that means to you, the instructor, is that your student is an ‘airman seeking a rating in another category and class of aircraft,’ which is an important distinction.  This also changes which endorsements you’ll use as compared to an initial private pilot applicant.  AC 61-65D provides the appropriate endorsement on page 5, endorsement #35:

	To act as PIC of an aircraft in solo operations when the pilot who does not hold an appropriate category class/rating [sic]: §61.31(d)(3)


I certify that (First name, MI, Last name) has received the training as required by §61.31(d)(3) to serve as a PIC in a (category and class of aircraft). I have determined that he/she is prepared to serve as PIC in that (make and model of aircraft).


S/S [date] J.J. Jones 987654321CFI Exp. 12-31-00





But wait, there’s more! 
Legally, this endorsement is all-encompassing.  As a certificated pilot without a rotorcraft-helicopter rating, your student could use this endorsement to fly solo PIC anywhere he/she wants, anytime.  There is only one restriction: she cannot carry passengers.  It is therefore up to you to add restrictions to your endorsements, expirations, and so on.  For example, you the flight instructor could provide this endorsement to your student:

	To act as PIC of an aircraft in solo operations when the pilot who does not hold an appropriate category class/rating [sic]: §61.31(d)(3)


I certify that (First name, MI, Last name) has received the training as required by §61.31(d)(3) to serve as a PIC in a (category and class of aircraft). I have determined that he/she is prepared to serve as PIC in that (make and model of aircraft).  Restrictions: Ceiling/visibility must be at least 3000 feet AGL and 8SM; winds <10kts; no solo flight after civil sunset; no solo without express prior approval from instructor [your name here]; no solo to any airport other than [airport name, airport name]; must remain within 25nm of departure airport unless specifically authorized.  This endorsement expires [date].


S/S [date] J.J. Jones 987654321CFI Exp. 12-31-00





I have spoken with area instructors and DPEs who have indicated that the FAA’s interpretation of which endorsements are required for instances such as those indicated above will vary from inspector to inspector, and FSDO to FSDO.  Furthermore, the FAA grants itself the right to interpret the FARs as it sees fit, so there are no strict answers to many regulation-oriented questions.  As such, it may be advisable to provide all endorsements to each applicant regardless of which are legally required – for example, solo cross country endorsements to certificated pilots who are not yet rated in helicopters.  One can envision a scenario in which a student is ramp-checked at a remote airport and is found not to have the appropriate endorsements (in the eyes of the FAA safety inspector.)  This is a decision that is subject to the discretion of the individual instructor.
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