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ICAO Provisions

• Prior to Nov 2006
– Standard max. age 

60 years (PIC)
– Recommendation

max. age 60 (co-
pilot)

• From Nov 2006
– ’60’ increased to 

’65’ years



Chicago Tribune
“Great record. Tip-top health. Too old”

“Older pilots question mandatory 
retirement age of 60, but younger 
brethren want FAA rule to stay in 

place”

Jon Hilkevitch and John Schmeltzer
Tribune staff reporters

August 22, 2006

Standard vs Recommendation

• Standard – ‘necessary’ i.e. mandatory

• A PIC operating in full compliance with 
the ICAO Standard on age cannot be 
refused entry into another State’s 
airspace by reason of age

From Nov 2006 - conditions for 
pilots 60-65

• PIC over 60, co-pilot must be under 
60

• All pilots over 60 must have a 6-
monthly medical (annual otherwise)

• Single pilot limit remains at 60



History
• 1919 – International Commission for Air 

Navigation (ICAN) - 45 years age limit
• 1947 – ICAO takes over from ICAN – no age 

limit in ICAO documentation
• 1959 – FAA Age 60 limit imposed (PIC and co-

pilot)
• 1960 – IATA recommends upper age limit of 60 

to members
• 1963 - ICAO

– Recommendation Age 60 limit for PIC
– No mention of co-pilot

History (cont’d)

• 1972 – ICAO
– Age 60 limit became Standard for PIC
– Introduced as Recommendation for co-pilots
– Applicability 1978

• 1980 – Chile proposes deletion of age limit
– Unsuccessful

• 1991, 1996 – ICAO reviews – no change
• 2006 – latest review

PIC over ICAO upper age limit can 
fly only if:

1. Pilot’s Licensing Authority allows it
2. Operations are undertaken only in 

national airspace; unless, 
3. Another State has given specific 

authorization that such flights are 
permitted in its airspace. 



Joint Aviation Authorities 
requirements

• Mandatory max. age 65 (captain and co-
pilot)
– Only one pilot over 60 permitted

• Until ICAO changed France, Italy, Portugal 
maintained ICAO provisions

• France only state to prevent overflying of 
PIC over 60

Some (2006) national regulations

• US - Mandatory upper age limit 60 years 
for captain and co-pilot.   

• Australia, Brazil, Canada, Costa Rica, 
New Zealand, Russian Federation, 
Senegal, Ukraine 
– No upper age limit, captain or co-pilot

Cornell & Baker, ASEM 78: 624-6, 2007



ICAO review

Negative comments – from 
States (countries)

• Progressive decline in function with age
• Cardiac and other pathologies are more 

common
• Difficult to detect subtle performance 

decrements
• Age 60 rule has proven track record
• Public doesn’t want a change
• No conclusive flight safety studies to 

support a change

Comments – international organisations

• AsMA & IATA - Supported increase 
– AsMA ‘Insufficient medical evidence to 

support (any) age limit’

• IAASM - Neutral
– But in favour of a review

• IFALPA - Against
– Maintain status quo



ICAO Council vote, 10 March 2006

• 27 in favour
• 4 against

– Including USA, France
• 4 abstentions
• 2/3 (24) in favour needed 

Why change the upper age limit?

• Sudden incapacitation
• Gradual performance degradation 

Age

Everything

Gradual performance degradation



Sudden incapacitation

Age profile UK ATPL(A) prior to 2006
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Potential age profile UK ATPL(A) post 2006
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Coronary Heart Mortality, Males, England & Wales, 2002
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So…

• Number of fatal accidents per year, 
unlikely to change

• But…what about individual risk?

Review individual medical risk



Main, potentially predictable, 
suddenly incapacitating diseases

• Coronary heart disease
• Stroke
• Seizure

Review risk for age 70

Coronary Heart Mortality, Males, England & Wales, 2002
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Cerebrovascular mortality, Males, 2002, England & Wales
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Incidence

Epilepsy

80

Annual incidences at age 70 
yrs, per 100,000 population

• CHD mortality (male) = 600
• CVD mortality (male) = 160
• Seizure incidence (M & F) = 80
• Total risk sudden incapacity = 

840/100,000
= 0.84% p.a.

i.e. below 1% p.a.

Brooks City Base 2007



So, since the upper age limit 
introduced:

• Pilots are living longer
• Incapacitation training introduced in 1970s

– since the upper age limit was introduced
• Modern aircraft are easier to fly than the 

pre-1970s vintage
– Various protections in-built

• Therefore
– The risk of an incapacitation cause accident is 

less now than in the 1970s

Why not abandon the age limit 
completely?

Example, different age groups

• Age 30-34
– 3 at risk of sudden cardiac incapacitation
– 1 detected by medical examination (ECG)
– 2 missed

• Age 70-75
– 300 at risk of sudden cardiac incapacitation
– 100 detected by medical examination (ECG)
– 200 missed 



Medical examinations

• As effective (probably) in older age groups 
but…

• Not very effective at any age (c.1/3 of 
those ‘at risk’ detected)

• Most younger pilots are physically fit, 
whether examined or not

• At older ages, medical exam becomes 
relatively more important (but is not very 
reliable) 

Gradual performance 
degradation 

• Reaction time
• Short term memory
• Flexibility
• Physical degradation

– Vision
– Hearing

Age

Performance

65 yrs

Pass/fail

70 
75 Good performers

Poor performers

80 



Simulator checks – every 6/12

• Better than medical exam for detecting 
pilots who fall below standard (only c. 1/3 
detected by medical)

• But no test 100% effective

Example, different age groups
• Age 30-34

– 10 below standard performance
– 9 detected by sim check
– 1 missed

• Age 70-75
– 100 below standard performance
– 90 detected by sim check
– 10 missed (might be picked up by line check, peer 

review)

Implications

• Simulator checks, line checks, peer 
review good at detecting below 
standard performance (but no 
published data)

• Main risk with small operator



But, without an age limit…

• Potential for every career to end in 
‘failure’

• Culture change

Summary (sudden incapacity)
• Sudden incapacity risk increases with increasing 

age
• Number of incapacitation ‘at-risk’ pilots will 

increase with increasing age
• Medical examination will only detect a proportion 

of serious illnesses
• Upper age limit change from 60 to 65 will not 

materially affect flight safety in two-pilot 
operations

• Average risk at 65 remains below 1% p.a. 

Summary (performance 
degradation)

• Performance degradation risk increases with 
increasing age

• Number of performance ‘at-risk’ pilots will 
increase with increasing age

• Sim. checks, line checks, peer review will 
detect most cases of significant deterioration

• Sim. check is best test of cognitive 
performance



Conclusions

• Upper age limit for PIC can be safely 
increased from 60 to 65 in 2-pilot 
operations

• Medical examinations (and, to a lesser 
extent, simulator checks) are not (yet) 
sufficiently sensitive to enable abolition of 
an upper age limit 

Age is not a particularly interesting subject.
Anyone can get old.

All you have to do is live long enough.

Groucho Marx (1890 – 1977)
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