
AREA OF CONCERN 123-7 

4/19/06 

SAFETY:  Yes 

SUBJECT:  Four Digit Express Carrier Call signs 

DISCUSSION:  Moderate to busy terminal facilities and en route sectors are 
experiencing an increasing problem with very similar sounding, 4-digit call signs with 
express carrier companies.  Some carriers have been able to drop the first digit of the call 
sign when every flight number begins with the same first digit, but those carriers that use 
different banks of flight numbers cannot.  The problem with these high concentrations of 
4-digit call signs is frequent miscommunications due to the fact that all of the call signs 
look and sound somewhat alike.  Example:  SKY6845, SKW8845, SKW6885, 
SKW6485.  Example: LOF8036, LOF8026, LOF8040, LFO8044.  Example: TCF7744, 
TCF7444, TCF7774, TCF7770.  Too often pilots reply to clearances intended for other 
aircraft due to the similar sounding call signs. 

SUGGESTED ATPAC ACTION: There needs to be some encouragement by the FAA 
or the RAA/ATA to take into consideration the difficulties with communications with the 
concentration of similar sounding call signs nationwide.  For the express carriers that 
have all of their flight numbers in the same “1,000 bank” of numbers, they should be 
required to drop the first digit for ATC purposes.  This could be done in coordination 
with flight dispatchers.  For those express carriers that have flight numbers in different 
banks or series of numbers, an option would be to replace the first 2 digits with a single 
letter at the end of the call sign.  Example: SKW6845 would be SKW45G, SKW6485 
would be SKW85H, SKW8885 would be SKW85G, etc.  Assign a single letter to the first 
2 number combinations in a flight number so that it is consistent nationwide.  SKW6845 
would be SKW45G just as COM6845 would be COM45G.  Inconsistency between 
different carriers would b e very difficult to manage. 

123 - Can a working group in the PARC address this?  The DCPP (Pilot Controller 
Phraseology) subgroup may have human factors information or other input. (Contact is 
RNAV shop).  CDM may also be another possibility for working the issue with AFS 
involvement. 

124 - ATO-S will be queried to determine if sufficient human factors studies exist to 
warrant a recommendation through appropriate channels to request 3-digit call signs be 
utilized vice 4-digit.  NASA also expressed concurrence with the AOC and the need for 
action.  The committee will consider asking the CDM group to address this item. 

125 - Due to insufficient time for the appropriate discussions this AOC will be further 
deferred until 126. 

126 - This item was discussed and decided that further information gathering was 
appropriate. 

127 - A memo will be written outlining this AOC and presented to ATO-T. 

128 - The ATPAC recommendation memo was approved by consensus and will be 
submitted to ATO-T with Wilson’s signature. 



129 - A written recommendation was presented to Rich Jehlen for consideration of 
ATPAC’s recommendations. 

130 - A formal request will be made to ATO-T for action. 

131 - The memorandum below was presented to ATO-T for their action that represented 
ATPAC’s position. 

The Air Traffic Procedures Advisory Committee (ATPAC) has identified a potential 
problem in the use of four-digit calls signs used primarily by Air Taxi operators at 
busy hub airports.  These operators are generally in support of legacy carriers and 
therefore, in order to maintain schedule delivery integrity, operate in close time 
proximity and with air carrier peak times.  This actual and increasing potential for 
error, in the committee’s consensus, should be corrected to protect both aircraft and 
controllers.  

ATPAC requests you initiate action to ensure this potential problem area is 
addressed.  The committee recommends that this may be accomplished through 
coordination with the appropriate airlines and supported by an MBI in the form of 
Computer Based Instruction or an Air Traffic Bulletin to emphasize to ATC 
personnel. 

RECOMMENDATION #1: FAA investigates solutions through appropriate 
channels. 

RECOMMENDATION #2:  Action should be initiated to investigate and 
remedy. 

132 – ATO-T does not agree that this item is an issue.  The Chairperson will write to 
ATA and RAA explaining the problem and invite their comment and participation in Mtg 
#133.  Mr. Hartmann will check his database on call-sign confusion and email results to 
Ms. Rose 

133 - Disagreement on this issue whether to pursue (from an ATO standpoint) or cancel 
the AOC because it is the opinion stated by Terminal that sufficient safeguards are 
currently in place to mitigate.  Mr. Scott Foose spoke on his background and the issue. 

Four Digit numbers are more common today.  Anecdotally, confusion between 
controllers/pilots exists.  He suggested ATPAC continue to raise awareness.  He asked 
for recommendations to return to his members.  Scott Casoni restated that Terminal does 
not need to change anything.  Sabra Morgan asked for more quantifiable data prior to 
changing anything.  Danny Aguerre-Bennett says this kind of data is not recordable.  
Sabra Morgan asked if this is systemic and not local.  Larry Newman asked if the FAA 
could research this?  Rich Jehlen asked “how can I capture this data?”  Harvey Hartmann 
will check his database on call sign-confusion and email results to Kerry Rose (search on 
“hear-back/read-back) (ASIAS, Aviation Safety Information Analysis and Sharing).  Scott 
Casoni to check with Safety and ADS for data. 

134 - No change in status from Terminal.  Harvey went through his database and 
mentioned some examples.  EUROCONTROL is working with this issue presently.  
Harvey Hartmann (NASA) to send soft copy of Similar Sounding Call Signs Report.  
Kerry Rose (PDG) to find out from Human Factors on cognitive similarity. 



CURRENT STATUS:  DEFERRED TO MEETING #135 

IOU REMAINS OPEN (ATO-T) 

IOU REMAINS OPEN (ASRS/NASA)


