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Classic Jets, as well as the entire certificated jet fleet, will soon be dealing with a new limitation on navigation in the US Airspace System on or about Jan 1, 2005. This is the decision of the United States to incorporate RVSM requirements in US domestic airspace between FL 290 and FL 410 (inclusive). What this means is that rather than having IFR traffic separated by 2000 feet vertically, as was the case previously, traffic will now be separated by only 1000 feet vertically. Essentially, the old “odds and evens” rules (Westbound at 310, 350, 390, etc. and Eastbound at 290, 330, 370) is out the window. Under the old rules, head-on traffic was always 2000 feet above or below your own altitude. This worked safely even with fairly unsophisticated altimeters, but left a lot of open airspace into which airliners could not be squeezed. Going across the oceans, in the “Tracks” (meaning, for example the NAT’s, or “North Atlantic Tracks”), 1000 foot vertical separation has been the rule for quite a while now. Similarly, this is the norm in Europe. Why is this such a big deal to us? Well, here’s the scoop: In order to fly in RVSM airspace, both the pilots and the aircraft must meet a strict set of requirements in order to gain access to the system. Basically, the government is worried about aircraft that are not ale to measure and hold altitude precisely, and also must me assured that the crews flying these aircraft know how to monitor the integrity of their flight data systems and also to know what to do to ensure traffic avoidance should they detect a problem with the systems. It all boils down to the fact that when you are head on to traffic at closing Mach numbers that can come close to 1.9, if you’re not EXACTLY at the right altitude, somebody is going to get hurt. 
For Warbird Pilots, there’s no sense protesting. This has been sold to the Government by the Airline Industry, and there’s nothing we can do about it. Following is the glowing reason that we’re being saddled with this requirement, and as you can guess it is all about airline money:

“The goal of DRVSM is to achieve in domestic airspace those user and provider benefits inherent to operations conducted at more optimum flight profiles and with increased airspace capacity. Full DRVSM will add six additional usable altitudes above flight level (FL) 290 to those available under today’s Conventional Vertical Separation Minimum system. The ATC system will experience increased benefits, which have already been achieved in those oceanic areas wherein RVSM has become operational.”
Here’s what the FAA says about what RVSM is as per Appendix G to FAR Part 91:
Section 1. Definitions

Reduced Vertical Separation Minimum (RVSM) Airspace. Within RVSM airspace, air traffic control (ATC) separates aircraft by a minimum of 1,000 feet vertically between flight level (FL) 290 and FL 410 inclusive. RVSM airspace is special qualification airspace; the operator and the aircraft used by the operator must be approved by the Administrator. Air-traffic control notifies operators of RVSM by providing route planning information.
OK, so you say “No big deal, I’ll get trained and I’ll get a really good altimeter”. Good luck. Here’s what you’ll need in your aircraft (Read it and weep):

Section 2. Aircraft Approval

(a) An operator may be authorized to conduct RVSM operations if the Administrator finds that its aircraft comply with this section. 

(b) The applicant for authorization shall submit the appropriate data package for aircraft approval. The package must consist of at least the following: 

(1) An identification of the RVSM aircraft group or the nongroup aircraft; 

(2) A definition of the RVSM flight envelopes applicable to the subject aircraft; 

(3) Documentation that establishes compliance with the applicable RVSM aircraft requirements of this section; and 

(4) The conformity tests used to ensure that aircraft approved with the data package meet the RVSM aircraft requirements. 

(c) Altitude-keeping equipment: All aircraft. To approve an aircraft group or a nongroup aircraft, the Administrator must find that the aircraft meets the following requirements: 

(1) The aircraft must be equipped with two operational independent altitude measurement systems. 

(2) The aircraft must be equipped with at least one automatic altitude control system that controls the aircraft altitude -- 

(i) Within a tolerance band of ±65 feet about an acquired altitude when the aircraft is operated in straight and level flight under nonturbulent, nongust conditions; or 

(ii) Within a tolerance band of ±130 feet under nonturbulent, nongust conditions for aircraft for which application for type certification occurred on or before April 9, 1997 that are equipped with an automatic altitude control system with flight management/performance system inputs. 

(3) The aircraft must be equipped with an altitude alert system that signals an alert when the altitude displayed to the flight crew deviates from the selected altitude by more than: 

(i) ±300 feet for aircraft for which application for type certification was made on or before April 9, 1997; or 

(ii) ±200 feet for aircraft for which application for type certification is made after April 9, 1997. 

(d) Altimetry system error containment: Group aircraft for which application for type certification was made on or before April 9, 1997. To approve group aircraft for which application for type certification was made on or before April 9, 1997, the Administrator must find that the altimetry system error (ASE) is contained as follows: 

(1) At the point in the basic RVSM flight envelope where mean ASE reaches its largest absolute value, the absolute value may not exceed 80 feet. 

(2) At the point in the basic RVSM flight envelope where mean ASE plus three standard deviations reaches its largest absolute value, the absolute value may not exceed 200 feet. 

(3) At the point in the full RVSM flight envelope where mean ASE reaches its largest absolute value, the absolute value may not exceed 120 feet. 

(4) At the point in the full RVSM flight envelope where mean ASE plus three standard deviations reaches its largest absolute value, the absolute value may not exceed 245 feet. 

(5) Necessary operating restrictions. If the applicant demonstrates that its aircraft otherwise comply with the ASE containment requirements, the Administrator may establish an operating restriction on that applicant's aircraft to restrict the aircraft from operating in areas of the basic RVSM flight envelope where the absolute value of mean ASE exceeds 80 feet, and/or the absolute value of mean ASE plus three standard deviations exceeds 200 feet; or from operating in areas of the full RVSM flight envelope where the absolute value of the mean ASE exceeds 120 feet and/or the absolute value of the mean ASE plus three standard deviations exceeds 245 feet. 

(e) Altimetry system error containment: Group aircraft for which application for type certification is made after April 9, 1997. To approve group aircraft for which application for type certification is made after April 9, 1997, the Administrator must find that the altimetry system error (ASE) is contained as follows: 

(1) At the point in the full RVSM flight envelope where mean ASE reaches its largest absolute value, the absolute value may not exceed 80 feet. 

(2) At the point in the full RVSM flight envelope where mean ASE plus three standard deviations reaches its largest absolute value, the absolute value may not exceed 200 feet. 

(f) Altimetry system error containment: Nongroup aircraft. To approve a nongroup aircraft, the Administrator must find that the altimetry system error (ASE) is contained as follows: 

(1) For each condition in the basic RVSM flight envelope, the largest combined absolute value for residual static source error plus the avionics error may not exceed 160 feet. 

(2) For each condition in the full RVSM flight envelope, the largest combined absolute value for residual static source error plus the avionics error may not exceed 200 feet. 

(g) Traffic Alert and Collision Avoidance System (TCAS) Compatibility With RVSM Operations: All aircraft. After March 31, 2002, unless otherwise authorized by the Administrator, if you operate an aircraft that is equipped with TCAS II in RVSM airspace, it must be a TCAS II that meets TSO C-119b (Version 7.0), or a later version. 

(h) If the Administrator finds that the applicant's aircraft comply with this section, the Administrator notifies the applicant in writing. 

So, what does all of this mean? Let’s boil it down into money” To equip the average business jet to be modified with systems that meet the minimum requirements costs about US$1million. No joke. Trust me guys, you’re not going to get your Classic Jet certified for RVSM.  There is one possibility though, which may make it possible for operators in remote areas of the US to go play up high, and that is this:

Section 5. Deviation Authority Approval

The Administrator may authorize an aircraft operator to deviate from the requirements of §  91.706 for a specific flight in RVSM airspace if that operator has not been approved in accordance with Section 3 of this appendix, and if: 

(2) The operator submits an appropriate request with the air traffic control center controlling the airspace, (request should be made at least 48 hours in advance of the operation unless prevented by exceptional circumstances); and 

(b) At the time of filing the flight plan for that flight, ATC determines that the aircraft may be provided appropriate separation and that the flight will not interfere with, or impose a burden on, the operations of operators who have been approved for RVSM operations in accordance with Section 3 of this appendix. 

Here’s the bottom line though: In about a year you will not be able to routinely fly in RVSM airspace. You can climb through it to IFR altitudes over the top FL 410, if your jet is capable of that feat. Otherwise you’ll be restricted to altitudes lower than FL 270 (the lowest non-RVSM Flight Level). I’ve been teaching corporate pilots RVSM requirements at my day job for several years and it’s a big subject, so don’t feel left out if this is the first time you’ve heard about it. It’s a full time job for corporate pilots to keep up on this stuff and we have been totally ignored.  In case you want to read more, the FAA has a complete website on the subject at: http://www2.faa.gov/ats/ato/drvsm/default.asp   
