Departures

Since KPAO is stuffed between KSFO, KSQL, KOAK, and KHWD on the northwest and KNUQ and KSJC on the southeast, most traffic comes and goes via the north (across the bay) or south (over Stanford University and the city of Palo Alto). In the tower cab, ATC has the Ground controller prepare for your departure by writing your tail number on a plastic tile. They put it into a stack (basically, there's a stack for each type of departure) so that when you call "ready for takeoff" the "Local controller" (the person we call "Tower" on the radio) already knows what you want. It helps save time on the busy Tower frequency, but you need to tell Ground your departure request when you call to taxi for takeoff.
Departing Runway 31

Winds typically favor runway 31, so I'll talk about it first. All departures off runway 31 are to turn right 10º as soon as possible after liftoff (runway heading is 308º, so 318º plus any wind correction if you want to be precise; I usually just head for where the power lines cross Cooley Landing). This is to keep down noise over the city of East Palo Alto, which lies left of upwind. 

To head out to the north (across the bay), ask for and fly the Right Dumbarton Departure. It's easy; just fly upwind (after the 10º noise abatement turn) until you get the Dumbarton Bridge (the car one, not the railroad!), turn right and follow it across the bay, and then carry on (often through the Sunol pass and out of the Bay Area over the Livermore Valley). As you get to the toll plaza on the far side of the bridge, Leslie Salt will be to your right. Arrivals tend to get funneled over Leslie Salt by the airspace and terrain, so this departure is designed to keep you away from a head-to-head game of "spot the airplane". Be careful of the 2,500' shelf of Class B over the bridge, and Class C not too far away on either side as you cross Fremont. Study the San Francisco Terminal Area Chart carefully before threading this needle! 

Going to the south, ask for and fly the Left Dumbarton Departure. Just like the right, but you turn left instead. Pretty easy, eh? The idea here is noise abatement. We're supposed to get to 1,500' before passing south of Highway 101 (the Bayshore Freeway) to keep the noise down over the residential areas of Palo Alto and Menlo Park. By extending the upwind to the bridge, even slow climbers can do this. But don't climb too much! You'll be under a 2,500' shelf of Class B until you pass the Stanford Stadium. 

If you want to take a direct route through Moffett (KNUQ) to San Jose (KSJC) or Reid Hillview (KRHV), let Ground know where you're going on your initial call and request a left downwind to XXX departure (that's right, left, er, I mean, that's correct, LEFT) (the left downwind puts you over the numbers at KNUQ, effectively keeping you out of their way while setting you up to either cross over SJC or join their downwind). XXX is the airport you're going to. Ground will telephone KNUQ and get them to cough up a squawk code for you. KNUQ has the stuff to radar identify you and hand you off to KSJC tower or Norcal Approach (used to be Bay Approach and, briefly, Sierra Approach). They'll typically put you around 1,500' as you pass through KNUQ. But be sharp on your flying and radio procedures for this route. It can be busy! 

If you're heading to or over San Carlos (KSQL), Hayward (KHWD), or Oakland (KOAK) (or, if you're rich enough to afford the fees, San Francisco (KSFO)!), use a standard straight out departure (which one of my students always wanted to call the "straight up departure"...if only we had been flying an F14! [image: image1.png]


) KSQL is right next door, so don't hesitate to ask for an early frequency change. 

Some people prefer the "right 270º overhead" departure instead of the Left Dumbarton. Just make sure you're above 1,500' before crossing 101. 

Sometimes, if there's very light traffic, you might be able to get a "right crosswind" departure (cutting a few seconds off your trip), but I've never heard anyone get a left crosswind (due to noise). 

IFR Departure

If you're using runway 31 your clearance will typically contain "...turn right heading 060º within one mile of the runway, radar vectors SJC...rest of route...climb and maintain 3,000', expect...final altitude...5 minutes after departure..." Sometimes, if you're heading northwest from runway 31, you'll get "...fly runway heading...maintain 2,000'..." but that requires a hole in SFO's traffic, so it isn't a given. You might get the 060º clearance, only to have it amended about the time you're told to taxi into position because the TRACON controller just decided he has room for you. 

For runway 13 the turn to 060º is to the left, but otherwise it's the same. Note that when Norcal Approach is on "the southeast plan" (where the air carrier airports are landing to the southeast), you can face a pretty stiff wait to get out of KPAO. Come to think of it, you can face a pretty stiff wait when they're on the (normal) northwest plan, too! 

If you're departing IFR when the tower is closed, it can be difficult to pick up your clearance. The TRACON is understandably reluctant to shut down a big chunk of very busy airspace by giving out big departure windows. I can't offer you a guaranteed method, but here's what has worked for me: 

· Sometimes, and in some planes, you can contact Norcal Approach directly on 121.3. They aren't typically real busy when Palo Alto's Tower is closed, so they are likely to be happy to give you your clearance and then release you. 

· Moffett Tower has longer hours and are often happy for something to do, and they can relay from NORCAL easily. Try them on 119.55. 

· If the radio doesn't work, get a phone number for Norcal (from Flight Service, for instance) and call them with your cell in the runup area. This may not be 100% approved, but my experience is that Norcal controllers are more interested in getting the job done than in following exact protocols. 

· If that fails, you'll probably have to get your clearance and release through Flight Service (FSS). The Mountain View RCO on 122.50 usually works to contact Oakland Radio from the ground at KPAO, or 1-800-WX-BRIEF on the phone.
