
Air Traffic Controllers: 
Orchestrating Air Travel
Air traffic controllers are the invisible 
conductors of the skies, ensuring aircraft 
move safely and efficiently across some of 
the busiest airspaces in the world. With a 
career path that doesn’t require a degree, 
it’s a unique option for those with sharp 
minds, high levels of concentration, and 
a knack for problem-solving. Through 
highly selective training, controllers 
become skilled in keeping air travel safe, 
responding to changing conditions, and 
maintaining calm under pressure. 

Qualifications  
and Training

Educational Pathways:
•	 Minimum Requirements: At least 5 

GCSEs (grades 9-4/A*-C), including 
English and Maths. No degree is 
required, though some air traffic 
controllers have A-levels or higher 
qualifications.

•	 NATS Training Programme: The primary 
route into air traffic control in the UK 
is through National Air Traffic Services 
(NATS). NATS offers a specific training 
programme that includes simulations, 
technical instruction, and hands-on 
experience.

Training Process:
•	 Foundation Course: Includes classroom 

and simulator training in areas like radar 
control, communication, and navigation.

•	 On-the-Job Training: New recruits then 
move to a live control centre or airport to 
train on real systems under supervision.

•	 License and Qualification: After 
completing training and passing 
assessments, candidates receive an Air 
Traffic Controller License issued by the 
Civil Aviation Authority (CAA).

Professional Development:
•	 Controllers must maintain their skills 

through continuous training and 
regular assessments. Many also pursue 
specialisations, such as radar control, 
tower control, or area control.

GOOD 
TO 
KNOW

A Typical Day in  
Air Traffic Control

The role of an air traffic controller 
is critical and involves managing 
the safe and efficient movement of 
aircraft:

•	 Flight Coordination: Monitoring and 
directing aircraft on the ground and in the 
airspace to ensure safe distances between 
planes during take-off, landing, and while 
en-route.

•	 Safety and Compliance: Ensuring 
adherence to aviation regulations and 
safety protocols, while continuously 
assessing weather conditions that may 
impact flight safety.

•	 Communication: Maintaining constant 
communication with pilots, ground crew, 
and other air traffic control personnel 
to relay information on flight status and 
instructions.

•	 Crisis Management: Being prepared to 
respond quickly to emergency situations, 
such as unexpected changes in weather or 
equipment failures, to ensure the safety of 
all flights.

•	 Team Collaboration: Working closely 
with fellow controllers and other aviation 
professionals to share information and 
coordinate efforts for efficient air traffic 
management.

•	 Passenger Experience: While controllers 
don’t interact directly with passengers, they 
play a vital role in minimizing delays and 
ensuring smooth operations, contributing 
to a positive travel experience.

•	 Air traffic controllers 
in the UK manage one 
of the busiest and most 
complex airspaces in 
the world, especially 
around London and 
the southeast.

•	 The training 
programme for air 
traffic control is known 
for its intensity and 
selectivity, with less 
than 1% of applicants 
successfully completing 
the full programme 
each year.

•	 Controllers work with 
advanced radar and 
simulation technology 
to manage both 
commercial and private 
aircraft within their 
control zones.



Lifestyle 
and Work 
Environment

Job  
Outlook  
and  
Demand

Job Progression and 
Salary Range

•	 Work Schedule: Air traffic 
controllers work in shifts, 
covering 24/7 operations. 
Shifts include nights, 
weekends, and holidays 
to cover peak and varied 
flight schedules.

•	 Pace and Environment: 
Controllers work from 
control towers or 
regional area control 
centres, often with 
specialised equipment 
like radar displays and 
communication devices.

•	 Responsibility 
Level: Extremely 
high responsibility, as 
controllers are directly 
responsible for the safety 
of flights within their 
designated airspace.

•	 Industry Demand: Air 
traffic controllers are 
essential to maintaining 
safe airspace. Demand is 
generally stable, though 
shifts in air travel trends 
can influence job openings.

•	 Future Prospects: 
Opportunities for career 
progression are good, 
especially with major UK 
airports and NATS centres. 
Controllers may also move 
into training, supervision, 
or regulatory roles.

•	 Trainee Air Traffic Controller: £17,000 
- £21,000 (while completing the NATS 
training programme).

•	 Air Traffic Controller: £37,000 - £65,000 
depending on location, with positions 
in busier airports often offering higher 
salaries.

•	 Senior Controller or Supervisor: £70,000 
- £90,000. Senior roles include overseeing 
a team of controllers, training new 
recruits, or managing complex airspaces. 
Controllers can also specialise further in 
high-altitude en-route control or specific 
airport operations.

Opportunities for 
career progression 
are good, especially 
with major UK 
airports and NATS 
centres


