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Recent implementation of the International Civil Aviation Organiza-
tion (ICAO) amendment 167 to Annex 1 allows pilots from ICAO
contracting states to fly until 65 yr old. In response to the new ICAO
standard, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) commissioned an
Aviation Rulemaking Committee (ARC) to make recommendations on
whether the FAA should retain or amend the Age-60 Rule. Unable to
reach a consensus, the ARC formed two working groups and submitted
two position papers with opposing views. After reviewing the ARC’s
report, the FAA has decided to move toward raising the mandatory
retirement age for airline pilots from 60 to 65. In this article, we provide
a brief review of the ICAO’s amendment to the age limit and discuss the
various implications of this new international standard.
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ON NOVEMBER 23, 2006, the International Civil
Aviation Organization (ICAO) implemented

Amendment 167 to the provisions of Annex 1 to the
Chicago Convention. This amendment to the interna-
tional Standards and Recommended Practices included
a relaxation of the controversial airline captain upper
age limit of 60 yr, which has come to be known as the
Age-60 Rule. The new standard, which applies to all
ICAO contracting states, allows airline pilots to fly until
they reach 65 yr of age, provided that they work in a
multi-crew cockpit where the other pilot is under 60 yr
of age (9).

The amendment not only gives ICAO contracting
states the opportunity to relax their age restrictions, but
also requires countries with an upper age limit less than
65 to allow pilots from contracting states who meet the
ICAO conditions to fly into their airspace (7). The Fed-
eral Aviation Administration (FAA) still upholds the
Age-60 Rule for airline pilots, although recent develop-
ments indicate that this long-standing policy is about to
change (1,5). This article provides a brief review of
ICAO’s amendment to the age limit, discusses the
FAA’s response to the new international standard, and
explores the implications for research and policy.

The ICAO Amendment

At the 1919 Paris Air Convention, the first interna-
tional aviation organization came into being (the Inter-
national Commission of Air Navigation), and set an
upper age limit for pilots at age 45. This age limit was
abolished in 1947 when the International Commission
of Air Navigation became ICAO. However, after the
United States implemented an age 60 limit for pilots in
1959, ICAO moved to recommend that same limit in

1963. ICAO wrote a standard 9 yr later to Annex 1 that
set age 60 as a mandatory upper age limit for airline
pilots-in-command, and made it applicable in 1978
(13,16,17). In 1989, ICAO’s Air Navigation Commission
(ANC) took on the role of investigating the standard
and its validity due to requests from a contracting state
regarding the limit (14). A 1994 progress report by the
ANC reviewed studies concerning the subject, and
commented on the European Joint Aviation Authori-
ties’ resolution to increase its upper age limit to 65 for
multi-crew commercial pilots. Due to the lack of con-
sensus among ICAO contracting states, as well as the
insufficient scientific evidence available, the standard
remained unchanged, but emphasis was placed on con-
tinued study of the issue as more information became
available (9,10). The topic gained attention several times
over the next few years as ICAO surveys were distrib-
uted to contracting states with questions relating to the
issue, and results were received and reviewed by the
ANC.

Additional research in 2004 concerning the safety
performance of aging pilots reported that there was not
sufficient evidence to support the mandatory retire-
ment age for airline pilots (2,18,21). Other studies sug-
gested pilots’ retirement age could be safely increased
by several years and that in a multi-crew environment
the risk associated with incapacitation of a pilot age 60
yr or older is negligible (19,20). Also, positive experi-
ence from countries that had implemented an age limit
higher than 60 reinforced the notion that increasing the
age limit does not pose any significant risk to flight
safety (8,22). Therefore, after surveys of ICAO contract-
ing states showed increased support for raising the age
limit, the ANC proposed an amendment to the stan-
dard (12). The ANC conducted a final survey in 2005
requesting feedback and input on precise wording of
the new amendment (11). The final survey’s results, in
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which most countries agreed to extend the age limit
from 60 to 65, were published on September 11, 2005.
On March 14, 2006, the ICAO Council adopted the
amendment to Annex 1 with the understanding that the
new standard and its effectiveness would be revisited
in 2013 (7,17). The new age limit came into effect on
November 23, 2006, for all ICAO contracting states.

FAA’s Response to the New Age Limit

With ICAO’s adoption of the new standard, the FAA
again faced the controversy over the Age-60 Rule. Even
before the amendment’s implementation, foreign air-
line co-pilots older than 60 could fly in U.S. territory,
but with the new ICAO standard in place, foreign
pilots-in-command could fly as well. Pilots flying for
U.S. airlines, on the other hand, could not.

In response to the ICAO’s new age standard, the FAA
commissioned an advisory committee (Aviation Rule-
making Committee or ARC) made up of representatives
from the airline, pilot union, and aeromedical commu-
nities to provide a public forum for discussing the
ICAO amendment, to assist the FAA in deciding what
actions to take regarding the new standard, and to
make recommendations on how to change FAA regu-
lations, if necessary (3). As required, the ARC requested
public comments concerning the ICAO standard
through a forum beginning in October 2006, and re-
ceived over 5000 replies expressing opinions on the
issue, with a majority being in favor of raising the age
limit to 65 (6). Unable to reach a consensus, the ARC
formed two working groups and in its report to the
FAA included two position papers with opposing
views toward changing the Age-60 Rule (4). The work-
ing group that recommended for the immediate adop-
tion of the ICAO age 65 standard presented a strong
argument on the grounds of international policy har-
monization, law, socioeconomics, safety, and health.
Moreover, it pointed out that “labor politics and pilot
surveys are not an appropriate way to determine public
policy” (4). The working group that recommended for
maintaining the status quo argued that the ICAO stan-
dard was developed through an “inadequate process”
because no risk assessment was conducted to evaluate
the effect on flight safety of extending the retirement
age from 60 to 65 (4).

After reviewing the ARC’s report, the FAA an-
nounced on January 30, 2007, its decision to raise the
mandatory retirement age for airline pilots from 60 to
65, in concordance with the ICAO standard (5). By the
end of 2007, the FAA will issue a Notice of Proposed
Rulemaking, after which public comments will be
heard for at least 18 mo on the issue, and finally the new
rule will be published. During the time of public com-
ment, the FAA will seek input on conditions of the new
age standard, including how to deal with seniority rules
and whether or not to apply the new standard to pilots
already retired (23).

Implications of the ICAO Amendment

While airline pilots in some countries have long been
allowed to fly beyond age 60, research on safety perfor-

mance during the process of aging is limited (2). One
widely cited study conducted in Japan was based on
data for 159 pilots ages 60 to 63 (22). Due to the lack of
adequate empirical data for airline pilots ages 60 and
older, researchers have often relied on other pilot
groups, such as commuter and air taxi pilots, to whom
the Age-60 Rule does not apply (19,20). With the imple-
mentation of the 167th amendment to ICAO’s Annex 1,
more data for airline pilots ages 60 and older may
become available, allowing researchers to examine air-
line pilots’ safety performance during the process of
aging in a wider age spectrum. Ultimately, studies con-
ducted in the coming years regarding this topic will be
an integral part of the ANC’s review of the upper age
limit in 2013.

The ICAO amendment represents a significant devel-
opment in the controversy concerning the Age-60 Rule.
As the FAA moves to adopt the international standard,
the end of the Age-60 Rule is in sight. The controversy
about a mandatory retirement age for airline pilots,
however, will continue because the new international
standard merely extends the retirement age by 5 yr
(15,18). Other aspects of the new age limit, such as
medical standards for pilots ages 60 and older, may also
face scrutiny. Future policy development will be deter-
mined in large part by the results of safety and health
studies in airline pilots ages 60 and older. If conclusive
evidence supporting the safety and health of aging
pilots emerges, the ICAO may lean toward extending
the age limit beyond 65 or eliminating any upper age
limit.

Summary

For the time being, ICAO maintains its upper age
limit of 65 and the FAA is in the process of changing its
long-standing Age-60 Rule. In a few years, the Age-60
Rule will be replaced by the Age-65 Rule in the United
States. The controversy surrounding the mandatory re-
tirement age for airline pilots is likely to diminish in the
coming years, but will not go away. Central to the
controversy is the question of whether pilots’ safety
performance changes significantly during the process of
aging. Research in the past two decades has generated
much data for understanding the relationship between
pilot aging and safety performance. The Aerospace
Medical Association, through its aviation safety com-
mittee, leadership, and position paper (2), has played
an important role in advancing the scientific discourse
and facilitating policy development regarding the
Age-60 Rule. It concluded that “there is insufficient
medical evidence to support restriction of pilot certifi-
cation based on age alone” (2). The Aerospace Medical
Association should continue to champion a rational,
sensible, and evidence-based approach to the age-limit
controversy.
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