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I realize that carburetor ice and the use of carburetor heat does not apply to all my readers but many incidents and 

accidents are attributed to carburetor ice, so I think it is worth addressing. 

Carburetor ice is a favorite accomplice of complacency. Many pilots learn about carburetor ice in their initial training and 

always follow the example set by their instructor. That works fine until it doesn’t. Flying in a different season, in a 

different climate, or in a different kind of airplane can create a scenario in which carburetor ice forms and goes 

undetected until it is too late. Of course, carburetor ice is limited to airplanes with a float type carburetor. That includes 

many of the most common small general aviation airplanes in use today.  

Unlike structural ice that is associated with cold air, carburetor ice forms when flying in warm, humid air. Please beware 

that there is a substantial difference in the susceptibility to carburetor icing between different makes and models of 

airplanes, even though the same model engine might be used. Early in my instructing career, I moved from upstate New 

York to Florida. The same make and model airplanes, Piper Cherokee 140s, were the primary trainers at both locations. 

In New York, I had never experienced carburetor icing in any season and we followed the manufacturer’s 

recommendation to not use carb heat unless ice was indicated. That did not work in the much higher humidity in 

Florida. Carb ice formed not only at the expected times when operating at a low power setting, but at cruise flight also. 

Years later, I had a Beech Duchess in which the POH called for carburetor heat full on or full off as needed during 

descent and landing. I quickly learned that, at least in that particular airplane, landing without the carb heat on in just 

about any conditions, resulted in having both engines quit after landing but while still on the runway. Without the use of 

carb heat during the approach, an attempted go-around would have been disappointing. 

The lesson that I learned over the many years of my flying is to apply full carburetor heat during reduced power 

operations, regardless of what the POH says. I understand the counter arguments that when carb heat is applied 

unfiltered air is entering the engine. I take issue with an aviation pop culture idea that it is a good practice to turn off the 

carb heat once landing is assured. Except for landing in an extremely dusty environment, I recommend leaving the carb 

heat on until there is no longer any possibility of needing to go around. I do not believe that landing is assured until the 

airplane has exited the runway. I have had several occasions in which I had to abort a landing at the last second. Once, I 

needed to abort a landing after I had already touched down. If a go-around becomes necessary, the recommended 

procedure of applying full power and immediately turning off the carb heat results in only a miniscule amount of time 

lost. Applying full power and having the engine not respond because the carb heat was turned off when landing was 

supposedly assured but was not, makes for a bad day. 

I have also learned to check periodically for the presence of carb ice during cruise. Complacency can again cause a 

problem. The check at cruise is simple. Just note the power output via the tachometer if the prop is a fixed -pitch or via 

the manifold pressure gauge if the prop is constant speed. Now apply full carburetor heat. If the engine sputters, there is 

significant ice present. The carb heat is melting the ice and the water is going through the engine. A natural reaction is to 

immediately turn the carb heat off. That would be the worst course of action. Let the engine sputter and take care of 

itself. The ice will be melted very soon and the engine will return to smooth operation. Since ice was present, leave the 

carb heat on to prevent the formation of more ice. Since the warm air from the carb heat is less dense, the mixture will 

need to be leaned to adjust for that. If the engine does not sputter during the carb heat check, note the power output as 

compared to the reading prior to applying carb heat. There should be a reduction in power noted, again because the 

warm air is less dense. If the power output remains at the lower level, no ice is present and it is probably safe to turn the 

carb heat off. If the power output is gradually increasing, some ice is present and it is being melted. It is advised to leave 

the carb heat on and again, adjust the mixture. 

It is important to note that if the engine quits because of carb ice, it may not be possible to restart it. The source for the 

carb heat is from a heat shroud around part of the exhaust system. Once the engine is no longer producing power, it is 



no longer producing hot exhaust and the system will cool down very rapidly, depriving the carb heat system of its heat 

source. 

In summary, there are charts available regarding the probability of carburetor ice forming. When an accident involving 

carburetor ice is analyzed by the NTSB, they cite the probability of carb ice forming according to the chart. I have found 

the charts to be of little use in flight planning or in conducting the flight. Unless the ambient temperature is quite low, 

the chart will show that carburetor ice is possible.  I just always assume that ice is possible and take the proper 

precautions. It took me a few years, a few thousand flying hours, and a few anxious moments to get that point. 

Everybody finds their own comfort zone, and that is mine.  


