
The first time I rolled the throttle forward at dawn, the runway lights were still winking in a thin blue haze and the
altimeter felt like a promise. Hour building is not about grinding through numbers, it is about learning judgment
while you add those numbers the smart way. If you want an EASA Commercial Pilot Licence, the calendar and the
bank account are as real as the horizon. The trick is to turn hours into range, confidence, and skill, not just ink in
your logbook.

This guide walks through the strategies I have seen work for cadets across Europe, including the honest
compromises you will make and the detours that end up teaching more than any perfect plan. You are at flight
school, or about to choose a pilot school, and you need the hours. Let’s make each one count.

What the numbers ask of you
Work backward from the licence you want. For the EASA CPL(A), you will need a minimum of 200 hours total
flight time by the time of licence issue. Within that, several figures matter more than others:

At least 100 hours as pilot in command. This is the single biggest bucket you will fill between PPL and CPL. It
is also where you can add the most real-world skill if you plan cross-country routes with intention instead of
lapping the home field.

At least 20 hours of cross-country as PIC, including a qualifying cross-country of at least 300 nautical miles.
You must make full-stop landings at two other aerodromes along that route. Most pilot schools build this
into their syllabus, but you will choose the exact path and the weather window.

Instrument time. Expect at least 10 hours of instrument instruction as part of the CPL course, with a portion
allowed in a certified FNPT II device. Hour building as PIC is by definition VFR, but you can sharpen the edges
of instrument scan and radio navigation during your build so the formal time goes faster later.

Night rating if you do not already have it. For aeroplanes, that is typically 5 hours at night, including a cross-
country segment and solo takeoffs and landings. Getting this done early makes evening flying more flexible
during the long winter months, especially in northern Europe.

There are other boxes to tick, and your ATO will know the exact course structure. The aircraft used for the CPL
skill test must be suitable for the tasks expected on a commercial checkride. Make sure your flight school fleet
has what you need when the time comes.



With those anchors set, the mission is clear. Build PIC hours efficiently, shape your cross-country time so it serves
the CPL profile, and ensure the night and instrument prerequisites are not afterthoughts.

The core idea: think in journeys, not minutes
The most efficient hour builders treat even a short flight like a mission. You brief it, fly it with purpose, and
debrief the decisions. You still look up at the same clouds as the weekend flying club, but you approach the day
as training, not entertainment. That mindset multiplies the value of each sortie.

When I moved from the first solo into serious hour building, I stopped flying laps around the local town and
started flying to places that forced me to stretch skills. I aimed for aerodromes with different procedures,
unfamiliar languages on frequency, and a runway profile I had not seen before. A string of flights from Poznań to
Bornholm, then later to Malmö and back via coastal Poland, added 8.9 hours to my logbook over three days.
More important, I learned to work with sea breeze, to read TAFs that sat on the fence, and to negotiate a non-
Schengen customs stop without losing half a day.

Minutes are not the goal. Competence is. The hours are simply how the system measures your progress.

Zoom out before you zoom in: seasonal planning for Europe
Europe rewards those who plan ahead, then pounce when weather grants a green light. Weather systems,
daylight, and airspace shape your hour building more than any one lesson plan.

In central and northern Europe, spring brings convective days with late afternoon buildups. Mornings are golden.
Fly early, land by lunch, and log 3 to 4 hours before cumulus starts stacking into showers. During summer, long
evenings allow you to pick up night currency after 22:00 without fighting daytime thermals. In autumn, frontal
systems march across the continent with rhythm. A two to three day gap behind a cold front can deliver crystal
VMC and steady winds if you are ready to go. Winter carries short days and widespread stratus, but high-
pressure bubbles offer crisp visibility, especially in eastern Spain, southern Portugal, and the Greek islands.

Use the season to your advantage. If your pilot school sits under reliable weather, you can plan loops and
triangles and easily hit the cross-country minimums. If your flight school is in a place with frequent closures, build
a larger plan that moves you south or east for a week at a time. Hour building camps are not just marketing, they
are a real solution to Europe’s meteorology.

The booking game you need to win
The airplane does not care that you have a clean plan; scheduling still bites more cadets than weather. Popular
pilot schools run their single-engine pistons from dawn to dusk when the sun is good. You need to reserve blocks
that match your mission.

Two or three hours is the sweet spot for most training sorties. For hour building, you often want 4 to 6 hour
blocks that let you launch, land somewhere for fuel and lunch, then launch again without handing the aircraft to
another student. If your flight school uses online booking, grab recurring blocks on your best days two weeks in
advance. If it runs by dispatchers, bring a printed plan to the operations desk on Monday morning with slots you
will commit to. People give airplanes to the pilot with a plan.

Share this politely with your peers. You can trade later. I often booked a 12:00 to 18:00 window twice a week and
swapped it for mornings when the forecast demanded it. Dispatchers like cadets who show flexibility and return
the aircraft fueled and on time.



Make cross-country hours carry extra training weight
The regulation asks for 20 hours of cross-country as PIC. You can hit that in a handful of long flights or you can
make most of your hour building cross-country by default. The latter wins for skill.

Use triangular routes instead of out-and-back runs. Triangles force you to recalculate groundspeed, fuel, and
alternates on each leg. Flying from Valencia to Albacete to Alicante and back pushed me through three different
ATC units, three terrain profiles, and winds that swung from head to tail depending on the leg. I logged 4.6 hours
and came back sharper than after any simple out-and-back.

I keep each leg 90 to 140 minutes long when I do this. Anything shorter feels like taxi, takeoff, and landing
practice. Anything longer risks fatigue without adding new learning unless you are navigating a coastline or the
Alps. That range gives you enough time to settle into cruise management, do a couple of diversions on the chart,
and watch the weather evolve.

Pick destinations that teach
Your home aerodrome taught you one picture of the world. Europe has a dozen more within a day’s range in a
172 or PA-28.

Uncontrolled fields with AFIS in France and Spain demand crisp calls and self-separation with other traffic. Fly
there and you will learn to announce position with substance, not just say “final” and hope. Regional airports in
Italy may require PPR, handling, and a plan for how to pay landing fees when the card machine is down. That is a
training outcome too. Busy circuit patterns at German training fields sharpen spacing judgment. Mountain strips
in Austria, flown only with an instructor if you are new to them, teach slope illusions that will stick with you
forever.

Island hops polish your diversion instincts. The weather that looked stable at departure can be twenty miles off-
shore by mid-afternoon. On a route from Thessaloniki to Skiathos to Skyros and back, I watched a line of showers
cobble itself out of seemingly nowhere, and I learned to make the call to turn around with calm authority while I
still had broad escape options. I still logged 3.2 hours and counted it as one of the best lessons of that month.

Build a cost map, not just a route map
Two students can each log 50 hours and end the month with a 1,200 euro difference in cost. The gap comes from
fuel price, landing fees, and how they treat time on the ground.

Self-service fuel at smaller fields in Portugal, Poland, and some parts of Germany can save 15 to 40 cents per litre
compared to larger airports with mandatory handling. Over 50 hours, that adds up. Avoid long ground delays
with the engine running. Taxi and hold time is flight time, but it is not teaching you much during hour building. If
an airport has a reputation for 45 minute delays at peak time, use it on a morning leg instead of the evening
rush.

Talk to your pilot school finance office about block hour rates. Some flight schools reward 10 or 20 hour pre-pays
with a discount that survives aircraft swaps, as long as you fly within a time window. That is free money for hours
you will fly anyway.

For cross-border flights, file the flight plan and check customs requirements the night before. Waiting for a
customs officer who never shows can burn an hour of daylight and add nothing to your log.

Aim for weather that teaches, not weather that tempts luck



You want to be honest about limits while still chasing conditions that stretch you. Marginal VFR with a rising
ceiling and decent visibility can be a great teacher for scud avoidance and route selection along valleys. But do
not build hours on days when you are mining hope from METARs. Make that error once and you will know why I
say it.

In the Alps, fly with an instructor who understands mountain weather before you cross a high pass. Learn to spot
lenticulars, rotor clouds, and the way wind shadows make the air feel like a staircase. On the Mediterranean coast,
sea breeze fronts can form a crisp line of haze that seems harmless until you fly through it and watch the VSI
dance. In northern Europe, cold pools of shallow fog can sit in valleys until mid-morning, then suddenly lift. Time
your launches around those moves and you will log clean hours without last-minute scrambles.

Night flying deserves its own respect. The first time you depart a well-lit runway into black countryside, you
realize the value of instrument scan even on a VFR night. Do your night rating early enough that winter’s long
darkness becomes a resource instead of a constraint.

The cockpit flow that keeps you ahead
When your goal is efficiency, a simple, consistent AELOSwissAcademy.com cockpit flow removes friction. I run a
pre-launch ritual that starts before I even touch the aircraft. Documents and iPad updated, fuel plan printed or
cached, NOTAMs annotated, alternates circled with their hours and fuel options. Once in the airplane, I brief the
departure like a crew even if I am alone. I like a challenge-and-response checklist out loud, even as a solo PIC. It
grounds me in a rhythm that carries into the air.

I also keep a journal separate from the logbook. It is two or three lines per flight. What weather did I expect, and
what did I get. What worked on the radio. Where did I misjudge a fuel stop or a taxi route. When you scan this
journal a month later, patterns leap off the page, and you fix them.

Two people in one airplane, the right way
Cost sharing within EASA rules can help, but understand what you log. Only one person is PIC at a time. If you
and a classmate swap legs, make the handover clear. The right seat pilot can log dual if a qualified instructor is
left seat; otherwise it is valuable experience, but it is not PIC.

Treat this like crew practice. Before the flight, agree who talks to ATC, who sets the frequencies, and how you will
call out traffic. In busy airspace, a second set of eyes pays for itself in workload. I have watched students lose the
thread on a complex SID or VFR route because they were doing everything alone in a noisy cockpit. Share tasks,
and the airplane flies smoother.

The sim is not hours, but it is leverage
A certified FNPT II will not add PIC hours, but it will make your real-world hours punch harder. Spend a wet
Saturday morning shooting NDB holds and partial panel in the sim, and your next cross-country in light
turbulence will feel calmer. Practice lost comms, diversions, and circle-to-land procedures even if you are VFR
only. The radio work you rehearse there will pay off when Marseille Approach issues a reroute while you are
dodging thermals.

Safeguard the hours you have: maintenance, dispatch, and spares
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Nothing burns efficiency like a grounded airplane. You cannot eliminate maintenance delays, but you can reduce
your exposure. Ask dispatch which airframes have the best dispatch reliability. Book those for your long legs and
keep the older bird for short local flights. Carry basic spares in your flight bag. A spare headset adapter, a battery
pack for your tablet, a printed chart for your destination and two alternates. When an iPad overheats on a hot
July day over central Spain, paper keeps you flying safely.

If your pilot school allows student preflights the night before, do it. I have found low tyres, chafed alternator
belts, and headset jacks hanging by a thread on evening checks that would have ruined a morning launch. A 20
minute walk-around after dinner can save half a day.

Border crossings without drama
Schengen, customs, and flight plans are not obstacles, they are a rhythm. For Schengen to non-Schengen hops,
plan a port of entry on each side. Confirm with the apron office the day before by email, not just by reading a line
in an outdated PDF. File your flight plan and include a polite remark line about customs as appropriate. If you are
VFR, an ICAO flight plan is your friend anyway. It gives you SAR coverage and a clear timeline for departure.

Carry multiple ways to pay. Some aerodromes only accept cash or bank transfer for fuel or landing fees. An extra
200 euros in your flight bag can unfreeze a plan when the card reader refuses to talk.

When the smart call is to turn around
One afternoon between Zaragoza and Pamplona, I watched a wall of rain stagger across the route far earlier than
forecast. I had two options: skirt it along the foothills of the Pyrenees with a decent escape path to the Ebro
valley, or land at a small field whose AIP entry mentioned a rough taxiway. That day, I landed. The helping wind
on final hid a shifty crosswind near the surface, and I worked harder than expected to hold centerline. After
shutdown I realized how easy it would have been to try to nurse the original plan around the weather. The
logbook still gained an hour, but my respect for go, no-go, and divert calls grew more than any sunny cruise ever
could.

Your hour building will include days like this. Count them as some of your most valuable miles.

A compact plan you can act on this month
Map your current totals against the CPL milestones and identify the exact gaps: PIC, PIC cross-country, night,
instrument.

Reserve two recurring 4 to 6 hour blocks per week for the next four weeks and defend them like exams.

Design three triangular routes with 90 to 140 minute legs, each to a different kind of aerodrome: AFIS-only,
regional with handling, and a short grass field if allowed.

Complete your night rating early in the cycle, then log one night cross-country per fortnight to stay sharp.

Schedule two sim sessions to drill radio navigation and abnormal procedures, and feed those lessons into
your next real flight.

Where to build: choosing a base and when to roam
If your pilot school sits in a weather-friendly corridor, such as the Spanish Levante, southern Portugal, or the Po
Valley in settled high pressure, you can build most hours at home. If you are in northern Germany, the Low
Countries, or the Baltics, use the best weeks locally, then plan a roaming block. A week in Andalusia or Alentejo



can net 15 to 20 hours of clean, consistent flying if you go with a clear program and confirm aircraft availability.
Some flight schools partner across borders. Ask. Being able to check out the same type at another base eases
insurance and booking headaches.

When you roam, pack like a line pilot. Two headsets, spare sunglasses, backups for power and navigation, and
copies of your licence, medical, and insurance. Keep the airplane light, but do not skimp on what prevents a
mission from collapsing because a cable failed.

Radios, accents, and the art of a clean readback
Europe’s patchwork of languages and phraseology styles is a feature. It trains you to focus on what matters in a
transmission and to read back in crisp English, even if the controller’s accent bends your ear. Practice slow,
deliberate readbacks. If you miss a word, ask for a repeat without apology. This is not just safety; it is
professionalism.

A neat trick: listen to ATIS for five extra minutes before calling for taxi. Your ear will adjust to the local cadence
and abbreviations. The first time I flew into Nice, I parked on the apron for a full minute just listening to tower
and ground. When I finally called, the exchange felt familiar instead of foreign.

Keep the body ahead of the airplane
Fatigue sneaks into hour building because you feel pressure to make use of every gap in the weather. Treat
yourself like a commercial pilot in training. Hydrate early, bring real food, and set a personal duty limit. I rarely
plan more than 4.5 hours of flight in a single day unless I am splitting legs with a classmate, and even then I keep
the hotel close to the airport and the evening short. The days you push past tired are the days small mistakes
multiply.

A short list of money and time levers
Block hour discounts at your flight school can shave 5 to 10 percent without any downside if you are flying
anyway.

Fly early in the day to reduce taxi and hold delays, and to finish legs before convective build-ups.

Choose fuel stops with self-serve pumps and transparent fees. Check them on pilot forums a week before.

Swap legs with a trusted classmate to share workload while preserving PIC time on your assigned segments.



Preflight the evening before when allowed. It prevents launch delays that undo a day’s plan.

What a strong month of hour building looks like
Imagine you have 65 hours PIC after your PPL, a night rating pending, and you need to reach 100 PIC with cross-
country depth. You book two long blocks per week for four weeks, plus two Saturday mornings. Week one, you
add 8 to 10 hours on triangular routes in stable high pressure, including one 2.5 hour leg to an AFIS field with
simple procedures. In week two, you finish the night rating and tack on a 1.2 hour night cross-country after a
shorter day flight. Week three, you commit to your 300 NM qualifier across three countries with full-stop landings
and a thorough debrief. That weekend, weather turns iffy, so you spend a morning in the sim polishing holds and
emergencies instead. Week four, you harvest another 9 hours between two coastal loops and a hop inland to a
grass strip supervised by an instructor for short-field technique. You end the month around 100 to 105 PIC, most
of it cross-country, with the night box checked and your radio work tightened by exposure to multiple ATC units.

That is not a fantasy schedule. I have watched students do this, and the difference in their confidence by day 30 is
visible on preflight and in the pattern.

The mile that matters
You will remember a handful of flights from your hour building far more vividly than the rest. They are rarely the
easy ones. A headwind leg that stretched your fuel math, a diversion that saved you from threading a shower
line, a night departure that reminded you to trust your scan, not your gut. If you treat each sortie as a mission,
choose destinations that teach, and build a plan that respects weather and dispatch reality, the hours will come.
More important, the CPL you take to your first commercial interview will be backed by the kind of lived
experience that makes a chief pilot nod.

Flight school is where you learn to fly. Hour building is where you learn to operate. Treat it that way, and the 200
hours will feel less like a quota and more like the foundation of a career.


