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The Great Q-Route Mystery 
 

By Mike Jones 

Cessna Pilots Magazine, originally published as a sidebar: March 2026 

 

My trip home from Punta Gorda was less exciting than the ride down. It 

was a bit over four hours in CAVU VMC at 7,000 feet. ATC issued several re-

routes as I plodded northward including one near Jacksonville that included an 

airway called “Q87.” Unfamiliar with high-altitude Q-routes, I simply replied 

“unable.” The controller cordially suggested, “Then how about destination 

direct?” Sweet! For two hours and 300 miles I flew a perfectly straight line, 

without a turn or a bump or a hassle in the sky.  

But what’s a Q-route? 

The FAA has designed Q-routes to service high-altitude traffic, usually from 

18,000 feet to FL450. They appear in blue on FAA High Altitude Charts. These 

routes require GPS or inertial navigation systems instead of ground-based 

navigational systems. They provide more direct routes which improves 
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efficiency, reduces fuel costs, and enhances safety. Q-routes are part of the 

FAA’s transition toward satellite-based navigation, replacing the older “J” 

routes used in the flight levels. They are used widely throughout the U.S. 

National Airspace System and specifically over the Gulf of Mexico to streamline 

traffic flows. 

So why was N7591N assigned a Q-route at 7,000 feet?  

Jeff Van West, VP for Content and Strategy, and his team of very talented 

ATC experts at PilotWorkshop.com had a couple ideas of what might have 

happened. As a bit of background, he coached me, “Victor Airways get assigned 

as shorthand but not the reverse, because the Q- and J-routes have an implicit 

minimum altitude of FL180.”  

After Van West’s brain-trust of experts at PilotWorkshop.com had battered 

the event around a little, they developed three possible explanations. Most 

likely my Q-route was: 

• A mistake where an automatic routing was miscoded; it should have 

excluded pistons but for some reason did not. 

• A mistake where someone mis-entered an altitude, perhaps typing 

190 instead of 90, which put 7591N in the flight levels. This may have 

even happened when a controller was manually amending the route 

ForeFlight filed digitally.  

• A lazy (and incorrect) way to simply get 7591N moving in a desired 

direction, but at low altitude. 

“That last one is least likely,” Van West concluded. “You were right in 

declining the clearance—and got rewarded with a direct. How great is that?” 

All in all, it’s a mystery. 
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