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When we think about the dangers of icing, the first
thing that comes to mind is usually airframe ice—but
carburetor ice, its insidious and often forgotten
cousin, can be just as deadly, having contributed to
more than 200 accidents and 13 fatalities in less than
a decade. As with most risks in flying, though, the
keys to combating carb ice are simple: understanding
the danger, recognizing the symptoms, and taking
prompt action.

The Problem
At a basic level, carburetor ice is a product of three inter-
related factors:

1) Air temperature

2) Relative humidity
3) Carburetor design

Safe Pilots. Safe Skies.

The carburetor’s job is simple: It blends fuel and air to-
gether in the correct ratio before sending it to the engine
in the proper quantity. To do this, it draws air through a
narrow, curved passageway called a venturi. Much like
air flowing over the curved upper surface of a wing, air
moving through a venturi speeds up as its pressure de-
creases. When fuel is injected into this fast, low-pressure
airstream, it vaporizes, and the resulting mixture of at-
omized fuel and air flows to the cylinders.

But there’s a problem. The vaporization of the fuel and
the pressure change induced by the venturi together
cause the air passing through the carburetor to cool
rapidly—in some cases, by as much as 70 degrees Fahren-
heit. If this lowers the air temperature past the freezing
point, and if the incoming air is moist (i.e., humid)
enough, ice can begin to form on the inner surfaces of the
carburetor. As the ice accumulates, it restricts the flow of
the fuel/air mixture to the engine, leading to a reduction
in power as the engine is essentially “starved.” If the situa-
tion isn't remedied, the engine may lose power entirely.
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