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The Circling Approach

2. what is a
Circling Approach?
Airbus Definition:

When landing runway is different 
from instrument approach runway.

JAR Ops Definitions: 

q Circling: the visual phase of an 
instrument approach to bring an 
aircraft into position for landing 
on a runway which is not suitably 
located for a straight-in approach.

q Visual approach: an approach 
when either part or all of an instru-
ment approach procedure is not 
completed and the approach is ex-
ecuted with visual reference to the 
terrain. 

JAR-OPS 1 E 1.435 (1) and (8)

3. The Circling
Approach Rules
From the beginning of the level 
flight phase, at or above the Mini-

1. Introduction
The circling approach used to 
be a frequent and normal part of 
standard airline operations. Today, 
it is not flown as frequently, and 
is no longer part of recurrent 
training for everyone. Yet, it re-
mains a challenging maneuver. 

mum Descent Altitude/Height 
(MDA/H), the instrument approach 
track determined by radio naviga-
tion aids should be maintained  
until:

q The pilot estimates that, in all 
probability, visual contact with the 
runway or runway environment 
will be maintained during the en-
tire procedure;

q The pilot estimates that his air-
craft is within the circling area be-
fore commencing circling; and

q The pilot is able to determine his 
aircraft’s position in relation to the 
runway with the aid of the external 
references.

If the above conditions are not 
met by the Missed Approach Point 
(MAPt), a missed approach must 
be carried out in accordance with 
the instrument approach procedure.

If the instrument approach proce-
dure is carried out with the aid of 

an ILS, the MAPt associated with 
an ILS procedure without glide 
path (GP out procedure) should be 
taken in account. 

IEM to Appendix 1 to JAR-OPS 
1.430, 4.2 and 3.2

The flight maneuvers should be 
conducted within the circling area, 
and in such a way that a visual con-
tact with the runway, or the runway 
environment, is maintained at all 
times.

The same flight maneuvers should 
be carried out at an altitude/height 
which is not less than the circling 
MDA/H.

A descent below MDA/H should 
not be initiated until the threshold 
of the runway to be used has been 
identified and the aeroplane is in a 
position to continue with a normal 
rate of descent and land within the 
touchdown zone.

IEM to Appendix 1 to JAR-OPS 
1.430, 4.4, 4.5 and 4.6
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4. what about the
Missed Approach?
JAR Ops Definitions: 
Visual Maneuvering (circling)

If visual reference is lost while cir-
cling to land from an instrument 
approach, the missed approach 
specified for that particular instru-
ment approach must be followed. It 
is expected that the pilot will make 
an initial climbing turn toward the 
landing runway and overhead the 
aerodrome where he will establish 
the aeroplane in a climb on the 
missed approach track. In as much 
as the circling maneuver may be 
accomplished in more than one di-
rection, different patterns will be 
required to establish the aeroplane 
on the prescribed missed approach 
course depending on its position at 
the time visual reference is lost un-
less otherwise prescribed.

IEM to Appendix 1 to JAR-OPS 
1.430, 3.1

5. Standard
Circling Approach
– Step by Step
5.1. Approach Preparation:
First of all, start with the chart, 
check the protected area and ter-
rain and look for any special notes 
or restrictions. Check the MDA for 
circling (circling minima) for your 
category of aircraft and brief the 
approach configuration. Prepare 
the secondary flight plan (SEC 
F-PLN): copy active and change
runway to actual landing runway.
Ensure that the use of ND during
the approach is fully briefed.

45°

Cat C Cat D

ICAO TERPS ICAO TERPS

Maneuvering Speed 180 kt 140 kt 205 kt 165 kt

R 4.20 nm 2.83 nm 5.28 nm 3.7 nm

Minimum Visibility 1 600 m 2 400 m 2 400 m 3 200 m

Minimum HAA 500 ft 450 ft 600 ft 550 ft

Safety
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5.2. Instrument Approach:
Airbus SOP is that the initial part 
of the normal circling approach is 
flown with gear down and CONF 3. 
We recommend that, for an ILS, pi-
lots should use the Flight Directors 
(FD) in HD/VS mode, whereas, for 
a non-precision approach, the FD 
mode should be TRK/FPA.

5.3. At MdA for Circling:
Level-off and fly not lower than 
MDA (Anticipate the level-off; 
this is a minimum descent altitude 
and the pilot must not descend be-
low). Level-off using the VS knob 
(PUSH TO LEVEL OFF), or by 
pushing the ALT push-button, de-
pending on your aircraft option and 
company SOP. If you are flying an 
ILS, select TRK/FPA and arm the 
45 degree track turn, left or right, 
as appropriate.

q If visual reference is achieved 
(see diagram): commence the turn 
by pulling HDG knob for track.

q If not: Go Around. 
Note: at this stage, the Go Around 
is still in the active F-PLN of the 
FMS, and may be flown automati-
cally.

5.4. Timing for Circling:
The timing Airbus recommends is 
30 seconds from wings level, ad-
justed for strong Head or Tail wind, 
by reference to the ND wind indi-
cator.

However, this is a visual exercise: 
Timings are approximate only.

The pilot is abble to determine  
his aircraft’s position in relation 
to the runway with the aid of  
the external references.

IEM to Appendix 1 to JAR-OPS 
1.430, 4.2 and 3.2

45°

30 sec

45°

30 sec

45°

30 sec
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5.5. downwind:
Maintain visual reference with the 
runway environment. Monitor both 
lateral distance and track, with the 
aid of the ND, and adjust track for 
wind, as necessary. In particular if 
the aircraft is too close to the run-
way.

At an appropriate point, activate 
the SEC F-PLN (Keep the DIS-
CONTINUITY). Disconnect the 
AP and remove FD, at the latest 
before commencing any further 
descent.

5.6. downwind ABM:
Start timing when abeam the 
threshold (3 sec per 100 ft is a 
guide).

But what about airspeed and tail 
wind? Remember: this is a visual 
exercise and timings are approxi-
mate only! The ND may be used as 
an aid to initiating and judging the 
base turn.

5.7. Visual Aid:
Once again, all timings are approx-
imate, and use the ND as a guide 
ONLY, for:

q 2.5 Nm offset?

q Position downwind?

q Track downwind?

q Abeam threshold?

q Tailwind for timing?

q Crosswind?

q Terrain?

q 2.5 Nm offset? Remember the 
maximum for TERPS airfields and 
category C aircraft may be as little 
as 1.7 Nm. The small white marks 
of the range ring in this diagram 
represent 2.5 Nm. A normal cir-
cling approach at 150kts should re-
sult in a downwind offset of around 
1.6 Nm and enable a rate 1 continu-
ous base turn.

When the secondary F-PLN is activated, the valid 
missed approach procedure is no longer available.NAV

q Position downwind? The ND is 
a guide to the progress of the air-
craft downwind but only a guide!

q Track downwind? The ND may 
be used as an immediate cross-check 
that the correct downwind track has 
been selected, and maintained.

q Abeam threshold? The thresh-
old abeam point is best recognized 
visually but the ND may be used as 
a confirmation of the visual obser-
vation.

q Tailwind for timing? The ND 
wind arrow is a valuable and con-
tinuous measure of the wind situ-
ation during a circling approach. 
It enables the crew to observe, and 
react, to a changing wind situation 
including any…

q Crosswind?

q Terrain? The ND is an excellent 
aid to situational awareness at all 
times.

45°

30 sec

45°

30 sec

ABM
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5.8. Final Turn:
Initially, maintain a bank angle 
of 25° and maintain altitude until 
the runway threshold is identified. 
The definition of Visual Reference 
is given here below. Set the LDG 
configuration when appropriate, 
but ensure the aircraft is stable by 
400ft aal. 

5.9. JAR Ops definitions: 
Visual Reference
A pilot may not continue an ap-
proach below MDA/MDH unless 
at least one of the following visual 
references for the intended runway 
is distinctly visible and identifiable 
to the pilot:

i)  Elements of the approach
light system;

ii) The threshold;

iii) The threshold markings;

iv) The threshold lights;

v)  The threshold identification
lights;

vi)  The visual glide slope
indicator;

vii)  The touchdown zone or
touchdown zone markings;

viii) The touchdown zone lights;

ix) Runway edge lights; or

x)  Other visual references
accepted by the Authority.

Appendix 1 to JAR-OPS 1.430, 
(b) (3)

5.10. Go Around:
After the secondary flight plan has 
been activated, remember that the 
Go Around will have to be flown 
selected. Always fly the Go Around 
of the initial instrument approach, 
unless otherwise instructed. The 
pilot is expected to maneuver to 
enable this, but always remaining 
within the protected area.

It is expected that the pilot will 
make an initial climbing turn  
toward the landing runway and 
overhead the aerodrome where  
he will establish the aeroplane  
in a climb on the missed  
approach track.

IEM to Appendix 1  
to Jar-OPS 1.430, 3.1
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6. what about
Engine Out?
In case of Engine Out, for all Air-
bus aircraft: Use the QRH, check 
the table for weight (A320/A330) 
and delay gear extension.

7. what about the
use of NAV?

8. Conclusion:
Airbus recommends that all opera-
tors examine their operations and 
the associated training regarding 
the circling approach…

What about other types of ap-
proach? RNP APCH or RNP AR 
APCH may replace a circling ap-
proach and create a lower minima.

A standard circle to land is a VISUAL approach.

So, DO NOT USE:

q Pilot WPTs (PBDs), or

q NAV mode, or

q AP below circling minima

If the approach is flown at less than 750 ft RA,  
the “L/G NOT DOWN” warning will be triggered:

This warning can be cancelled.

The “TOO LOW GEAR” warning will be triggered  
below 500 ft RA.

NAV

NAV

45°

45°

30 sec
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Safety First
The Airbus Safety Magazine

For the enhancement of safe flight through 

increased knowledge and communications

Safety First is published by the 
Flight Safety Department of Air-
bus. It is a source of specialist safe-
ty information for the restricted use 
of flight and ground crew members 
who fly and maintain Airbus air-
craft. It is also distributed to other 
selected organisations.

Material for publication is  
obtained from multiple sources 
and includes selected informa-
tion from the Airbus Flight Safety 
Confidential Reporting System, 
incident and accident investiga-
tion reports, system tests and  
flight tests. Material is also ob-
tained from sources within the 
airline industry, studies and re-
ports from government agencies 
and other aviation sources.

All articles in Safety First are present-
ed for  information only and are not 
intended to replace ICAO guidelines, 
standards or recommended practices, 
operator-mandated requirements or 
technical orders. The contents do not 
supersede any requirements  mand  ated 
by the State of Registry of the Opera-
tor’s aircraft or supersede or amend 
any Airbus type-specific AFM, AMM, 
FCOM, MEL documentation or any 
other approved documentation.

Articles may be reprinted without 
permission, except where copy-
right source is indicated, but with 
acknowledgement to Airbus. Where 
Airbus is not the author, the con-
tents of the article do not necessarily 
reflect the views of Airbus, neither 
do they indicate Company policy.

Contributions, comment and feed-
back are welcome. For technical 
reasons the editors may be required to 
make editorial changes to manu-
scripts, however every effort will 
be made to preserve the intended 
meaning of the original. Enquiries 
related to this publication should 
be addressed to:
Airbus
Product Safety department (GS)
1, rond point Maurice Bellonte
31707 Blagnac Cedex - France
Fax: +33(0)5 61 93 44 29
safetycommunication@airbus.com
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A380 
VMU test

Editorial

Contents
Dear Customers and Aviation Safety Colleagues,

The recent Airbus Flight Safety Conference in Rome
concentrated on two recurrent industry topics: Go 
Around and circling approach. There were fruitful  
exchanges of views among participants on these  
generic themes.

The Safety First issue n°10, dated August 2010, included 
an article on Go Around handling. It concentrated on the
correct execution of the maneuver. This issue takes a wider
view on the procedure itself, from the Go Around prepa-
ration to the PNF’s actions and responsibility, describing 
traps like the false climb illusion.  

Circling approaches are challenging maneuvers. In addi-
tion they are rarely executed. This magazine includes a 
paper, which describes the procedures and makes recom-
mendations on how to apply them.    

We already announced a new generic standard for asses-
sing landing distance in-flight: the Operational Landing 
Distance (OLD). As a reminder, this new method is part 
of the industry effort to help further reduce the runway 
overruns at landing. It is now entering its implementation 
phase:  the following pages provide a summary of the 
new Airbus’ operational documentation for OLD.     

Last but not least, this issue builds on the previous two 
publications, which featured insights into Airbus test 
flights, with articles on flutter tests and minimum control 
speeds computation. You will now be introduced to the 
determination of the Velocity Minimum Unstick (VMU).

Enjoy your reading !

Yannick MALINGE
Chief Product Safety Officer
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