
Soft-Field Approach
and Landing

Area of Operation VII - Task J

Key References: 
• Airplane Flying Handbook
• POH/AFM
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1. Introduction

• What: Landing on fields that are rough or have soft surfaces, such as snow, sand, mud, or tall grass

• Why: A normal landing on a soft-field runway could result in damage to the gear or the airframe

• Soft-Field Landing Objectives:
o Extend the approach in ground effect

o Transfer weight from wings to main wheels

o Maintain back pressure after touchdown

o Approach is same as normal approach

o Airspeed is low, similar to “short-field”

o Often soft-fields are also short-fields

o Avoid braking

• Standard (ACS): 

o Proper technique, maintain nose wheel off the ground

Fabricio Simoes, CFI



2. Landing Performance & Limitations

Limitations

• POH Chapter 2

o Flaps

o Check for surface
limitations

Performance

• POH Chapter 5

o Ground Roll

o Runway required

o See notes
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3. Soft-Field Approach and Landing

• Slow to 90 kts prior to entering downwind or traffic pattern 

• Enter the traffic pattern at published TPA (typically 1,000' AGL)

• Execute “Before Landing Checklist” at mid-point 

• When abeam touchdown point
o Reduce power (1500 RPM)

o Flaps 100 and initiate descent at 80kts

• Check for traffic on final, turn base, flaps 200, trim for 70kts 

• Turn final, flaps 300 and trim to 65kts

• Slow to 61kts when landing is assured

• Upon roundout, slowly close throttle and stay in ground effect

• Smoothly let the airplane touchdown at min speed (stall horn)

• Increase back pressure (hold the nose) and keep rolling
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4. Soft-Field Landing Considerations

• Major Differences from a Normal Landing
o Airplane is held 1-2’ above the ground, in ground effect, as long as possible

o Small amount of power is used to cushion the landing

o After touchdown, keep the nose wheel off the ground

• Touchdown
o Always maintain one hand on the throttle

o Fly the airplane onto the ground with the weight fully supported by the wings

o Touchdown at the lowest possible airspeed in a nose-high pitch attitude

o After main wheel touchdown, maintain back pressure to keep the nose wheel off the ground

o Once slowed, gently lower the nosewheel to the ground ➔ Avoid braking

• Crosswind and directional control:
same as normal landing

• Taxiing

o Maintain full aft elevator

o Maintain enough speed

o Brake as little as possible
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5. Obstructions and Hazards

• Strong, Gusty Winds
o Increase speed on final approach per the manufacturer’s guidelines ➔ Usually + half of the gust factor

o Example: Winds 8 gusting 20 knots → Gust factor = 12 → Approach airspeed 65 + 12/2 = 71 kts

o Use flaps as recommended in the POH → Often best to lands with low flaps (100 or 200)

• Obstacles
o Powerlines, Trees, towers, construction equipment, birds, animals in the runway, etc.

o Be aware of potentially hazardous obstructions and ensure airplane performance

• Traffic
o Near airports is where most mid-air collisions happen

o Be aware of traffic → Particularly in uncontrolled fields

o Is there an airplane extending upwind or downwind?

o Any airplane on final? (e.g. in an instrument approach)

o An aircraft joining the patterns?

o Is there a helicopter in the pattern?

o Use radio calls and any other available tools to build a mental picture of traffic 
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6. Common Errors

1. Improper use of landing performance data and limitations

2. Failure to establish approach and landing configuration at appropriate time or in proper sequence

3. Failure to establish and maintain a stabilized approach

4. Failure to consider the effect of wind and landing surface

5. Improper procedure in use of power, wing flaps, and trim

6. Inappropriate removal of hand from throttle

7. Improper procedure during roundout and touchdown

8. Failure to hold back elevator pressure after touchdown

9. Closing the throttle too soon after touchdown

10. Poor directional control after touchdown

11. Improper use of brakes
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Questions?
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