
Circling Approach
Area of Operation VIII - Task D

Key References: 
• Instrument Flying Handbook
• Instrument Procedures Handbook
• AIM
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1. Introduction

• What: Visual maneuver to land after an IFR approach. Usually offers the highest minimums.

• Why: Multiple scenarios require the pilot to maneuver the airplane within the airport environment for landing

• Scenarios for use of a Circling Approach

o Intention to land in a different runway than the published approach (e.g. winds, weather, no app avail, obstructions, etc)

o When only a Circling Approach is published (e.g. VOR-A)

✓ >30o difference between the approach course and rwy centerline

✓ >400ft/nm descent gradient from FAF to TCH (too steep)

✓ Runway not clearly defined on the airfield

AIM 5-4-20

If towered airport, expect tower to give 
you instructions on which side to circle
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2. Approach Charts
Runway not defined Too Step (417ft/nm), not aligned Landing on 34 → Circling is the only option
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3. Protected Circling Area

• Aircraft must remain in their respective category protected area
o The faster the aircraft, the larger the protected area

o Minimums provide at least 300’ of obstacle clearance in the protected area

• Protected area depends on when the approach was designed
o Standard Circling Minimums

o          Enhanced Circling Minimums (developed after late 2012)
o To account for TAS when MDAs in higher altitudes

o Dimension located on B2 of the TPP

CAT 𝐵𝑎𝑛𝑘𝑎𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑒 Straight Segment (S)
A 25 0.4

B 25 0.4

C 20 0.5

D 20 0.6

E 22 0.7

Obstacle Evaluation Area (OEA) dictates the MDA

• Lines equal to the CAR (Circling Approach Radius) are
drawn from each landing threshold and then connected

𝐶𝐴𝑅 = 2 ×
(𝑉𝐾𝑇𝐴𝑆+25)2

𝑡𝑎𝑛 𝑏𝑎𝑛𝑘𝑎𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑒  × 68625.4
+ 𝑆 
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3. Protected Circling Area

• Stay within that distance and
you are protected

o For most of GA trainers (e.g. 
C172) that’s 1.3nm

• Expanded circling radius are
denoted by         in the plate
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4. How to Circle

Use sound judgment ➔ Circling may require maneuvers at low altitude, at low airspeed, and in marginal weather

Circling maneuvers may be made while VFR or other flying is in progress at the airport

1. ATC/Tower Clearance for the Approach

o If towered airport ➔ Tower provides circling instructions/clearance

o Comply with clearances and restrictions – if unsafe or not understood, query ATC

2. Passing the FAF, descend to circling minimums

o If visual prior to the minimums: consider leveling off higher (e.g VFR traffic pattern)

3. Once visual and airport in sight, inform tower (or CTAF) and:

o Begin the circle upon inside the protected area

o Remain within the protected area

o Maneuver the shortest path to the base/downwind leg, considering weather conditions
There is no restriction from passing over the airport or other runways

4. Remain at/above MDA until in a position to land

5. If visual contact to the airport is lost at any time ➔ go missed
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5. Missed Approach from a Circle

1. Maintain visual contact w/ the rwy of intended landing

2. If visual contact is lost 

o Fly the missed appr for the instrument appr you were cleared

o Start a climbing turn toward the landing runway

o Remain in the protected area until established on the
missed approach procedure

3. Inform Tower/ATC when able

This is how it
will look like
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Questions?
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