
ILLUSTRATION BY  BRANDON JACOBS

WHILE FLYING AROUND at nontowered airports, we hear a lot of things 
that can be confusing. Mostly in the area of the tra�c pattern, we 
hear aircraft report their intentions, and we try to build a mental 
picture of where they are. The pilots, I’m sure, are all well-meaning, 
but at times the information can be truly perplexing. The other day I 
heard an aircraft approaching the airport describing some unknown 
procedure that would eventually put him on a teardrop to base. I 
wasn’t exactly sure where he was, what he was thinking, or what he 
was doing. All I had was a vague idea of where he might end up in 
the coming minutes.

Another aircraft reported “procedure turn inbound, Runway 28.” 
In my mind, I could picture exactly where he was and knew pre-
cisely what he was doing. I could look at my ADS-B display and 
confirm the inbound aircraft’s location. Clearly the pilot of the air-
craft — or whoever was on the radio — wanted other pilots to know 
where he was and what he was up to. But, it occurred to me that oth-
ers in the pattern might be unfamiliar with instrument approach 
procedures, might not be equipped with ADS-B, and might not really 
have any idea what to expect, or when.

A DIFFERENT APPROACH

Sometimes we get the idea that on a sunny, 
VFR day with good visibility, all aircraft arriv-
ing or departing a nontowered airport would 
be using standard radio calls and making a 
standard pattern entry. But that simply isn’t the 
case. Pilots are often training, receiving instru-
ment flight instruction, practicing instrument 
procedures, taking a flight check or checkride, 
or just operating on an IFR flight plan. And 
while we’re all required to see and avoid while 
in visual conditions, it doesn’t mean we’ll all be 
flying to the airport and entering the pattern 
on the 45 to downwind at the prescribed pat-
tern altitude. The more we know about other 
flight operations, the better prepared we are to 
cope with the confusion that can arise in the 
nontowered airport pattern.

INSTRUMENT APPROACH BASICS

For those not schooled in the details of instru-
ment flight, a basic understanding of some 
instrument approach procedures is in order. 
The idea of the instrument approach is to 
allow an aircraft to descend from altitude to 
the airport in a safe and controlled manner, 
allowing the pilot to make a landing in visual 
conditions. While details vary, a typical instru-
ment approach procedure will position the 
aircraft about 5 miles from the airport, a posi-
tion referred to as the final approach fix (FAF), 
at about 1,500 feet above the airport elevation, 
and flying in a direct course to a designated 
runway. From the FAF, the aircraft will 
descend to a lower altitude referred to as the 
“minimums” for the approach, which could be 
anywhere from 800 feet down to 200 feet 
above field elevation, depending on terrain, 
obstacles, the type of instrument approach, 
and other considerations. If the pilot can see 
the airport environment (the runway, or vari-
ous lighting systems associated with the 
runway), he or she transitions from instru-
ments to visual references and lands the 
airplane. Clearly, there are many variations to 
this procedure, but the basics remain the same.

Depending on where the aircraft is arriv-
ing from, it might need to get turned around at 
the final approach fix to make the approach to 
the airport. And this is where the “procedure 
turn” comes into play. The aircraft flies to the 
FAF, then turns outbound (away from the air-
port), turns 45 degrees, flies that heading for a 
minute, and then turns around to intercept 
the course back to the FAF and straight on 
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toward the airport. It is common practice 
for the pilot to tell air tra�c control when 
he or she has completed that procedure 
turn and is “procedure turn inbound.” At 
this point, the aircraft is maybe 6 to 8 miles 
from the airport and is flying a course 
straight to the prescribed runway.

Before the procedure turn has been 
completed, the pilot has most likely 
slowed the aircraft and configured it for 
landing. For a typical light single-engine 
aircraft, the speed might be around 90 
knots. So, if it’s 6 to 8 miles from the air-
port, it should be showing up on short 
final, at low altitude, in about four to five 
minutes. Not all approaches line the air-
plane up with a specific runway; some just 
get the aircraft to a low altitude close to 
the airport where the pilot can circle to 
the appropriate runway.

Under the best circumstances, the pilot 
will land from a straight-in approach to a 
specific runway. But in some instances, such 
as when the wind favors a di�erent runway, 
the pilot may need to fly at higher mini-
mums and then circle to a runway where a 
safe landing can be made. In the event that 
the pilot cannot see the runway environ-
ment at minimums, a “missed approach” is 
called, and the pilot follows a prescribed 
procedure to a position where another 
attempt or a di�erent approach can begin. 

Not long ago, most instrument 
approaches were associated with ground-
based navigation aids, such as VORs and 
nondirectional beacons, so even non-
instrument-rated pilots would be familiar 
with the landmarks (navaids) associated 
with instrument approaches. But, as we 
transition to a national airspace system 
more heavily reliant on GPS, the non-
instrument-rated pilot might not be so 
familiar with the associated landmarks. 
That said, the location of an aircraft 
reporting inbound from an obscure GPS 
waypoint might be a complete mystery to 
many pilots, unless they are GPS equipped 
and can pull up a screen that shows the 
published GPS waypoints.

So, what do we do if we hear a position 
report at an unfamiliar location and can’t 
quite figure out how far the aircraft is 
from the airport? Probably the best 
answer is to simply ask the pilot for his 
direction from and distance to the airport.

GETTING THE CLUES

The potential for VFR and IFR traffic to 
mix it up in the pattern at a nontowered 
airport is a real possibility, so we do 
well to build a mental picture of all 
incoming traffic. Keep in mind that an 
aircraft on an instrument approach to 
an airport, even in VFR conditions, 
might not make the position reports we 
would like to hear that would help us 
with collision avoidance. Fortunately, 
there are clues that the airport is served 
by an instrument approach.

The first clue comes right from our 
sectional chart. If an airport has an 
approved instrument approach, Class E 
airspace will be depicted for the  
airspace surrounding the airport. In 
many cases, it will assume the shape of a  
keyhole — a circular shape surrounding 
the airport with a rectangular segment 
oriented in the direction from which 
aircraft would arrive on an instrument 
approach. If the Class E is only circular, 
then the instrument approach isn’t 
associated with a particular runway. 
Just be aware that if an airport has an 
instrument approach, somebody  
might be following it, even in good 
VFR conditions.

The next clue comes from listening to 
the local approach control frequency. 
These can be found in the Class B, Class 
C, TRSA and Selected Radar Approach 
Control Frequencies table found on one of 
the panels of a sectional chart. Perhaps 
an easier place to find the frequency is in 
the Chart Supplement (formerly the 
Airport/Facility Directory). Look for the 
APP/DEP CON listing in the 
Communications section for the airport 
in question. By listening in on the local 
approach control frequency, we might 
hear the radio calls alerting us to an 
inbound aircraft. 

Being alert to other tra�c entering a 
nontowered airport’s pattern can be criti-
cal to safe operations. And with a little bit 
of heads-up knowledge, we can build a 
better mental image and improve our situ-
ational awareness. 
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