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Vi�ual Approach Con�ideration� in the USA

INTRODUCTION

Thi� Briefing Leaflet aim� to clarify the difference� for Vi�ual Approach operation� in the USA for non-USA pilot�
 in order for them to be better prepared to accept/reject them. It contain� table� with an ea�y ‘checkli�t’ of action� 
and �ugge�ted �cenario� followed by detailed procedure� u�ed in the US and thing� to watch out for.

Vi�ual Approache� are commonplace in the USA. Thi� differ� greatly from other part� in the world. Many other
 countrie� do not u�e Vi�ual Approache� a� part of their normal Air Traffic Control procedure�. Many non-US
A pilot� therefore have very limited expo�ure to Vi�ual Approache�, and the tran�ition from an In�trument App
roach to a Vi�ual Approach.

A Vi�ual Approach may actually increa�e workload, rather than reducing it and further complicating the i��u
e i� that many non-USA pilot� are from ICAO-centric region�, where the Vi�ual Approach procedure� differ fr
om procedure� in the USA.

From the FAA Safety Alert For Operator� SAFO 21005 dated 27th July 2021:

“To expedite traffic, Air Traffic Control (ATC) may clear pilot� for a vi�ual approach in lieu of the publi�hed in�t
rument approach procedure. Vi�ual approache� reduce pilot/controller workload and expedite traffic by �horten
ing flight path� to the airport. However, thi� expediency mu�t be balanced with �afety. It i� the pilot � re�pon�
ibility, pur�uant to 14 C.F.R. § 91.3, to advi�e ATC a� �oon a� po��ible if a vi�ual approach i� not de�ired.”

Below are two table� that are matrix tool� to a��i�t pilot� in under�tanding the difference� and potential pitfall� 
relative to when Vi�ual Approache� at USA aerodrome� might be in u�e.
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Separation, Wake Turbulence, and Speed Responsibility by Approach Type Responsibility 
Separation Wake Speed Control from Other Turbulence (in priority order) Type of Approach 
Clearance Aircraft Separation

• � in�tructed by ATC, In�trument Approach ATC ATC

• � charted,

• � needed by pilot NO Preceding None None Aircraft Preceding Aircraft

• � in�tructed by Vi�ual pre�ent but NOT ATC ATC ATC, Approach Acknowledged

• � needed by pilot Preceding Aircraft Pre�ent AND Pilot Pilot Acknowledged

NOTE Pilot� are ultimately re�pon�ible for final determination of �peed control to attain �tabilized approach crite
ria for a �afe landing

The�e next table� give �ome example� of �ituation� where the Vi�ual Approach i� in u�e and �ome �ugge�ted re�
pon�e� to ATC call�. It �hould be noted that the phra�eology u�ed in the US i� often time� different to the �tand
ard ICAO phra�eology.

Indications that Visual Approaches MAY be in use:

• “Vi�ual approach(e�) runway(�) (identifier) in u�e…” or

• Reported vi�ibility and ceiling are �ignificantly above 3 �tatute

ATIS

mile� and 1000 feet (allow� for “clear of cloud�” flight to aerodrome)

If a visual approach is NOT desired in any situation:

Upon initial contact with “(facility) Approach, (call�ign), …unable vi�ual approach…” Approach Control

Aircraft Separation Wake Turbulence Speed Control

Re�ult: Stay • A� in�tructed by on in�trument ATC, approach ATC ATC

• � charted,

• � needed by pilot

If a visual approach MAY be acceptable but transfer of responsibility for separation from other 
aircraft and wake turbulence to pilot is NOT acceptable:

• Approach control: “(call�ign), report runway in �ight.” No aircraft • If vi�ual approach de�ired – Pilot: “Run
way (ID) in �ight.” preceding (in • If vi�ual approach NOT de�ired – Pilot: “(call�ign), front) looking/�
earching,” Alternatively, “(call�ign), we want to �tay on the (name of in�trument approach).”
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Result: Fly Aircraft Separation Wake Turbulence Speed Control

vi�ual • A� in�tructed by approach to Not applicable Not applicable ATC, runway • A� needed by pilot Aircraft • Ap
proach control: “(call�ign), report traffic at your (clock po�ition preceding (in and relative altitude) in �ight.”
 front) but NOT • Pilot: “(call�ign), looking/�earching.” Alternatively, “(call�ign), we acknowledged don’t have
 the traffic in �ight, but we have runway (ID) in �ight.”

Result: Fly Aircraft Separation Wake Turbulence Speed Control

vi�ual • A� in�tructed by approach to ATC ATC ATC, runway • A� needed by pilot

If a visual approach AND transfer of responsibility for separation from other aircraft and wake 
turbulence to pilot IS acceptable:

Aircraft

• Approach control: “(call�ign), report traffic at your (clock po�ition preceding (in and relative altitude) in �ig
ht.” front) AND

• Pilot: “(call�ign), traffic in �ight.” acknowledged

Result: Fly Aircraft Separation Wake Turbulence Speed Control

vi�ual approach to

• � in�tructed by runway AND Pilot Pilot ATC, maintain vi�ual

• � needed by pilot �eparation from traffic

THE ICAO VISUAL APPROACH

The ICAO provi�ion� for Vi�ual Approache� are a� follow�:

ICAO DOC 4444 - PANSATM:

“6.5.3.1 Subject to the condition� in 6.5.3.3, clearance for an IFR flight to execute a vi�ual approach may be re
que�ted by a flight crew or initiated by the controller. In the latter ca�e, the concurrence of the flight crew �hall
 be required.”

“6.5.3.3 An IFR flight may be cleared to execute a vi�ual approach provided the pilot can maintain vi�ual re
ference to the terrain and:

• a) the reported ceiling i� at or above the level of the beginning of the initial approach �egment for the ai
rcraft �o cleared; or

• b) the pilot report� at the level of the beginning of the initial approach �egment or at any time during th
e in�trument approach procedure that the meteorological condition� are �uch that with rea�onable a��uranc
e a vi�ual approach and landing can be completed.”

From the PANSATM text above, it can be �een that the ATC may initiate the Vi�ual Approach, but agreement �ha
ll be �ought from the pilot.
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The radiotelephony procedure� a��ociated with the ATC initiating the Vi�ual Approach are al�o publi�hed in the
 PANSATM:

“12.3.3.2 APPROACH INSTRUCTIONS

... to reque�t if a pilot i� able to accept a vi�ual approach

… ADVISE ABLE TO ACCEPT VISUAL APPROACH RUNWAY (number);”

It i� clear from the above text that the ATC-initiated Vi�ual Approach reque�t i� unambiguou�, and a very clear
 path exi�t� for pilot� to �imply �tate ‘UNABLE’.

THE USA VISUAL APPROACH

The FAA regulation� for Vi�ual Approache� can be found in the FAA Order JO 7110.65

FAA ORDER JO 7110.65, Para 7-4-3, CLEARANCE FOR VISUAL APPROACH.

“ARTCC� and approach control� may clear aircraft for vi�ual approache� u�ing the following procedure�:

a. Controller� may initiate, or pilot� may reque�t, a vi�ual approach even when an aircraft i� being vectored for a
n in�trument approach and the pilot �ub�equently report�:

• The airport or the runway in �ight at airport� with operating control tower�.

• The airport in �ight at airport� without a control tower.

a. Re�olve potential conflict� with all other aircraft, advi�e an overtaking aircraft of the di�tance to the prec
eding aircraft and �peed difference, and en�ure that weather condition� at the airport are VFR or that the pilot h
� been informed that weather i� not available for the de�tination airport. Upon pilot reque�t, advi�e the pilot of
 the frequency to receive weather information where AWOS/ASOS i� available.

b. Clear an aircraft for a vi�ual approach when:

• The aircraft i� number one in the approach �equence, or

• At location� with an operating control tower, the aircraft i� to follow a preceding aircraft and the pilot re
port� the preceding aircraft in �ight and i� in�tructed to follow it, or

NOTE

The pilot need not report the airport/runway in �ight.

• At location� with an operating control tower, the pilot report� the airport or runway in �ight but not the pre
ceding aircraft. Radar �eparation mu�t be maintained until vi�ual �eparation i� provided.”

From the above text it can be �een that, provided weather condition� are �uitable and the Tower i� manned, if a
 pilot report� to the ATC that the preceding aircraft i� in �ight, then the ATC may clear the aircraft for a Vi�ual A
pproach, without the pilot ever having reque�ted or agreed to a Vi�ual Approach.

Therefore, wherea� in ICAO State� the ATC would a�k the pilot to “advi�e able to accept Vi�ual Approach runwa
y(number)”, the ATC in the USA would tran�mit �omething along the line� of “report the aircraft on your 10 
o’clock 3nm in �ight”.
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The moment the pilot report� the aircraft in �ight, the ATC may clear that aircraft for the Vi�ual Approach.

Thi� i� where foreign operator� may find them�elve� in a difficult predicament. Do they now declare that they’
re “unable”, and ri�k being removed from the approach �equence (which i� likely a� the �eparation would be b
�ed on the Vi�ual Approach), or do they

continue the approach? There are �everal con�ideration� to be aware of with either choice…

CONSIDERATIONS

The major con�ideration� are Separation, Speed Control and Wake Turbulence.

Separation

For �ucce��ive Vi�ual Approache�, ICAO and FAA are aligned - Once the pilot accept� a Vi�ual Approach the ATC
 i� no longer re�pon�ible for �eparation. A� reported in the FAA SAFO 21005, “Vi�ual Approache� are u�ed to exp
edite traffic flow”. Thi� i� achieved by allowing a reduction of IFR Separation Standard�, a� the pilot i� acce
pting the re�pon�ibility for vi�ual �eparation. Many airport� in the USA al�o have clo�ely-�paced parallel
 approache� and therefor independent parallel operation� are not po��ible, nece��itating Vi�ual Approache� in t
o manage �eparation from traffic on parallel approache� if maximum throughput i� to be achieved.

There are two point� to note in the FAA regulation�:

• “… At location� with an operating control tower, the pilot report� the airport or runway in �ight but not the
 preceding aircraft. Radar �eparation mu�t be maintained until vi�ual �eparation i� provided.”

• “Vi�ual �eparation i� not authorized when the lead aircraft i� a �uper.”

There i� al�o an important difference in ICAO and FAA procedure� that may re�ult in �eparation being erode
d - Speed Control.

Speed Control

From ICAO DOC 4444 - PANSATM, Section 4.6 HORIZONTAL SPEED CONTROL

INSTRUCTIONS

“4.6.1.2 Speed control in�truction� �hall remain in effect unle�� explicitly cancelled or amended by the contr
oller.”

“4.6.1.7 Aircraft �hall be advi�ed when a �peed control re�triction i� no longer required.“

When reviewing the ICAO text it can be �een that once ATC applie� �peed control to an aircraft, the �peed cont
rol i� to be maintained until �pecifically terminated by the ATC.

The FAA Speed Control regulation� are found in FAA Order JO 7110.65, Para 5-7-1

“…c) At the time approach clearance or a climb via/de�cend via clearance i� i��ued, previou�ly a��igne
d �peed� mu�t be re�tated if required…”

The FAA text reveal� that ATC �peed control in the USA terminate� when the ATC clear� the aircraft for the appr
oach, unle�� �peed control i� �pecifically re�tated. Thi� i� a �ignificant difference for non-USA operator�. Unl
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� pilot� are aware that the ATC ha� relea�ed them �peed control (�imply by clearing them for the approach), th
ey may inadvertently maintain the ATC Speed Control they had been i��ued prior to the approach clearance.
 Thi� can lead to a major reduction in �eparation when cleared for the Vi�ual Approach, a� ATC i� no longe
r re�pon�ible for the �eparation. Thi� could potentially lead to TCAS RA� and/or un�table approache�.

Wake Turbulence

The following text i� from the FAA Order JO 7110.65, Para 2-1-19 Wake Turbulence

“…The �eparation minima mu�t continue to touchdown for all IFR aircraft not making a vi�ual approach or mai
ntaining vi�ual �eparation.”

The text �how� that wake turbulence �eparation minima may be reduced if a pilot ha� accepted a Vi�ual Appro
ach. For an aircraft operating behind an aircraft that require� wake turbulence �eparation, the pilot can expect 
a wake turbulence cautionary advi�ory from the ATC when the approach clearance i� received, however i
t i� impo��ible for the pilot to accurately a��e�� the po�ition of wake turbulence. There are no tool� to predict t
hi� phenomena, which i� why wake turbulence �eparation �tandard� were implemented. By agreeing to reduce t
ho�e �tandard� (accepting the Vi�ual Approach), the pilot may be increa�ing the ri�k of a wake turbulence enc
ounter.

STRATEGIES

• Awarene�� of the unique facet� of the Vi�ual Approach in the USA i� e��ential.

• The pre-de�cent briefing �hould encompa�� the �cenario of an ATC-in�tructed Vi�ual Approach, with a clear
�trategy of accepting/rejecting the approach.

• If ‘unable’ i� the �trategy, be aware that the ATC may need to remove the aircraft from the approach �eq
uence if there i� in�ufficient �eparation. The ATC may try to increa�e the �eparation by taking the airc
raft through the locali�er, or by keeping the aircraft above the glide �lope until the required �eparation 
� achieved. Thi� may lead to an increa�ed workload late in the approach, with the po��ibility of an un�table ap
proach, but �eparation will at all time� be maintained by the ATC. Thi� would al�o be the ca�e if the pilot 
cho�e to report the airport or runway in �ight but not the preceding aircraft.

• If the �trategy i� to accept the Vi�ual Approach, be aware that once the ATC ha� cleared the aircraft for the 
approach, �peed control no longer applie�, unle�� it i� �pecifically

• re�tated. A� �eparation now become� the pilot’� re�pon�ibility it may be prudent to commence deceler
ation immediately in order to avoid any TCAS concern�.

A final point mentioned in the FAA SAFO 21005 - Ri�k� A��ociated with Vi�ual Approache�:

“Communicating “UNABLE” to ATC when, in the judgment of the pilot-in-command (PIC), compliance with 
a �pecific in�truction, reque�t, or clearance may reduce �afety.”

REFERENCES

FAA  SAFO  21005  Ri�k�  A��ociated  with  vi�ual  Approache�  The  US-AIM  http�:/
/www.faa.gov/air_traffic/publication�/atpub�/aim_html/
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ICAO DOC 4444 – PANS ATM

©2021 The International Federation of Air Line Pilot�’ A��ociation�. Thi� publication i� provided for inform
ation purpo�e� only, in all ca�e� pilot� �hould follow their company’� guidance and procedure�. In the intere�t
 of flight �afety, reproduction of thi� publication in whole or in part i� encouraged. It may not be offered for �ale
 or u�ed commercially. All reprint� mu�t credit IFALPA.


