
 

 

“Aerodromes and how to use them” 

a BMAA Wings Course 
 

Classroom element to be covered before flight 

1. Definition 
Slide 2 

1.1. The UK Civil Aviation Authority [CAA] defines an Aerodrome as: 

any area of land or water designed, equipped, set apart or commonly used for  

affording facilities for the landing and departure of aircraft 

1.2. For this course we will consider just the land based aerodromes and their use. 

2. Common types of aerodrome 
Slide 3 

2.1. Aerodromes can vary from a simple area of grass, or even sand, with no delineated runway 

to a far more complex area with multiple hard runways and services available to the pilot. 

2.2. For the purpose of this course we will consider how to use a land aerodrome with a marked 

runway and services and equipment that will be found at many of the mid-sized 

aerodromes. 

3. Runways 
Slide 4 

3.1. A runway is an area of land specifically set aside for the take-off and landing of aircraft. 

3.2. There is no minimum or maximum length or width of runways, their size is usually dictated 

by the room available or the type of aircraft that will be using them. 

3.3. It is usual that an aerodrome will have one runway aligned with the prevailing wind direction 

to allow aircraft to take-off and land into wind as often as possible, which reduces the length 

of runway needed. 

3.4. There may also be other runways to be used in other wind directions to reduce cross wind 

effects. 

 

Slide 5 Images of runways. Single grass; Single hard; Multiple ex RAF Upper Heyford 

 

3.5. The direction in which a runway faces is referred to by its magnetic heading in tens of 

degrees. The magnetic variation at any point gradually changes and as a result a runway 

designation may change too.  
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3.6. A runway that faces magnetic north, 360 degrees, is referred to as runway 36. When the 

runway is used in the opposite direction, facing magnetic south, 180 degrees, it is referred to 

as runway 18. 

3.7. The examples face 270 degrees and 300 degrees. The R signifies that it is the right hand of a 

pair of runways facing the same direction. 

 

4. Wind 
Slide 7 

 

4.1. Aircraft take-off and land in the shortest distance when they do so into wind. The normal 

surface wind indicator is a windsock positioned to the side of the runway. 

4.2. The direction that the wind sock is blown indicates the wind direction and for some the 

angle of the sock in relation to the ground indicates the speed. 

Slide 8 

4.3. An alternative wind indicator, sometimes better seen from the air is a wind tee. The vertical 

fin on the tail acts to hold the tee into the wind to indicate direction and the runway to be 

used. 

Slide 9 

4.4. Aerodromes with multiple runways may have many wind indicators. 

 

5. Information 
Slide 10 

5.1. When intending to take-off from the aerodrome it is important to understand how other 

aircraft are using the runway and local airspace for both take-off and landing to avoid 

possible conflict that might result in a collision. 

5.2. There will usually be a place on the aerodrome where information for the day is available to 

pilots. This usually consists of a NOTAM check, weather forecast, the runway in use, the 

circuit direction, the atmospheric pressure and any unserviceability of the aerodrome 

facilities 

5.3.  Look for the Yellow Square with a Black C  for the control point like this one at Bagby. 

5.4. There are a variety of different buildings and control points that you may find on the 

aerodromes that you visit. 

Slide 11     Three  Various Control buildings 

Slide 12 

5.5. There may be a radio service at the aerodrome from which you can obtain information. 

5.6. There may be an Automatic terminal information service, or ATIS, which is a continuous 

broadcast of recorded aeronautical information in busier terminal areas. Pilots usually 

listen to an available ATIS broadcast before contacting the local control unit. This 

reduces the controllers' workload and relieves frequency congestion. 

 

 

6. Visiting another aerodrome 
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Slide 13 

6.1. It is good practice to contact your destination aerodrome as part of your flight planning. 

6.2. Some aerodromes insist on visitors obtaining prior permission before setting off. This is 

called Prior Permission Required, usually abbreviated to PPR. Do not ignore this instruction 

as many sites have restrictions placed on them by planning authorities. If you go barging in 

outside of permitted hours you may get a very warm reception and find yourself grounded. 

The Aerodrome may also be closed for other activities or maintenance. 

6.3. Obtain all relevant information so that you are prepared before you arrive. Such as: 

• Expected runway in use 

• Expected weather 

• Circuit direction and height 

• Preferred joining method 

• Radio service type, availability, frequency 

 

7. Radio services 
Slide 14 

7.1. Many small aerodromes have no form of radio communication and so it is vital that you have 

understood what is happening on the aerodrome before setting off and that you know how 

to fit with other traffic. 

7.2. Where there is a radio service it I important to know which type it is and the limitations or 

otherwise of their scope of use. 

7.3. There are three types of radio service, each of which must be understood to ensure safety 

and compliance when necessary. 

Slide 15 

7.4. Air to Ground Radio This is a very basic service which can only give information to pilots to 

enable them to operate safely. No advice or instruction can be passed. The radio station will 

have a suffix of Radio, for example “Enstone Radio”. 

7.5. Flight Information Service In addition to the information given by the Air to Ground radio 

aircraft movement on the ground is controlled under this service. Clearance to start, taxi and 

enter the runway is required. The radio station will have a suffix of Information, for example 

“Wellesbourne Information”. 

7.6. Air Traffic Control Provides a control service to aircraft on the ground and in the air within 

any associated allocated airspace. There may be more than one frequency covering Zone, 

Approach, Tower and Ground. 

 

Slide 16 

7.7. Some aerodromes operate a general open frequency on which aircraft make blind calls to 

other traffic. The advantage is to improve pilot’s situational awareness, although no form of 

information or direction can be given. The frequency usually used is referred to as 

SafetyCom. 
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7.8. When using SafetyCom or similar frequency be aware that they are shared with other 

aerodromes and the traffic that you hear may not be at the aerodrome that you are using. 

For everyone’s benefit always include the aerodrome name in the transmission. For example 

“May’s Farm Traffic G-ABCD is joining overhead for runway 26”. 

 

8. Start-up 
Slide 17 

8.1. Before starting the aircraft engine, make sure that if a clearance is required it has been 

obtained. 

8.2. Always ensure that when starting the engine: 

• No one is close to the propeller  

• There is a clear pathway in front in case the aircraft starts to move 

• That any wash backwards from the propeller won’t blow over other aircraft behind or 

into buildings 

• You know how to stop the engine in an emergency. 

 

9. Taxiing 
Slide 18 

9.1. Before starting to taxi the aircraft make sure that if a clearance is required it has been 

obtained. 

9.2. When moving make sure that the brakes are working before you are in a situation where 

you might need them. 

9.3. Look ahead to the route that you will taxi to make sure it is clear. Aircraft don’t have reverse 

and coming head to head with another aircraft clearing the runway creates a difficult 

situation. 

9.4. At some aerodromes you may have to cross an out of use runway to reach the active 

runway. Always make sure that you have either clearance to do so if there is a controlling 

authority, or are absolutely sure that no other aircraft are using that runway. 

Slide19 

9.5. In the event of meeting another aircraft head on make a turn to your right to pass, if there is 

room. 

Slide 20 

9.6. In the event of coming up behind another aircraft which you want to overtake you may pass 

on either side, but ensure that you stay well clear to avoid any collision. 

 

10. Pre take-off checks 
Slide 21 

10.1. Before entering the runway pre take-off checks should be carried out in a safe place where 

other aircraft will not be hampered. 

10.2. Before starting power-checks ensure a safe area in front in case of a runaway, and that it is 

clear behind, not blowing a following aircraft away. 
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10.3. As part of the checks ensure that the altimeter is set correctly. In the UK QFE is used when 

joining and flying in the circuit. QNH is used when departing the circuit. 

 

11. Lining up for take-off 
Slide 22 

11.1. If a clearance to enter the runway is required ensure that it has been received before moving 

onto the runway. 

11.2. In all case always look for other aircraft both on the runway and in the air. 

11.3. Don’t line up unless the runway is clear and you are ready to take-off. 

 

12. Departure 
Slide 23 

12.1. If you are leaving the circuit have a plan to climb to your cruising level. 

12.2. Sometimes local terrain or noise avoidance areas will dictate your flight path as you climb. 

12.3. Beware climbing into conflict with other traffic particularly those joining the circuit at the 

upwind runway threshold.. 

 

13. The Circuit 
Slide 24 

13.1. The purpose of the circuit is to provide for an orderly flight path for aircraft planning to land 

at the aerodrome. 

Slide 25, 26, 27, 28, 

13.2. The standard circuit consists of a rectangular flight path with part of one side being the 

runway. Each leg has a name. 

Slide 29, 30 

13.3. The direction that the circuit is flown as a standard is with all turns made to the left. If the 

circuit is to be flown in the opposite direction it is called a right hand circuit. 

Slide 31 

13.4. The side of the runway to which the circuit is flown is known as the live side. The opposite 

side is called the dead side. 

Slide 32 

13.5. The height that the circuit is flown may vary depending upon aircraft type, but will usually be 

between 800 and 1000 feet above aerodrome level. 

Slide 33 

13.6. To aid pilot situational awareness there are two standard radio calls within the circuit. 
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Slide 34 

13.7. The “downwind” call is made when the aircraft is abeam the upwind end of the runway 

flying in the downwind leg. 

Slide 35 

 

13.8. Where an aerodrome has more than one parallel runway adding the runway designator will 

help other pilots’ planning and situational awareness, for example “Downwind runway 26 

grass” 

13.9. To aid other pilots’ planning and situational awareness adding “to land” or “to touch and go” 

can be helpful. For example “Downwind runway 26 grass to land” gives a full picture. 

13.10. If it is not possible to transmit when at the downwind point a “late downwind” call may be 

made. 

Slide 36 

13.11. The “final” call is made when the aircraft has turned from the base leg to the final approach 

leg. 

Slide 37 

13.12. As for the downwind call the pilot might add the runway information where there are more 

than one parallel runway and the intention. For example, “Final 26 Grass to land”. 

13.13. It is important that these calls are made in the correct position to assist with situational 

awareness. 

14. Joining the circuit 
Slide 38 

14.1. There are several methods of joining the circuit some of which are better than others. 

14.2. The overhead join is the best method as it allows the pilot to study the airfield closely and 

integrate the descent and join with other aircraft. 

Slide 39 

14.3. The recognised standard overhead join starts with the aircraft approaching the overhead of 

the aerodrome at 2000 feet above aerodrome level and having studied the surface 

indicators for wind and runway direction as well as seeing other traffic, the aircraft makes a 

left hand descending flight for a left hand circuit, or right hand descending flight for a right 

hand circuit, on the dead side to level at circuit height and cross the runway upwind 

threshold at circuit height. From this position the aircraft joins the downwind leg and 

continues in the circuit to land. 

14.4. Even if not asked by a controller it is useful to report “Overhead- Descending dead side for 

runway XX” for the benefit of other aircraft in the circuit or also joining. 

Slide 40 

14.5. In some cases an overhead join is not possible, perhaps due to glider winching, parachuting, 

or airspace restrictions. In those cases the next best join is to join on the crosswind leg 
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having descended away from the aerodrome without going overhead. This has the 

disadvantage of not allowing the pilot to view the activity on the ground and is less easy to 

integrate with other aircraft already in the circuit. 

14.6. Joining downwind is a routinely used method. It has the same disadvantages as joining on 

the crosswind leg but with even less chance of adjusting a flight path to integrate with other 

aircraft. 

14.7. Joining on base leg or a final approach are really only methods that should be used when 

under the control of ATC who have passed information to be able to safely carry out such an 

approach. 

15. Missed approach 
Slide 41 

15.1. Not every approach is completed with a landing. There may be a runway obstruction ahead; 

the approach may not be stable due to weather or mishandling which dictate that a landing 

would be unsafe. 

Slide 42 

15.2. As soon as the decision has been made to not land the aircraft should be put into a shallow 

climb until a safe height has been reached and then flown to the dead side of the circuit 

from which a re-join on the crosswind leg can be made having established that it is safe to 

do so. It is useful to make a radio call “G-XXX going around” for the benefit of other aircraft. 

16. Leaving the runway 
Slide 43 

16.1. Having landed always taxi clear of the runway as soon as possible so that other aircraft may 

land. 

16.2. Good practice to call “Runway vacated” as you clear. This informs other aircraft that may be 

unsighted that the runway has been cleared. 

 

17. Post flight documentation 
Slide 44 

17.1. Pilot logbook 

• Complete the entry in your pilot logbook whilst fresh in your mind. It is a legal requirement. 

• Each place of take-off and landing must be separately logged.  

17.2. Aircraft and engine logbook  

• Complete the aircraft entry for time between moving at the start of the flight and coming to 

a rest at the end. 

• Complete the engine entry from start to shut-down. This will be slightly longer than 

airframe time because of pre-taxi warm up. 
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18. Flight element to be covered after ground tuition 
18.1. A flight, or flights, will be conducted with an instructor to cover all elements of flying at the 

aerodrome as set out in the course ground study. 

18.2. It is expected that this flight includes preparation for a departure from the base aerodrome, 

an arrival at an alternate destination and a return to the point of departure. 

18.3. Where possible the flight should include an overhead departure and an overhead arrival. If 

possible a departure from a circuit leg and a missed approach should be included. 

18.4. A cross wind join, or direct approach are considered appropriate for this course. 

18.5. All elements of this course need not be carried out on the same day. 

 

 

Course reference Detail of completion Date of 
completion 

Instructor 
signature 

Pre departure planning 
Section 5,6,7 

   

Ground handling 
Section 9,10 

   

To fly an accurate 
circuit making radio 
calls accurately Section 
13 

   

Departing the circuit to 
destination 
overhead/off circuit 11, 
12 

   

Joining a circuit 14 
overhead/cross wind/ 
downwind 

   

Joining the circuit 
overhead/cross wind/ 
downwind Section 14 

   

Missed approach 
Section 15 

   

Leaving the runway 16    

Post flight ground 
Section 17 

   

 


