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- The Foundation 
 
Your Job 
 
The Approach/Departure (TRACON) controller is one of the most (if not the most) 
critical positions within the ARTCC system. With the sheer amount of aircraft confined 
in a relatively small area, usually all heading to the same spot, the controller margin for 
error is very small. Keeping this simple fact in mind, a TRACON controller must remain 
acutely aware of their responsibilities, as well as actively seek out tools and 
methodologies that allow them to efficiently and effectively control the aircraft they are 
responsible for. 
 
Although there are an almost infinite number of vectors you can provide an aircraft to get 
them safely from CTR handoff to handoff to TWR, this guide is intended to provide a 
foundation for new APP controllers (and a reference for experienced ones alike) and 
discuss a certain logic flow in traffic management which has proven to work. Ultimately, 
the only correct way in handling traffic within the TRACON environment is strict 
adherence to 7110.65(series) and local SOP’s, however there are numerous 
ways/methods to do it in a way that provides a minimal workload for the controller. This 
document discusses several of these methods. 
 
Airspace Overview 
 
The first thing we need to discuss is the airspace you are responsible for as the S46 
TRACON controller. Here is a graphical depiction of the airspace: 
 



 
 
 
As the vertical boundary is 15000’ (with the exception of the “Olympia Extension”, 
which only extends up to 9000’), there is quite a bit of airspace volume with which to 
move aircraft. 
 
This airspace is yours, and you can do what you want with it, as long as it is legal (legal 
is defined as: In accordance with 7110.65(series) and local SOP’s), however HOW you 
manage your airspace is what will make your job as the S46 controller either easy or 
incredibly difficult. 



 
For the remainder of this document, we will assume you have Seattle Tower (TWR) 
plugged in and actively controlling on 119.900. With this in mind, TWR has their own 
airspace (which is below yours) which you have to respect (i.e. not let aircraft violate 
without a proper handoff/pointout/previous coordination), just as you CANNOT allow 
aircraft to enter CTR airspace without a handoff/pointout. 
 
In addition to knowing the lateral and vertical boundaries of your airspace, you also need 
to know the geography. This includes information such as: terrain, Minimum Vectoring 
Altitude (MVA’s), landmarks, other airfields (including their published procedures), 
Class Bravo boundaries, etc. 
 
Prioritization 
 
Just as you learned when you first plugged into DEL and started issuing clearances, 
learning to prioritize your duties (i.e. handling a/c with correct strips or very minor errors 
first, before handling clearances with multiples errors) was a logical thing to do. The 
same applied to GND and TWR, and becomes even more critical as an APP controller. In 
the TRACON environment, you are now responsible for the radar separation of airborne 
aircraft, which is your PRIMARY responsibility. You should never be found in the 
position of losing airborne separation in order to issue an IFR clearance. 
 
-The Basics 
 
Traffic Plan 
 
When you were back learning GND and Local Control (TWR), you realized that you 
needed to have a traffic plan, in order to move traffic throughout the airport efficiently. 
This became incredibly important when traffic loads grew and a solid traffic plan, which 
was formulated ahead of time, meant the difference between smooth operations and utter 
chaos. 
 
Having formulated a traffic plan ahead of time is even more critical in the TRACON 
environment. From having even the most rudimentary plan (when you’re the only APP 
controller), to a complex, detailed plan (when you’re running multiple APP sectors with 
dozens of a/c) will make your job as an approach controller much more easier. 
 
Traffic plans include every detail on how you will handle most traffic (there are always 
anomalies). This includes (but is not limited to): 
 

- Arrival routes 
- Arrival descent points/altitudes 
- Speed reduction points for arrivals 
- Handoff points with TWR and CTR 
- VFR traffic flow 
- Approaches/departures into/out of other S46 fields 



- Localizer intercept points for arrivals 
- Active Runways for all towered fields under you control 
- Stepped climb restrictions for departures, if necessary 

 
As you can see, there is quite a bit of information you need to consider when formulating 
your plan. If you use the same fundamental plan every time, it will become habit, and 
save you considerable time later on, when traffic loads increase. 
 
Seattle presents a unique challenge in that with the sheer amount of traffic, you typically 
only have one arrival runway available for your inbounds. This will force you at times to 
get creative with traffic flows in order to ensure enough room on the localizer exists for 
all your traffic. 
 
The below graphic shows a recommended traffic flow for arrivals/departures into/out of 
KSEA for south (16’s) operations (actually, it’s what I use). The offset base legs 
represent what I like to call a “Zippered Localizer”, just like drawing a zipper all the way 
up the localizer. Staggering aircraft like this allows you to merge all the arrival streams 
onto one localizer with minimal effort (blue lines are arrival streams, and green are 
departures): 
 



 
 
What does this look like in practice? 
 



 
 
 



 
 
 
Following this general lateral traffic flow will ensure separation from standard arrivals 
and departures, at the same time increasing your flexibility with handling aircraft not on a 
standard arrival/departure. 
 
Handoffs 
 
You know that a handoff is a transfer of aircraft responsibility (whether on the ground or 
in the air). This is incredibly important in the TRACON environment. Since you are the 
first controlling position (in the ZSE ARTCC hierarchy) which actually takes “Radar 
Control” of an aircraft, ensuring handoffs between you and other controllers is critical. 
As 7110.65(series) states: 
 
5-4-5 a. Complete a radar handoff prior to an aircraft's entering the airspace delegated 
to the receiving controller. 



 
With this in mind, when handing off departures, it’s a good idea to start the electronic 
handoff process when the aircraft is climbing through 10k-11k, to ensure CTR 
acknowledges the handoff and communications are shifted before the aircraft crosses into 
CTR’s airspace. 
 
For arrivals, handoff aircraft to TWR at around a 10 – 11 mile final, once either 
established on an instrument procedure, or cleared for the visual approach. Handoff’s to 
TWR are accomplished by simply telling them “contact TWR, 119.900”, at which point 
you drop track of the aircraft. There is NO electronic handoff between APP and TWR, as 
TWR is not a radar control position within VATSIM ZSE. 
 
Effecting early handoffs will result in operations that are more smooth and fluid, as well 
as minimize the possibility of violating another controller’s airspace. 
 
Speeding down to lower altitudes. 
 
A key item that most new APP controllers forget is that an aircraft’s speed and altitude 
are closely related. This is especially important when dealing with large and heavy 
aircraft. For instance, a heavy 747 isn’t going to be able to descend from 12k to 6k, AND 
reduce speed to 220 knots at the same time. When you need to descend AND reduce the 
speed of an aircraft, let them know what you need them to accomplish first. For example: 
 
ASA329, descend and maintain 6,000, then reduce speed to 220 knots 
 
or  
 
ASA329, reduce speed to 190 knots, then descend and maintain 3,000. 
 
A side note, which is personal preference, is to reduce speed, then descend. That way the 
aircraft will cover less ground during the descent. Obviously there are exceptions, and 
each instruction should be issued based upon the current situation. 
 
Approach Clearance 
 
This one I’ve heard as many variations of from students as there are number of beers on 
tap at my favorite bar. There are a couple ways to get an airplane onto the approach (and 
I’m sure more than I’m going to mention), which work rather well: 
 
The first is the traditional (PTAC) approach. It’s a useful acronym and a good habit to 
get into (new students read: start out using this, then vary from here). To review: PTAC 
is Position, Turn, Altitude, Clearance. For example: 
 
ASA329, you’re three miles from ANVIL, turn right heading 130, maintain 3000 until 
established, cleared ILS 16R approach 
 



Another variation: 
 
ASA329, you’re three miles from ANVIL, turn right heading 130, cross ANVIL at 3200 
(Note *), cleared ILS 16R approach 
 

• Note: Use this within reason. If the pilot is at 8000, is it reasonable to assume they 
can descend to below the glideslope from that altitude in three miles? That’s the 
whole point of the instruction, is to give the pilot his/her discretion to descend, as 
long as they cross ANVIL at an attitude just below the glideslope. 

• Note: There are several techniques, or schools of thought, on the crossing 
restriction. One preferred method is that if the pilot is already at or below the 
altitude restriction, use a “maintain xxxx until established” approach. If the pilot 
is above the restriction, use the above example of “cross ANVIL at 3200”. This is 
more personal preference and style, and something an approach controller will 
develop on their own. 

 
Sometimes you may find it helpful to just get an aircraft turned towards the localizer (or 
on it) first, and issue the approach clearance a little later on (due to traffic or other things 
occupying your attention and preventing you from safely clearing the aircraft for the 
approach early on). In this case, a typical sequence could be: 
 
ASA329, turn right heading 130 join the runway 16R localizer 
 
Once you can safely clear them for the approach: 
 
ASA329, you’re three miles from ANVIL, cross ANVIL at or above 3000, cleared ILS 16R 
approach 
 
There are other ways to accomplish the same thing, the one key thing to remember is this: 
An aircraft CANNOT descend along the glideslope (for an ILS approach) until they are 
established on the localizer (it assures terrain/obstruction clearance). And they need to 
intercept the glideslope from BELOW. So keep this in mind when issuing clearances and 
altitudes to maintain. 
 
Also remember the standard intercept courses. I’ve heard a couple times “ cleared ILS 
16R approach” when the airplanes last assigned heading was 070 
 
VATSIM Note: You will occasionally run into a VATSIM pilot who really doesn’t know 
what they are doing. You’ll notice they can’t track a localizer, or really just feel content 
flying off into the mountains to the east or west of the field. In this case, do your best. A 
trick I use is to keep vectoring them towards the field (along the localizer) and 
descending them until they are at MVA all the while asking them if they see the field. If 
they do, immediately clear them for the visual. If not, well, do your best. 
 
Above all else, don’t forget the VERY last thing you do is handoff to TWR, by telling 
him “Contact TWR on 119.900” once you no longer need to talk to him. 



 
Phraseology 
 
Using the correct phraseology is one of the very few things that can instantly identify you 
as a controller who knows what they’re doing, and one who doesn’t. Phraseology has 
been developed to standardize instructions, so they are understood by all pilots. Learn the 
correct phraseology and stick to it. 
 
Sounding professional on the radio instills a sense of confidence in both the pilot’s 
perception of your skills, and will work towards improving your self confidence behind 
the scopes. 
 
Every once in a while, you will get overwhelmed and may forget about that airplane on 
base. You finally remember him and realize that it will be way too tight of a turn onto the 
localizer. Once you’ve realized that you have “screwed the pooch” (That’s a non-
published ATC controlling term), how you react and correct is what matters (forgetting 
about the airplane is water under the bridge, need to focus on correcting and maintaining 
airborne separation first!). If you immediately key up and: 
 
ASA329 need to bring you through the localizer briefly for spacing/descent 
 
Then a couple seconds later: 
 
ASA329 turn left heading 130, join the runway 16R localizer, thanks for your help 
 
Even if he is the only aircraft on the localizer, that is more professional than giving a turn 
there is no way he would be able to make (except in perhaps an F-16) and having to 
continue his turn to get him back on the localizer. It’s all about perception and your 
professionalism on the radio, as well as STANDARD PHRASEOLOGY. 
 
Separation 
 
This is the name of the game. If you lose separation between aircraft, you are not 
effectively doing your job as a TRACON controller. You MUST ensure separation, that 
is your PRIMARY responsibility, period. 
  
Class B Services 
 
Not to add more wood to the fire, but a vast majority of the S46 airspace is Class Bravo, 
which mean providing Class Bravo Services to aircraft within the airspace. Make sure 
you’re up to speed on handling VFR traffic in and out of the Class B, as well flight 
following outside the Bravo. ZSE’s own Kevin Lane-Cummings wrote an excellent 
document on controlling VFR. READ IT! 
 
-A little bit more 
 



Thank your lucky STAR’s… 
 
Someone a lot smarter than me developed all the SIDs and STARs in and out of KSEA 
area airports. These procedures have been specifically designed with excruciating detail 
so that aircraft following these procedures will be clear of conflicts from other aircraft, 
flying other published procedures. Why reinvent the wheel? Most of the work has already 
been done for you. Use them to your advantage! Let’s take a look at two STAR’s (OLM5 
and CHINS5): 
 
 

 
 
 
OK, if CTR is doing their job (which they should be), aircraft filing the OLM5, would 
have been given a  
 
Descend via the OLM5, Seattle Landing South 
 
instruction earlier. OR, they will be following the OLM5 route, and issued descent 
clearances/restrictions to adhere to the arrival, unless coordinated with YOU, the APP 
controller. 
 
Seriously, can this really get any easier?? 90% of your work is already done. An aircraft 
calls you with OLM5 in their route: 
 



ASA329, Seattle Approach, Good Evening, expect vectors ILS 16R approach, Seattle 
Altimeter 2992 
 
If it only says OLM: 
 
ASA329, Seattle Approach, Good Evening, depart OLM heading 020, descend and 
maintain 12000, expect vectors ILS 16R approach, Seattle Altimeter 2992 
 
There, you know exactly where, when and at what altitude arrivals are going to be at. 
 
As you see the aircraft approaching FOURT: 
 
ASA329, depart FOURT heading 340, descend and maintain 6000, vectors for the ILS 
16R approach 
 
See how easy that was?? 
 
Let’s look at the CHINS5: 
 

 
 
 
Exactly the same thing as the OLM5 (except this STAR doesn’t have a 50+ degree turn 
for the aircraft after they are handed off to you). 
 
As you can see, the charts are there for a reason and if you follow them, you will only 
serve to reduce your workload and stress. This will allow you to spend more time in 
critical areas (base and on the localizer). 
 
Visual Approaches – Follow that clown in front of you. 
 
Another useful tool for approach clearances is having them follow other traffic on the ILS 
(or visual) to a runway. This is especially useful (and can only be used) when the trailing 
aircraft has the preceding one in sight. In short, you have aircraft A on the intercept 
heading for the ILS. Aircraft B has aircraft A in sight (and he is on the base leg for the 
ILS approach). Simply verify Aircraft B has aircraft A in sight, and clear him for the 
visual. For example: 



 
ASA329, traffic at your 10 o’clock, 5 miles, southeast bound at 3500, an MD-80, report 
in sight. 
 
We have the traffic, ASA329 
 
ASA329, follow that traffic, cleared visual approach runway 16R, Number 2. Maintain 
visual separation from that MD-80 
 
There, ASA329 is now on a visual approach, following that MD-80 (who may be on the 
ILS or visual approach), AND you told him to maintain visual separation. Always look 
for opportunities to lighten your workload. 
 
Localizer Speeds 
 
Remember when you tell an aircraft “Cleared for the xxxx approach”, they are free to fly 
whatever speed they require. This can put a serious wrench into even the most best laid 
plans to create a tight localizer. If you have traffic behind an aircraft on the localizer, 
don’t be afraid to give him a speed restriction. For example: 
 
ASA329, …. Cleared ILS 16R approach, maintain 170 knots to SODOE  
 
Remember the speed restriction needs to be made AFTER the approach clearance. Using 
speed restrictions on the localizer will help ensure separation is maintained between 
aircraft on approach. One general rule of thumb is this: Use speeds to lock in 
separation, NOT create it.  Speed changes do not have as an immediate effect for 
creating separation that vectors do. There are times when you can start issuing speed 
restrictions early on to “lock in” a hole for an airplane, but that is something that comes 
with experience, and can be termed “aggressive vectoring”. 
 
Using this tool when you have multiple aircraft on the localizer, is shown in the advanced 
section of this guide. 
 
Step Downs 
 
Remember how we discussed earlier that speeds and altitudes are related? With this in 
mind, you need to build some space into your traffic plan (see how everything is starting 
to come together) to allow aircraft to fly level (at an intermediate altitude) in order to 
slow down, if they need to. Aircraft coming in on the OLM5 (Landing South), don’t need 
to be immediately descended to 6000 feet. In fact, doing so could easily create a conflict 
with the ELMAA7 departures climbing up underneath the OLM5 stream. Back to the 
STARS, use them as reference. 
 
Wake Turbulence 
 



Another common item missed by new APP students is the issuance of wake turbulence 
separation minimums and advisories. Remember, when wake turbulence is a factor, the 3 
NM separation rule is changed. Be sure to review 7110.65 for guidance on separation 
requirements (didn’t think I was going to provide all the answers in this document, did 
you?) 
 
Descent Planning / Glideslope 
 
Now that we’re formulating a solid traffic plan, and have already decided WHERE we’re 
going to have a/c intercept the localizer, we need to think about at what ALTITUDE we 
need them there. Well, like we used the STAR’s for approach planning, let’s take a look 
at the instrument approach plate for 16R. Actually, let’s take a close look at a very 
specific part of it called the profile view: 
 

 
 
Wow, this is like going into those exams in college with a cheat sheet. Typically I use 
4700 for ERYKA, 3700 for MGNUM, 3000 for ANVIL. Remember when coming up 
with how YOU are going to vector, the a/c MUST be established on the localizer before 
they can start descending along the glideslope. So, turning an aircraft (which is on base, 
directly abeam of MGNUM) onto the localizer at 4000, means that he will be intercepting 
the localizer ABOVE the glideslope, and won’t  be able to descend, unless you issue a 
descent instruction to BELOW the glideslope and then clear him for the approach. 
 
- Advanced Topics 
 
Scanning the airspace 
 
Just like pilots learn to scan their instruments in a set pattern to ensure they see 
everything, controllers need to learn the same process. One trap new approach controllers 
fall into is spending too much time focused on the localizer area, and losing the “big 
picture” of the entire airspace. 
 
A pattern which was suggested to me by a great instructor in another ARTCC (and the 
funny thing is, it works), is to look at the localizer, then to the NW, then back to the 
localizer, to the SW, back to the localizer, to the SE, back to the localizer, to the NE, back 
to the localizer, at the entire airspace as a whole, then start all over again. If you get into a 



pattern such as this, it will ensure the localizer gets the attention it deserves, however at 
the same time ensuring the rest of the airspace gets looked at. 
 
Splitting jet/turboprops on downwind 
 
One thing that commonly happens when traffic loads are high, is a solid mix of jets and 
turboprops which are on the same arrival. If you look closely at the STAR’s, you’ll see 
that they already took the initial steps to assure separation for you. However, what 
happens when you need to turn the aircraft onto their downwind? You can find yourself 
in a position when you’ll have jets descending down onto turboprops on the same arrival. 
A trick (or rather slight re-routing) that can come in handy is to bring the turboprops in 
closer to the field and a bit lower. 
 
How do you separate their downwind legs? 
 



 
 
OK, you have a jet following a Turboprop, and want to separate their downwind. I 
typically turn the jet (in these cases) just after ARVAD. 
 



 
 
 
Next, turn the Turboprop just after FOURT. 
 
 



 
 
There ya go, 3 mile lateral separation and the jet can safely descend without worrying 
about the turboprop underneath him, and you can hold off on taking the Zantac until later 
on. 
 
Keeping the turboprops in close buys you a couple of advantages. The first, which is the 
most obvious, is now you don’t have to worry as much about jets descending onto the 
turboprops. Another advantage is that it allows you to “sneak” a turboprop into a hole 
that you might be able to make to make on the localizer (since turboprops typically turn 
faster than jets, in terms of turning radius). 
 



Now that you’ve gone through the trouble of laterally separating them, let’s put it to use 
in a busy environment and see what we can do with QXE8135 which we separated earlier 
from ASA455:  
 
Weather isn't foggy, and reported ceiling is around 5000, and 10 mile visibility (can 
really only do this in somewhat decent visibility). I see an opportunity in between 
QFA629 and N403YH, but need to act fast. (Note: For reference, my a/c vectors are 3 
miles in length, meaning the lines you see coming from the contact are 3 miles in length. 
This was done for spatial reference purposes). 
 
 

 

 



 

Approach: "Southwest 869, reduce speed to 160 kts, advise if unable" 

Southwest 869: "Bringing her back to 160" 

Approach: "Citation 3YH, reduce speed to 160 kts, advise if unable" 

Citation 3YH: "We can do 160" 

Approach -> Tower: "QXE8135 will be inbound visual 16L approach" -> I'm doing this 
because the localizer is going to be really tight after this, and since SWA869 and 
N403YH already have about 4 miles separation, they'll be fine landing behind each other 
on the same runway. However, QFA629, QXE8135 and N403YH are going to be just at 
minimums, putting QXE8135 on 16L buys TWR and me more flexibility. 



 
 

Approach: "Horizon 8135, found a hole on the localizer for you, turn right heading 
070, maintain 200 knots, I'll slow you before final, amend to visual runway 16L 
approach" 

Horizon 8135: "Roger, 070, 200 kts, 16L" 

 
 
 
 
 



 
Just need to make sure QXE8135 is keeping his speed up, and N403YH and SWA869 are 
at 160. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

OK, looks like this is going to work out just fine. Just need to remember we're going to 
have to slow QXE8135 down. 

Also, let's let everyone know what everyone else is doing and see if we can reduce some 
of our workload: 

Approach: "Citation 3YH, traffic at your 2 o'clock, 6 miles, east bound at 2000, a 
Dash 8" 

Citation 3YH: "Have the traffic" 



Approach: "Citation 3YH, ok, he's going to be turning in for the parallel in about a 
mile, maintain visual separation from that traffic" 

Approach: "Horizon 8135, traffic at your 10 o'clock, 6 miles, SE bound at 2,900, 
Citation 10, on the localizer for 16R, he has you in sight." 

Horizon 8135: "We have him". 

Approach: "Horizon 8135, great, reduce speed to 170 knots for me." 

Horizon 8135: "170" 

There, the two key players know what's going on. 

Approach: "Quantas 629, contact Tower 119.9, cya" 

Approach: "Horizon 8135, field is at your 3 o'clock, 8 miles. Also, you have traffic for 
the parallel at your 2 o'clock 4 miles, at 1,900 an MD-80, report 16L and traffic in 
sight" 

Horizon 8135: "OK, we have the traffic and the field" 

Approach: "Horizon 8135, maintain visual separation from that traffic, cleared 
visual approach runway 16L, tower is 119.9, cya" 

Horizon 8135: "OK, cleared for the approach, we'll keep an eye on him, over to Tower" 



 
 

Approach: "Citation N403YH, verify you have a visual on that DASH 8, now at your 
1 o'clock, 4 miles, turning inbound for the parallel." 

N403YH: "Yup, we have him" 

Approach: "Citation N403YH Perfect, maintain visual separation from that traffic, 
tower is 119.9, cya" 

 
 
 



 

 
 
There.. All the children playing nice together. 
 
As you can see, you can routinely bring aircraft closer than 6 – 7 miles from each other 
and bad things won’t happen! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Published Visuals 
 
Personally, I LOVE published visuals…. Let’s take a look at the Bay Visual: 
 

 
 



This just makes my life as an approach controller so much easier. However, you do need 
to make sure that weather minimums are met (in this case: ceiling of at least 3100’ and 4 
miles visibility), and the pilot will accept the charted visual. If you ask a pilot “Sir, can 
you accept the Bay Visual Approach” and their response is “Huh?” or “What’s that?”, 
chances are they can’t accept it. 
 
When vectoring aircraft to the charted visual, essentially all you have to do is get them to 
a point (laterally and vertically) for them to call one of the landmarks in sight. For 
instance: 
 
ASA329, fly heading 020, descend and maintain 4000, report Commencement Bay in 
sight 
 
When ASA329 reports the Bay, you issue the clearance: 
 
ASA329, cleared Bay Visual, runway 16R approach, call abeam of Alki Point.  
 
Now you can turn your attention to other aircraft in need of your services. Aren’t 
published visuals beautiful? 
 
Holding Aircraft 
 
Sometimes it may be necessary to hold aircraft WITHIN the TRACON airspace. A 
common cause may be a sudden wx change, resulting in a significant wind shift (in 
direction and velocity) which requires a runway configuration change. Just think about 
this ahead of time, and review your holding instructions within 7110.65. Also, this should 
be part of your overall traffic plan (where you would hold aircraft in case of a sudden 
significant wind shift). 
 
As a very quick review of holding instructions. Here is what you need to provide aircraft: 
 
- A fix where to hold over (it’s easier to use a VOR within the VATSIM environment). 

However, in the TRACON airspace, things may get tight very quickly. First step is to 
tell CTR to start holding aircraft. Then start with VOR’s (don’t forget you can hold 
a/c OVER the SEA VOR) and work to fixes. 

- A direction to hold (or preferably a radial if a VOR) 
- Length of each leg 
- Turn direction for the pattern 
- Attitude to maintain 
- Time to expect further clearance 
 
Although not required, I would add one more item to the list: 
 
- Reason for the hold 
 
The reason can be actually addressed as a broadcast to all aircraft. For instance: 



 
All aircraft this frequency, Seattle is shifting runway configuration due to significant 
wind shift. Expect hold instructions momentarily 
 
This keys pilots that they’re gonna hold. Then start with the first airplane and work your 
way through them: 
 
ASA329, hold southwest of the SEA VOR on the SEA 220 radial, left turns, ten mile legs. 
Maintain 12000. Expect further clearance in 10 minutes, time now 0110 
 
 
IAF I had some help, things would be easier! 
 
Well, guess what? Since you are reading the advanced section, you’re obviously close to 
stepping up to CTR. With that in mind, I’m about to introduce you to your newest best 
friend: The Initial Approach Fix (IAF). Note: This discussion is VERY basic, and narrow 
in scope, which is further discussed at the end of the section. 
 
This discussion is going to be very generalized, and not designed to cover all aspects of 
instrument approach plates, nor how to vector for them. The prime reason being that a 
full discussion would require another 30 pages, and STILL wouldn’t cover all there is to 
know. 
 
Let’s start with a little scenario. You have an aircraft inbound from the northeast to 
KOLM. Winds at KOLM are reported to be 350 @ 18 kts, and weather is IMC. You 
check your trusty resource for charts (whether it be your local procedures book you’re 
your IFR flying in the area, AirNav, MyAirplane, or any variety of other sites, and this is 
all that is listed for instrument approaches: 
 

 
 
 



Uh oh… No ILS for 35, and you just checked your APP/DEP list and things are starting 
to stack up. You query the pilot with which approach he would like, and he replies “With 
those winds, we’ll take the VOR/DME RWY 35, please”. 
 
Now the question is: How do I vector him onto that approach. This is where you new best 
friend (cue music) comes in: the IAF!. Use full approach procedures as much as you can 
for satellite fields. It will provide an added level of realism for pilots as well as save you 
time and money (in needing to buy less Tylenol). Let’s take a look at the procedure the 
pilot requested: 
 

 
 
 
This image was reduced a bit, if you wish to view the full size procedure, here is a link: 
 



http://www.airnav.com/depart?http://204.108.4.16/d-tpp/0513/00645VDG35.PDF 
 
 
OK. If you will notice, the fix MCKEN (to the east-southeast of the field) has an (IAF) 
above it. In essence that means a pilot may begin to fly that procedure from that fix 
(hence, INITIAL Approach Fix). Now, here is where the beauty of a full approach comes 
to fruition for a controller (APP, and especially CTR). Once the pilot has indicated to you 
they wish to fly that procedure, and you’ve determined that it won’t cause a negative 
impact on other traffic, you can simply issue: 
 
“COA832, proceed direct MCKEN, cross MCKEN at or above 4000, cleared VOR/DME 
RWY 35 approach KOLM, call me 10 DME on final” 
 
There you go! You can issue that clearance from as far away as you want (just be mindful 
of what it allows the pilot to do before reaching MCKEN in terms of vertical descent). 
 
Now you just have to keep tabs on him, keep him separated as any other IFR track, but 
you don’t need to worry about getting him turned inbound to the field, vectoring him to 
the south then back north, etc, etc. 
 
See how much work that saves you? He should call you at 10 DME on final, and you can 
either clear him to land, or terminate him and have him call you cancelling IFR or on the 
missed approach. I cannot begin to describe the stress and time using full procedures has 
saved me. If you look, every instrument procedure has at least one. Take a look at the 
KSEA ILS 16R approach. See PAE? Now, you normally won’t clear an aircraft for the 
full ILS 16R approach in KSEA, but it illustrates a point. 
 
What I’ve provided is just the very top 2-3 microns of the iceberg. There is so much more 
to learn, experiment with (from a controlling perspective), and train on that what I’ve 
mentioned here. Here is a useful link to get you started: 
 
http://www.faa.gov/library/manuals/aviation/instrument_procedures_handbook/ 
 
Any instrument rated pilot, or experienced controller could contribute tons of more 
information on this topic, and rightfully so. This is a combined art & science, which 
needs to be practiced. I only provided a very narrow glimpse, in order to show that there 
is more out there than the typical ILS approach. 
 
Go forth, explore, learn, vector! 
 
Conclusion. 
 
- Some of the topics I presented here are my personal style, and may not work for 

everyone. I know they work for me, and have never had a problem with them, which 
is why I offer the suggestions. You can take any two controllers in the world (real or 
VATSIM) and they will each vector differently and have their own style. Use what 



I’ve presented at your own risk, or rather use them, see if they work, and tweak them 
for YOUR style. 

 
- Pilot capability varies widely throughout VATSIM. In real world, if you have a pilot 

on a legal instrument flight plan, and they request the VOR/DME 35 approach into 
KOLM, odds are you won’t hear: “Uhhh, approach, when are you going to turn us on 
the ILS?” With that said, given time you’ll be able to quickly determine the relative 
competency level of a pilot (or rather how much handholding they will need) and 
adjust accordingly. This is one of the best things I enjoy about VATSIM. Where we 
lack real word traffic, we more than make up for it in pilot diversity. 

 
- Don’t be afraid to experiment. A lot of times if I’m thinking of trying something new, 

I’ll fly it on my own (offline), keeping an eye on FSNav to see relative position to 
other landmarks. Also, flying an approach offline, practice giving yourself the vectors 
and see how things turn out. Sometimes you’ll be surprised at the results: “Sheesh, 
am I really bringing aircraft in this high??” or “Man, that’s a really tight turn”. This is 
all a learning process, enjoy the journey! 

 
- I’ve left quite a few topics out of this document, due to keeping it relatively small. 

Whenever it makes it back up to the top of my to-do list, I’ll add some more sections 
(expanding on some, adding completely new ones). Either way, hope this provides all 
levels of S46 controllers something new to chew on. 

 
- If you have any questions, or wish me to further clarify something I’ve mentioned, 

please e-mail me! 
 
Fun, huh? Clear as mud?? 
 
Cheers. 
 
-Dan Everette 
zbw@arcticspinnaker.net 
 
 


