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Notes From The

= Washington Counsel

BB The terminal control area (TCA)
proposal—the ‘“upside-down wedding
cake”—is now law.

You have read a great deal about
AOPA’s battle against the terminal con-
trol area rule. You have read a great
deal about the AOPA proposal for climb
and descent corridors and its advan-
tages over the terminal control area
concept. We will not go into these mat-
ters here. Since the rule is now effec-
tive, our concern in this article will be
with explaining the rule and determin-
ing how best to comply with it.

The rule is basically an anticollision
device. This is accomplished by fixing
the boundaries, including a ceiling and
several floors, of airspace in the vicin-
ity of some 24 heavily trafficked air-
ports, and by imposing the special re-
quirements for operation in this airspace
designed to keep aircraft apart. The air-
space configurations are tailored for
each location and therefore differ. As
experience will probably show, it is the
lack of uniformity of the airspace con-
figurations of the TCAs which makes
the rule difficult.

The terminal control areas are divided
into two groups, Group I and Group II.
Group I areas are generally more heavily
trafficked, especially by jet airline air-
craft, than Group II. The operational
requirements, which differ for each
group, are contained in Section 91.90 of
the Federal Aviation Regulations. As
you would expect, these requirements do
not apply until the airspace which de-
fines the TCA has been adopted as a
rule.

So far, Group I TCAs have been estab-
lished for Atlanta, Washington, and
Chicago. The other areas where Group
I TCAs will be established are Boston,
Dallas, JFK International, LaGuardia,
Los Angeles, Miami, and San Francisco.

The tentative locations for the Group
II areas are Cincinnati, Cleveland, Den-
ver, Detroit, Houston, Kansas City, Las
Vegas, Minneapolis, Newark, New Or-
leans, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Seattle,
and St. Louis.

The operational requirements are
fairly simple to understand. First, let’s
look at instrument operations. Fortu-
nately for the IFR pilot on an instru-
ment flight plan in a light aircraft, the
terminal control area rule imposes only
one additional requirement: If the op-
eration is to or from the primary airport
(the airport upon which the terminal
control area is based) the aircraft must
be equipped with a transponder. Other
than this equipment requirement, the
pilot flying IFR in a light aircraft can
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safely ignore the terminal control area
rule.

For the VFR pilot, the situation is
quite different. He must either circum-
navigate the TCAs or he must meet the
special requirements for operating within
a TCA.

The requirements to operate VFR
within a Group I TCA are:

1. You must obtain a clearance.

2. You must be at least a private
pilot to land or take off from an
airport within the TCA (though
a student pilot may fly through,
and may land or take off from an
airport under the floor of the
TCA).

3. Your aircraft must have:

a) A VOR receiver (not required
for helicopters);

b) a two-way radio;

c) a transponder (not required
for helicopters).

The clearance is required because all
aircraft within Group I TCAs will be
controlled and separated by ATC. Con-
trol and separation will be accomplished
primarily by radar. Remember that the
VFR pilot still has the obligation of
remaining in VFR weather conditions.
He must not get too close to clouds or
get into conditions of reduced visibility.
When taking radar vectors from a con-
troller, the pilot must insure that the
vectors do not force him to violate the
VFR weather minimums. The weather
minimums within a TCA are three sta-
tute miles’ visibility and a distance of
500 feet below, 1,000 feet above, or
2,000 feet horizontally from clouds. For
operations underneath the ceiling in a
control zone, the ceiling must be at least
1,000 feet.

Operating VFR in a Group II area im-
poses less stringent requirements. A
transponder is not required. And a stu-
dent pilot may operate at the primary
airports as well as anywhere else in the
TCA. The requirements are a clearance,
a VOR receiver, and a two-way radio.

Separation will not be provided to all
aircraft operating within a Group II
TCA. Separation will be provided only
to large, turbine-powered aircraft from
all other aircraft within the TCA. How-
ever, radar traffic advisory service will
be provided on request, to aircraft within
the TCA, on a workload-permitting
basis.

So we see that while the operational
requirements may be onerous in some
instances, they are not difficult to under-
stand. Applying the rule is another
thing.

The VFR pilot who wishes to operate

within a TCA will have additional pre-
flight and cockpit chores, such as in-
terpretation of a fairly complicated
chart, obtaining and following a clear-
ance, and being prepared to hold outside
the TCA if the clearance is not forth-
coming. VFR pilots who cannot meet
the operational requirements, or who for
some other reason wish to avoid operat-
ing within the TCA, must circumnavi-
gate the TCA, or may fly through the
TCA in a VFR corridor which will be
provided at most of the TCAs.

The VFR corridor is free airspace
which has been cut through the TCA
so that VFR aircraft may overfly the
primary airport without contacting ATC,
or without having to meet the trans-
ponder or other operational require-
ments. The burden on the VFR pilot
attempting to stay out of the TCA is to
locate the lateral and vertical bound-
aries of the TCA or the VFR corridor
and to continuously monitor his posi-
tion with respect to these boundaries.

The boundaries of each TCA will be
depicted on new VFR terminal area
charts. The first of these charts to be
published is the Atlanta Terminal Con-
trol Area Chart, a portion of which is
depicted on the opposite page to illu-
strate how TCAs will be charted. In ad-
dition, it is expected that the appro-
priate sectional charts and the radio
facility charts will contain notices of
the TCAs and hopefully will depict
the lateral boundaries of the TCAs. But
to operate within, through or under a
TCA, the VFR terminal control area
chart will be the primary aid.

The TCA chart depicts a plan view
of the TCA, and since the TCA is three-
dimensional, is a bit difficult to inter-
pret. The TCA has been referred to as
an “inverted wedding cake,” and while
the description is not entirely accurate,
it does help in visualizing the TCA air-
space configuration.

The TCA has an upper limit. The
Atlanta TCA has a ceiling of 8,000 feet
m.s.l. Operations may be conducted
above 8,000 feet m.s.l. without regard to
any of the TCA operational require-
ments discussed above,

The TCA also has lateral limits. The
widest lateral limit is easily identifiable
on the TCA chart. While remaining
clear of this lateral boundary might be
inconvenient, it ought not to be too
difficult.

Operating under the floors becomes
more difficult. The TCA has varying
lower limits (generally stepped down
like an inverted wedding cake), which
limits or floors are keyed by the “alpha-
bet soup” on the TCA chart. Flying un-
der these floors presents navigational
problems that require some careful pre-
flight planning, constant monitoring of
position by ground references, and a
little cooperation from the weather.

Whether we are operating to or from
an airport underlving the TCA, or
whether we are transiting the area un-
der the floors, we must determine the
height of the floors overlying our route
of flight, to insure that we do not pene-
trate them. We must also be precise in
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our navigation, to insure that we do not
penetrate the TCA through one of its
lateral boundaries.

Using pilotage, and perhaps omniga-
tion, we should be able to navigate un-
der these floors. For example, if we
want to go from Fulton County Airport
on a straight line to South Fulton Air-
port, we must remain below 2,500 feet
m.s.l. to stay underneath the floor of
Area B. If we have an omni receiver, we
can navigate on, or a bit to the west of,
the 205° radial of the Fulton County
VOR to avoid Area A. Without an omni,
we will have to be careful not to get
too far east of the Chattahoochee River,
and the highway that parallels it, until
we are well clear of Area A.

So far we have discussed operating
over, around and under the TCA, using
a TCA chart. Another way of avoiding
the TCA is to operate through the VFR
corridor that will be provided at most
TCAs.

The boundaries of the corridor for
the Atlanta TCA are depicted by the
magenta angled lines around Atlanta
Municipal Airport. The legend tells us
that the corridor is between 4,200 feet
m.s.]. and 6,000 feet m.sl. Using our
hemispheric rule for level VFR flight,
the altitudes of 4,500 feet and 5,500 feet
are available, depending on our direc-
tion of flight. We can transit the Atlanta
area, without entering the TCA, by fly-
ing under the “D” area at 4,500 or 5,500
feet, flying through the corridor, and
exiting under the “D” area on the other
side.

If we are going to enter the TCA,
either to transit the area or to operate
at the airports in or underlying the
TCA, then we are subject to the TCA
operational requirements. We must ob-
tain a clearance before we enter the
TCA. This clearance is obtained by com-
municating with the appropriate facility
on the frequency given on the chart.
Notice in our illustration that the fre-
quency is different, depending on the
direction from which penetration is to
be made. In our request for clearance,
we must specify our position in refer-
ence to some geographical fix. The FAA-
recommended fixes are indicated by
flags on the chart.

We will be assigned a transponder
code and cleared to the airport or
through the TCA. Separation will be
accomplished primarily by radar, al-
though approved visual separation and
other nonradar procedures may some-
times be used. Remember, in Group II
TCAs separation service will not be
provided except to large turbine aircraft.
Traffic information will be available on
a workload-permitting basis.

It is true that the TCA rule has cre-
ated and will continue to create prob-
lems for the general aviation pilot. How-
ever, the rule does have some advan-

tages. For instance, there is a speed
limit of 200 knots (230 m.p.h.) under
the floors of the TCAs. And jets and
propjets operating to or from the pri-
mary airport are prohibited from operat-
ing under the floors of the TCAs. So
the likelihood of encountering high-
speed traffic under a TCA is small. [J
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