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It would be like rush hour traffic with no speed limits, stop signs, or lane markings! The rules for road traffic 
are state regulated. The rules for the sky are contained in the Federal Aviation Regulations (FARs). 
 
Knowledge of the general operating and flight rules will help the controller understand what pilots are 
expected to do in various circumstances. These rules provide for standardization and order in Air Traffic 
Control (ATC). 
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The Administrator is the Federal Aviation Administrator or any person to whom he/she has delegated 
authority in the matter concerned. 
 
Air traffic is aircraft operating in the air or on an airport movement area. 
 
Air traffic clearance is an authorization by ATC for the purpose of preventing collision between known 
aircraft and for an aircraft to proceed under specified conditions within controlled airspace. 
 

• Can be issued in Visual Flight Rules (VFR) or Instrument Flight Rules (IFR) weather conditions 
• Clearance examples  
 Landing/Takeoff 
 En Route 
 Instrument approach 

 
Includes means “includes but is not limited to.” 
 
References: 
 

• JO 7110.65, Glossary 
• FAR, 1.3 
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An aircraft is a device that is used or intended to be used for flight in the air and may include the flight crew 
in ATC terminology. Aircraft, as a category, include the following: 

• Airplane 
• Airship 
• Balloon 
• Glider 
• Helicopter 

 
An airplane is an engine-driven, fixed-wing aircraft heavier than air that is supported in flight by the dynamic 
reaction of the air against its wings. 
 
An airship is an engine-driven, lighter-than-air aircraft that can be steered. 
 
A balloon is a lighter-than-air aircraft that is not engine-driven. 
 
A glider is a heavier-than-air aircraft that is supported in flight by the dynamic reaction of the air against its 
lifting surfaces and whose free flight does not depend principally on an engine. 
 
A helicopter is a rotorcraft that, for its horizontal motion, depends principally on its engine-driven rotors. 
 
Reference: 
 

• FAR, Part 1, Section 1.1 
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No person may operate an aircraft at more than 200 knots indicated air speed: 
 

• Below Class B airspace  
• In a VFR corridor designated through a Class B airspace 

 
For aircraft with a minimum safe speed greater than maximum prescribed speed: 
 

• Minimum safe speed will apply 
 
Reference: FAR 91.117 
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Except for takeoff or landing, no person may operate an aircraft: 
 

• Below an altitude which, if a power unit fails, allows an emergency landing without undue hazard to 
persons or property on the surface. 

 
Reference: FAR 91.119 
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Except for takeoff or landing, no person may operate an aircraft: 
 

• Over congested areas of a city, town, settlement, or open air assembly of persons:  
 Below 1,000 feet above highest obstacle within horizontal radius of 2,000 feet of the aircraft 
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Except for takeoff or landing, no person may operate an aircraft: 
 

• Over other than congested areas:  
 An altitude of 500 feet above the surface except over open water or sparsely populated areas 
 In those cases, aircraft may not be operated closer than 500 feet away from any person, vessel, 

vehicle, or structure. 
 
Reference: FAR 91.119 
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Helicopters may be operated below minimum safe altitudes provided operation is: 
 

• Conducted without hazard to persons or property on the surface 
• In compliance with any routes or altitudes specifically prescribed for helicopters by the Administrator 

 
Reference: FAR 91.119 
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Each person operating an aircraft shall maintain the cruising altitude or flight level by reference to an 
altimeter: 
 

• Below 18,000 MSL 
 Current altimeter setting reported by a station along the route within 100 NM of the aircraft 

• At or above 18,000 feet MSL 
 Altimeter set at 29.92 

 
Reference: FAR 91.121 
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The pilot may not deviate from ATC clearance except: 
 

• If an emergency exists 
• If pilot obtains an amended clearance 
• In response to a Traffic Alert and Collision Avoidance System (TCAS) resolution advisory 

 
Reference: FAR 91.123 
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No person may operate an aircraft in Class C or D airspace: 
 

• Unless two-way communications are maintained with the facility providing ATC services 
 
NOTE: If radio fails and weather is VFR, pilots shall maintain visual contact with tower for light gun 
clearance to land. 
 
References:  
 

• FAR 91.129, FAR 91.130 
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Pilots in command landing at an airport within Class C or D airspace: 
 

• Shall circle the airport to the left unless otherwise instructed by the tower 
• If operating a helicopter, avoid the flow of fixed-winged aircraft 

 
References: FAR 91.129 and 91.130 
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No person may act as an ATC Tower Operator at an ATC Tower in connection with civil aircraft unless they: 
 

• Hold an ATC Tower Operator certificate 
• Hold a facility rating for that tower or are working under direct supervision of a facility rated ATCS 

 
Reference: FAR 65.31 
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