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Onslow Aerodrome (YOLW) 
Instrument Approach 
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What is an Instrument Approach (IAP)? 
 
An Instrument approach is an important procedure for aircraft operating under the 
Instrument Flight Rules (IFR).  In brief, an Instrument approach is a series of published 
makeovers for the safe transfer of an aircraft to land, flying under instrument 
meteorological conditions (IMC – an aviation flight category that describes weather 
conditions which require pilots to fly primarily by reference to instruments). 
 
Without an instrument approach on a runway, an aircraft must fly and land using a visual 
approach(an approach flown with visual reference to the ground). Although aircraft can 
quite safely and efficiently fly with a visual approach (or non-instrument approach) to the 
runway in fine weather and during daylight, the presence of cloud or fog over the 
aerodrome significantly reduces the likelihood of an aircraft being able to safely land. An 
Instrument Approach enables aircraft to land safely even with the presence of cloud or fog 
over the aerodrome (above a specified level) and during the night. 
 
There are two main classifications for IAPs: precision and non-precision. Precision 
approaches utilize both lateral (localizer) and vertical (glideslope) information. Non-
precision approaches provide lateral course information only. GNSS RNAV approaches 
formerly known as GPS approach are a type of non-precision approach and are one of the 
more common instrument approach procedures in Australia, especially at remote 
aerodromes. Importantly with a GNSS approach there is no infrastructure for the 
aerodrome operator to maintain. The most important obligation of the aerodrome operator 
would be to provide accurate and timely information in regards to any new obstacles that 
occur in proximity to the aerodrome.  
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 3 

Benefits of an Instrument Approach at Onslow Aerodrome 
 
 
Onslow lies in the most cyclone-prone region of Australia. Since 1910, Onslow has been 
impacted by cyclones with wind gusts exceeding 90kmph at the average rate of once every 2 
years. A critical function of Onslow Aerodrome is to facilitate the evacuation of personnel 
and emergency medical passenger transfers from the area. However, as the low-lying cloud 
associated with a cyclone moves inland, aircraft would almost certainly be unable to land at 
Onslow Aerodrome if there was no instrument approach available, due to the high 
probability of cloud over the aircraft approach area. 
 
Another important consideration is the requirement for additional fuel to be carried on 
aircraft operating into an aerodrome without an instrument approach. In the event that 
Onslow Aerodrome does not have an instrument approach on the new runway, the 
alternate minima would be in the region of 2800ft/8km visibility. Any cloud forecast to be 
below 2800ft for the time of its arrival would require the aircraft to carry alternate fuel. This 
would restrict the payload of the flight and potentially require passengers to be off-loaded 
due to weight restrictions, or delay the flight until the cloud base lifted and visibility 
increased. 
 
Based on historical climatological data for the North-West Region of Western Australia, 
Onslow Aerodrome could expect conditions below the alternate minima (Cloud base 
2800ft/Visibility 8km) approximately 6% of the time in winter. Using Virgin Australia 
Regional Airline’s current flight schedule into Onslow, nearly 1.5 flights per week would 
require alternate fuel to be carried if there was no instrument approach procedure, 
potentially limiting the payload capacity of the aircraft. Using the same data, almost 0.5 
flights per week during the month of July would be required to divert to an alternate 
aerodrome if no instrument approach existed. 
 
In addition to an instrument approach enabling aircraft to safely land with the presence of 
cloud or fog (above the aerodrome minima), it also provides a much safer means for aircraft 
to operate at the aerodrome at night. Landing at night, at an aerodrome without an 
approach procedure, can expose the pilot to dangerous spatial disorientation phenomena. 
This has caused many fatal aircraft accidents and may impact on the ability of the Royal 
Flying Doctor Service to perform emergency medical evacuations from the aerodrome at 
night. The Civil Aviation Safety Authority encourages aerodrome operators in the Manual of 
Standards Part 139 to upgrade their facilities to a non-precision approach (NPA): 
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Manual of standards Part 139- Aerodromes 
CHAPTER 2: APPLICATION OF STANDARDS TO AERODROMES 
Section 2.1: General 
2.1.9 Non-precision Approach Runways 
2.1.9.3The result of accident enquiries has demonstrated that straight-in approaches 
 are much safer than circling approaches, especially at night. With the advent 
 of GPS, NPA runways can now be provided without any ground based 
 navigation aid. Aerodrome operators of non-instrument runways are strongly 
 urged to liaise with aerodrome users and upgrade their runways to NPA 
 runways wherever it is practicable to do so 
 
Virgin Australia Regional Airlines have stated that when assessing new runways they use the 
Flight Safety Controlled Flight into Terrain assessment. This shows the increase in risk 
associated with different types of approaches (or no approach procedure). For airports such 
as Onslow where there is an absence of additional lighting (such as airports in larger 
geographic centres) a published approach down to a straight-in minimum definitely reduces 
the risk associated with operations into that airport 
 G.Meechan, Acting Head of Flight Operations Virgin Australia Regional Airlines. 
 
Civil Aviation Orders Part 82.5 (Conditions on Air Operators Certificates for high-capacity 
aircraft, which includes the Fokker 100) states that an air operator using high capacity 
aircraft must not operate at night into aerodromes without a published instrument 
approach. 
 
Virgin Australia Regional Airlines operating charter flights on the Fokker 100 are not 
permitted to land after last light at an aerodrome without a published instrument approach, 
though they are currently permitted to depart after last light without a published approach. 
Any delays to their flights from Perth to Onslow that result in the arrival time falling after 
last light will mean the aircraft cannot land at Onslow, resulting in the cancellation of the 
flight or the aircraft landing at an alternate aerodrome 

Civil Aviation Order 82.5 

5 Obligations in relation to aerodromes 
 5.1 An operator must conduct operations in accordance with regulation 92A. 
 5.2 An operator must ensure that night operations are only conducted from an aerodrome 

for which there is: 
(a) a published instrument approach procedure; and 
(b) a serviceable and available navigation aid; and 
(c) obstruction lighting where necessary. 
Note   A navigation aid includes GNSS. 

 5.3 Unless otherwise approved in writing by CASA and subject to paragraph 5.4, an 
operator must not permit turbo-jet aeroplanes to use runways that are not equipped 
with electronic or visual approach slope guidance. 
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Publishing an instrument approach at an aerodrome is a relatively costly and lengthy 
process. However there is no doubt that having an instrument approach published 
(specifically, a straight-in approach) at Onslow Aerodrome will significantly enhance safety 
and efficiency of air operations. 
 
The cost of installing an instrument approach can be justified very quickly by the increased 
possibility of aircraft having to divert to alternative aerodromes because of poor weather. 
The productivity of the projects that Onslow Aerodrome serves will almost certainly be 
affected by the interruption to the movement of personnel if aircraft are not able to land in 
the presence of low cloud or heavy rain. And critically, the ability of Onslow Aerodrome to 
facilitate the evacuation of personnel in the event of a cyclone could be severely 
compromised. 
The previous runway at Onslow Aerodrome had a non-precision instrument approach 
procedure published for both ends of the runway. However, when that runway was 
decommissioned the instrument approach had to be cancelled due to different orientations 
in runways. The new runway will require a full re-design and flight validation prior to be 
published. 
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