Most of us have been there one time or another on the ground: some of us for our honeymoon…
others for a weekend getaway. If not, we’ve all said we’d eventually like to go there “just to see it
one time.” Attracting more than 30 million people every year, it is one of the most visited tourist
destinations in the world. By comparison, Yosemite and Grand Canyon National Parks combined
have fewer than 10 million visitors annually. Despite its over-the-top commercialization, it is often
referred to as “The Eighth Wonder of the Natural World,” barely behind the seventh which is the harbor of Rio de Janeiro. And lucky us…it is only 220nm away as the crow (or Cessna) flies. In case
you are wondering, “it” is the Niagara Falls on the Niagara River about 20 miles north of Lake Erie
and Buffalo, NY. But before you rush out,
fire up the Mooney, and takeoff northwest
bound to see it, there are a few things you
should know.

Horseshoe Falls on the Canadian side. Maid of the Mist
is visible on the Niagara River

The FAA and Civil Aviation Branch (CAB) of
Transport Canada have gotten together and
formulated a plan to allow US general aviation pilots to fly into Canadian airspace to
see or photograph the falls without getting
complicated clearances or requiring them to
jump through hoops. If you are interested
in reading more rule details than are included in this article, do a GOOGLE search for

FAA Rule 14 CFR 93.71, Subpart E. Think of the
route over the falls as an SFRA, similar to the Hudson River VFR Corridor and the VFR Corridor directly
over LAX.
Before reaching the falls, it is a good idea to get
flight following en route from Buffalo (KBUF) approach on 126.15 when you are 25 or 30 miles out.
Then switch over to Niagara tower (KIAG) on 118.5
to get the Niagara altimeter setting before you enter
the special Niagara Falls flight area. If the Niagara
American Falls and Bridal Veil Falls. Goat Island is tower is closed, use their ATIS (120.8) altimeter
setting. Do not monitor the Niagara or Buffalo freto the right of the falls
quencies while you are in the special flight area.
Use the CTAF designated for that area, 122.05.
The special route is an oval race track pattern oriented southwest to northeast. The long leg of the
oval is about 2 miles and the short leg, 1 mile. So
it should take you three or four minutes to fly one
circuit around the track. Squawk VFR 1200 on
your transponder while in the Niagara Falls special
flight rules area. You are not permitted to exceed
130 KIAS and must fly the racetrack pattern in a
clockwise direction no lower than 3,500’ MSL. This
altitude restriction separates GA traffic from commercial site-seeing helicopters. I usually try to fly
the pattern at 120 KIAS which is a common airHorseshoe Falls looking southwest. Goat Island is
speed for all GA aircraft. Just before entering and
in lower right of photo.
while you are in the special flight area, you should
make position announcements on 122.05. If
there is not a lot of traffic, I usually make a position announcement every three or four minutes.
A good place to join the pattern is in the southwest part of the oval over the railroad yard. A
typical announcement when you enter might be,
“Niagara Falls traffic, this is Cessna 1234 at 3,500’
entering the special flight area from the east over
the railroad yard.”

Niagara River and Horseshoe Falls looking
west. Goat Island is lower right.

If you get up there and the cloud ceiling is below
3,500’, you may be able to get a clearance to fly
below 3,500’ MSL from Canada’s approach control
at Hamilton International Airport 30 miles west of

the falls on 119.7 or Hamilton tower on
125.00. The best way to avoid this issue is don’t go when the weather is
“iffy.” Naturally weather forecasts are
not always accurate.
Since the person in the plane sitting on
the inside of the racetrack pattern gets
the better view of the falls, if you are
planning to take photos I suggest you
fly from the right seat. Or alternatively
the passenger in the right seat can take
the photos. If you go on a weekend day
with good weather, expect heavy traffic.
Niagara River and Horseshoe Falls looking west.
If there is a lot of GA air traffic, you may
Goat Island is lower right.
feel safer flying the oval well above the
crowds at 4,500’ MSL. The northeastern
limit of the racetrack oval is the Rainbow Bridge, and the southwestern limit, the railroad yard.
These landmarks are easy to identify, but it may help to familiarize you with the terrain if you do a
GOOGLE maps search (use satellite view) for the Niagara Falls area before you go. Announce when
you are departing and where you are exiting the oval. The safest place to exit the pattern is when
you are eastbound over the Rainbow Bridge at the northeast end of the oval.

More about photography: the best time of
day to get good photos of the Horseshoe
Falls is mid to late afternoon when the sunlight is coming from the west. During the
morning hours you will be shooting your
pictures of the Horseshoe Falls into the
sun, and as a result they will be backlighted. When using an autofocus lens, you will
need to place the focusing sensor over a
solid object because the camera will not be
able to focus on the mist created by the
falls. With a multi-sensor viewfinder, this
may not be an issue.
Winter view of the falls. The Niagara.
River below the falls is partially frozen

I usually shoot aerial photos at 1/800 to
1/1250 second or faster to minimize movement of the camera, especially if there is
any turbulence. Using a high shutter speed at ISO 400 or 800 is not usually a problem because
there is ample light in photos taken outdoors, and generally Niagara Falls is a bright subject. During the winter months, any photos will look like black-and-white monochromes. So if you want
some color in your pictures, go during the summer months. Also the water flow of the falls is not as

great in the winter because more water
is diverted to the power turbines since
this is the off season for tourists. For
maximum water flow, go in the summer.
A few interesting facts about the geology
of the falls are worth mentioning. The
falls began to form 10,000 to 12,000
years ago as the Laurentide Ice Sheet
retreated to the north while the Earth
was coming out of its most recent ice
age. And by the way, we’re still coming
out of it. Despite carbon dioxide being
introduced into the atmosphere, the
Earth is much cooler now than it has
The Rainbow Bridge visible in the upper left
been during most of its geologic history.
of this photo is at the northern point
When this ice sheet covered much of the
northeastern US, what is now New York City was buried under a 4,000’ thick slab of ice. As the ice
sheet melted, large torrents of water were released into the Great Lakes which drain into Lake Ontario by way of the Niagara River. Water plunging over the Niagara Escarpment wore the river bottom away and created the falls which have retreated south from Lake Ontario about one mile every
thousand years. It has been estimated that if neither man nor climate change intervenes, the falls
will continue to retreat until they disappear into Lake Erie about 22,800 years in the future. The Army Corps of Engineers has already reinforced some of the falls with heavy metal rods and strategically placed concrete reinforcement.

A broad view of the special flight area over
Canadian airspace from 3,500' MSL.

As with all water falls, a turbulent pool
forms at the base of the falls where
the force of falling water digs into the
basement rock. The deepest section
of the Niagara River is 170’ just below
the falls which is about equal to the
height of the falls themselves. Authorities from the US and Canada are constantly debating whether to try to save
the falls from its own eventual geologic destruction or to continue to artificially reinforce the rock to prevent further erosion.

An estimated 5,000 people have been killed
going over the falls since the mid 1800’s.
Most of these were suicides. Local officials
estimate 20 - 40 people commit suicide annually by going over the falls. Many of
these peoples’ bodies are never recovered.
A few have gone over the falls and survived
under various circumstances. In 1960 a
seven year old boy, Roger Woodward, went
over the Horseshoe Falls with nothing more
than a life jacket for protection after a boat
he was riding in accidentally capsized a
mile upstream from the falls. An adult ridFrozen Lake Erie is the backdrop for Buffalo, NY. This is one ing in the boat tried to save him but was
unsuccessful and died in the attempt. Roger
of the scenic views you will encounter on the way to
survived the 170’ drop with a few bruises
Niagara Falls. View is looking west
and was picked up by the tour boat The
Maid of the Mist near the base of the falls…a
small miracle at least.

A nice day trip consists of flying to Niagara
Falls International Airport (KIAG), then taking
a 5 mile cab ride for drop off at the American
Falls. From there you can easily walk to any
of a dozen eateries on the American side for
dinner, or take another cab to the Canadian
side for more site-seeing. I prefer to stay late
and make the flight home after nightfall. Circling over the color spot-lighted falls at night
in the special flight rules area is a treat. If you
want to stay for several days, you can pick up
an Enterprise rental car at the FBO, Calspan
Air Services (716-298-9307). Overnight tie
down and security fee at Calspan for most GA
aircraft is less than $10. When you go, fly
safe and have fun.

View of Lake Erie looking west from Buffalo…
summer view looking southwest.

