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The Boeing 737-300, -400, and -500 series, collectively known as the Boeing 737 Classic, represent a pivotal era 

in aviation history. Transitioning from the original 'Jurassic' -100 and -200 models, the Classic series introduced 

high-bypass turbofan engines, improved aerodynamics, and an updated flight deck that bridged the gap between 

analog instrumentation and the fully integrated glass cockpits of the Next Generation (NG) and MAX series. 

Understanding the Flight Crew Operations Manual (FCOM)and the technical characteristics of these aircraft is

essential for pilots, engineers, and airport planners alike.

Evolution of the 737 Classic Series

Development of the 737-300 began in the early 1980s, driven by the need for greater fuel efficiency and reduced 

noise signatures. The primary catalyst for this evolution was the CFM56-3 high-bypass turbofan engine. Unlike

the low-bypass Pratt & Whitney JT8D engines found on the -200, the CFM56 offered significantly better specific

fuel consumption (SFC) and met more stringent noise regulations. This technological leap required substantial

airframe modifications, most notably the 'hamster pouch' engine nacelle design necessitated by the low ground

clearance of the 737's wing. This design moved the engine accessories to the sides, creating the iconic flattened

bottom edge of the intake.

Variant Specifications and Distinctions

The Classic series was offered in three distinct lengths to serve various market segments. The -300 served as the 

baseline model, the -400 was a stretched version designed for higher capacity, and the -500was a shorter version

intended to replace the -200 while offering modern efficiency. The following table highlights the physical and

operational differences between these variants.



Feature Boeing 737-300 Boeing 737-400 Boeing 737-500

Length 33.4 meters 36.5 meters 31.0 meters

Wingspan 28.9 meters 28.9 meters 28.9 meters

Tail Height 11.1 meters 11.1 meters 11.1 meters

Typical Seating 128 - 149 146 - 188 108 - 132

Max Takeoff Weight 
(MTOW)

63,276 kg 68,039 kg 60,555 kg

Engine Model CFM56-3B-1 CFM56-3C-1 CF656-3B-1

Technical Analysis of Core Aircraft Systems

The 737-300/-400/-500 Operations Manual outlines several critical systems that pilots must master. The 

integration of the Flight Management System (FMS) and the Electronic Flight Instrument System (EFIS)

marked a significant departure from previous generations, though the Classic still retained many mechanical links

and cable-driven controls, providing a unique 'pilot's airplane' feel.

The CFM56-3 Propulsion System

The CFM56-3 engine is a dual-rotor, axial flow turbofan. The N1 (low pressure) rotor consists of a single-stage fan 

and a three-stage low-pressure turbine. The N2 (high pressure) rotor consists of a nine-stage compressor and a 

single-stage high-pressure turbine. A key technical feature described in the FCOM is the Power Management 

Control (PMC). Unlike modern FADEC systems, the PMC on the Classic series provides electronic trimming of the

fuel control unit (MEC) to maintain a constant thrust setting during changes in ambient conditions, such as altitude

or temperature shifts during climb.

Hydraulic Systems Architecture

The 737 Classic utilizes three hydraulic systems: System A, System B, and the Standby System. Both System A

and B operate at a nominal pressure of 3,000 psi. In the event of a total loss of hydraulic pressure in both primary

systems, the aircraft remains controllable through manual reversion, where the pilot's physical input directly moves

the control surfaces via cables and tabs—a rare feature in modern transport-category aircraft.

•  System A: Powered by two engine-driven pumps (EDP). It operates the ailerons, elevators, rudder, flight 

spoilers, ground spoilers, and landing gear extension/retraction.

•  System B: Powered by two electric motor-driven pumps (EMDP). It operates the ailerons, elevators, rudder, 

flight spoilers, leading edge flaps/slats, and the trailing edge flaps.

•  Standby System: An electric pump-powered system that provides emergency backup for the rudder and 

leading-edge devices if Systems A and B fail.

Operational Procedures and Pilot Familiarization

Safe operation of the 737 Classic requires adherence to standardized profiles. One of the most critical phases is 

the stabilized approach. The FCOM specifies that a normal descent profile of 2.5 to 3 degrees should result in a

descent rate of approximately 500 to 800 feet per minute. Pilots are trained to stabilize the aircraft on speed and



profile, ensuring the airplane is in trim before crossing the threshold.

Descent and Landing Mathematical Framework

Pilots often use a '3-to-1' rule for descent planning. To determine the distance required to descend, the pilot 

multiplies the altitude to be lost (in thousands of feet) by three. For example, to descend from 30,000 feet to sea 

level: 30 (kft) x 3 = 90 nautical miles. Additionally, the vertical speed (VSI) required to maintain a 3-degree glide 

path is roughly 5 times the groundspeed. If the groundspeed is 150 knots, the target descent rate is 150 x 5 = 750 

fpm.

Automatic Flight Control Systems (AFCS)

The AFCS includes the Autopilot Flight Director System (AFDS) and the Autothrottle (A/T). These systems work in 

tandem with the FMC to provide lateral navigation (LNAV) and vertical navigation (VNAV). A notable incident 

involving G-OBMX(a 737-500) highlighted the importance of manual intervention capabilities. When automatic

systems encounter data discrepancies or mechanical anomalies, the Operations Manual emphasizes that the

aircraft remains controllable through direct manual control inputs, provided the crew identifies the failure mode

promptly.

Airplane Characteristics for Airport Planning

Airport authorities utilize the Airplane Characteristics for Airport Planningdocument to ensure infrastructure

compatibility. This includes analyzing the pavement load, turning radii, and servicing requirements. The 737 Classic

series, while relatively compact, requires specific gate considerations due to its low sill height and engine nacelle

ground clearance.

Pavement Load and Ground Maneuvering

The Acn/Pcn (Aircraft Classification Number / Pavement Classification Number)system is used to determine

if an airport's taxiways and runways can support the weight of a 737-400 at maximum ramp weight. Because the

-400 is heavier than the -300 and -500, it often serves as the 'critical aircraft' for medium-range airport planning.

The turning radius of the -400 is also slightly larger, requiring wider taxiway fillets to prevent the gear from leaving

the paved surface during tight turns.

Safety Management and Incident Analysis

The Boeing 737-500 incident (G-OBMX) provides a case study in system reliability and human-machine interface. 

During a climb, the aircraft experienced an uncommanded roll and pitch oscillation. The investigation found that 

while the automatic systems were operating, the crew had to revert to manual control to stabilize the flight. This 

underscores a core principle in the 737 Operations Manual: Fly, Navigate, Communicate. The manual stresses

that automation is a tool, but the pilot-in-command retains the ultimate responsibility for flight path control.

Common Troubleshooting Scenarios

1.  Engine Surge/Stall: Often caused by disrupted airflow into the CFM56-3. The FCOM instructs the crew to 

retard the thrust lever to idle and monitor EGT (Exhaust Gas Temperature).

2.  Hydraulic System B Leak: If a leak occurs in System B, the crew must be aware that the trailing edge flaps 

will operate much slower using the electrical backup system.

3.  FMC Failure: In the event of a dual FMC failure, crews must revert to 'Green Needle' navigation using VOR/

DME and manual performance calculations from the QRH (Quick Reference Handbook).

Phase-out and Legacy of the Classic Series



In recent years, many airlines have transitioned away from the Classic series. Bahamasair, for instance, completed 

its 737-500 phase-out in favor of the more fuel-efficient ATR-72 and 737-700/800 models. However, the 737-300 

and -400 remain highly popular in the air cargo industry. Their robust airframes and the availability of Passenger-to-

Freighter (P2F)conversions make them ideal for short-haul logistics. The 737-400SF (Special Freighter) is a

mainstay for companies like DHL and Amazon Prime Air partners, thanks to its 10-pallet capacity and reliable

CFM56-3 powerplants.

Comparison of Operational Life Cycles



Phase Commercial Service (Pax) Cargo Conversion (P2F) End-of-Life / Retirement

737-300 1984 - 2015 (Major 
Carriers)

High Demand (8-9 Pallets) Ongoing Retirement/
Storage

737-400 1988 - 2020 (Major 
Carriers)

Primary Cargo Narrowbody Active in Secondary 
Markets

737-500 1990 - 2018 (Major 
Carriers)

Low Demand (Small Cabin) Mostly Scrapped or Stored

The Boeing 737 Classic series remains a testament to Boeing's ability to evolve a platform. By integrating the 

CFM56 engines and a modernized flight deck into the existing 737 airframe, Boeing extended the life of the 

narrowbody line for decades. The Flight Crew Operations Manualfor the -300/400/500 is not just a set of

instructions; it is a comprehensive technical framework that ensures the safe and efficient operation of one of the

most successful aircraft families in history.

As we move further into the era of the 737 MAX and future sustainable aviation projects, the lessons learned from

the Classic series—particularly regarding engine integration, manual control reversion, and systems redundancy—

continue to inform aeronautical engineering and pilot training standards worldwide. The technical depth of the

737-300/-400/-500 Operations Manual remains a benchmark for professional aviation documentation, providing the

necessary guidance to navigate the complexities of flight with precision and safety.
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