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The Boeing 737 Next Generation (NG) family, encompassing the -600, -700, -800, and -900 variants, represents 

one of the most significant evolutions in commercial aviation history. Transitioning from the analog-heavy 'Classic' 

series to the sophisticated 'Glass Cockpit' environment of the NG required a total reimagining of flight deck 

ergonomics, system integration, and maintenance accessibility. For pilots and maintenance engineers, 

understanding the intricacies of the Boeing 737 NG cockpit panels, circuit breaker configurations, and component

locations is not merely a matter of operational fluency—it is essential for ensuring flight safety and dispatch

reliability.

The Evolution of the 737 Flight Deck: From Analog to Digital

The design philosophy of the Boeing 737 NG cockpit was driven by a need for commonality with previous 

generations while leveraging the power of modern avionics. Unlike the 777 or 787, which utilize fly-by-wire 

technology, the 737 NG remains a predominantly cable-and-pulley aircraft, supplemented by hydraulic actuators 

and sophisticated flight management computers. This hybrid nature creates a unique cockpit environment where 

traditional physical switches interface with high-resolution Electronic Flight Instrument System (EFIS) displays.

The cockpit layout is standardized across the -600 through -900 models, featuring six flat-panel liquid crystal 

displays (LCDs). These displays are controlled by two Display Electronics Units (DEUs), which act as the 'brains'

of the instrument system. The architecture is designed for high redundancy; if one DEU fails, the other can provide

data to all six screens through a manual or automatic switching logic. This ensures that critical flight data, including

airspeed, altitude, and engine parameters, remains available even during a catastrophic electrical or component

failure.

Detailed Breakdown of the P5 Overhead Panel

The P5 Overhead Panel is arguably the most critical interface for system management in the 737 NG. It is divided

into two primary sections: the Forward Overhead Panel and the Aft Overhead Panel. The layout follows a logical

flow, generally moving from 'Systems' at the bottom to 'Electrical/Environmental' at the top, and typically organized

from left to right to mirror the aircraft's physical layout.

The Forward Overhead Panel (P5-F)

This panel contains the controls for the aircraft’s primary systems, including fuel, electrical power, hydraulics, and

pneumatics. Key modules include:

•  Electrical Module: Features the Generator Drive (IDG) disconnect switches, the APU (Auxiliary Power Unit) 

start switch, and the Bus Trans switches. The NG utilizes a 'break-before-make' logic for power transfers, ensuring 

that two different power sources never power the same bus simultaneously.

•  Fuel Module: Contains switches for the left, right, and center tank pumps. A critical technical feature of the 

737 NG fuel system is the Scavenge Pump, which automatically transfers fuel from the center tank to the Main 



Tank 1 when the main tanks are below a certain threshold and center tank pressure is low.

•  Hydraulic Module: Manages the Engine Driven Pumps (EDP) and Electric Motor Driven Pumps (EMDP) for 

Systems A and B. It also houses the controls for the Standby Hydraulic System, which is vital for rudder and 

leading-edge device operation in the event of primary system loss.

The Aft Overhead Panel (P5-A)

The Aft Overhead Panel contains systems that are less frequently accessed during flight but are vital for 

configuration and safety. This includes the Inertial Reference System (IRS)mode selectors, the Leading Edge

Devices (LED) annunciator panel, and the oxygen system controls. The IRS is the backbone of the aircraft's

navigation, utilizing ring laser gyros to provide position, velocity, and attitude data without relying on external

ground-based aids.

Central Instrument Panel and Display System Architecture

The center instrument panel (P2) is the primary visual interface for the flight crew. In the NG series, the six LCDs 

are typically configured into two Primary Flight Displays (PFD), two Navigation Displays (ND), and two Engine 

and System Displays (Upper and Lower DU).

Common Display System (CDS) Logic

The CDS is designed with a high degree of flexibility. Pilots can use the Display Select Panel to move engine data 

to different screens if a display unit fails. Technically, this is managed through a complex bus architecture. The 

DEUs receive input from various sensors (ADRs, IRUs, Engine Sensors) via ARINC 429 data buses. The data is 

then processed and rendered as the graphical interface pilots see. The 'speed tape' on the PFD is not just a visual 

representation; it is a calculated output incorporating Angle of Attack (AoA), vertical speed, and flap configuration

to provide real-time stall margins and maneuver limits.



Feature 737 Classic (-300/400/500) 737 Next Gen 
(-600/700/800/900)

737 MAX

Display Technology CRT or Analog Gauges LCD Flat Panels (6) Large Format LCD (4)

FMC Logic Single/Dual Legacy High-Speed Dual FMC Integrated Advanced FMC

Electrical System Analogue Protection Digital Generator Control 
Units

Advanced Power 
Distribution

Hydraulic Monitoring Manual Gauges Digital Transducers Enhanced Digital 
Monitoring

Circuit Breaker Management: The P6 and P18 Panels

Circuit breakers (CBs) in the 737 NG serve as the primary line of defense against electrical overloads and fires.

Unlike modern fly-by-wire aircraft that use electronic circuit breakers (eCBs) controlled via software, the 737 NG

retains traditional 'pop-out' thermal breakers. These are located on two massive panels behind the flight crew seats:

•  P6 Panel: Located behind the First Officer, this panel contains hundreds of breakers for the AC and DC power 

distribution, including flight instruments, communications, and lighting.

•  P18 Panel: Located behind the Captain, this panel handles heavy power loads and systems related to the left 

side of the aircraft and engine systems.

For maintenance personnel, the 737 Circuit Breaker Location Chartis an indispensable tool. Breakers are

indexed by a coordinate system (e.g., A-12, J-5). Technical manuals specify that a tripped circuit breaker should

generally not be reset in flight unless deemed essential for the safety of the flight, as a trip usually indicates a hard

fault in the wiring or the component itself.

Component Locator and Maintenance Accessibility

The 737 NG was designed with 'Lean' maintenance in mind. The Component Locator Guideis a technical

document that allows technicians to identify the exact physical location of valves, ducts, and sensors within the

airframe. Many of these components are accessed through external panels on the fuselage, wings, and

empennage.

Key Inspection Areas and Panel Identification

Boeing uses a standardized numbering system for access panels. For example, panels in the 100 series cover the 

lower fuselage, while the 500 and 600 series cover the left and right wings, respectively. A technician looking for a 

Pneumatic Bleed Air Valvewould refer to the locator guide to find its position near the engine pylon, accessible

via specific quick-release panels. The use of color-coded guides in modern documentation has significantly

reduced 'human factor' errors where the wrong component is removed during troubleshooting.

The Renton Production Facility: Engineering Precision

The majority of the 737 NG fleet was produced at the Boeing Renton Factoryin Washington. This facility is world-

renowned for its 'Moving Line' production system. The aircraft moves through various 'positions' where specific

systems are installed. At Position 1, the fuselage is joined; by Position 5, the flight deck panels and avionics are

integrated. This high-speed production requires extreme precision in wire harness routing and panel fitment to



ensure that every 737-800 rolling off the line is identical in its systems architecture to the one before it.

Operational Troubleshooting and Systems Integration

Systems integration in the 737 NG is most evident during troubleshooting of complex failures. For instance, a 'Dual 

Bleed' light on the overhead panel is not just an indicator of a valve position; it is a logic-based warning. It informs 

the pilot that the APU Bleed Valve is open while the Engine Bleed Air Switchesare also open, creating a risk of

back-pressurizing the APU.

Case Study: Hydraulic System A Failure

If Hydraulic System A fails (indicated by a 'Low Pressure' light on the P5 panel), the following technical transitions

occur:

1.  Flight Controls: The Ailerons and Elevators transition to being powered solely by System B. The Rudder 

receives power from System B and, if necessary, the Standby System.

2.  Landing Gear: The landing gear must be extended using the Manual Gear Extension handle on the cockpit 

floor, which releases the mechanical uplocks and allows the gear to free-fall into place.

3.  Nose Wheel Steering: Steering becomes unavailable unless the aircraft is equipped with a steering transfer 

switch, which allows System B to take over the task.

4.  Ground Spoilers: These become inoperative, significantly increasing the landing roll distance—a factor that 

must be calculated using the Quick Reference Handbook (QRH).

The Role of the Mode Control Panel (MCP) in Automated Flight

The Mode Control Panel (MCP), located on the glareshield (P7), is the interface between the pilot and the Flight 

Guidance System (FGS). It allows for the selection of altitude, heading, airspeed, and vertical speed. In the 737

NG, the MCP facilitates the 'Level Change' (LVL CHG) mode, which is a coordinated logic between the Autothrottle

and the Autopilot. In a climb, the Autothrottle sets maximum certified thrust while the Autopilot adjusts pitch to

maintain the selected airspeed. This 'Speed-on-Pitch' logic is a cornerstone of Boeing’s automation philosophy,

emphasizing the aircraft's energy state over rigid path following.

Practical Implementation: Cockpit Setup Procedure

A technical 'cold and dark' setup of a 737 NG requires a specific sequence to ensure system health and data

integrity. This procedure is a standard field guide for pilots:

•  Battery Switch: ON (Ensures DC power for fire protection and standby instruments).

•  Standby Power: AUTO (Enables the static inverter to provide AC power from batteries).

•  APU Start: Initiates the sequence; once at 95% RPM, APU Gen switches are flipped to provide full aircraft 

power.

•  IRS Alignment: The selectors are moved to NAV. The pilots enter the current GPS coordinates into the Control 

Display Unit (CDU). The system then spends 7-10 minutes calculating 'True North' via gravity and earth rotation 

sensing.

•  Hydraulic Pumps: Turned on sequentially to avoid an electrical surge.

Summary of Broader Technical Implications

The Boeing 737 Next Generation stands as a masterclass in evolutionary engineering. By maintaining the physical

layout of the original 737 but infusing it with high-integrity digital systems, Boeing created an aircraft that is both



familiar to veteran pilots and capable of operating in the modern, data-driven airspace of the 21st century. The

technical synergy between the P5 overhead panel, the CDS displays, and the massive electrical distribution

network housed within the P6 and P18 panels ensures that the aircraft remains resilient under various failure

modes.

Understanding the 737 NG is not just about knowing which button to push; it is about understanding the underlying

logic—how a pneumatic valve affects air conditioning, how a circuit breaker protects a flight computer, and how the

Renton production line ensures that every component is exactly where a technician expects it to be. As the aviation

industry moves toward even more automated platforms, the 737 NG remains a vital benchmark for mechanical and

digital integration, providing a reliable backbone for global air travel.
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