Safety in FAI Category 1 PG Competitions

OCTWG’s Work and Proposals

Dear Delegates, Manufacturers and Pilots

The matter of 'Open Class versus Serial Class' has been a hot topic of discussion over  the last decade. In January 2010 the PMA (Paraglider Manufacturer Association) voted in favour of Open Class. The members of the CIVL PG sub commission meetings in February 2010 also voted clearly in favour of Open Class and consequently the Open Class Technical Working Group (OCTWG) was born. This working group had the brief to focus on one topic: Aspects of safety surrounding uncertified gliders at category 1 events.

This Working group has done a large amount of work. During the European Championships 2010 several meetings with Manufacturers, Testing Houses, Team leaders and Pilots were held. During the main meeting all major Manufacturers as well as two Testing Houses were present.  After the Europeans the proposals were sent to all participants and over the course of 2 more meetings during the World Cup Final in Turkey the proposals were finalized. In Annex 1 you will find a list of most participants of these meetings.

During the CIVL Bureau-Meeting at the end of October it was also discussed and afterwards the new draft rules were at a final stage. The complete Package of our Proposals can be downloaded at: www.fai.org/hang_gliding/meetings/plenary/2011, Agenda Pack 2, Annex13.

Despite all of this, the controversial discussion about “Serial Class” goes on. During the meetings in Turkey it was decided, that we, the OCTWG should write a letter to explain the main arguments of OCTWG concerning this topic.

Serial Class will probably not reduce accident rates.

Dozens of factors play a significant role in the overall safety of a competition. A list of the main factors effecting safety has been drawn up following a broad consultation of everyone involved. In the Annexe 2 you will find a list of the factors identified.

Pilot’s mentality

The result of this research showed that the most significant factors are the mentality and the skills of the pilot himself, and it is here that the greatest potential for the improvement of safety lies. 

Technical improvements fail to reduce the accident rate in other fields:

Two important studies have been done (the following extract is from 'Target Risk' by Gerald J. S. Wilde, Ph.D., published in „Cross Country“, issue 132 by Bruce Goldsmith):

1 ) The Munich taxicab experiment: Homeostasis theory suggests that drivers change their behaviour with ABS-brake systems and the number of accidents stays the same because drivers take into account their new brakes and drive a bit more sloppily. And this is pretty much what happened: Over three years and 747 accidents, the ‘involvement rate’ of ABS taxis in accidents actually went up. It was concluded that accident severity was independent of the presence or absence of ABS.

In a second part of their investigation the researchers monitored 10 ABS and 10 non-ABS cars without the drivers' knowledge. Sensors measured acceleration and deceleration. Over 3,276 hours of driving it was found that hard braking occurred more often in the vehicles with ABS.

A third part of the study was about driving style. Drivers didn’t know they were being monitored, but the survey showed that drivers of ABS cabs made sharper turns in curves, were less accurate in their lane-holding behaviour, proceeded at a shorter forward sight distance, made more poorly adjusted merging manoeuvres and created more ‘traffic conflicts’. They also drove faster. All these differences were statistically significant.

In conclusion, installing ABS brakes did not lead to a drop in the accident rate. In fact, driving behaviour went the other way – it got less refined.e

2)  Skydiving “Open canopy fatalities and risk homeostasis”: S. Wilde sent Bruce Goldsmith another “startling” study, showing that technical improvements failed to reduce the accident rate: A study, called “Open canopy fatalities and risk homeostasis” (made in 2000). Dr Wilde wrote: “In the past many of the fatalities in skydiving occurred when parachutes did not open. In more recent years, the engineering ... has been improved and parachute deployment brought more fully under the skydiver’s control. [But]  the ‘total annual fatalities’ have remained the same during this period [because] people adjust their behaviour to maintain arousal at optimal levels.”

Serial class test periods

The PWCA introduced a Serial Class ranking besides the traditional Open Class. This didn’t result in the expected safety improvements and caused many problems, so at the end of 2000 after two years the serial class World Cup was abandoned.

Similarly, the Scandinavian countries abandoned their requirement to fly Serial Class gliders as well as the British after their own test periods.

Possible disadvantages of Serial Class Competitions

Apart from the failure to reduce the accident rate, many other disadvantages could occur:

Tuning, checking, and protests

If important and high profile international titles can be won in a Serial Class competition, this class will shortly become highly competitive, encouraging pilots and manufacturers to cheat in any way possible (changes to profile, sail tension, attach second accelerator during the flight, etc.). Checking for all this in a reasonable way would be extremely demanding and leave a lot of room for endless protests.

Technical development

It is very likely that the technical development will be slowed down considerably.

Shifting the problem

The class which is used for Serial Class competitions (EN-D) will be pushed disproportionably towards pure performance, resulting in wings which may be difficult to fly and potentially dangerous to regular pilots buying them. 

Conclusion

Limiting important international competitions to gliders which pass an existing certification does not seem an appropriate measure to increase safety in paragliding competitions. 

On the other hand, it looks very important to work on the mentality of the pilots. The proposals from the Open Class Technical Working Group (OCTWG) go in this direction.

February 2011

Annex 1: Members OCTWG, participants of meetings

Open Class Technical Working Group (OCTWG)

Martin Scheel - mscheel@azoom.ch (Working Group Chairman)

Robert Aarts - rjaarts@gmail.com

Harry Buntz - harry@dhv.de

Igor Erzen - igorerzen@gmail.com (CIVL bureau member)

Gregory Knudson - gknudson@cargolux.com

Didier Mathurin - d.mathurin@ffvl.fr

Adrian Thomas - adrian.thomas@zoo.ox.ac.uk (technical consultant)

Testing House DHV: Buntz, Hary and Hannes Weininger

Testing Houses Air Turquoise: Randi Erikson

Advance: Bruce Goldsmith 

Gin Giders: Gin Seok Song, Urban Valic 

Ozone: Luc Armant and Russell Ogden

Paratech: Uwe Bernholz

Swing: Torsten Siegel, Christian Amon

UP: Stephan Stieglair

Air Cross: Konrad Görg

Cortell Design: Denis Cortella

PMA: Hans Bausenwein, General Secratary

PWCA: Goran Dimiskovski, President

EC Abtenau: Thomas Brandlehner (Technical Director)

Chris (Calvo) Burns, Scott  Torkelsen, Michael Von Wachter, Alberto Castagna, Wim Verhouve, Nicky Moss, Christian Biasi, Luciano Gallo…

As well as many more Team-leaders and interested Pilots during the European Championships in Abtenau.

Annex 2: Safety Factors

First let’s take a look at all the aspects which have an influence on the safety situation of a specific competition. We strongly feel that overall competition safety can only be improved in a sustainable way if all those aspects are considered and improved.

1. Pilot’s character – the most important factor of all in our opinion, regardless of wings, conditions and site. Without paragliding, dare devils will endanger themselves in another sport

2. Pilot selection: Pilots’ skill level must be suitable for the competition and the flying conditions to be expected

3. Flying site

4. Timing: Use the best, safe time of the year for a specific site to hold a competition

5. Launch conditions

6. Flying conditions – often “stable” conditions are considered “safe”, but stable air produces hard, narrow thermals, forcing pilots to fight for those few turbulent bubbles in close proximity to each other and to the terrain

7. Stopping tasks: Dangerous if done too late

8. Correct wing: permit to fly for a specific pilot and a specific wing, from a flying school or the wing’s manufacturer/importer, stating that the pilot is sufficiently skilled to fly this wing in conditions as they occur during competitions

9. A wing’s flying behaviour: wings which are difficult to fly are not necessarily dangerous. Much more dangerous are treacherous wings which are easy to fly but exhibit difficult behaviour after disturbances

10. Airworthiness of gliders: 2-year-checks are insufficient; competition gliders should be equipped with fresh lines after 100-150 hours, roughly once a year

11. Harness with protector

12. Harness with front reserve container or the possibility to throw the reserve with the left or right hand

13. Helmet, shoes, gloves, knee protectors

14. Live-tracking

15. Safety plan, alarming, search and rescue scheme, including first aid personnel on call

16. The formula used to evaluate a task influences the flying style and has therefore an effect on safety

17. Safe final glide and a landing zone free of obstructions and turbulences

