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Flying in Paraglider Competitions 

A Guide for the Aspiring XC Pilot  

 
 

Preface  

When I first learned to fly paragliders, I had been flying for 35 ȅŜŀǊǎΦ LΩŘ Ŧƭƻǿƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǎ 
that ranged from 400 lb. sailplanes to 875,000 lb. commercial airliners. I was no sky-god, but I was a 
άCƭȅŜǊΦέ L ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ǝǳȅ ǿƘƻ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ƻŦ ŀ ŎŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ along that ridge 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭƛƪŜΤ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ǘƘŜ Ǝǳȅ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ǿƛfe has ƘŜŀǊŘΣ ƛƴƴǳƳŜǊŀōƭŜ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ǎŀȅΣ άL ǿƛǎƘ L ǿŀǎ ŀ ōƛǊŘΦ Φ Φέ   
Paragliding is the perfect combination of freedom, autonomy, and challenge.   

That said, when I learned to paraglide in 2003, I viewed the sport of racing paragliders like I viewed 
moped racing ς ά²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƛƴǘΚέ ¢ƘŜƴ, in 2004, I began to yearn for more adventure,  more 
challenge and started straying from my home site to fly cross-country. This thrill rekindled the 
excitement I felt when I was 16 and first flew a ǎŀƛƭǇƭŀƴŜ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ǊƛŘƎŜǎ ǘƻ ƭŀƴŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΩǎ 
pasture.  In 2005 I was flying a popular LTF 1/2 paraglider and entered my first XC competition and 
ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΦ L ǘƻƻƪ ƛǘ ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ϧ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŎƻǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǿŜƭl, but I learned so much in just 6 
flights that I was truly hooked on XC competitions.  

LΩǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ L ƭŜŀǊƴ ōŜǎǘ ōȅ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ L Ŏŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǾƛǎǳŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ 
learned. I also fiƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ L Ǝŀƛƴ ǾŀƭǳŜ ōȅ ΨŘŜōǊƛŜŦƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳƛƴg ς writing down my observations for 
future reference and comment by other pilots I respect. The main documentation is done on my blog.  
This paper is an extension of that process. Much of it is personal opinion & observation. Most of that 
is information I have gleaned from others. It is meant to be a tool for those who are considering entry 
into XC Comps. By removing some of the unknowns, I hope to make your entry into this sport more 
comfortable and safe. Nothing has done more to increase my enjoyment of local flying, and improve 
my skills, than participating in XC competitions.  

Now the legal stuff. 
Paragliding is an inherently dangerous sport.  Nothing in these pages should be construed as 
encouragement or endorsement of YOU entering the sport of Cross Country Paragliding.  This paper is 
written to document what I have learned about the sport.  I encourage you to use your judgment and 
training to decide whether your qualifications are appropriate and your life is ready to engage in this 
activity.  

 

Tailwinds,  

¢ƛƳ hΩbŜƛƭƭ  
 

http://www.timospgblog.com/
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1. Paragliding Competitions - Right for You? 

What are Paraglider XC Competitions?  

¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊŀƎƭƛŘŜǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ƘŜƭŘ ǇŀǊŀƎƭƛŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƻǊǘ ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ улΩǎΦ 
Early wings had atrocious performance and even worse flying characteristics, so these comps were 
true thrill-sporting events. The modern paraglider is much safer and has the performance to fly long 
distances at high speeds relative to the early days of the sport.  

Generally speaking, most XC Comps are events that have a defined task, over turnpoints, to a goal; 
with points accrued for distance flown and speed-to-goal. There are other formats that will be 
discussed later, but this is the format that will be considered for most of the examples.  

Why Fly in Competitions?  

Do you really want to compete?  LŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ƛǎ ΨΩbhΣΩΩ ǘƘŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀƳƻƴƎ 
many other pilots who also participate in competitions, only for the experience and enjoyment it 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎΦ  LŦ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƻŦŦŜǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ψ²LbΩΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ 
than 10 to 20 participants.  So, why should you consider these events?  Competitions are, by 
definition, organized. The extent of the organization will vary, event to event, but this organization 
often includes:  

Task setting based upon weather knowledge and local knowledge. 
LǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎǳǊǳ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŦƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŀǎƪǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ Ǉǳǎh you to 
reach goals that you would otherwise think unreachable.  During the task briefing, listen carefully to 
any cautions and WX predictions; particularly forecasts of valley winds and over-development.  
Retrievals. You have a group of pilots all heading the same direction and cars along the route to pick 
up those who land out. Comp organizers look for every last pilot until they are all accounted for.   
Camaraderie ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΦ Wǳǎǘ ΨƭǳǊƪƛƴƎΩ ŀǘ ƭŀǳƴŎƘ 
provides many tidbits of information regarding equipment, tactics, and technique.  
Logistics. Most competitions will have worked out accommodations, safety procedures, launch 
recommendations, repair services, emergency services, and retrieves etc.  
Safety. The prospect of planning and flying cross-country flights can be sketchy without the above 
items. It is my opinion that a well-run competition is the safest way to fly XC, especially for the newer 
XC pilot.  
FUN ς These events can be a lot of fun.  

Who Should Fly XC Comps  

LΩƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƻ ŀŘƳƛǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ Ǉƛƭƻǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŦƭȅΣ ƻǊ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƻ ŦƭȅΣ in XC Comps. 
¢ƻ ǎŀŦŜƭȅ Ŧƭȅ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŜǎǘΩ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ƴŜǿ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
one needs to observe and react to correctly.  

If a pilot is unable to deal with variables (wind changes, obstacles in the LZ, turbulence, etc.) he should 
gather more experience before leaving the nest. Another factor to consider is nerves, or lack of 
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confidence. Some nervousness is normal (and healthy) but too much can hamper your ability to 
respond to changing conditions and react correctly. XC is all about decisions. When you are making 
consistent good decisions and are looking for additional challenge, it is time.  

As you read the equipment and skill requirements necessary to participate, it may seem a bit 
intimidating. Remember that you are building skills and your equipment list is something akin to 
building a foundation that allows you to enjoy the joys of our sport. 

A pilot who is capable of landing in an LZ assessed from the air; who has demonstrated thermalling 
ability in traffic and control of her wing in turbulence; who is willing to make mistakes and endure 
disappointment to learn the game ς is qualified to fly a competition. Generally a P3 with 
endorsements or a P4 are required to enter a national competition. Local/regional comps are not so 
concerned and the minimum rating is determined by the rating required to fly the launch site.  

Pilot Readiness  

The most important prerequisite is your mental readiness and emotional control. You must be 
prepared to endure some disappointment while doing your internship as a new XC pilot. Too much 
competitive drive, coupled with too little experience is a recipe for disaster. Approach your first few 
comps as a student of the game. There are so many aspects one must master to be a good XC pilot 
that it will not happen overnight. An XC pilot should be fit enough to carry his PG rucksack for at least 
3 miles. Acclimatization before flights above 3500 meters is highly recommended.  

Pilot Skills  

Before considering participation in an XC Comp a pilot should be experienced in:  

Assessing Weather conditions.  The ability to assess the changing weather conditions while flying is 
essential.  Your safety may rely on your reactions to the weather and its changes, even in unfamiliar 
locations. 
Consistent Launches in variable conditions. Launch often feels like the first golf tee at the US Open 
ŦƻǊ ƴŜǿ ǇƛƭƻǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ άȅƛǇǎέ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǊŜŀƭ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ƭŀǳƴŎƘƛƴƎΦ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ 
wing up in less than optimum conditions.  
Thermalling - in trafficΦ ¸ƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ Ŧƭȅ ŦŀǊ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎǘŀȅ ǳǇΦ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƘƻƳŜ ǎƛǘŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀǎ ǎŎŀǊȅ 
(usually) as it looks to be in a gaggle of well behaved pilots, but things can be hectic. We have all left 
gaggles we thought were not safe, but gaggle flying is a skill you will need to develop.   
NavigatingΦ ¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ aŀƎŜƭƭan, but you need to be able to visualize the task and how you 
want to fly it. The truth is, that your early comps will have you playing follow the leader but you will 
be building navigation skills as you fly each task. Build judgment skills that allow you to decide 
whether you can make a thermal source on glide.  
Wing Control. We fly our competitions in the heat of the day, when conditions are their best and, 
often, rowdiest. The conditions are not dangerous, just very active. Each pilot needs to keep their 
wing over their head. SIV experience is very helpful. Confidence in your skills and ability to control the 
wing is essential.  
 
Assessing LZs from the air and planning the approach and landing. The most dangerous part of a XC 
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flight is the approach and landing. You may be tired and dehydrated. It is natural to be frustrated if 
you land out. You will unconsciously relax, since the ǘŀǎƪ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ΨŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴΦΩ ¸ƻǳ will need to exercise 
discipline to maintain focus and a healthy paranoia during the approach and landing.  

Equipment Required  

Any modern LTF 1/2 rated (or higher) wing can be flown in XC competitions. A properly adjusted 
ά{ǇŜŜŘ-ǎȅǎǘŜƳέ ƛǎ ƛƳǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜΦ ¸ƻǳ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ς just a wing that you are 
comfortable on and confident in.  
 
Reserve Parachute is required. It is generally accepted that the reserve should be less than 10 years 
old and regularly inspected / repacked by a pro.  
 
Transceiver (radio) capable of transmitting on the common frequencies. Many 2M transceivers need 
to be modified to transmit on USHPA frequencies. It is helpful to have a speaker/mike to allow easy 
ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǘΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŦŀƴŎȅ t¢¢ (push-to-talk) systems. They tend to be distracting, 
damaged easily, and are outlawed by many comp. directors. VOX (voice activated) systems are a very 
bad idea at comps. Keep it simple with either a chest harness or a simple speaker mike.  
 
GPS unit. You will need a GPS unit (preferably one with a 3D tracklog) and cable to download 
waypoints and upload tracks to/from your unit. For your first few events a simple GPS is fine. Later 
you might opt for an integrated unit which displays more information in a more useable format. These 
ǳƴƛǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŀǘ ΨǳƴƭƻŀŘƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ Ǉƛƭƻǘ ς allowing him to concentrate on flying rather than computing 
final glide figures. Serious XC Comp pilots carry a backup GPS as a track logger in case of primary 
instrument failure.  
 
Variometer. You will want to carry either a variometer or an integrated GPS instrument. Some pilots 
carry an audio only vario as a backup.  

These are the essentials. More on what pilots carry in their kit, later.  
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2. Getting Started 

Addressing the Prerequisites 

You want to give it a try ς ōǳǘ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǊŜŀŘȅΚ ¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǎƪȅ-god to fly your first few 
comps ς Just not a danger to yourself or others. You can build your list of skills gradually.  [ŜǘΩǎ Ǝƻ 
down the list and discuss how to develop some of the tools you should have in your aviation toolbox.  
 

 Pilot Readiness.  It is imperative that you are properly mentally prepared to fly in Paragliding 
Competitions.  A beginner with Intermediate Syndrome and a gung-ho attitude is a little scary 
to watch ς and dangerous to be.   You need to talk with pilots who have flown comps and 
understand the game.  You need experience at flying away from the local hill and the 
understanding that an XC flight should be conducted with the same level to safety and sense 
as that of a simple local flight.   
 
You need to fly every flight with a commitment that you will not go places, or fly in 
ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƻƴ ŀ ƴƻƴ-comp-local flight.  Risk / Reward management 
is the primary skill that one needs to cultivate while building an aviation toolbox.   
 

 Pilot Skills  
ü Assessing Weather conditions.  The ability to assess the changing weather conditions 

while flying is essential.  ²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ Ŧƭȅ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜǊ. Try to 
understand how the local wx guru determines the forecasts and decides on likely flying 
spots.  Look, also, at the weather on non-flyable days to develop a talent for seeing the 
hazards hidden in the forecast.  Get to the site early and watch the conditions change.  
Note the visible hints and timeline of change vs. your forecast. All these skills will make 
you a safer and more tactical pilot.  

ü Consistent Launches in variable conditions. Practice, Practice, PRACTICE.  Mountain 
Ǉƛƭƻǘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ƪƛǘŜ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ǇƛƭƻǘǎΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǎkills are different.  Both groups 
should work hard to develop their weak skills.  Know how to time your launch in a 
thermal cycle.  Know how to control the wing in a stronger-than-anticipated gust. 
Practice.    

ü Thermalling - in traffic. Thermalling is a dark art that many new pilots avoid.  They 
worry about turbulence and bumps and collapses.  Experience and airtime are the only 
cures for fear of the air.  The sky is an ocean of air and thermals are an essential part of 
ǘƘŜ ΨŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΩ ƻŦ ŦǊŜŜ-flight.  Get good at thermalling and visualizing the lift.  That said, 
thermalling with friends is a skill you will need to develop too.  A gaggle is a busy place 
and, as a beginner, you need to fit in.  You have to stay within your comfort level and 
get closer to other pilots with experience.  The main mistakes a new pilot makes are: 

o Turning in weak thermals.  When you are new, the temptation is to take ANY 
ƭƛŦǘ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΦ  ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŦƛƴŜ ǳƴǘƛƭ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜ ŀ ōƛǊŘΣ ǘǊŀǎƘōŀƎΣ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎƭƛŘŜǊ ŎƭƛƳōƛƴƎ 
faster than you are.  If you see this you should move to that thermal.  Learn to 
judge climb rates of others while you are in a thermal.  

o Not turning tight enough.  Keep your turn going.  Let the gaggle guide the circle 
ŦƻǊ ŀ ōƛǘ ŀƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŎƭƛƳō ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ  ²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƎŀƎƎƭŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ 
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your time to try to modify the circle.  If you have pilots consistently cutting the 
turn, behind you, it means you need to tighten the turn.  

o Not keeping a constant attitude while banking up.  When you tighten your 
turnΣ ƪŜŜǇ ŀ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ƴƻǎŜ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ǎƻ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǇƛǊŀƭ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 
gaggle.   

o Be Polite.  Remember that this is ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƭƛƳōǎ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ  ¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ 
ΨǿƛƴΩ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƭƛƳōΦ  Cƭȅ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŦǳƭƭȅΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
way, that almost always creates problems since now, you are not doing what 
they expect you to do.  Try to be predictable and signal your intentions with 
body language. 

o Enter like a PRO.  You can make a name for yourself (not a good one) very 
quickly by entering a gaggle the wrong way.  When approaching a gaggle you 
must look at it like a turnabout that you are merging with.  Choose a gap in the 
parade and fly outside the turn, on a tangent, and slowly slip into the gaggle.  
There is no need to crowd or barge.   

o Leave when the lift fades.  There is little to be gained by staying with a thermal 
once the lift begins to fade.  You will be in a better position staying with the 
ƎŀƎƎƭŜΦ !ǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ŀƭǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƛǎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƎƎƭŜΩǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƎƎƭŜ 
rolls out on glide you should too.  
 

ü Navigating. tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǊ Dt{Φ  LΩǾŜ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ǿŀȅǇƻƛƴǘǎ ŀǘ Ƴȅ ƭƻŎŀƭ Ƙƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭǘ 
tasks to go through all the steps in flying a task.  It is important to feel confident in your 
instrumentation and your ability to use it.  

ü Wing Control.  Flying the wing simply has to be a secondary task.  You must build the 
experience to keep the wing over your ƘŜŀŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ŀƛǊΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ 
in the habit of looking up at your wing every time you fly into turbulence.  Sense your 
wing position as a bird does ς through your body, hands, and sight.   

ü Assessing LZs from the air and planning the approach and landing.  Like all flights, XC 
flights come to an end.  The landing plan must be begun while high enough to offer you 
options and a good view of the landscape.  You should actually plan many approaches 
ǘƻ ƭŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ŦƭƛƎƘǘΦ  !ǘ мрллΩ !D[ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǊƻǳƎƘ Ǉƭŀƴ 
ŀƴŘ ŀ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻǊ ǘǿƻ ǘƘŀǘ L ƪŜŜǇ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘΦ  !ǘ млллΩ !D[ L ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ 
fields is adequate ς That is: 

o A size that is appropriate for the conditions and slope. 
o Wind direction and speed. 
o Wires 
o Obstructions to the approach and rotor creation 
o Wires 
o Livestock in the field 
o Wires 
o Extraction considerations. 
o IMPORTANT ς Look for a backup spot in case of; wind change, low altitude pop, 

etc.  Nice to ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǿƘŜƴ tƭŀƴ Ψ!Ω ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪ out.  

LǘΩǎ an effective strategy to fly over a nice thermal trigger along the way to your LZ, so 
you are giving yourself an opportunity for a save while maneuvering to land.   
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Strict discipline is important though.  You should abandon all efforts for a save at an 
ŀƭǘƛǘǳŘŜ όL ǿƻƴΩǘ ǇƛŎƪ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭύ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΦ  aƻǎǘ 
pilots who get hurt, while landing out, ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦŦ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜΣ ΨΩL ǿŀǎ 
on base leg when I ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ōƛǘ ƻŦ ƭƛŦǘ ƻŦŦ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ Φ ΦΩΩ  While flying your 
approach to landing you must consider that you are tired, dehydrated, disappointed, 
and ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪ ŀǘ ƘŀƴŘΦ  DŜǘ Řƻǿƴ ǎŀŦŜ ǎƻ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Ŧƭȅ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΩǎ ǘŀǎƪΦ 
While on the subject of landing out: Nobody looks good while throwing a tantrum or 
sulking.  If you have a bad day, either go away to sulk alone or hang out with your 
buddies and regale in their success.  Know that everybody has had a bad day, at one 
time or another -   Fly enough events and you are bound to have a bad competition, 
ǿƘŜǊŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘŀǎƪ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǎƳŀƭΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǿǊŀǇǇŜŘ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
results.  You are doing this for fun and the pilots who have longevity in the sport never 
forget this ς they are truly a treat to be around.  

Setting up your flight Instruments 

Prior to arriving at weekend comps you will need to load the waypoints into your GPS unit.  At a larger 
(longer) competition, the scorer will load the waypoints into your unit and input a pilot number into 
the waypoint list.  You will want to make sure your flight instruments are configured to provide you 
with the most valuable information.   
 
For your variometer, is the averager set up correctly?  For the GPS, you want the user-selectable fields 
to display information that is relevant to the phase of flight.  Consult with a mentor or fellow pilot for 
advice on your set up.  I have listed some instrument preflight set-up parameters, for the Garmin 76S 
and Flytec 5020, in the appendix of this document, as a place to start. 
 
One thing you should do, on the Garmin models every time you clear your tracklog, is to verify the 
tracklog has not turned off.  If it is 100% full, it has probably turned off and you will need to reactivate 
the tracklog. 
                        
Know your instruments well before you arrive at your first task.  All questions are usually answered 
during your first few flights with a new flight instrument, so make a point of using them prior to your 
first XC experience.  Even the issue of mounting the instruments for proper viewing can be an issue 
until you get the configuration dialed-in. 
 
Start the comp off with a fresh set of quality batteries.  Long, cold cross country flights can put quite a 
strain on batteries ς ŘƻƴΩǘ use cut-rate cells.  It is my experience that rechargeables can be 
troublesome.  A high quality, individual charging unit (one that monitors and charges each battery 
separately) is necessary to get the rated amp-hours and longevity of rechargeables.  
 

Familiarize yourself with the area 

Most leagues, and all competitions, will provide topo maps of the area.  You can also learn a lot about 
a site by overlaying the waypoint files on a Google Earth view of the area.  Leonardo 
(http://www.paraglidingforum.com/leonardo) is an online contest that allows you to search takeoff 
spots and then see the flights tracks flown from that site.  This is very helpful in providing information 

http://www.paraglidingforum.com/leonardo
http://www.paraglidingforum.com/leonardo/takeoffs/world/alltimes/brand:all,cat:0,club:all,pilot:0_0
http://www.paraglidingforum.com/leonardo/takeoffs/world/alltimes/brand:all,cat:0,club:all,pilot:0_0
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about thermal triggers and sink-holes.  ̧ ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ΨŘǊȅ-ŦƭȅΩ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭŘ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ŀǊŜŀ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 
leaving the ground.  
 
I have included a Competition Checklist and Equipment List in the Appendix for guidance in 
preparation for the comp.    
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3. What to Expect at the Competition  
Much of the anxiety you may feel, when attending your first few events, is caused by the fact that, 
άȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΣ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΦέ  This chapter gives you a look at what to expect 
ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳΦ  Because many new XC pilots participate in 
weekend league meets, this type of event will be discussed first. 
 

Weekend League Events 

League events differ from larger competitions in that the number of participants is smaller and, even 
though they are more informal, your workload will be a bit higher to ensure that you are properly 
prepared for the event, logistically.   
 
The league will have a website that is used to disseminate information, distribute waypoint files, and 
list pilot rosters.  You would do well to explore all areas of the website before attending your first 
weekend comp.  An example of excellent use of this medium is the Northern California XC League site.  
You are provided with waypoint files and topographical maps, as well as Google Earth .KML files with 
points of information (lift sources, LZs, cautions, etc.)  Take the time to do your online registration 
and waiver, if this is an option.  Get as much done before the event as possible so you can concentrate 
on the task. 
 
A lot of work goes into a site like that listed above ς ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ Ǝǳȅ ǿƘƻ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǳǇ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ƳƛƴǳǘŜ 
without the waypoints loaded, without maps, and without a clue.  Do your homework so you can get 
to the flying without being a distraction for other pilots.  Show up at the designated meeting place ON 
TIME.  When 25-30 pilots get together and wait for stragglers it has a tendency to blow the day, so we 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƛǘΦ  LŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƭŜŦǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘΣ ƛǘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ƭƻƎƛǎǘƛŎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǊ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŎƪ ŀǘ ƭŀǳƴŎƘΣ 
etc.  Be on time. 
 
There are usually no dedicated retrieve drivers at League meets.  The system works because one or 
more pilots bomb out or land early in the task.  They get back to their cars early in the day and start 
retrieving others.  It is good form (and the only way a system like this works) for those pilots to do 
some early retrieve duty.  While on the subject of good form ς when you are retrieved by someone, 
consider their time and fuel.  Compensate them reasonably and next time they will not hesitate 
before again driving into the boonies to pick you up.  Most big trucks get around 5 miles/buck (at 
$3.00/gal.) so a 50 mile drive to pick your butt up is at least a $10 ride.  Be generous and humble 
when recounting your epic flight to the guy who landed in the LZ two hours ago ς  
²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ŎŀǊΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŘǊƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ нnd beer until you are sure that YOUR services are not 
needed to retrieve someone else.  GOOD FORM is important ;-) 
 
OK, you have arrived at launch and you begin getting the lay of the land.  Find out when the site intro 
will be conducted.  Sort your gear and have it ready to go.  Eat something (you did bring a sandwich 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ȅƻǳΚύ ŀƴŘ ŘǊƛƴƪ ǿŀǘŜǊΦ   [ǳǊƪΣ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦΣ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǿƘƻΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƭƻŎŀƭ 
beta as you can.  You are basically killing time until the pilot meeting.  Use this time wisely, and your 
day will be more relaxed and successful. 
 

http://santacruzparagliding.com/NCXC/NCXCindex.html
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Pilot Meeting 

At league meets the Pilot Meeting is very important.  All information, considered important enough to 
pass along to all pilots, will be discussed.  5ƻƴΩǘ get yourself stuck next to a guy who wants to chat.  
Bring a pen, paper, and your flight instruments and map to the briefing.  Information regarding rules, 
no-land fields, and safety will be discussed.  Information such as phone numbers and email addresses 
will be provided, which may become very important.    
 
! ΨōǳŘŘȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǿƘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ŀƴ ŜȅŜ ƻƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
day.  Pilots with similar experience and performance, in groups of 3-5, will make sure all members of 
their buddy-group are down safe and accounted for with each other, and the meet director. 
 

Task Briefing 

Once all the administrative information has been covered, the Task Briefing will be done.  I 
recommend writing down the task on a piece of paper, or even better, a bit of tape on the blank spot 
of your GPS.  .ȅ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŘƛǎǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ ƛƴǇǳǘ ƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ Dt{ ƛƴ ŀ 
rush, and it is available for reference during the flight.  It is important to note the turnpoint cylinder 
diameters and start cylinder parameters on this task sheet.  Times, such as LAUNCH OPEN, LAUNCH CLOSE, 

START OPEN, START CLOSE, GOAL CLOSE, and REPORT BY TIMES are sometimes enforced.  Any frequencies 
and/or Phone #s given during the pilot meeting should be noted in your notes.   A weather briefing 
will be done.  Pay particular attention to afternoon valley winds and hazardous overdevelopment 
forecasts.  Once the pilot meeting is over you are free to input the route into your GPS.  If you have 
questions about the procedure, be considerate by NOT interrupting other pilots until they have 
ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻǳǘŜ ǎŜǘǳǇΦ  IŜǊŜΩǎ Ƴȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŎƘŜŎƪƭƛǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǾŜǊƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ 
route: 
 

1. Input all waypoints. 

2. Verify the number of waypoints and total distance of the task are correct. 

3. Verify (and input, if a GPS feature) all cylinder diameters. 

4. Set up the start (If a GPS feature) and verify start diameter, EXIT or ENTRY START, and start time. 

5. Activate route (if required). 

6. Verify countdown timer (if GPS feature) is correct. 

 
When you are satisfied that your electronics are set up you should verify the following, one last time: 

1. Track log cleared. 

2. Variometer audio ON. 

Launch Queue Etiquette 

[ŜǘΩǎ ǘŀƭƪ ŀ ōƛǘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨƎƻƻŘ ŦƻǊƳΦΩ  LǘΩǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ Ƙƻǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǳƴŎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǳƴŎƘ ǉǳŜǳŜ 
ƛƴ Ŧǳƭƭ ǊŜƎŀƭƛŀ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜΦ  Lǘ ƛǎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǾŜǊȅ ōŀŘ ŦƻǊƳ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǳŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƴƻǘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǊŜŀŘȅ 
to launch.  You should have all harness buckles checked & double checked, gloves and helmet on and 
be ready to go.  I recommend launching early, but this is simply technique.  I figure that if indications 
are that it is possible to stay up, and conditions are favorable, it makes sense to get in the air before it 
blows out or the queue gets long. 
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Launching 30 to 45 minutes before the start allows you to launch before the majority of participants 
crowd the launch queue.  It also allows you to explore a bit and get a feel for the top-of-climb, wind, 
and develop a map of the start cylinder, so you can formulate a tactical plan for the start.   
 
When new to comps, the launch can be a bit intimidating.  Launch only when you are ready and the 
cycles are right.  If you are lined up 2 or 3 abreast, announce your launch when about to pull-up.  
5hbΩ¢ ƎŜǘ ƛƴ ŀ ƘǳǊǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǊǳǎƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǳƴŎƘΦ   LŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ ƭŀǳƴŎƘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǎƘŀƳŜ 
in stepping out of the queue.  Remember Rule #1 - 5ƻƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ 
while free flying.   Your safety is your responsibility. 
 

Large Competitions 

The primary differences, between Large Competitions and those held regionally, are those of scale.  
The flying venues are sites that can accommodate many pilots at launch, and any gathering of pilots 
will see over 100 in the room rather than the 20-30 at League events. 
 
5ƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ƛƴǘƛƳƛŘŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉƛƭƻǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄƻǘƛŎ ǿƛƴƎǎΦ   ¢ƘŜ 
higher the quality of the field, the more learning opportunities there will be for you. 
 
For you, the differences will be seen in the following instances: 
 

 ¢ƘŜ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ŎƻƳǇǎ ŀǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŜǿΩ ǇƛƭƻǘΦ  LŦ ȅƻǳ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ 

information about the flying venue, you will have to do the exploration using Google Earth 

or similar map program. 

 The waypoint files will be loaded into your GPS units at the competition briefing by the 

scorer.  It will also include your pilot number as a unique waypoint in the unit.  You can 

ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƻǊŜǊΩǎ Ƨƻō ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ōȅ ŎƭŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǊƻǳǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŀȅǇƻƛƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ȅƻǳǊ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘǎ 

ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƻǊŜǊΩǎ ǘŀōƭŜΦ  LŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ΨŜȄƻǘƛŎΩ Dt{ ǳƴƛǘΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘ 

that you bring the cable for the unit with you, in case the scorer does not have a cable for 

your unit.  If it is new and exotic, you might send an email to the Competition Director 

asking if your instrument will be supported.  It is essential that your NAME and PILOT 

NUMBER are visible on the flight instrument case. 

 The Competition Director will hold a mandatory Pilot Meeting the evening before the 

competition begins.  Bring your Instruments and notepad to this meeting.   You will be 

checked in and given some type of bag-tag or card with your pilot #.  It will also include 

phone #s for the competition staff and emergency contacts.  

 Transportation to the launch site is usually provided and the cost is included in the 

entrance fee. 

 Retrieves are usually included in the entrance fee. 

 All of the caveats relaǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ άDƻƻŘ CƻǊƳέ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀǇǇƭȅΦ   

 As a new guy though, try to find a helpful pilot with some experience to answer your 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΦ  Lƴ ǘƘŜ ¦{Σ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ψ.LDΩ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ άwŀǘ wŀŎŜέ Ǉǳǘ ƻƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ IŀƭŜȅΩǎ 
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in Ruch, Oregon.  They have a well developed Mentor Program that is designed to help 

novice XC competition pilots participate safely.   

 Usually a big comp. will have a Launch Window based upon your standing in the 

competition.  For example; The meet director may announce that Launch Opens at 

12:30PM with Ranked Launch beginning at 1PM.  For you this means that you will have the 

opportunity to launch early, without restriction, until 1PM.  After 1PM your ranking in the 

comp will allow all pilots with a higher score to pass you in the queue.  The possibility of 

being stuck in the queue is quite high for a low ranking pilot, after Ranked Launch begins.   

 To ensure that the meet director knows who is flying, you are required to check in when 

ready to launch.  This safety precaution is imperative to guarantee that all pilots are 

accounted for at the end of the day. 

 It is absolutely essential that you check in at the end of your day to notify the Competition 

Director that you are down and safe.  Even if you bomb-out and end your day in the LZ, 20 

minutes before the start of the race, you MUST check in and submit your track at the end 

of the day. There is always somebody who forgets this and causes grief for the CD - Don't 

be this guy. 

 Some competitions, because the logistics allow for easy transport from the LZ to launch, 

will allow ŀ άw9[!¦b/IέΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ Ƴŀȅ have specific times and rules associated with it.  

Have a plan if you are in danger of landing in the LZ.  Sometimes it is advantageous to land 

rather than miss the relaunch shuttle because you tried to pull off a low save in vain. 

Wind Tech 

[ŀǊƎŜ /ƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ Ψ²ƛƴŘ ¢ŜŎƘΩ ǘƻ Ǉƛƭƻǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǳƴǎǳǊŜ 
whether they want to participate in the competition but would like to fly during the event. 
 If you are tempted to participate at that level, it is a good way to get a taste of the event. 
 There are certainly positive and negative aspects to flying as a Wind Tech, depending on 
your goals ς 
Positive Aspects ς  

 You are not required to enter the competition to act as a wind tech.  This saves money and is 

ƴƛŎŜ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ Řŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜŘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΦ 

 You will see the workings of the competition and how your fellow pilots prepare. 

 You will have the chance to fly with the pilots prior to the start of the task.   

 You may have the option of flying on course (if allowed by the competition director) 

Negative Aspects ς  
 You will not be scored. 

 ¸ƻǳǊ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ ƛǎ άŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŜŀǎǳǊŜέ /ƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ Director. 

 You will be told when to launch. It will be timed well before Launch Opens. 

 You may not qualify for a free retrieve.  

 You are a non-participant. 
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Good Form as a Wind Tech 
Remember that your flying is allowed so you can be of service to the competiǘƛƻƴΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ǘƘŀǘ 
ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŀƭƭ ǇŀƛŘ ŀƴ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ŦŜŜ ǘƻ Ŧƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ Ŧƭȅ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ 
compete with you for climbs or position.  They are in a competition that they paid for ς ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘƛƴŘŜǊ 
their efforts.  You should yield to others and be a very polite in your flying. Do not expect to fly the 
ǿƘƻƭŜ ǘŀǎƪ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘǳǊƴ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ Dt{ ŦƻǊ ǎŎƻǊƛƴƎΦ    
 

4. Flying the Task 
The scope of this article is that of information of use by new pilots to competition flying.  For that 
reason, I will discuss flying tasks as a new pilot on a lower/mid performance wing.  The strategies one 
uses when beginning are different than when the pilot has the skills and wing performance to stay in 
contact with the lead gaggle.   For now, your goal is to make as few mistakes as possible during the 
task.   
 

Philosophy and Strategy 

You are here, not to win the competition, but to Learn and have Fun. You can maximize your learning 
opportunities, score, and your fun, by make it to goal.  I caution you to not let your competitive juices 
get the better of you.  While getting carried away in a weekend soccer game can leave you sore and 
ōǊǳƛǎŜŘΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ǉǳǘ ȅƻǳ ƛƴ ƘŀǊƳΩǎ ǿŀȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ tD ŜǾŜƴǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ǎŜƴǎŜΦ  ¦ǎŜ 
your head so you may fly another day.    
 
It is a valid strategy, at this point in your flying, to be a follower and fly with the gaggles around the 
course.  Flying with friends increases your odds for making it along the course.  Racing along at your 
own pace, alone, is just about guaranteed to put you on the dirt, or in holes that slow your speed 
considerably.  
 

Planning the Task 

Once the task has been programmed into your GPS and you have a moment to look at your map, take 
a moment to plan your flight.  IǘΩǎ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƪŜȅ ŎƭƛƳōǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪΦ  ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ 
depend on luck, others showing you the lift sources, or you do your own strategizing.  As an example, 
if the top-of-ƭƛŦǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ƛǎ ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ нΣрлл ƳŜǘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƛŦǘ-ōŀƴŘΩ is roughly 2000 meters 
deep1, then you will have transitions (at a glide ratio of 6:1) of no more than (2000 meters X 6) or 12 
Kilometers.   To fly a 50 Km. task you will need at least 5 full climbs, or more partial climbs to make it 
to goal.  Plan these climbs by looking for lift sources, spaced accordingly along your route.  Keep in 
mind the forecast winds for the day.  You shoǳƭŘ ŀƭǎƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƻǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ΨŎǊǳȄ ǇƻƛƴǘǎΩ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻǳǘŜ 
so you can plan to attack this portion of the task with other pilots to increase your odds of completing 
the transition successfully. 
 

                                                      
1
 In other words, below 500 meters you would be in danger of bombing out due to lift being broken or weak below 

500meters 
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When to Launch 

LΩǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƭŀǳƴŎƘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ a bit ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ 
your decision regarding launch timing.  Generally, I recommend launching shortly after the wind techs 
have demonstrated that there is sufficient lift to stay in the air.  It works out well to launch 30 to 45 
minutes before the start time.   If it is obvious that you will have traffic in the queue and/or the 
weather conditions are variable, you may want to be suited up and ready to launch early, so you can 
ǘŀƪŜ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŀōƭŜ ǿƛƴŘƻǿΦ  LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ very experienced pilots loose a task before they 
even launched, by delaying their launch for one reason or another, only to have the wind turn and 
make the launch impossible or excruciatingly slow.  Remember that you will need to consider your 
rank in the ordered launch to decide whether to wait or use the open launch period.  If in doubt, get 
in the air at your earliest opportunity. 
 

The Pre-Start 

Once in the air, I do a quick inventory to make sure my instruments are all working properly, speed 
system is working correctly, water source is OK, and that the condom catheter is un-kinked.  Spend 
time exploring the immediate area around the start cylinder for lift triggers and note the wind 
direction and speed.  All this information is data that is useful in planning your start.  At this time you 
also want to get to the top of lift and stay there.  The best pilots have a knack of getting high and 
staying there, prior to the start.  10-15 minutes before the start you want to get serious about putting 
yourself in the optimum position for your start.    
 

The Start 

Ideally your start should take place at the optimum edge of the start cylinder, at the top-of-lift , just 
after the start time expires.   The optimum edge is determined primarily by the wind.  You want to 
place yourself upwind of the course line if possible.   As the Start-time approaches, you need to 
remember one very important thing ς It is better to be late across the line than to cross early.  If you 
do cross the start cylinder early, or if there is ANY doubt, do a quick turn back and re-cross the line.  
You will receive no points for the day if you blow the start and continue on course.   

 
The graphic shows an example of 
flying the optimum route to the 
first and second turnpoint after 
the start.   By flying the optimum 
(red) line you have effectively 
shortened the route and turned 
the cross wind into as much of a 
tailwind as possible. 
 
By noting your groundspeed, as 
you approach the start cylinder, 
you can use the Start Planning 
Chart in the appendix to help you 
judge your time to cross.   
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Back to the start for a moment:  If you find yourself low and/or out of posƛǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ 
frustrated and desperate.  ²ŜΩǾŜ ŀƭƭ ƘŀŘ ōŀŘ ǎǘŀǊǘǎΦ  Take the time necessary to get up and make a 
reasonable start.  wŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ΨŀƘŜŀŘΩ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǿŜǎǘ ƎƭƛŘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭƭŜȅ ς ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 
just LOW.  Take your ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎƻƳǇƻǳƴŘ ŜǊǊƻǊΦ 
 

Flying the Task 

Once you are on course, you are flying with the intention of incrementally advancing along the route.  
5ƻƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴǘƛƳƛŘŀǘŜ ȅƻǳΦ  Wǳǎǘ ƪŜŜǇ ƻƴ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƭƛƳō ǘƻ 
climb.  On transitions you should spread out so that you and your gaggle-mates can cover a large 
search area for lift.  When you see someone turn, wait a bit and verify they are going up, before 
moving to them.  While you are looking at the task in short increments, it is also important to keep the 
άōƛƎ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜέ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ŀƭǎƻΦ  .ȅ ǘƘŀǘ L ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ Ǉƛƭƻǘ ƛǎ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ŀǘ ǿƛƴƎǎ 
preceding her, and also anticipating the conditions as they change with time.   
 
Pace is very important to successful execution of the flight.  Some stretches can be flown fast when 
the lift is strong and abundant.  Other transitions will require a deft touch and the use of every scrap 
of lift.  Sensing this change in pace is very important in longer tasks that fly through many micro-
climates and into the later portions of the day.  One way to learn this pacing is to work with more 
experienced pilots.  When they slow down, you should do so also. 
 
5ƻƴΩǘ ƎƛǾŜ ǳǇ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƻƻƪ ōƭŜŀƪΦ  !ǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ȅƻǳ ƪŜŜǇ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊ, you have a chance to get 
ōŀŎƪ ǳǇΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƛǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ƭƻǿ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŜǾŜǊȅ Ŧƻƻǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
available lift.   Remember that the bubble that is teasing you may turn into a fully developed thermal 
core in 100 meters.  Always work towards ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǳǇΦ  bŜǾŜǊ Ǝƻ ƻƴ ŀ ά5ŜŀǘƘ-DƭƛŘŜέ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ 
the option of gliding to a lift source.  It can even make sense to back-track to a lift source, if the best 
odds for survival are located there.    
 

Getting to Goal 

When you are a thermal or two from goal you should be looking at your final glide calculation.  The 
big-boys are going to work this out down to the millimeter and then play chicken with each other until 
one blinks & starts his final glide on full speed-bar.  You are going to be a bit more conservative and 
make it to goal with some altitude so you can bask in your glory before landing ;-)  Keep your distance 
to goal in mind, even prior to the last turnpoint, so you can have a good idea when to begin your final 
glide.  You should have a good idea of your L/D Over the Ground, when heading in the direction of 
ƎƻŀƭΣ ǎƻ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ όŀƭǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƻǊ [κ5 ǊŜǉΩŘ ǘƻ Dƻŀƭύ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ 
ōŜƎƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ƎƭƛŘŜΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƛƴ ŀ ƘǳǊǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǇ ŀƴ optimistic number ς LΩǾŜ ƭŀƴŘŜŘ мY ǎƘƻǊǘ ƻŦ 
goal after a 3 hour flight ς ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŦǳƴΦ  DƛǾŜ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ŀ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜŘ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ƎƭƛŘŜ ϧ ǊŜƭŀȄ ŀǎ ȅƻǳ ƘŜŀŘ ƛƴǘƻ 
goal ς it feels marvelous!   
 
Most Goal Lines are a cylinder around a waypoint (like any other turnpoint) however many will have 
concentric cylinders with goal at 400meters and a 1Km End of Speed Section (ESS).  What this means 
to you is that when you make goal, your speed will be the average speed between the start and the 
9{{ ǇƻƛƴǘΦ  ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎǘƻǇ ΨǊŀŎƛƴƎΩ at 1K ς You DO, however, need to cross the 400m cylinder to get your 
Ŧǳƭƭ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ όǎǇŜŜŘΣ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎΣ ŜǘŎΦύ 5ƻƴΩǘ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ŎȅƭƛƴŘŜǊΦ 
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Variations  

{ƻƳŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǳǘƛƭƛȊŜ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǎƻ ŦŀǊΦ  LΩƭƭ mention a few here so that 
they are not a complete surprise when they are utilized.  If any of these options are exercised you can 
expect some explanation from the CD to answer questions at the Pilot Meeting. 
 
Alternate Tasks ς Occasionally, when weather conditions are in transition, the Task Committee will 
ōǳƛƭŘ ŀƴ ά!έ ǘŀǎƪ ŀƴŘ ŀ ά.έ ǘŀǎƪΦ  9ŀŎƘ ǘŀǎƪ Ŧƛǘǎ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇΦ  ¢ƘŜ ¢ŀǎƪ 
Committee will call the appropriate task at a later pilot meeting when the weather forecast is more 
developed.  A good strategy is to write down each task with all details, then program both into your 
GPS.  When the task is called, you can make the appropriate route a competition route, and/or 
activate that route. 
 
Multiple Start Gates ς When the Task Committee considers it necessary, a start with multiple start 
ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ƻǊ ƎŀǘŜǎΣ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŜŘΦ  ! άŦƛǊǎǘέ ƎŀǘŜ ŀǘ м ta Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ мр ƳƛƴǳǘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŀƭǎ 
between gates, and the last start at 2:15 ς for example.  What this means to you is that you can 
choose to start the task any time after 1 PM.  Your elapsed time for the task will be computed from 
the time of the last start gate time that expired prior to you leaving the start cylinder.  This format can 
provide some strategic opportunities including: ChoƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƎƎƭŜ ȅƻǳΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ Ŧƭȅ ǿƛǘƘΤ CƭȅƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ 
on course, and then returning for a later start gate (if conditions become stronger for example) etc. 
 
Ground Starts ς !ǘ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƭŀǳƴŎƘ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ǎƛƎƘǘΦ  !ǘ ǘƘŜ άǎǘŀǊǘέ ǘime 
all participants launch and begin the task.  Elapsed time begins at the start-time.  These are generally 
not seen in the USA. 
 
Open Distance ς The XC Open series uses this format.  Instead of a task committee setting your 
waypoints and goal, you choose the turn-points.  There is no goal other than the horizon.  Flying these 
ǘŀǎƪǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŦǳƭΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜǎǎ ΨƳŀƴƻ-a-ƳŀƴƻΩ ŦŜŜƭΦ   
 
Class Racing ς Most competitions have an άht9bέ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ά{9wL![έ ŎƭŀǎǎΦ  {ƻƳŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀ 
ά{thw¢έ ŎƭŀǎǎΦ  {ŜǊƛŀƭ /ƭŀǎǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ 9b-D wings and Sport Class includes EN-C, B, or A.   Usually all 
pilots, in all classes, will fly the same task.  Scoring is not handicapped or given premium based on 
class. 
 
Handicapped Racing ς Some competitions use a handicapped score to allow pilots of low experience 
ŀƴŘ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ ƭƻǿ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ǿƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǎŎƻǊŜ ŀ ΨǾŀƭǳŜ ǇƭǳǎΩ ǎŎƻǊŜΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǎŎƻǊƛƴƎ ƛǎ sometimes used 
in Open Distance type of tasks and is useful in Team scoring. 
 

  

http://www.xc-open.org/
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Additional Equipment 

Other than the equipment mentioned previously, I carry the following: 
SPOT ς The SPOT unit is a valuable piece of kit when flying XC.  Unlike cell-phones, it uses satellite 
phone technology to make a graduated request for aid.  I think it is cheap insurance. 
 www.findmespot.com  
Tree Kit -  I carry a home-made kit similar to the kit in this article from www.towmeup.com.   
Survival Kit ς I carry a kit with the items listed in my article. 
Water ς I carry a 2 liter water bladder in my harness and 1 or 2 additional liters in my pack. 
Condom Catheter - Believe it or not, this is an important item.  I am able to drink freely and allow 
ǇǊƻǇŜǊ ƘȅŘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǘŀǎƪΦ  hƴŎŜ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ //Σ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊ ŀƭǎƻΦ 
DƛǊƭǎΣ LΩǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǳǎŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŘƛŀǇŜǊǎΣ ōǳǘ L ƘŀǾe no first hand info - 
Oxygen ς Many competitions are held in mountain sites where it is not uncommon to get over 
мрΣлллΩΦ  ! ǇƛƭƻǘΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŀōƭȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ŀǘ ƘƛƎƘ ŀƭǘƛǘǳŘŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜΦ  
Oxygen also helps the pilot stay warm when properly oxygenated.    
 
 
 
 
 

    

  

http://www.findmespot.com/
http://towmeup.com/Tree%20Rescue%20kit%20Instructions%20RevA%20...pdf
http://www.towmeup.com/
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4. Putting it All Together 
Your task is to tie this all together.  The difference between Cross Country flying and flying Cross 
Country Tasks is similar to the difference between waterskiing around the lake for fun and skiing a 
slalom course at a prescribed speed.  Flying an XC task requires specific skills, preparation, planning, 
and strategy.  The best way to build the skills and learn the strategies required to fly in comps, is to fly 
comps.  It is a specialized skill-set that, when you achieve a level of competence, leads to 
understanding and competence that carries over into your non-comp flying.   

Safety 

The trickiest time, in yƻǳǊ ·/ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ΨŎŀǊŜŜǊΣΩ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ȅƻǳǊ first 3-4 competitions.  Your experience 
is lacking, while your enthusiasm and competitive drive are high.  Many pilots are of the opinion that 
flying comps is dangerous.  I disagree.  Flying beyond your experience is dangerous.  Flying wings that 
you are unable to fly competently is foolhardy.  Competition pilots are some of the most experienced 
and safety-minded pilots you will meet.  Make a concerted effort to be a safe and mature competitor, 
and your longevity will guarantee you a degree of success.  You can begin by choosing to fly a wing 
that you are comfortable on.  Get experience flying in thermal conditions and launching in variable 
winds.  Practice your wing control so you are comfortable on launch.  Each landing should be planned 
ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘΦ  ²ƘŜƴ [½ǎ ŀǊŜ ǎŎŀǊŎŜΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ άǇǳǘ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻǊƴŜǊέ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ƎƻƻŘ 
options.  In short ς ¦ǎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŜŀŘΦ  wŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ΨƻǇǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ 
activity. 

Expectations 

When you begin to fly XC comps your primary goal should be to fly each task as safely and successfully 
as ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ǊŀŎŜΦ  aŀƪŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ Ŧƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƎŀƎƎƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ 
to goal.  Making goal equates to success.  When you land short of goal you should try to learn from 
the experience.  How did others get through that areaΚ  /ƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘŀƴŎŜǎΚ  LΩǾŜ 
found that writing up a debrief of each flight has future value when reviewing flights.   Expectations to 
learn are good since, even if you land short of goal, you will have valuable lessons to learn. 

Strategy 

Be a student of the game. You will soon understand that a paraglider competition task is like a road-
bike race where cooperation and courtesy are important to your success.  The real race ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ōŜƎƛƴ 
until that last thermal when everyone in the lead gaggle is computing their glide to goal.  The pilot 
with the fastest wing, with the best glide, and the most accurate final glide computation (not to 
mention largest cojones), wins.  Your strategy is different.  Your goal is to fly with a gaggle of similar 
performance pilots and wings to work your way around the course to goal.  As your skill improves you 
will find that the company you keep will be of better quality.   

Camaraderie 

There are many learning opportunities during the competitions.  If Mentoring is offered, take the time 
to ask questions and discuss mistakes with your Mentor.  Take the opportunity to talk with the 
successful pilots when it presents itself.  Be sensitive to timing and ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀ ŘƛǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ 
pilots are setting up for a task.  Beer seems to be a good trade for expertise.  Some pilots are more 
conversational than others, but we all know that new pilots have questions and we are happy to work 
with them.   
 



23 | P a g e 
 

Success 

9ŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǳǎ Ƙŀǎ ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ƎƻŀƭǎΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǇƻǊǘ Ƙŀǎ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƳŀǎǘŜǊƛƴƎΩ ·/ 
competitions is quite a lofty goal.  Even pilots who have flown competitively for decades have bad 
days and make the occasional mistake.  The trick is to make less mistakes than you did last flight, each 
time you fly.  When you have your gear set-up correctly, when you know how to use your electronics 
to your best advantage, and when your flying skills and strategy are optimum for the day, you will fly a 
ΨƎƻƻŘ ǘŀǎƪΩ ǘƻ Ǝƻŀƭ ς the feeling of accomplishment is very rewarding.  Your rank is a secondary 
measurement to that of the joy you feel.  Hang-on, because NOW you are hooked. 
 

 
 

  
























