Better Sniffer?

Competition directors would give their right arms to know just what is happening in the invisible realm above as they ponder when to start the launch or send the sniffer back up for another stab at unraveling the convective mystery of the day. Start the launch too soon and the sky rains fiberglass chariots on the relight area, launch too late and the precipitation occurs on the final leg home as the day withers. 

Presently, competitions world-wide use the venerable “sniffer,” usually a hapless non-contestant of unknown soaring pedigree who is expected to imbue the CD with a comprehensive analysis of the soaring situation. But with no means of sampling even a trifle of the atmosphere around the aerodrome the results are usually sub-par.

Enter the handy-dandy, all-purpose, ubiquitous sniffer tug. There is usually a soaring pilot at the helm of one of the tugs at contests and by sending him/her aloft in quest of the evasive updrafts it is possible to cover relatively vast volumes of the air, not only horizontally but vertically.

Sampling of thermal conditions is done by trimming the tug for straight and level flight at a modest speed and then noting the change in the vertical speed indicator as the machine plows through the thermals with no pitch change. Note that the result is the vertical speed of the thermal and about 150 fpm must be subtracted for glider climb rates. 

A dimension that is difficult to obtain quickly with a conventional sniffer is top of the lift. A tug can simply drive up to the visible inversion layer or note where turbulence ends when climbing, subtract a couple hundred feet and you have it. 

Another facet of the soaring condition mystery that can be done much better with a power ship is the “big pic” evaluation, especially in areas like the Eastern US. By climbing a couple thousand feet above the inversion and into the unlimited visibility normally present there, the tug pilot can give the CD a heads up on cirrus, towering cu’s, T storms, etc.

Contest organizations may want to begin by using both methods simultaneously as a way to calibrate the tug and to see if the idea holds any advantages for them.

