THE GPS START

The GPS “revolution” has had a major impact on soaring competition around the world. One significant change has been the development of recorders that can be used to verify flight track and turnpoint control and thus replace cameras. Equipped with a barometric altitude recording mechanism they can also be used to control starts and finishes.

The US Rules Committee took a look at the starting schemes used at WGC-95 (New Zealand) and WGC-97 (France) and decided we could improve on these efforts. We sought a procedure that was simple, safe and fair for all.  Since any GPS start scheme does away with immediate confirmation from the gate crew of a good or a bad start, we felt it important to include a graded scheme of penalties so that a small infraction does not wreck a pilot’s score.

At the fall 1997 committee meeting we looked at start schemes based on lines, arcs around the first turn, arcs near the airport, planes, intersecting planes and cylinders. We felt the cylinder (referred to by some as a “beer can”) came closest to achieving our objectives. The committee has received a number of other suggestions for start configuration; many had specific points in their favor but fell short overall. 

To make it fair for late launchers and to allow relights at the airport, the desirable start location (position and height) must be reasonably close to the airport. The idea of an unlimited start altitude was promoted by some but found wanting because fairness might require a very long interval between last launch and task opening. Additionally, there would be an effective reduction in task length due to the amount of altitude gained before timing started.  Lines and planes have the disadvantage that the wind can easily make one end or the other the optimum place to start and thus promote gaggling, leeching and crowded thermals. 

With experience and pilot input the original cylinder start has been simplified (it may well see additional changes in the future as we strive to make it better).  It consists of a single cylinder whose radius (from 5 to 20 miles) and height (5000 to 10000’ AGL) are set by the CD. When the first turnpoint is assigned, the cylinder can be large; it will be located so that the optimum start area is reasonably close to home.  With a pilot-slected first turn, a smaller cylinder centered on the home field will be used.

A penalty-free start requires at least one fix within the cylinder after the task opens; your start time is the time you exit the cylinder (by flying out the side or climbing through the top).  To discourage diving there is a requirement to be below the top of the cylinder for 5 minutes prior to starting.

Pilots whose starts are not quite as the rules require incur a penalty proportional to the severity of the infraction.  Penalties will be more than enough to negate any advantage that could be gained, but not so severe as to ruin the score of a pilot who is making a good-faith effort to comply with the rules.

It remains to be seen what effect GPS starts will have on gaggling. Lost is the metering effect of the start gate, so in theory all gliders could sail off together from one thermal. On the other hand the favorable start area tends to be reasonably broad, so it’s likely that a pilot who wants to depart unnoticed will be able to do so. 

One casualty of the GPS start is the sense of involvement and teamwork that accompanies the frenetic pace of activity around the start gate. The Charlie Spratt gate contributes more than a time log to the success of a contest.

Of course the preceeding discussion applies only to contests where flight recorders are required, which, for 1999, means the Seniors and the Open/18m Nationals. The rules committee delayed the requirement for flight recorders in Standard and 15m Nationals until 2000, and also pushed their introduction in regionals to 2001. For the latter it is expected that the final say on a requirement for recorders will remain with the local organizers. 

The rules committee thanks those who contributed suggestions for the GPS start and hopes more ideas will be forwarded as we gain experience.
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