The 15 minute time addition explained
Beginning in the 2003 season, scores for time-limited tasks (MAT, turn area) in US contests are computed with a 15 minute time addition. Specifically scores are based on 

Distance  / (Time + 15 minutes)

As before, “Time” is the actual time on course if you finish over minimum time, and the minimum time if you finish under minimum time. 
Why? 

Previously, it was important to finish a time-limited task right at the minimum time. You get one final glide per flight, which is diluted by relatively slow flying between thermals. You wanted to dilute the fast final glide as little as possible, thus keeping the flight as short as possible. 
This effect is surprisingly strong, often as much as one point per minute. Finishing right at the minimum time was important. Yet planning turn area positions or a sequence of MAT turnpoints to finish right on time, considering thermals, wind, chance of porpoising, etc. is not an easy task. To do this right, it’s pretty much mandatory to buy one of the latest generations of flight computer and learn to use it very well. Top pilots were investing a lot of time, effort, expense, and heads-down time in making the calculations.

The 15 minute time addition gives a gentle incentive for longer flights.  A longer flight will dilute the 15 minute time addition more than shorter flights. The net effect is neutral – it doesn’t matter much how long your flight is. 
This is the point of the rule. To win, you have to fly fast, period. Exactly planning your finish time will not help you to win. 
This is one rule that pilots do not have to understand deeply or analyze extensively. Fly fast, and aim to finish a time limited task about 10 minutes over time (10 extra minutes just in case the final glide turns out great). If conditions are really good, feel free to extend the task. Period. You only have to get in to a lot of math (or read the rest of this document) if you want to verify that this advice really is right. 
A simple example

Suppose you can maintain 50 miles per hour on course, while thermaling and gliding, and then you do a moderate 90 mph (80 kt) final glide from 5280 feet. At 30:1, the final glide will cover 30 miles, and will take 20 minutes. 
Pilot A has bought the latest computer, and perfectly executes a 2 hour task. His task consists of 1 hour and 40 minutes of traveling 50 mph, giving 83.33 miles, and 20 minutes of traveling 90 mph, giving another 30 miles. The total is 113.33 miles, for an average of 56.66 mph.  
Pilot B flies exactly the same as Pilot A, but he misjudges his turnpoints or turn areas, and finishes 20 minutes over time. Pilot B covers 130 miles. (2 hours @ 50mph = 100 miles, plus the 30 mile 20 minute final glide.) His average speed is 130/2:20 or 55.71 mph – nearly a mile per hour loss! In points, he gets 1000 x 55.71/56.66 = 983 points. 
Now, let’s score these identical pilots with the time addition. Pilot A gets scored according to a speed of 113.33/(2+0:15) = 50.36 mph for 1000 points. Pilot B gets scored according to a speed of 130/(2:20+0:15) = 50.32 mph for 999 points. They flew the same speed on course – 50 mph – and they get almost exactly the same score. 

	Pilot
	Thermal Speed
	Final Glide Speed
	Time
	Old Speed 
	Old Points
	New Speed
	New Points

	A
	50 mph
	90 mph
	2:00
	56.66
	1000
	50.36
	1000

	B
	50 mph
	90 mph
	2:20
	55.71
	983
	50.32
	999


What’s the right thing for a pilot to do? The picture below graphs the points you will achieve under the old system and under the new system, against the time on task. Under the old system, there is a sharp peak. It was really important to finish right on time.  Under the new system, the curve is flat. You get just about the same points for any length of task. There is almost no advantage to be gained by precisely timing your finish. 
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Some other points worth noting 

1. The 15 minute time addition is less important for longer tasks than for shorter tasks. The difference between 4:00 and 4:15 is less important than the difference between 2:00 and 2:15.  The final glide advantage is also less important in a longer task. Thus, the two effects still cancel in longer tasks as they do in shorter tasks.  For this reason, the 15 minute time addition works well in a wide variety of conditions, not just the simple example given above.  
2. It always paid to extend a time-limited task if conditions ahead where much better than on the flight so far. For example, it always paid to extend the flight if you could fly another hour in ridge with no transitions, or if a great cloudstreet presented itself. This aspect of task tactics has not changed. 
3. If this business about diluting final glides is confusing, you can think of the 15 minute time addition as the charge for the “free” climb up to start altitude. If the race started and ended at the ground, there would be no advantage for shorter flights, and no need for this rule. 
Todd Pattist put this observation nicely

The new 15 minute rule is equivalent to starting the race with all gliders at their finish altitude and then charging them all exactly 15 minutes to climb to their start altitude before being released to race.

To supplement that analogy, I find it helpful to use the concept of free start altitude when explaining "Why a new rule?"  If I get a free 4,000' of start altitude on a 5 knot day, then after my first 4,000' climb, my average climb rate is 10 knots.  After my second 4,000' climb, my average climb rate has dropped to 7.5 knots, etc.  The longer I fly, the lower my average climb rate for the altitude needed to finish.  Thus, the new rule is easily explained as approximating the time required for the climb to start altitude.

At least for me, the concept of diluting the free start altitude is easier to grasp than the concept of diluting the final glide.  Final glides vary widely.  If a pilot picks up a 5 knot thermal for a few turns five miles out, then his final glide can be seen as only the last 5 miles.  A variable length glide at the end of the flight doesn't seem as clearly to be something that gets "diluted," in the way that a fixed amount of free altitude at the start can be.

Frequently asked questions

1. “This is so damn complicated. I used to know when to finish. Now you’ve added all this complication so I have to get a math Ph.D. to figure out the right time to finish” 

No. The whole point is that it doesn’t matter when you finish. Look back at the graph.  By adding a little bit of complication to the scoring formula, the rules have dramatically reduced the complexity of the pilot’s decision-making process. (Incidentally, the added complexity in the scoring formula is trivial relative to day devaluation factors, airport landing bonuses, and so forth.) 
 2. “Now I have to fly until sunset to really score well.” 
No. Again, look at the graph. There is no benefit to longer flights. In practice, it is still a good idea to keep the flight close to minimum time. Thermals die off, longer flights risk landing out, and so on. 

It is only worth doing a longer flight, as long as thermals are consistent, predictable, and substantially stronger than during the flight so far. This is a good thing – in conditions like this, you should be encouraged to go on, and it would be too bad if the scoring system so prized finishing right on time that you threw away great soaring weather! 
3. “I flew faster than pilot X, but I lost in points. How can that be?” 

This can happen. It’s a feature, not a bug. If pilot X flew a longer flight at nearly the same raw speed, his 15 minute addition will be more diluted in a longer flight, and he can win. 

This event does not mean that you could have beaten pilot X by simply flying longer. He did not beat you because he flew longer, or somehow took clever advantage of a hidden loophole in the rules.  Pilot X flew faster in the thermals. You had a faster raw speed than Pilot X only because you finished closer to time, and thus diluted the final glide less.  If he had flown shorter, or you had flown longer, he still would have beat you. To beat him, you had to fly faster, not just longer. 

Here’s an example from Avenal 2003.  BC flew 117.95 miles for 46.53 mph raw. He flew 2:32.09 (2.535) hours, quite a bit over the 2:00 minimum time. OE flew 100.88 miles for 46.60 raw, for 2:09.88 (2.165) hours. In raw speeds, OE slightly beat BC. 

Adding 15 minutes, BC’s scored speed is 117.95 / (2.535+0.25) = 42.353 mph. OE is 100.88/(2.165+0.25) = 41.77 mph. BC got 955 points, and OE got  955*41.77/42.353 = 942 points. BC beat OE by 13 points in score. 

OE started his (impressive) final glide at about 3500 AGL, 20 miles out, 16 minutes before landing. Thus, he flew the final glide at an average of 75 mph. The rest of the flight, then, was 80 miles in 1:53 or 42.4 mph.  

Now, what if OE had extended his flight? What if he 2:15 at 42.4 mph in thermals, and then started his final glide. He would have flown 95.4 + 20 = 115.4 miles in 2:15 + 0:16 = 2:31, for 45.854 mph raw. Adding 15 minutes, that's 41.711 mph. But OE got 41.77 mph scored in his original flight! Thus, extending the flight in this way would only have increased OE’s speed from 41.711 to 41.77 mph. BC would still have beat him at 42.353 mph. 

No, there is no magic optimal finish time. The score you get depends on how fast you fly through the thermals, not when you finish. Just because BC beat OE in this case does not mean OE could have gotten 13 more points by finishing the same flight later.

Philosophical objections

Many reactions are not really quantifiable, but more philosophical and esthetic. We usually don’t delve in to this sort of thing, but some brief answers are worthwhile 

4. “This change means that important task planning skills are no longer important.” 

Yes. Similarly, GPS devalued navigation skills, which some still decry. We could measure all sorts of skills. The distance task measured crew skills. Relights after off field landings measured assembly and high speed trailering skills. We could have duration tasks, spot landing contests, or bomb drop contests. The rules have for many years focused on cross country speed. Aren’t we happy with that philosophy?
5. “This isn’t a race anymore.” 

To win, you have to fly fast, read clouds, thermal better and glide better.  Better calculations of exact finish times will not be worth much anymore. If that ain’t a race, what is? (Note the contradiction between objections 4 and 5). 
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