Bridging the Gap

Some attention has been focused on the matter of a decline in the ranks of the soaring pilot population in just about every region of the world. This has been variously attributed to changes in societal matters such as the “instant gratification” syndrome and evolving constraints on family resources, or the relative inconspicuity of our activity with the attendant low recruitment. Whatever the cause, the result is fewer people arriving than departing.
One way to address the latter part of the equation is to make the activity more appealing by increasing the challenge and adventure of soaring through cross country flying. Perhaps we could reverse the revolving door that has pilots eagerly engaged all the way through training and local flying, only to quit after the boredom of local soaring sets in, by making it easier for pilots to make those first big steps away from the home drome. 
Regional contests that have all or part of their emphasis on new and aspiring competition/cross country training and mentoring have proven to be a hit, and more of these events would be a way to help new pilots cut the apron strings of local flying and stretch their wings and their minds with a new goal and challenge. 
While organizers might shy away from another layer of operational hassle, it can be done with relatively little added burden and can increase the turnout at contest sites that might like to see more competitors. The essentials of time, facilities and an expert instructor corps are present at all contests. An hour of planning and a few contacts with experienced pilots before the contest to set up the teaching sessions is about all that is required.
The new, instructional part of the contest can be done in the pilot’s meeting room before the daily pilot’s meeting with the  hour being split into a portion dealing with the flying the day before – a sort of debriefing- and a new topic such as off field landings, cross country soaring, and gaggle flying. Most seasoned competition pilots enjoy the chance to help the tyros, the most frequently heard comment from them being: “I sure wish there had been something like this when I was learning!”

And contests aren’t the only venue having utility for foster new participation, skill and confidence in potential cross country soaring pilots. Groups like Arizona’s …… and the cross country camps in the Southeast sponsored by…… are excellent as well and carry on throughout the soaring season.

Have some fun and help the sport at the same time, help organize cross country soaring events.

