H 2 Woe

Water ballasting of gliders in contest flying has been a matter of routine for the last 40 or so years. As the competitive advantage of higher wing loadings became apparent, there ensued a sort of hydraulic skirmish as pilots crammed more of the stuff into their machines, often in excess of what factory engineers allowed. This liquid free for all continued until the early 80’s when the SSA declared that competition gliders must not be flown in excess of factory limits. As an example of the mindset at the time, in 1975 at Hobbs a certain ASW-17 pilot procured some oil field industry brine (12 lbs/gallon) to get a leg up on the competition.
Most competitors never questioned the basic concept of the wing loading race, but one of its most aggressive proponents in those early days, Wil Schuemann, realized the fundamental motivation for it: to fly heavier than your competition. Rarely discussed was the notion that water ballast had no bearing on the outcome of the races unless a pilot could exploit a higher wing loading advantage. 
Lately, the advantages of flying contests without water ballast have been getting some attention. Organizers in particular, but pilots as well, have a lot to gain from flying dry and, like the sports class, some sites are opting to run their FAI classes at regional contests “Wasserfrei.”

On the dry side of the issue there are number of advantages.
For organizers: No supply system(hoses, pipes, nozzles, tanks) to worry about.



No water bill issue. (At Mifflin having the fire engine on site costs 



an extra $500.)



Larger selection of suitable tow ships.



Happier tug pilots.

For economy: Less fossil fuel expended lifting a ton of water 2000 feet every day.

For the CD:
Reduced towing time.



Longer task period offered by earlier launches.




Decreased number of relights. 

For the pilots: No filling station traffic jams.



No time spent filling the glider – usually two to three times more than 


assembly.



Easier manual ground movement and parking – wings need not be level.



Decreased wing dropping on take off roll and easier recovery.



Safer tows. (Think about incidents at Moriarty ’96, Tonopah ’02,


 Uvalde ’04, Robbie Robertson)


Increased maneuverability and reaction time in the air. 



Less “stuff’ to take to a contest. 

Proponents of water ballast point to higher speeds as an advantage of tanking up. But since the score sheet will be the same wet or dry, and the purpose of the contest is to select the best pilot, this argument doesn’t carry much water. 

Another point offered by the pro-ballast camp is that using it in contests better prepares our international team members. On the other hand, some say it makes little difference and that team members can fly with water at home. 
Two sites that are normally water-free (Mifflin and New Castle) allow it for days when the winds allow fast ridge running. In this case the comfort improvement and stress relief on wing spars are considered to be sufficient reasons to allow it. 

An issue that needs to be addressed is that of allowing some fixed (non-disposable) ballast for gliders that have light wing loadings due to their design – the Ventus 2 vs the ASW-27, for instance. Allowing the V-2s to bulk up to a wing loading of an ASW-27 with a hefty pilot – say 7.7 lbs/sq.ft. – would be a reasonable compromise. A similar adjustment could be worked out for the other classes. 
After 40 years it’s time to reassess the matter of water ballast. Are we loading up only because we always have? 
