FTH Revisited

Failure To Hook In

Ever since the day soneone realized that a carabiner would be a quick and easy way to connect and di sconnect a harness
to a hang glider we have had the potential to send glider and pilot off of cliffs on quite different paths. For over a
third of a century we have very effectively exploited this potential with the results being that the pilot's path al nost
al ways ensures that he finishes second best.

Leg Loops

In order to have a good shot at landing with and in control of one's glider, it's a good idea to have at |east one |eg
t hrough a | oop.

Leg loops, relative to the connection itself, are a good news / bad news issue.

The good news... A pilot who nisses the Ieg |oops often still has his armpits going for himand is often able to kick
into the harness boot, prone out, and proceed in nornal enough fashion

The bad news... A pilot who gets spit out of the harness inmredi ately | eaves his parachute - which nmay open above himif
he has enough air bel ow himor serve as chest padding if he doesn't - behind.

Partial Hook In

The phenonenon of a carabiner with its nose resting on the nmiddle of the suspensi on webbing with its partially closed
spring | oaded gate holding things together is rare but potentially nore deadly than that of one |eft dangling. The
fornmer can escape detection during a cursory check and can allow one to get well clear of launch before there is an
abrupt indication of a problem whereas the latter may still give the pilot an opportunity to abort.

The First Great Disaster -
Assume You're Hooked In On Launch

In the Beginning there was the Assunption. The strategy was to set and suit up and run off the cliff with tota
confidence in one's reliability in flaw essly executing tasks, follow ng procedure sequences, and bl ocki ng out
distractions. It worked so well that it renmains a comobn practice to this very day.

The Second Great Disaster -
Hang From Your Suspension Then Assune You're Hooked In On Launch

The next well intentioned but deadly strategy devised to deal with the issue was the hang check. Prior to each flight
t he harnessed and connected pilot, alnpbst always with the aid of an assistant at the front hol ding the nose down or at
the rear holding the keel up, suspends his full weight in the harness. This ensures that, AT THE TIME OF I TS
PERFORMANCE, the pilot is connected to SOVETH NG which will at |east tenporarily support himat up to 1 G of

accel erati on.

The hang check is, of course, necessary for verification of basetube clearance on a new glider/harness conbination -
ONCE - but sone of the nore astute early observers soon noted that it was sonewhere between fairly and worse than

usel ess as a strategy to keep oneself alive. They realized that it entailed an inherent delay and thus a reliance upon
a human's notoriously fallible menory of an action. A lemming has an infinitely better instinct for self preservation
than does a hang glider pilot on the verge of stepping off a cliff with a MEMORY havi ng done a hang check fifteen
seconds prior.

The Solution (Mstly) -
NEVER ASSUME YOU RE HOOKED | N ON LAUNCH

By at |least the |ate Seventies the independent thinkers had figured out how to conpletely elimnate the delay and
confirmthe exi stence of sone sort of connection and | eg | oops engagenent all with the same stone. Al that was

requi red was that AT THE | NSTANT of one's decision to |aunch, one lifted the glider until it stopped rising and felt the
tugs on the Il eg | oops which were the el enents which limted the connected glider's upward travel

Interestingly, this resistance check is done by EVERYBODY anyway. |It's just that it is done by the vast najority of
peopl e just after they |eave the ranp, rather than inmediately prior to the rest of the |aunch sequence.

Probl em al nost conpletely solved. There remained a | evel of vulnerability with respect to partial hook in and ot her
areas of creativity and sloppiness but it drove a stake through the heart of the overwhel mingly nore dangerous killer of
sinply being mstaken about one's on/off status - the garden variety failure to hook in accident. People who

i ncorporated this practice i medi ately vani shed fromthe annual tragedy sumaries. |t was such a blindingly obvious and
stunningly effective solution that it only took USHGA several years and the odd needl ess death here and there to
incorporate it in all of its pilot rating requirenents.

The Funbl es

But as nuch as hang glider pilots profess devotion to the K. 1.S.S. principle, they universally ADORE conplexity. Can't
get enough of it in their kites, harnesses, instruments on the plus side and, on the ninus, required actions in critica
phases of their flavor of aviation - preflight, launch, release, |anding.

So when USHGA made the rel evant changes to the Pilot Proficiency System and announced them articulated the intent, and
suggested four options for conpliant procedures in the 1981/05 edition of Hang Aiding nagazine it nmade a few
cat astrophi ¢ ni st akes.

The stated goal was that the practice MJST be made subconscious. But the suggested nethods ALL included conplexities
which made this difficult or inpossible to achieve. They at |east were a nove in the right direction, starting and
ending with the pilot on his feet. But the objective was to renmedy the big killer of one falsely believing hinmself to
be connected at | aunch and the effectiveness of these checks was watered down by gearing themfor the job of preflight
i nspection.

THREE of the methods end with the glider still parked on the ranp and still in need of lifting and triming



ALL of the nethods require turning and | ooki ng.
Anot her deadly m stake USHGA nade was the actual wording of the revised requirenent.
"Wth each flight, denonstrates method of establishing that pilot is hooked in just prior to |aunch."

"Yeah, |'ve ALWAYS done that. | ALWAYS do a hang check just prior to launch. | do it just off the back of the ranp,
wait for the glider in front of me to launch, pick up, nove to launch position, park while |I catch ny breath and bri ef
the crew, pick up again, trim wait for a good cycle, get a couple of neutrals fromny wires, check traffic, and shove
of f. What could possibly go wong with that approach!"

And, of course if that interpretation of "just prior" is valid, what could be the possible harmin extending it to two
or three or six gliders back in line? Mght as well nmake sone use of the tinme being eaten up by the usual chronic
pot at oes.

"Wth all flights, after gaining footing at |aunch position and within three seconds of launch, the pilot nust tension
his suspension to the point at which resistance is felt at the leg | oops.™

Per haps sonething |ike that would be an effective antidote to our self destructive creativity.

The Third Great Disaster -
Enter Your Harness ONLY When It |Is Secured To Your dider Then Assune You're Hooked In On Launch

And then in the md Ei ghties the Aussie nethod reared its ugly head and was rel eased on the rest of the planet as
revenge for rabbits and cane toads. As it is nowhere properly defined or encoded into regulations - including those of
the national organization of its hone country - all that can be said with sonme degree of certainty is that it requires
that the harness be secured to the glider before the pilot suits up init, the concept being that if the pilot is in his
harness he is, by definition, safely secured to the glider

Upon first hearing of it many pilots, yours truly anmongst them vowed to never even consider using it, as getting into
t he harness was enough of a royal pain as it was. Tine went by and few of us eventually gave it a shot and were anmmzed
to find that it was actually a lot EASIER to get in with it partially raised and supported by the glider

And it was a great way to preflight the glider/harness conbination and connection
And its popularity spread.
So what's wong with the Aussie nethod?

There are nmany very legitimte reasons for not using it, sone related to conveni ence, others related to safety. And any
time you have a conflict between conveni ence and safety you've got a built in problem

School s running |arge classes have |arge incentives for having a student suited up and adjusted in a harness for the
duration of the class. Tine is noney for all parties involved and typically everyone wants to get in as many flights as
possi bl e wi thout adding extra denmands to an already physically taxing session. Fatigue is not without its safety

downsi des.

Speaki ng as a forner dune goon | would be sorely tenpted to give a Dennis Hopper salute to anyone who insisted that |
unsuit between each of a series of fifteen four or five pass flights.

To properly adhere to the Aussie nethod a practitioner nust exit the harness to deal with any problem- such as a

m srouted suspension line or a basetube clearance problemthat mght be renedied with a wap of the hang strap or a clip
into the next rung of a | adder suspension - that cannot be handl ed while connected. This approach discounts the factor
that the nore tines a person has to performa conplex task, the nore opportunities he has to screw it up. Tw ce as nany
sui t-ups, twice as nany opportunities to mss the |eg | oops.

(One wonders if there is an anal ogous Aussie glider setup and preflight procedure. To be norally consistent the

di scovery of the absence of a safety ring securing the speed nut on a downtube/basetube junction bolt at the end of the
preflight inspection should necessitate the glider being broken down and bagged so that the whole process can be
repeated from Square 1 - properly this tine.)

Bei ng connected to an intact glider al nost always increases one's odds of survival aloft but, on the average, decreases
them on the ground. There have been peopl e on ranps who woul d have given the farmto be detached fromthe glider at a
particular nonent. There can be situations in which the safety margin for all involved, pilot and crew, goes up if the
glider and suited up pilot arrive at the ranp separately and the exposure tine is mnimzed.

But the biggie here is that the strategy of the Aussie approach is to naintain the discipline to the point that at the
edge of the cliff the harnessed pilot can ASSUME and has his brain hard wired to believe he is secured to the glider
under which he is standing because there are sinply no other conceivabl e explanations for that set of conditions.

One of the problens with this is that it's a communist sort of approach. It operates on the principle that people are
responsi bl e, disciplined, focused, and noble - the way we | azy, |lying, airheaded scunbags like to believe and portray
ourselves to be. |If we're given enough of an incentive to cheat, we wll.

No True Aussier will EVER | aunch unhooked. |If a proponent does then he obviously wasn't a True Aussier. Kinda |ike

that riddled corpse over there with the Sacred Shirt obviously wasn't a True Believer because if he had been the bullets
of the Infidels wouldn't have penetrated it.

And, of course, the Aussie Corollary is that one nust NEVER performa hook-in check "just prior to launch" as this is a
sure sign of weakness and doubt and will reveal himto be an Infidel and thus deserving of inmedi ate death by stoning.
The Gun |'s ALWAYS Loaded

The hang check and Aussi e method are PREFLI GHT PROCEDURES.

The hang check is a fairly useless preflight procedure because it rarely tells the pilot anything nore and often | ess
than a wal k through will and inbues himwith a fal se sense of security.

The Aussie nethod is a very good setup and preflight procedure.

Bot h of these approaches are EXTREMELY dangerous when m sused as confirnmation that a pilot standing on the edge of a
cliff is connected to his glider because both rely on nenory and assunpti ons.

Unl oaded guns and | oaded gliders kill people all the tinme because the status of both is based upon nenory and



assunpti ons.

Launching a glider off of anything froma cliff to a dry |ake bed and lots of stuff in between can get your life
suddenly permanently altered or ended if your glider isn't securely |loaded with you as effectively as the gun that is
presuned not to be | oaded with a round.

Stepping off the cliff with the glider is totally analogous to pointing a nine mllinmeter at the side of your head and

pulling the trigger. |It's dangerous no matter what. So you do everything you can to nake it as safe as possible. You
cl ear the chanber, dunp everything out of the clip, secure the rounds separately, and nmake sure the safeties are on and
functioning. But | MVEDI ATELY before you put the nuzzle to your tenple you aimit at the ground and pull the trigger -

just to make sure. An extra step with a negligible cost.

If you delay five seconds before going back to the tenple you again aimat the ground and squeeze.

You Are NEVER Hooked In

The | ess confidence in your connection status at any given instant prior to noving a foot you have the less will be the
likelihood that you will be dangling fromthe basetube a few seconds |ater.

Fri ends

Friends don't let friends violate critical safety procedures.

Anyone who's got sone stupid reason for eschewing the final check or tells you that the trigger pull at the back of the
ranp thirty seconds ago was good enough is not your friend.

If you see soneone squeeze the trigger with the gun at his head without trying to kill an earthwormwi thin the previous
coupl e of seconds and do and say nothing, you are not his friend.

If you didn't learn this procedure in your firearms safety course then your instructor is not your friend and needs to
have his |icense suspended or revoked.

A person who sees soneone pointing a big gun at another person's head in addition to his own w thout doing the two
second squeeze test and has the pernit suspended i mediately is the friend of both.

Menories O Events And Assunptions Versus Motor Skills

Deci si ons based on nenories of events and assunptions are very prone to error. Many pilots realize they hadn't actually
strapped down their gliders only when they accelerate past 55 nmiles per hour. That's why it's a real good idea to raise
a windshield wiper any tine an unsecured glider is resting on the racks - even for "just a nonent" while..

Usi ng a hang check and/ or the Aussie nethod as confirmation of being connected at |aunch relies on a nenory of an event
and/ or an assunption and we've seen the results. The no frills lift-and-tuggers learn a hard wired nmotor skill that
beconmes an unforgettable conponent of their |aunch sequence. Their brains are physically altered. They are no nore
likely to omit the check than they are to forget to stuff the bar and get to the | ow side when the bottom drops out or
stonp on the clutch pedal when the light turns green. These kinds of actions and reactions are autonatic and require
nei ther discipline, focus, nor anyone to think about them or renenber how to respond.

Tow ng

Foot launch towing fromflat ground is a | ot nore dangerous with respect to fthi incidents than is probably believed.

The pilot hooks onto the tow line and clearly renenbers hooki ng sonething (quite possible even a carabiner) into
sonet hi ng.

There's always nore gear around to conplicate things and distract.

Pilots tend to have a reflexive response to hold onto the glider when they sense a problemand often find thensel ves
wel | above a good option level for letting go once they realize that's what they should have done in the first place.

Platforns and dollies make fthi incidents virtual inpossibilities and solve a ot of other launch problens to boot. Use
themif at all possible, if not don't fall into the trap of thinking that because the terrain in front of you bears no
senbl ance to the Grand Canyon's North Rimthat you can't get killed. Nobody touches the gas until a double |ift and tug
- the universal ready signal - is executed and observed.

Equal Opportunity

Yeah, | know, smaller folk tend not to match control frane geonetry as ideally as |arger ones and nmay have undue
difficulty lifting and tuggi ng.

The proper approach woul d be narrow shoul ders option gliders - shorten the basetube, extend the side wires. But failing
that...

A bit of breeze will float the glider up, regardless of your size, and do the job for you

A wire crew can take the place of the breeze.

Peopl e have inpairnents of vision and hearing which nay cut their safety nargins a bit behind the wheel but we make
adjustnments and all owances. A pilot can tilt her head back and confirmthe presence of a carabiner in the right place
by a tap with the helnmet or turn her head to see it. She can squat or do a wal k through to confirm connection. But the
goal is to minimze the delay, effort, and conplexity of the check and establish it as a notor skill that is

i ncorporated into the sequence of every |aunch

But that action cannot and nmust not be a hang check.

Chi cks and Dudes

I've been watching FTHI incident reports for nost of the history of hang gliding and | just can't ever seemto find
i nci dents of chicks being involved in them EXCEPT in cases in which they were untrained tandem passengers AND it was the
responsi bility of dudes to handl e the connections.



Sone small portion of this discrepancy can be explained by their nmuch | ower proportional representation in the sport.
The rest probably has sonething to do with sone sort of corrosive effect testosterone has on neural pathways.

Lucky break 'cause the folk least likely to be able to do the lift and tug check also seemto be the ones for whomit is
| east needed.

Experi enced Crews

There doesn't seen to be much advantage to having | arge nunbers of talented pilots on crew and/or around | aunch. High
concentrations of sky gods tend to dimthe vigilance of and foster conplacency within groups. The individuals
conprising themfall into the trap of assuming that, with all that expertise around, if anything were seriously wong
sonebody el se woul d surely have picked up on it by now.

The Buddy System

The buddy system works great for scuba diving because it's an easy matter for two participants to go over the side at
preci sely the sanme instant, stay close for the duration, and physically assist each other should problens arise in their
fluid medium

Hang gliding is just the opposite. Forget about it.

We nust watch out for each other as much as possible at all tinmes but the buddy systemcan only work prior to | aunch and
only if the partners alternate flying days.

Negat i ve Rei nf orcenent

The hang check and Aussie nmethod are both very dangerous when accepted as clearance to | aunch

The hang check i s dangerous because it fails to work on frequent occasions. | strongly suspect that it kills nore
people than it saves. They tend to be really good at renmenbering doing the hang check but nuch | ess proficient at
recal I i ng unhooki ng shortly thereafter to deal with a radio or canera issue. Even the hang check perforned the previous

weekend tends to | eave the brain signal stuck on green. But on rare occasi ons soneone will go down for a check and end
up a lot lower than he anti ci pated.

The Aussie nethod is dangerous because it works really well ALMOST all of the tinme. It works so well that people can
see no value in the lift and tug check whatsoever. (There's no freakin' way that gun could PCSSIBLY be | oaded at this
point! | checked the hell out of it thirty seconds ago. Just to show you how confident | aml'mgonna point it at ny

head and pull the trigger.)

We pick up the wong nessages fromthe success stories and discount and/or are conpletely unable to see the failures.

Gadget s
Much as | |ove gadgets and respect and admre the gadgeteers who selflessly devote untold tine and resources to their
devel opnent, they tend to introduce problens and dangers of their own. Exanple: |If the absence of an alarmtone is an

i ndi cation of a dead or nmissing battery rather than of a conpleted circuit, a pilot who has cone to think of silence as
being a green light may be in nore danger than the fol k without the wres.

Cut out the middleman. Do the check yourself.

The hunman brain is an electronic device which is easily hard wired for very reliable operation with respect to this
operation. And it's got a great dead nan switch - if there are no el ectrons noving the glider doesn't get picked up and
noved to | aunch position.

Don'ts and Dos

Do not EVER ask soneone if he's HAD a hang check. A person can answer yes m stakenly because he believes he has or
correctly because he actually has. H's answer will tell you nothing about his connection status or his |ikelihood of
still being alive five mnutes after the exchange.

Do not EVER ask soneone if he NEEDS a hang check. Rarely does a pilot NEED a hang check. His clearance probably hasn't
changed since last tinme and nobody ever died as a result of a tw sted or msrouted suspension elenent. Use the anmount
of breath you'll save to ask himif he's checked his side wires. A failure in that departnent IS very likely to kil
hi m

If you want to help, look at his suspension to check his status.

In the unlikely event you notice his connection status is not what it should be DO NOT say anything a about a HANG
CHECK. Ask himto lift the glider as high as he can. This will scare the hell out of him- especially if he's on the
ranp - and hel p teach himthe proper diagnostic procedure.

Don't just lift and tug prior to your own |aunches. Make sure all of your fellow pilots |ift and tug prior to your
THEI R | aunches.

We all agree that a pilot who | aunched unhooked on a | ow shallow training hill was, for the purposes of the exercise,
killed. Extend that approach to the pilot who | aunches on the shallow training hill - or anywhere else - without
lifting and tugging inmediately prior to noving a foot.

Phi | osophies O Life

Hang checkers and Aussiers have conviction, discipline, and faith. They all have their acts together to the point that
by the time they've conpleted their preflight procedures and checks and get up on the ranp they are confident that they
are properly and safely secured to their gliders - and are al nost always right.

Lift and tuggers are carel ess, soulless atheists who believe in nothing which they're not seeing with their own eyes at
any particular instant and are deeply suspicious of that. They are quite sure at all tines that - despite whatever care
they may or may not have exercised prior to launch - they are NEVER hooked i n except MAYBE when they're actually feeling
Il eg |l oops tension - and are al nost al ways w ong.



If alift and tugger is wong, he's wasted all the effort that nay have gone into lifting his glider several inches.

If a hang checker or Aussier is wong he'll inmediately be getting a feel for just how steeply his glider dives while
he's hanging fromthe basetube and thinking about his options.

Di stracti ons

Everybody recogni zes that new sites, new toys, conpetition pressures, interesting conversations, unnerving gusts, Turkey
Vul tures going up like rockets, friends in need of assistance, and unavoi dabl e di sruptions of routine procedures can be
deadly distractions. But also..

You're WAY better off launching stoned out of your mnd and half drunk in fifteen gusting to thirty wth:

a dry Canel bak;

a canera pointed straight up at the undersurface;

a dead vari o;

a radi o | ocked onto the pizza delivery frequency with the volune turned way up

the primary suspension a foot too long and tw sted and the backup webbing fluttering in the breeze;
all of your safety rings m ssing;

hal f a dozen untensioned battens;

a slightly bowed downt ube

flat tires;

an unbuckl ed helnet sitting on the passenger's seat along with the tip fairings;

t he parachute pins out and an active Deer Mouse nest in the container

the VG full on;

the starboard outboard luff |ine hooked under a batten tip;

an al um num car abi ner unl ocked and backwar ds;

a noderate left turn in the glider; AND

an unzi pped and unbuckl ed harness w th suspension webbing tw sted, support lines msrouted, a |leg | oop mssed, and a
nmedi um si zed Tinber Rattler in the boot

than you are with everything just hunky-dory and your carabiner dangling behind your knees. Wth all those downsides
soneone who's never been anywhere near a hand glider before is still in much better shape than a Hang Five accel erating
towards the rocks at 32 feet per second squared.

Once on the ranp DON' T SWEAT THE SMALL STUFF. And pretty much everything other than your suspension status is small
stuff. |If you MJUST skip checks prior to getting in the air skip all you want EXCEPT |ift and tug.

Launch position is the place at which distractions are nost |ethal and PREFLI GHT check i ssues at this point are

DI STRACTI ONS. The cost benefit ratio graph takes a sharp downturn at the edge of the ranp. Many peopl e have gotten
t hensel ves killed worryi ng about issues which at worst woul d have been nere annoyances had they gone unrenedi ed.

The best defense against distractions is to mininize the window in which they can wedge thensel ves in between fina
verification and | aunch - and a hang check will never fit that bill

Full Crcle

Ceorge Whitehill's article in Hang didi ng nagazi ne announcing the rating requirenents revision was titled "Just Doing a
Hang Check i s not Enough" and went on to explain why just doing a hang check is not enough

For over a decade's span of his reign as Accident Review Conmttee Chairnman, between 1981/04 and 1991/ 11 Doug Hil dreth,
operating under the delusion that the flight schools were actually naking the slightest effort to inplenent nationa
policy, made plea after plea to the stone deaf hang gliding conmunity to adhere to USHGA' s requirenents and lift and tug
i mediately prior to launch, but the crushed bodi es continued stacking up at the usual slow but steady rate.

By the 1994/01 issue Dennis Pagen is witing of his little tunble down the hill and suggesting that people adopt "Pat
Denevan' s" net hod of suppl enenting the sacred hang check with a lift and tug just prior to |aunch

By a broken pelvis reported in the 2007/05 i ssue we have "Lesson | earned: HANG CHECK, HANG CHECK, HANG CHECK!"

| T NEVER EVEN HAPPENED! Twenty-six years to the nmonth of the announced Pil ot Proficiency Systemrevision and nobody's
even heard of our nost fundanental safety requirement. So nuch for self regulation

Doug was a great Accident Review Committee Chairman but he was never gonna be a match for a huge flock of instructiona
infrastructure that was gonna go on doi ng whatever the hell it felt |ike wthout ever having to answer to anyone.

Now, after well over twenty-eight years since the rating requirement revisions the suggestion that they be inplenented
is typically nmet with total indifference or, nost often, open and intense hostility.
| mpl enent ati on

Qovi ously, no anount of logic, reason, or discussion ever has or ever will put the slightest dent in this problem So
what will work?

Whenever | hear of a pilot's flying career being abruptly term nated after launching with his carabiner dangling | know
that he didn't do a |lift and tug check inmediately prior to |aunch

The reason he didn't do a lift and tug check inmrediately prior to that |launch is because he never in his shortened life
did alift and tug check imediately prior to any |aunch

The reason he never in his shortened life did a lift and tug check i mediately prior to any |aunch was because his
instructors signed himoff on all of his ratings and let himskip the really vital stuff.

An Instructor who tells a student that a hang check at the back of the ramp is verification that he is connected to the
glider should not be a USHPA | nstructor

An Cbserver who observes a pilot |aunching w thout verifying his connection just prior to |aunch should not be a USHPA
Observer.

An instance of a pilot launching wthout verifying his connection just prior to |launch nust be regarded as the dangerous
violation of protocol it is by anyone aware of it.

A pilot who foot |aunches without verifying his connection after arriving and standing at |aunch position within a



coupl e of seconds of launching is not denonstrating the know edge, skills, experience |evel, judgrment, and |evel of
maturity commensurate with his rating, is not following the nost critical safety rule applicable to his flying, and is
j eopardi zing hinself and the site.

That pil ot should have his rating suspended and every Instructor and Cbserver whose signature ever appeared on that
pilot's ticket should have to explain how it got there.

And, just to make it interesting, the controllers and owners of public (national, state, and county parks, forests, and
| ands) and private |launch sites should be advised that pilots holding ratings required for flying privileges are
probably holding themas a result of having slipped through huge dangerous cracks.

After over three decades worth of doing the same things over and over has produced the sanme results it nay be tine to
try sonething different.
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