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Risk Assessment: You Bet Your Life!

An Unpopular Opinien ollie Gregory

This article began as a re-
sponse to a TTTFlymail post
by Marc Fink. Marc was con-
cerned enough about his
friends©d
an "Unpopular Opinion".

On the way to Big Spring,
Texas for the big comp, Lucas
Ridley, Eric Donaldson,
James Stinnett and | had
plenty of time to discuss the
issue of risk analysis and deci-
sion making. James and | told
enough "There | was" stories
to make Lucas and Eric nerv-
ous. Maybe being nervous is
a good thing. Eventually, my
TTTFlymail post morphed into
this newsletter article which
touches on lots of sensitive
areas like egos, human na-
ture, competitiveness and our

, tendency to see what we ex-

Steve Lee

ri sky

pect to see rather than reality.

Hang gliding is an incredibly
fun and addicting sport for
people who love free flight. It
can also be an exceptionally
dangerous sport. Everyone
should read the eloquent arti-
cle on risk assessment in the
USHPA Magazine by Wills
Wing's Mike Meier. We must
know ourselves and our limita-
tions, and respect the inherent
risks of hang gliding to insure
a reasonable margin of safety.

| am writing this article be-
cause | made a promise.
When | saw Chris Mueller die
at the Flytec Meet in 2005, |
promised myself that | would
speak out whenever | saw
people making foolish deci-
sions or doing anything dan-

continued on page 3

gerous. Chris died after slam-
ming into the ground at goal
going 50 or 60 mph. Tragi-
cally, he was killed because
he was trying to perform a silly
stunt. | recall that everyone
was excited to see the hot
pilots trying to grab a bag of
cash as they raced across the
goal line close to the ground.
Bo Hagewood made it look so
easy! Somehow the risk of
this seemingly simple maneu-
ver became much more dan-
gerous when pilots tried to do
it faster and more radically.
"Radical" was the kind of fly-
ing that defined Chris Mueller;
radical maneuvers close to the
ground.  He routinely per-
formed loops with the under-
surface of his glider only one
wing span off the deck. He

H enson 6 SﬁF“SOT”TlEE@ Eflellml‘u tcontinuedonpageS

It os
flight
out. Many Tree Toppers have
flown it over the years and
thereds a
are reading
bly made the flight more than

- a few times.sBukbeing new to

hang gliding (just over 1.5
years), and because this was
my first

onl-wo raile tLookout,
f rom He ireading my flight story might - in so | headed up anyway.

good havenot

flight

| thought perhaps

take you back to your first
time. And for those of you who

you to give it a try.

Saturday's weather forecast
looked dismal but | wanted to
make some adjustments to my

att emp imid-level
t h i perhaps my story will inspire e probably a nice cirrus deck

wing and get a few aerotows

The forecast was accurate; we
were socked in with 100%
cloud cover and

above that. | accomplished
most of what | needed to do
on Saturday and called it a

day.
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Lee Team Climbs Out

PrezodwstelRed C h

Howdy yodall,

The radial section of our
world famous launch ramp at
Henson Gap has been re-
placed with a permanent steel
frame and new decking. The
original wood frame was rot-
ten and club member Jim
Lamb stepped forward with a
gracious offer to match all the
donations collected to make
the necessary repairs. Club
members and friends offered
financial and physical support
in our time of need. The "Re-
vamp the Ramp" project
raised the needed funds and
was completed in only two
months. A brass recognition
pl ague with
will be embedded in the rock
near the ramp. Special thanks
to Jim Lamb for his great gen-
erosity and to everyone who

Membershiﬁm”b”md to the success of

e-vamp the Ramp" in 2008.

involvement hasib members keep a close

e
set new clu

records.

Lee Team at Mt. Nebo, Ark.

e on Whitwell properties

patiently await the pur-
chase of a landing field when-
gver one becomes available.
Every time something big like
this arises, the membership
responds. Keith Atkins re-
cently produced a "Field of
Dreams" fund raiser for this
very purpose. Buy a beautiful
TTT license plate for only
$20.00 and all the proceeds
wi || go to
fund. If you want to own an LZ
in Whitwell, go to
www.tennesseetreetoppers.org
and order your license plates
today.

Membership involvement
has set new club records and
these motivated pilots are
refreshing to watch on the
ground and in the sky. The
Tree Topper of the Year nomi-
nee list is growing as these
pilots spring into action and
into the air. Many pilots have
had excellent flights this year
from beginners to experts. As
| finish this Prez's Report in
August, David Giles flew his

our

ATOS VR from Henson Gap
to Gadsden, Alabama landing
101 miles from launch. This is
the flight of the year, so far,
from a Tree Topper site but
the year isn't over. Conditions
are improving and Team Chal-
lenge is approaching. There
should be plenty of excitement
through the rest of the year,
so | hope you can come and
fly with us.

2009 is right around the
corner and you can help some
of the BOD members who
would like a break from all the
action. Please vote this year
for the nominees who are not
currently serving and for the

t h e newest current BOD members

of 2008. This might get some
of those new motivated pilots
a seat on the board. | can
remember all the people that
voted last year since there
were so few. If you don't vote,
you don't care about this
clubds
your support by filling out your
ballot when it comes in the
mail. As a five-year president,
I'm kinda like Santa Claus; |
know who's been naughty and
I know who's been nice. Re-
turn your ballot and put that
TTT license plate on the front
of your vehicle.

In conclusion, | would like to
give special thanks to mem-
bers who have gone way be-
yond the call of duty this year.
They were instrumental in the
Re-vamp Project and com-

pleted many other projects
t hat insur e
future.

Jim Lamb - $10,000 donation
and financial advice for our
clubds future.

Keith Atkins - Monetary dona-
tions, TTT newsletters, pro-
duced and currently filling
orders for TTT license plates,
USHPA articles, TTT publicity
flyer, coordinated PayPal do-
nations, public relations, and
donation of eight soap baskets

future.

Branches

for our favorite neighbors.

Nate Newkirk - Monetary do-
nations, designed and cur-
rently fillin-g
vamp the
Ne eds Rshidsemodifled
the TTT logo for our license
plates, and created and auto-
mated our soarcasting internet
page with help from Ollie
Gregory and Jeff Bozarth.

The Ohio Flyers Club - Mone-
tary donation and all the nuts
and bolts needed for the
fiRevamp t he

Eric Donaldson - Repainted
the TTT logo on the entry rock
and designed and made the
May Mayhem trophies.

Jeff Wilson - Plumbed the club
house sink and water heater,
extra shower, and donated
two boxes of drill bits for the
fiReamp t he

David Kissick - Helped Wilson
with the plumbing and erected
a new wind sock at Henson
launch.

Dan Strobel - Replaced the
bad freeze proof water bib at
the club house, completed the
winter draining system, and
repaired the leak in the club
house roof
help.

Bill Colvin - Treasurer
(I'nterim) i n
absence.

Ned Stelzel - Built two more

benches out of left over ramp
decking and takes the gar-.

lbage to the dump after par-I

ties.

All your BOD members do
too much for your club to list,
here. It is their volunteer duty
to take car e
business.

I fl ew my
motor-glider the other day and
had a great time for sure, but
"There's nothing more fun
than hang gliding".

Rampo

Rampo

wi t h

or
an

Rampo

p

D
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An Unpopular Opini@fiage:

was the consummate expert,
but his superior skills were
trumped by faulty risk assess-
ment and he forfeited his life
to a no-win gamble. His mom
was brave when she traveled
from Canada to take his body
home; Chris's dad died flying
a paraglider only a few years
earlier. | think about the emo-
tional toll this must have taken
on Mrs. Mueller. We should all
speak up whenever we are
concerned with our fellow pi-
lots' behavior, even if it is
"unpopular" and may be an-
grily rejected by the risk-taking
pilot. We should also ask for
help if we scare ourselves!

| have seen and done my
share of dangerous flying and
have read about foolish and
dangerous flying on our very
own Flymail! I've been around
this sport for over 30 years
and I've learned a lot from my
experiences. Too many of my
learning experiences have
been sad and tragic. Only a
couple have been physically
painful, but too many have
been emotionally  painful.
These acts reflect unfavorably
on the sport and introduce
senseless tragedy into what
should be a fun activity. | am
writing this to help us become
more aware of the thought
processes that so easily lead
us into bad practices and bad
judgment.

This risk:benefit ratio
At hought
tried to explain risk ratios to
some pilots who were hanging
out as we loaded up to head
to Big Spring. One pilot ex-
pressed some doubts about
my comments on how risky
our sport really is. | think | did
a poor job of explaining it, so |
will try again, here. One thing
I know for sure, when pilots

train'

say that "People get hurt be-
cause they just made mis-
takes or weren't skilled
enough for the situation", they
are actually demonstrating
gross denial of the risks we all
take each time we fly. Think-
ing that "It can't happen to
me" is the sort of thinking that
will get you hurt or killed! My
wife, Jackie, reminded me that
people are inherently lousy at
risk management. We have an
overconfidence bias which
can be adaptive in some cir-
cumstances, like when we
convince ourselves to start a
new and challenging job or
project. Fear of failure could
result in less than optimal per-
formance in this instance. This
same bias may not be helpful,
however, when making deci-
sions that could result in injury
or death.

We do a poor job of assess-
ing personal competency be-
cause we tend to fudge when
we assess our skills. This has
been demonstrated in studies
with a variety of skills tests
that compared objective level
of competence to subjective
estimates of competence. We
almost always overestimate
our abilites and underesti-
mate the risks. We inaccu-
rately conclude that we are
better at something than we
really are. We are sometimes
exceptionally poor judges of
our own competency. Keep

‘this in mind as we begin

evaluating the risks we face
when flying hang gliders.

While there is no way to
guantify the actual risks we
take on any specific day of
hang gliding, | know it is riskier
than reading posts on the
internet or walking the dog
around the neighborhood.
Let's agree the risk of an in-

continued on page 6

jury when hang gliding on any
given day is X. Most of the
guys | know that have been
killed in this sport had signifi-
cantly less than 1,000 flights,
yet were considered very ex-
perienced. | made this esti-
mated flight number high be-
cause a couple of the de-
ceased pilots were really dedi-
cated hang glider pilots who
flew as much as possible, just
like Chris Mueller. They were
accepted as experienced pi-
lots and most held advanced
ratings. Beginners are actu-
ally less likely to get killed
these days; see the accident
reports section in the back of
the USHPA magazine.

Letds assume
getting seriously hurt or killed
during any given hang glider
flight is 1 chance in 1000, or
1/1000. The actual risk may
be more or less for an aver-
age flight. Wel'll see. The
numbers are hypothetical, but
reasonable. We are human,
imperfect, and subject to mis-
perception. We pilots think in
both rational and irrational
ways as we assess the risks
and our own strengths and
weaknesses. We accept the
risks as reasonable, just like
we do when we drive a car.
Unfortunately, we easily and
systematically elevate our
acceptable risk tolerance with-
out realizing what we are do-
ing. We feed into a cognitive
bias that assumes we are
competent to handle the con-
ditions at hand and that we
can accurately compute the
risks. This bias is a distortion
of reality caused by relying on
our very limited real experi-
ence and faulty perceptions.
The result is the gradual esca-
lation of the risks that we de-
cide are acceptable as we are
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Vintage Ollie, Jackie, and Jde
Heavener circa 1979
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The result is the
gradual escalation
of the risks we

decide are acceptable
as we are lulled into

a false sense of
security.

. S

Stump chooses a safe cycle




Paget

Photo by Lucas Ridley

Photo by Lucas Ridley

Towing out at Big Spring, TX

BIG Air in Big Spriy@ucas Ridley

My first competition was The
East Coast Championship
where my longest flight was
only 12 miles. 1 arrived home
at Lookout pumped to fly
some bigger air. Once | be-
gan to get a handle on my
new glider, a Moyes Litespeed
S, (going 50 miles on my
fourth flight!) the Big Spring
meet began calling to me like
the Sirens beckoning Odys-
seus. | wanted to answer that
call, but only if 1 could rope
someone else into coming
along with me. Eric
Donaldson and | agreed that
Al ol l go i f
was ON. Luckily for us, we
were able to join James
Stinnett and Ollie Gregory
who had already decided to
go to the meet at Big Spring,

The flying ifMexas.

Big Spring

During the weeks leading up
0 our adventure and on the

must beoad trip west, Eric and |

heard many ominous tales of

eXperienceddﬁQ devils and treacherous

. cqnditions in Texas.
be be“eveﬁg James provided reality

Lucas Ridley soars BIG AIR

Ollie

checks and horror stories,
offered lessons in risk prob-
abilities, and described the
dangers of hang gliding in the
Lone Star State. Eric and |
sat like sardines in the back
seat of ol |
teeming with gear and equip-
ment. New racks from Clark
Harlow secured our wings for
our Texas trek. We listened
with some trepidation as Ollie
and James depicted these eye
opening hazards:

There is the concrete run-
way to meet your knees if a
weak link breaks, a hangar to
run into if y
that far, tugs that land only ten
feet away from you, dust dev-
ils to topple your glider, big
storms that roll in quickly, big

y o

i e

(o]

air to tumble your wing, vast
expanses of unfriendly terrain
t hat figreetséo
like mesquite thorns to rip you
and your glider apart (Ollie
flew with pliers in case he
needed to remove these from
his flesh), and just before you
flare you must watch out for
those ankle breaking prairie
dog holes.

As we arrived in Big Spring,
| stepped out of the car with
only a few of my finger nails
intact as a result of my nerv-
ous nail-biting spree, hoping
to leave my worries along with
my discarded nails. Despite all
the dire warnings, we eagerly
transferred our gliders and
gear to the hangar. As the
battens slid smoothly into
place and my nose cone
served as the cherry on top, |
knew | was ready and had
been all along. My main priori-
ties for the trip were to avoid
injury and to come back with
me and my glider in one
piece.

Mark Stump and James
Linscome, our excellent driver
and pilot extraordinaire,
greeted us the day after prac-
tice day which turned into the
first day of rain Big Spring had
seen in almost a year. At
least one or two of the pilots
who decided to fly that day
landed in the midst of a gust
front while trying to elude the
storm. | was glad to be in a
Dairy Queen eating ice cream
and watching the dust billow
along the streets. There was
only one day of the meet that
was eventually called because
of a storm and | think every-
one welcomed the rest. Ini
addition to that day off, | de-
cided not to fly two other days
that | deemed unsafe and not
funi for me. The flying in Big

Branches

continued on page 5

Spring must be experienced to
be believed! The Tree Topper
team began with an incredible
start with everyone making it
to goal the first two days of the
competition (a 76.6 miler and
a 109.5 miler)! Each tow from
the airport was like a battle for
me, tucking my knees to the
bar at times and throwing my
weight around like | never
have before. | feel very lucky |
never had to re-light and take
another tow. With continuing
advice and support from the
experienced guys in our crew,
Eric and | had a lot of informa-

1tion and experience to absorb

as each day tore into us and
we into it. Those first two
days were unparalleled learn-
ing experiences and it made
me eager for each coming
day. | had already broken 100
mil es and
and there were still more flying
days to go! | learned that |
need to recharge my GPS
batteries every night and Eric
learned to watch his GPS as
he flies into goal. During the
first day, | had to keep turning
my GPS on and off because it
repeatedl y i
teryo.
everyone at goal, Eric failed to
enter the 400m cylinder
around the goal waypoint and
missed the goal circle by only
20 feet.

The conditions on the third
day were too demanding for
me and several others who
decided not to fly. Even the
tugs were almost toppled.
Stinnett was among the first to
launch and had a fine tow.
Amazingly, with no clouds in
sight, Stinnett was up for the
longest task ever called at a
meet and was the only rigid to
accomplish this incredible
goal. Later, we heard stories

gotten

ndi cat
Despite
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BIG Air in Big Spritigage 4

of pilots landing out who
coul dndt do
on to their gliders and wait for
their drivers to arrive and help
with breaking down. Others
flew their gliders until the
ground met their bellies. One
pilot even had a 3-hour hike
out of a canyon. | was happy
with my decision and derived
almost as much satisfaction
from good decision making on
the ground as | get when in
the air. My situation was
sweetened with free Blue Bell
ice cream in t
that | hogged all to myself
while everyone else was fly-
ing. That is just one example
of many that shows the type of
support the town of Big Spring
provided in welcoming us.
Driving through town, almost
every restaurant and store
posted a sign spelling out
iwWel come Hang

was nice, but it would have
been even nicer if they had
welcomed the pilots as much
as they welcomed our wings!

The fourth day task was a
78-mile triangle with 22 miles
of it into an 18 mph headwind.
| went on glide with Kraig
Coomber (Moyes USA) and
Dustin Martin who finished the
meet overall first and second,
respectively. | stayed more
upwind in the first crosswind
leg knowing when | got low |
would drift past the course line
and then have to work more
headwind to get to the turn
point. My strategy worked as |
got low right in line with the
turn point. | was able to drift
back with the thermal which
carried me high over the turn
point éoSweet! 0
Dustin again despite our dif-
ferent routes. | was ecstatic!
By then, however, there was

an:

—_

the head wind leg to negoti-
ate. | struggled, got low,
drifted, and went on glide.
Eric and | eventually joined up
and | ventured into a blue hole
as my concentration and will
power deteriorated with each

d

landed just before reaching a
large mesquite thicket. Eric
was higher than me when he
came to that terrain and went
for it, landing in an acre or two
of what looked like a dried up
pond and one of the only

,.. Photo by Lucas Ridley
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itwo steps f or clearings around besides the
backo. Fr om 1 0highway with a 75 mph speed h i
one little 250 fpm climb that limit.
actually put me lower once |
Yy pul My swan song for the meet
went on glide because of the .
. . was the sixth day when | went
massive drift. As | set up my L .
aporoach. m round speed 114.5 miles; only 19 miles
bp My 9 PEEY " short of goal. | was 11" for
was only 7 mph so | knew this . N
~. the day. Ericps best was t he
woul d be an #dAin -
. . 1 last day when he made goal
ing, and it was. My nose was .
. . . by only 10 feet and was easily
too high and my right wing .
. . . in the top 10 for the day. That
lifted which spun me into a . :
. . same morning he came in
whack with my back into the . :
. third for the spot landing com-
wind. | was not prepared for . . . .
: . petition just behind Dustin
the synchronized forward flip ; ~ .
i . Martin and Jeff_ O6Brien.
of my glider. With the breath ;
knocked out of my lungs, | lay A good measur erth the breatr,g 06s

motionless on the undersur-
face of my glider and tried to

Cradio to Eric | was okay. |

think that was enough motiva-
tion for him to stay in the air
and he amazingly arrived only
3 miles short of goal that day!
| came away with a bruise on
my leg from hitting a down-
tube during my somersault but
my glider was fine. | feel lucky
because it could have been
much worse like another pilot
who turtled his glider and
broke one of his battens.

Day Five was a 105-mile
task on an overcast day. |
would have never tried to go
XC if | was at home, but it
proved good enough for
Stinnett to make goal with a
couple of flexies. | went about
33 miles and Eric made it
about 43 miles. That day ac-
counted for one of the two
days | 6ve ever
overcast day. There were
blue areas that were con-
stantly out of our reach and |

success is to look back and
think about all the fun you had
and how much you laughed.
We sure had plenty of both,
often because

tales! | learned so much from
my team and everyone there.
Towing at Big Spring is stress-
ful, exhausting, and demand-
ing, though. You are in line
with 30 other pilots, the wind
is blowing hard, and tugs are
landing just a few feet away
from you. People are on the
radio constantly talking in your
ear and you have to be ready
to deal with all kinds of haz-
ards. Your muscles get so
tired and fatigued you can
barely pull your VG cord i but
I candét wai't

T

Safety Tip:
soared on an

Hook InBeforéu
Move Your Glide

1%

knocked out of

my lungs, | lay
motionless on the, | |
undersurface of

my glider.

for
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next year!

Tree Toppers in TexasiLR)
Eric Donaldson, Lucas Ridley, James
Stinnett, Mark Stump, and Ollie
Gregory




