UNPOWERED RECREATIONAL HANG GLIDING (HG) & PARAGLIDING (PG) ON FEDERAL LANDS

INTERAGENCY NOTICE OF PROPOSED RULE-MAKING

[1]
Allow use of FAR103 unpowered flight vehicles weighing 
less than 155 lbs on federal lands & waters except where 
specifically prohibited.


Public lands managed by USFS, USACE, BLM, BR, & NPS


Improve interagency consistency & efficiency in providing access to 
public lands where HG & PG are reasonable activities.


Each land manager given discretionary authority to:


(a) designate launch & landing areas, and access thereto


(b) designate said areas for other compatible uses


(c) restrict flight-use to suitably-qualified participants


(d) prohibit airspace consistent with intent of other federal guidelines


(e) allow use pursuant to terms & conditions of participant agreements

[2]
Applies only to said vehicles that can be carried on foot 
and used by participants to experience flight by their own 
unaided efforts.


Exempts unpowered HG & PG from existing aircraft & air delivery 
rules/guidelines on flights over public lands and waters.


Recognizes HG & PG as appropriate, low-impact and traditional 
recreational uses of public lands.


Does NOT apply to existing rules for aircraft or flight vehicles that are 
fully-powered, power-assisted, under-tow or weigh more than 155 lbs. nprsumr1.doc
Background


Existing rules on the use of unpowered foot-launch hang gliders and paragliders on federal lands fail to recognize the huge differences in flight envelopes, physical sizes and user philosophies in assessing their potential impacts compared to powered aircraft. All powered aircraft activities create noise, exhaust pollution and potentially-destructive wake turbulence. These intrusive qualities can clearly disturb plant and animal habitat, disrupt meditative enjoyment and tranquility of pristine areas, and interfere with recreational opportunities that public lands are traditionally intended to provide. Furthermore, powered aircraft are virtually free of any constraints imposed by weather and terrain.


In stark contrast, use of silent, lowspeed hang gliders and paragliders is inherently compatible with, dependent on, and limited by the natural environment. Species thought to be affected by glider use, such as hawks and eagles, frequently soar the same thermals, repeatedly nest near established glider sites, and seem unstressed by their presence. And since gliders are intended to be carried on foot, their physical attributes are a tiny fraction of those for powered aircraft. A typical glider user would not impact the terrain as much as a horseback rider, mountain biker or even a typical backpacker. And certainly nowhere near the impacts of an operator of an off-road motorbike, snowmobile, ATV or any other type of motorized recreational vehicle.


Existing rules are also based on two outdated assumptions about the true nature of this activity. First is a subjective opinion that it would somehow be inappropriate for public lands in some unspecified ways. Second is an unsupported suggestion that it would lead to overuse and conflicts due to unlimited flights. These views reflect gross lingering misperceptions that their use is an inherently high-risk activity like bungie-jumping capable of overwhelming and compromising the safety of public land resources with uncontrolled crowds of thrill-seeking daredevils and noisy spectators. But these views are totally unfounded as evidenced from the facts on participant attitudes, accident and insurance statistics, local weather statistics, actual site-use patterns, and topographic requirements.


The use of hang gliders and paragliders is a not spectator activity. Foot-launch gliders are silent, small and inconspicuous at soaring altitudes. Activities are sporadic due to extraordinary weather dependencies. And sites are usually remote, accessible only on foot, and part of a natural topography that blends in with its surroundings. Like hiking and canoeing, it is an intensely personal way for participants to experience and enjoy the natural environment by their own unaided efforts albeit from a different three-dimensional perspective. And the glider community generally shares the same leave-no-trace ethics with other outdoor enthusiasts engaged in kindred low-impact recreational pursuits. Participants usually hike their equipment one-way along existing trails to a natural vista or overlook and quickly launch. Since landings usually aren't made on the vista itself, nothing is left behind. Non-participants or potential spectators in the vicinity of vistas are generally not even aware of glider activities.
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It is not an inherently dangerous activity. As a result of the voluntary self-regulation programs cooperatively developed by several independent groups, accident rates are comparable to or better than those of traditional outdoor activities such as swimming, boating, mountain-biking, and rock-climbing. Where gliding has been allowed, it has also had far less reliance on search and rescue resources than many other traditional activities. Furthermore, total liability insurance payments for damages or injuries sustained by non-participants have been virtually nil over a period of nearly 30 years in this country. These facts suggest that many unregulated activities that are traditionally allowed on federal lands run a higher risk for accidents than self-regulated organizations with aggressive risk management programs.


Statistical weather correlations with site use have consistently shown that there only about 2 to 5 soarable days per month depending on how closely a particular glider site faces the local prevailing wind. As a general rule of thumb, a site facing the local prevailing wind averages about 5 soarable days per month while an opposite-facing site in the same locale averages only 2. And because there are only about 15,000 active participants scattered throughout the entire country, a site typically attracts only between 3 and 10 participants on soarable days occuring on week-days and weekend-days, respectively


Suitable site terrain is also quite limiting due to the exacting requirements for launch vistas and landing zones. Launches must be a naturally-occurring overlooks or outcroppings vertically elevated by about 500 feet or more above surrounding ground levels. The landing areas must be meadows or fields horizontally separated upwind from the vistas by less than 5 times the launch elevations. Though both must be relatively unobstructed and ideally covered with low natural vegetation, their areal requirements are quite small. Launches should be relatively steep 0.5-acre parcels that fan out from top to bottom. Landing zones should be relatively flat 1 to 5 acre parcels preferrably elongated into the wind. Attesting to the rarity of finding such sites, the entire Kittatinny and Blue Mountain ridge in the northeast United States can support only about one potential site every 10 to 20 miles.
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