
More than one recent BHPA Formal Investigation report has 
drawn attention to the dangers of flying close to the terrain in 
thermic conditions. Two incidents in the IR digest below also 
involve these conditions. ‘Close to the terrain’ doesn’t just mean 
low flying, where a pilot doesn’t have the height or the time to 
deal with even a partial deflation. It also refers to scratching 
along slopes and steep cliffs, where a thermal gust or a minor 
deflation – or a moment’s inattention – can cause a collision with 
the ground or with a prominent tree or bush. 

This warning doesn’t just apply to paraglider pilots; hang          
glider pilots too have been tipped into the scenery when 
scratching slopes and cliffs. It can be tempting, to avoid landing 

on the slope or at the bottom of the hill, to try and eke out 
intermittent lift close to the terrain. This is especially true when 
the prospect of a big distance flight has been dangled by the 
weather forecast. This is often when the air is at its most 
turbulent, even if only intermittently. 

All pilots are advised to consider how they might handle 
unwelcome turbulence at just the wrong moment when flying 
close to the terrain. If you are unable to see how you might 
recover control in case of a sudden deflation or uncommanded 
turn, you need to fly away immediately until you have a safe 
clearance. If this isn’t possible, slope land or go down. An 
unwanted collision with the terrain rarely has a happy outcome.
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safety matters

16.05.2023. P rated pilot aged 75 

Experience: 10,000 (3) 

Site & conditions: Afton Down, 10-15km/h, strong turbulence 

Glider: Niviuk Peak 4 

Incident: Pilot lost control of glider while thermalling in strong conditions; suspects over-control 
led to spin and eventual stall onto hilltop. 

Injury: Serious: hands, arms, shoulder 

20.05.2023. P rated pilot aged 56 

Experience: 1200 hours (65) 

Site & conditions: Near Loft Crag (Lake District), 10-15km/h, moderate turbulence 

Glider: Ozone Zeolite GT 

Incident: Pilot reverse-launched into a breeze that was stronger than expected and lifted off 
while still facing the wrong way, resulting in a full riser twist. Pilot elected to fly out to get 
height, but glider entered a turn. Pilot collided with the hill at speed while still facing 
backwards. 

Injury: Minor 

21.05.2023. CP rated pilot aged 24 

Experience: 20 hours (5) 

Site & conditions: Putsborough, 10-15km/h, not turbulent 

Glider: Skywalk Arriba 

Incident: Pilot took off on coastal cliff soaring flight but misjudged wind strength. Unable to 
gain height for a top landing the pilot was forced to land in the sea; there were no beach 
options. Pilot landed close to rocks and was eventually rescued, but unable to recover wing 
from the water. 

Injury: None 

22.05.2023. CP rated pilot aged 60 

Experience: 20 hours (5) 

Site & conditions: Clough Head, 5-10km/h, light turbulence, front influence 

Glider: Ozone Buzz Z6 

Incident: Pilot launched into a short-lived thermal cycle and had to slope land. Landed on 
uneven, rocky ground, damaging ankle. 

Injury: Serious: feet, legs 

26.05.2023. AP rated pilot aged 64 

Experience: 1000 hours (50) 

Site & conditions: Kettle Sings, 15-20km/h, moderate turbulence 

Glider: Ozone Zeno 

Incident: While flying through sink on half bar pilot entered a strong thermal. Wing suffered 
70% asymmetric collapse, resulting in a large cravat. Unable to maintain heading, pilot 
deployed emergency parachute and landed safely. 

Injury: None 

27.05.2023. PPG rated pilot aged 40 

Experience: 300 hours (20) 

Site & conditions: Somerton Drove, 5-10km/h, not turbulent 

Glider: BGD Epic Freestyle 

Incident: Whilst practicing stall to tailslide, pilot was too quick catching the dive on recovering 
from the tailside. Wing then entered parachutal stall, then heli. Pilot did not recover heli and 
experienced riser twist that locked the brake lines. Pilot realised wing was unrecoverable and 
deployed emergency parachute, landing safely. 

Injury: None 

04.06.2023. CP rated pilot aged 38 

Experience: 7 hours (7) 

Site & conditions: Heol Senni, 20-25km/h, moderate turbulence 

Glider: BGD Epic 

Incident: Pilot was picked up and blown/dragged back during launch, colliding with dry stone 
wall behind launch. 

Injury: Serious: head 

04.06.2023. CP rated pilot aged 60 

Experience: 2 hours (1) 

Site & conditions: Monksdown, 15-20km/h 

Glider: Gin Bolero 4 

Incident: Pilot, lifted off feet while practicing ground handling, flared and was lifted higher. 
Turned upwind along the ridge without losing height, then turned downwind along the ridge 
and crashed at speed. 

Injury: Serious 

09.06.2023. CP rated pilot aged 55 

Experience: 50 hours (1) 

Site & conditions: Crimdon, 15-20km/h, light turbulence 

Glider: Avian Rio 2 

Incident: Pilot made good refresher top-to-bottom flight and a good approach into wind. At 
approx 1m above the ground, feeling the glider begin to stall, pilot flared for landing. Glider rose 

The dangers of flying close to the terrain

 
The following is an edited digest of Incident Reports submitted to the FSC between April 16th and June 21st 2023. 
Note that we now include the pilot’s experience and recency in hours; thus ‘Experience: 20 hours (5)’ indicates 20 
hours total airtime and 5 hours within the previous six months. The complete database of reports can be found at 
https://incidents.bhpa.co.uk.
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