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Chapter 11
Ground contact

Event: Belgian Nationals 1995

AX-11-1
Complaint letter

I received 500 penalty points for Ground Contact

In my opinion I did not hit the tree, but only slightly touched a few leaves of the top. 

I did not gain any competition advantage by this. I think it is not the idea of the rule, which in my opinion is meant for serious mistakes by the pilot.


Competitor

AX-11-1
Response to complaint

I entirely agree that you had no competition advantage and your contact was also not unsafe.

However avoiding contact is important and other pilots who did not make contact may claim that by avoiding a contact they had a competition disadvantage compared to one who does take more risks.

Unfortunately the rule has a fixed penalty and does not leave space for interpretation from my side.

I regret to reject your complaint,


Regards, Event Director

AX-11-1
Protest letter

I received 500 penalty points for Ground Contact

In my opinion that was not a ground contact. I did not hit the tree due to a mistake in flying or a miscalculation. I only slightly touched a few leaves on the top of a branch of the tree. I was not even descending anymore.

I did not gain any competition advantage by this. I think it is unfair to punish a pilot so hard for such a small infringement.

If the Jury think it is necessary she can hear me or my observer.


Competitor

AX-11-1
Jury decision
The protest is upheld.

It is accepted that the balloon did not make ground contact subject to the penalty described in Rule 11.5.

A ground contact under Rule 11.4 did occur as the balloon made contact with a tree which was ”resting on or attached to the ground”.

It is recommended to the director that:

1.  A penalty of 200 points under rule 11.4 be substituted.

2.  He pass to the Chairman of the CIA UMR Working Group a suggestion that the definition of Rule 11.5 be clarified

Jury President
Jury Member
Jury Member

AX-11-1
REPORT TO THE JURY BOARD

The pilot made contact with the topmost twigs of a tree in the close vicinity of a goal and was penalised 500 points under rule 11.5. He protested that the penalty was excessive. The rules considered by the Jury were as follows.

11.4      GROUND CONTACT 1

          
After passing over the boundary of the launch area or launch site, no part of the balloon or anything attached to it may make contact with the ground (or water surface or anything resting on or attached to the ground), until the final marker has reached the ground. Penalty 200 task points for each contact.

11.5      GROUND CONTACT 2

         
Nothing attached to the balloon or basket (Marker tail excepted.) may make ground contact  within  200 meters of any goal or target. Penalty for infringements of this rule is 500 task points. 

DISCUSSION: The basis of the protest was that the definition of ground contact was different in the two rules. The words imply that rule 11.5 is concerned with contact with the ground whereas rule 11.4 includes water surface or anything resting on or attached to the ground. On this basis contact with a tree would not be in breach of 11.5.

The question was whether it was intended that the definition of ground contact in 11.4 was intended to carry over to 11.5. It was noted that rule 11.5 has an exception for marker tails which is not in rule 11.4 which might imply that the rest of the definition need not be the same.

The jury considered the precedent of the appeal by a competitor at a World Championships to the FAI which established that rule 11.4 is rigorously applied. Advice was also taken by a member of the CIA UMR Working Group on the history of rule 11.5. The rule was introduced at the request of an organiser to prevent touchdowns in the area of a target.

The jury decided unanimously that the competitor was in breach of rule 11.4 but not 11.5 and reduced his penalty to 200 points.

It was felt that rule 11.5 is badly drafted and should be better defined. For example it refers only to things attached to the balloon or basket but not to the balloon or basket itself. A protest using this feature would probably be rejected on grounds of absurdity, or perhaps because the balloon and basket are attached to each other! Rule 11.5 should be clarified or better still deleted.

It would be very useful to have publication of ”case law” giving the interpretations accepted by previous juries and FAI appeals, laid out in rule number sequence. This use of precedent could make our decisions much more consistent and predictable for directors and competitors.

Yours Sincerely


Event Jury President

AX-11-1
JURY BOARD COMMENTS

Both rules are related to safety and unfair competition advantage.

The general rule 11.4 is intended to discourage pilots from flying lower than their ability to avoid any type of ground contact. Power lines may be hidden among trees. The general public may regard extreme low flying far from targets as dangerous. Extreme low flying can lead to a competition advantage.

The purpose of rule 11.5 is twofold.

Ideally the approach to a target should be planned with an initial part at medium altitude followed by a final approach at lower altitude. If a pilot need to approach at high altitude he may be tempted to initiate a fast descent close to the target thereby constituting a risk to other participants. The higher penalty in rule 11.5 is intended to moderate descent rates close to targets.

Flying extremely low when approaching a target can lead to a competition advantage. Dragging the basket along the ground up to the target is not considered to be a fair way of flying.

To separate what is safe and fair from what is not it has been decided that the rules should discourage pilots from solid ground contacts in the vicinity of goals. However the 200 point penalty under rule 11.4 applies everywhere.


Jury Board Chairman

