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Introduction 
Cross Country Soaring, Inc. is a 
commercial glider FBO in itôs fifth year 
of operation at FBL. In the Spring of 
2008 it acquired a winch to launch 
gliders. There are fewer than a dozen 
winches in operation in the U.S. and as 
a result there is considerable 
excitement about having one here at 
FBL. With rising fuel prices, insurance, 
and tow plane maintenance, there is a 
growing consensus within the U.S. 
soaring community that this is the way 
of the future. This winch is one of 15 
built by the Canadian Air Force for their 
Air Cadet program. It is mounted on a 
trailer, powered by a 350CI, 330HP Corvette engine with 4000FT of hi-tech, light-weight 
Spectra synthetic rope on the drum. It is capable of launching gliders up to 1800 FT AGL 
with this length of rope. The picture to the right is the view after less than eight seconds 
from the beginning of the launch. What a ride!  We made about 50 launches during a 
winch training clinic in May of 2008. This clinic was delivered by two well-known and 
respected instructors, Frank Whiteley and Bill Daniels. It is anticipated that regular winch 
operations at FBL will take place during selected low-traffic weekdays, but not during the 
busier weekends.  
 
This document is intended to provide enough detailed information so that both glider 
pilots and power pilots at FBL can understand our procedures and feel comfortable with 
them. It is also a document that can be used in discussions if there is a request to  adjust 
operations in some way so that glider ops and winch launches have a minimal impact on 
other aviation activity at 
FBL. This document  is also 
REQUIRED READING for 
all participants in the winch 
launching process. This 
applies to the glider pilots, 
winch drivers, retrieve 
drivers, and launch-line 
personnel. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



OVERVIEW 
To set up the daily operation, the winch is driven to the up-wind end of the runway, and 
then about 500 feet further into the over-run area, and off to one side. It can remain on 
the vehicleôs trailer hitch, as in the picture below, or the wheels can be chocked and the 
four vertical leveling posts secured. 
 

 
 

 
Once the winch is in position, the engine is started and warmed up. The retrieve vehicle 
attaches the rope to itôs hitch and pulls it off the drum and down the grassy area between 
the runway and the runway lights to the launch point. When everyone is ready and in 
position, the launch is announced on CTAF and the glider is pulled onto the runway, 
turned into wind and attached to the ring-pair.  
 

 



The airspace is again cleared visually by the 
launch crew and a second winch-launch 
announcement is made over CTAF. If the area is 
clear, the winch driver is given the radio call to take 
up slack. The rope slowly winds onto the drum. As 
it becomes taught, it slides off the grass and onto 
the runway. Once the glider just begins to move, 
the GO signal is given to the winch driver over the 
radio. The winch driver opens the throttle and the 
glider accelerates toward the winch. As the glider 
accelerates, it climbs progressively steeper to an 
attitude of about 45-55 degrees at about 60-65 
knots (all in about 5 seconds). While this pitch 
attitude appears extreme, the AOA is at about best 
L/D ï far from stall. 
 

 
 
About 35 seconds later, at the top of the 1500 foot 
climb, the glider pilot hears the rope back-release from the CG mechanism (the bow in 
the rope at the apex of the climb  supplies enough back-pressure to release). The launch 
is over. The rope, with a small parachute attached for drag, is then reeled in by the 
winch driver. It takes about  15 seconds to reel in 
the chute and drop it in the grass in front of the 
winch, ready for the retrieve car. 
 

 
 
Launching by winch is an absolute E ticket ride the 
Europeans have been enjoying for decades! Itôs 
fun to drive the winch, too. 
 
 
 

 

 



SAFETY 
The process of launching a 
glider by winch is a short 
duration, high energy event that 
requires certain procedures to 
minimize the inherent dangers. 
 
These inherent dangers are no 
more extreme than those 
encountered in aero-tow but 
because winch launch is less 
familiar to Americans and more 
dramatic, it will no doubt appear 
more dangerous.   
 
The dangers of winch launch 
may actually be less than with aero-tow.  For one thing, there is only the glider and the 
glider pilot at risk.  For another, the glider is always in a position to return to the runway.   
 
Simple, standardized procedures will eliminate most hazards and greatly mitigate the 
rest.  Explaining these procedures in simple, understandable ways will greatly alleviate 
the concerns of the uninitiated. 
 
New winch operations in the US are very likely to be observed by skeptics who lack 
knowledge of winch practices.  At the very least, these skeptics should come away with 
the impression that, ñthese guys sure seem to know what they are doingò.  Winch 
operations must not only BE safe but they must also LOOK safe if they are to proliferate.  
It behooves us to make our safety procedures as obvious as possible. 
 

Winch operations are 
being conducted at public 
airports and private 
airfields all over the 
world.  In many cases, 
the same runway is used 
for both aero-tow and 
winch while it is also 
shared with transient 
aircraft.  In each case, 
airfield users have 
agreed to rules that 
ensure safe and 
convenient access to all. 
There are no FAA 
regulations specific to 

winch launching, so common sense should prevail when operating at a public airport. 
 
A launch from the start of the takeoff roll to the final recovery of rope onto the winch 
drum will require the exclusive use of the runway for a period of less than ONE minute.  
Staging, signaling and taking up slack may extend this to two minutes. This should be 


