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SAFETYLook, mum:
I’m a check pilot

When the BMAA allowed owners to do their annual permit 
check flight, Danny Roach took the association up on its offer. 
What could possibly go wrong?

A LITTLE while ago the BMAA decided that as li-
censed, sensible, competent pilots who always ex-
ercise extremely good and unbiased judgement, we 
could all be trusted to do the annual permit check 
fl ight on any microlight on which we are competent 
and current.

What could possibly go wrong?
Well, if you don’t plan it right, and make sure you 

are ahead of the aeroplane and yourself, a lot. So how 
to make sure this doesn’t happen when you don your 
Aviators and pull out your Chuck Yeager alter ego?

There are a few things I did when I fi rst attempted 
this task recently that may or may not help you. 

I’m still alive, and the BMAA graciously issued 
Yankee Lima’s permit on the back of it, so I feel 
slightly qualifi ed to share these tips for that moment 
that you decide to step up and become a pilot who 
has fl own a check fl ight. There are fi ve main factors 
to consider:

1 – You
2 – The aircraft
3 – The weather
4 – The airspace
5 – The manoeuvres

1 you
Are you ok? Are you ‘IMSAFE’? Do you actually know 
what the check fl ight involves? Have you ever been 
in an aircraft that is being fl own close to its limits? 
It’s noisier and less comfortable than you are used to 
when you are on the Sunday morning bacon butty 
run.

I decided to the do the check fl ight on Yankee 
Lima this year for a few reasons. It was my fi rst one, 
but I wanted to understand my aeroplane better, and 
have also fl own quite a few of the manoeuvres over 
the last year anyway in the course of my normal fl y-
ing, so I wanted to put it all together (and maybe be 
able to drop: “I’m a check pilot, don’t you know” into 
the odd conversation at the bar).

To prepare, I downloaded the BMAA’s TIL042 in-
formation leafl et, which gives very good advice and 
guidance on check-fl ying your aeroplane for the air-
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Letters

Carrickmore, where the guys there found 
us some fuel and a much needed cuppa. 
And of course, more crack! Then it was 
back to newtownards.

The next day, back on schedule, we 
said farewell to everyone at newtownards 
and fl ew up the coast to Bellarena. 

The airfi eld is home to the Ulster Glid-
ing Club, and our visit included a fascinat-
ing tour of the glider collection. 

From there, we fl ew back along a coast 
of golden sands and the bluest seas before 
making our crossing to Campbeltown in 
Scotland. 

I left northern Ireland with a memory 
of the people and their friendly hospital-
ity, and a new understanding of why hu-
mour plays such a large part in MF: it’s 
because our editor comes from a country 
where everyone has a twinkle in their eye 
and looks for the fun in everything!

Fraser Simpson

upper crust
DEAR EDITOR

William Boyd is a master baker from 
newtownards who started to learn to fl y 
in Cessnas, but soon  realised that it was a 
half-baked idea because it was less dough 
to learn in a microlight.

And indeed, after only 3h in the 
Thruster, his fi rst solo turned out to be a 
piece of cake. After landing, he was con-
gratulated by MF Editor Geoff Hill, who 
also took the opportunity to put in an 
order for industrial quantities of freshly 
baked Hobnobs.

Congratulations, William.
Ken Crompton

CFI, Northern Ireland Microlights
That’s enough dreadful half-baked puns – 
Dep Ed.

Bullet-in bulletin
DEAR EDITOR

nicholas nunno, the CEO of Aion Ro-

botics, put the story on Linked-in a while 
ago of how during the Second World War, 
the US navy tried to determine where 
they needed to armour their aircraft to en-
sure they came back home. 

They ran an analysis of where planes 
had been shot up, came up with this illus-
tration (see above – Ed), and decided that 
obviously the places that needed to be ar-
moured more were the wingtips, the cen-
tral body, and the elevators, since that was 
where the planes were getting shot up.

Abraham Wald, a statistician, disa-
greed. He thought they should better 
armour the nose area, engines, and mid-
body. Which was crazy, of course. That’s 
not where the planes were getting shot.

Except Mr Wald realized what the oth-
ers hadn’t. The planes were getting shot 
there too, but they weren’t making it 
home. What the navy thought it had done 
was analyse where aircraft were suffering 
the most damage. What they had actually 
done was analyse where aircraft could suf-
fer the most damage without catastrophic 
failure. 

All of the places that weren’t hit? Those 
planes had been shot there and crashed. 
They weren’t looking at the whole sample 
set, only the survivors.

Regards, Robin Horne

Fly-in
DEAR EDITOR

This feathered visitor was caught by the 
security camera on the hangar at Linton 
airfi eld in Kent where I keep my GT450.

Bob Pattenden
Dive for the beach. It felt a lot more dramatic than it 
looks, says Danny

lies, damned lies and bullet holes – the planes getting shot in these areas were the 
ones which made it home to be analysed

A feathered visitor to Bob Pattenden’s 
hangar

Master baker William Boyd, solo after 
only 3h in the Thruster at Newtownards, 
taking a huge Hobnob order from MF 
Editor Geoff  Hill
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SAFETY worthiness check fl ight (the proper name for the per-
mit check fl ight).

Download it, read it, understand it and ask lots 
of questions of anyone more experienced than you, 
especially instructors who have done this many more 
times than you.

2 the aircraft
The fi rst thing I did was get the permit inspection 
done on Yankee Lima. I’d done some soul-searching 
and decided I didn’t really want to be taking my near-
ly 25-year-old aeroplane to Vne if the ailerons were 
going to fall off… true story, but not for this article.

It’s not mandatory to have the permit inspection 
done fi rst, as long as your aircraft is still in its exist-
ing permit, but for me it’s a no-brainer. Why wouldn’t 
you? You have to get it checked out any way before 
you get your permit issued, so why not get everything 
that can be checked on the ground, erm, checked on 
the ground? You know, before you see bits of wing 
fabric coming off as you approach the red line on the 
ASI?

Once you’ve had the permit inspection done, you 
need to make sure that you fl y the aircraft within 
20kg of its maximum all up weight. 

85mph in a 

rag-and-tube 

microlight 

is not like 

a modern 

car; small 

hurricane in a 

tent is how I 

describe it

“ 

1 A glider that is hill soaring is absolved from the 
500ft rule.
a true
b false
c with ATC clearance only

2 What precipitation, if any, is described in the 
METAR? EGNC 101650Z 22006KT 6000 -RA 
FEW016 BKN020 10/08 Q1018?
a no precipitation
b recent drizzle
c light rain

3 Vx refers to the speed at which…
a the best angle of climb can be achieved
b the best rate of climb can be achieved
c the aircraft is to be operated in the cruise

4 Water in the fuel system will tend to collect…
a at the lowest point in the fuel system
b at the highest point in the fuel system
c in the fuel tank

5 Engine and airframe logbooks must be kept…
a only for aircraft that hold a certifi cate of 

airworthiness
b for all aircraft
c for any aircraft that is used for hire and reward

MF’s quizmaster lawrence Bell is the developer of 
QuizAero, the online ground school for microlight 
student pilots, quizaero.co.uk. 

Answers overleaf

MICROQUIZ

BMAA Wings roll of honour
CAMBRIDGESHIRE Microlights instructor 
Adrian Gardener has been awarded silver and 
bronze awards in the BMAA Wings scheme this 
month, while Paul levio, Catherine Spence, 
John McCluskey, Ruth Devlin, lawrence 
Caldwell and Simon Heyes pick up bronze 
awards.
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 On a trusty old AX3 like Yankee Lima, you can 
do this by brimming the tank and taking a passenger 
if you want, but as this was my fi rst check fl ight, I 
chose to do it on my own with full tanks and a 50kg 
ballast bag on the passenger seat, which got me with-
in 15kg of the 390kg limit for Yankee Lima.

Many modern high-performance microlights have 
larger fuel tanks, and therefore their useful cockpit 
load is less than the AX3’s when fully fuelled. En-
sure you are aware of the limitations of your machine 
when loading up with fuel and passengers. You don’t 
want to exceed MAUW.

There are plusses and minuses to taking someone 
along. If you take a passenger (ideally a pilot), they 
can do all the note-taking during the fl ight and look 
after the radio etc, which leaves you free to concen-
trate on the fl ight. I chose not to, as it was my fi rst 
check fl ight and, well, I didn’t want the extra respon-
sibility. 

My call: others may do it differently.

3 the weather
Choose a day with benign conditions and good vis-
ibility. If it’s as bumpy as hell, how are you going to 
discern whether your aircraft is fl ying OK? As for the 
good vis, well while it’s nicer to fl y in good vis, it will 
also help you spot any other airspace users during 
your check fl ight, and hopefully help them spot you 
too.

4 the airspace
Choose somewhere that has a lot of fl at landable (not 
sure that’s a word, but I’m going with it, so sue me) 
space underneath you. I did mine over a beach.

Get a service off an air traffi c service unit if you 
can; remember, you will be taking the aircraft to 
places you don’t routinely go to, so best to be talking 
to someone, for your safety and the safety of others. 

You will be performing unusual manoeuvres, so 
advise them of this, and give them a location and a 
block of altitude you intend to use. With luck, they 
will assume you are doing aeros and advise other air-
space users to keep clear.

Obviously, keep a good look out and perform pe-
riodic clearing turns. I did several HASELL checks 
during my fl ight, to help ensure the area was clear. 
I also spoke to Warton Radar before I did the high-
speed test, as that involves diving at, erm, well, high 
speed.

5 the manoeuvres
There’s nothing surprising in the manoeuvres that 
need to be fl own in order to check-fl y a microlight. 
They are all taught as part of the nPPL syllabus, 
and none of them involve being a real Chuck Yeager 
and fl ying beyond the edge of the envelope. In other 
words, your aircraft will be fl own within its already 
proven limitations. 

What you may fi nd, though, is that you are not as 
current as you thought you were while fl ying some of 
these manoeuvres.

Again, nothing here specifi es which order you 

should fl y them in, but I chose to follow the checklist 
provided by the BMAA.

So, taxi, take-off and landing. Yep, you hopefully 
do all those things as part of every fl ight; in fact, the 
checks you need to perform for these are probably 
part of your normal routine. 

Engine Ts and Ps all OK? Instruments working 
correctly? no surprises so far, then.

The climb is the next logical manoeuvre: you’ll 
need to climb to 1000ft and time it. What surprised 
me most, as I rarely fl y YL at MAUW, is how long it 
took to climb 1000ft: 145s, if I remember correctly, 
which is a little over two minutes.

It seemed much longer, and I never like having the 
503 screaming at maximum revs for that long. It sets 
my teeth on edge.

Trimming, normal turns and even stalls are all 
things we routinely do, so nothing really to add here, 
except to make a note of the speed at which the stall 
occurs.

However, the three manoeuvres that were “out of 
the norm” for me were pitch stability, testing steady 
heading sideslips and high-speed fl ight. 

When was the last time you trimmed your aircraft 
and then deliberately knocked it out of trim to see 
if it recovers steady and stable fl ight on its own? Do 
you even know how it should behave in these cir-
cumstances?

As for sideslips, these are fl own frequently by 
many of us for a variety of reasons (not just to look 
cool, honest). 

Maybe you are too high on approach, and need to 
lose altitude to get the correct picture back.

Or maybe you’re fl ying a PFL, and you need to slip 
to know you can make your chosen fi eld.

Or maybe you are simply showing another victim, 
er, passenger that real pilots slip it in.

Whatever the reason, I bet the controls most of 
you use are right-foot left-stick to perform the ma-
noeuvre. 

Well, on the check fl ight, you need to fl y steady 

Whatever you do, don’t look at the wings

heading sideslips in both orientations, and left-foot 
right-stick caught me out a bit. 

In fact, I needed three attempts to perform the 
manoeuvre satisfactorily, as I just never fl y sideslips 
that way around.

I know we were all taught to sideslip into the wind 
on fi nal, but I must have never encountered a situa-
tion where I needed to sideslip into a wind from the 
right.

Lastly, you’ll need to take your aeroplane to Vne, or 
as close to it as you dare, usually within 5kt. 

In a 25-year-old rag-and-tube microlight, it can get 
quite “interesting” when you get up to 85mph. It’s 
not like a modern car; small hurricane in a tent is the 
best way I can describe it.
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SAFEty 
ALERtS

25

SUMMER having made a brief appearance last week-
end, I decided to ditch the full-length winter trousers 
and don the summer shorts.

I went out, locked the door, put the keys in my 
pocket and headed up to the airfi eld, but before long, 
the keys had punched a hole in my shorts and were 
making a bid for freedom. My shorts had suffered a 
signifi cant structural failure!

Further testing demonstrated that the fabric was 
no longer fi t for purpose and was, technically speak-
ing, absolutely knackered.

This put me in mind of the Betts test, which we 
use to test the Dacron skins of our aircraft each year 
to ensure that we don’t suffer this kind of failure in 
fl ight, where the consequences are likely to be fatal 
rather than just mildly embarrassing. 

Although the annual Betts test is dreaded by air-
craft owners because failure results in cost and in-
convenience, the lack of serious accidents in the UK 
due to sail and skin failures on our microlights with 
stitched sailcloth skins is largely down to this excel-
lent test. 

For those who are not familiar with it, the Betts-
ometer is a spring balance with a needle attached to 
its end. The needle is inserted into the fabric and a 
fi xed load applied. If the fabric can support the nee-
dle it’s passed, if it rips, it’s failed. The Bettsometer 
also has a hook on the end which is used to test the 
stitching in a similar manner.

The Bettsometer was devised by Clive Betts – who 
incidentally is still making skins for C42s – in the ear-
ly 1990s when it fi rst became clear that Dacron didn’t 
last for ever, and an unambiguous test was needed to 
retire skins before they became dangerous.

It was found that the Betts test gave an accurate 
indication of the tensile strength of the fabric, as well 
as a direct measure of the ability of the fabric to react 
to stitching loads at the seams.

There’s an important point to note though: the 
Betts test is a simple pass/fail test. If the test is 
passed, the skins and stitching are strong enough on 
the day of the test, but the test doesn’t give any real 
indication of how much life there is left in them.

It’s not recommended to over-test the skins, be-
cause if the skins are ripped or the stitching broken 
at a higher load, a repair is needed. The Betts test is 
only a non-destructive test if it’s passed!

Ladies and gentlemen, 
place your Betts

Ben Syson’s keys make short work of his shorts, 
but get him thinking about wing things

In the tech offi ce, we repeatedly get asked the fol-
lowing questions:
Q I’ve just bought a secondhand aircraft with a permit 

and the skins are failing the Betts test! Can I sue the 
inspector or the BMAA?

A Unfortunately, as I said, the Betts test is a pass/
fail test, and doesn’t give any guarantee about 
how long the skins and stitching will continue to 
pass the test. 

  If you’re buying a secondhand aircraft, it’s 
recommended that you have your own Betts test 
done before you buy – with the agreement of the 
current owner, of course. Although this doesn’t 
give any guarantee about how long the skins will 
last, you can at least satisfy yourself that they 
passed the test when you bought the aircraft.

Q My skins are failing the Betts test. Should I go SSDR 
so that I can keep fl ying?

A Really? There are a few aircraft that we suspect 
are still fl ying as SSDR with skins that have failed 
the test. This seems an almost unbelievably 
reckless thing to do. So that really is one Bett 
you’re going to lose. As always, if in doubt, call us 
at the tech offi ce.  

My shorts 

had suffered 

a signifi cant 

structural 

failure. 

Technically 

speaking, 

they were 

absolutely 

knackered

“ 

Below These are 
Betts testers. You 
can tell because it 
says Betts tester on 
them
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CHIRP

GASCO
General Aviation Safety Council

GASCo, the General Aviation Safety Council, is a 
charity whose members are aviation organisations. 
Its aim is to make aviation safer through education. It 
presents the CAA safety evenings, runs seminars and 
provides safety information through its magazine and 
website, gasco.org.uk.

 
CHIRP, the Confi dential Human Incident Reporting 
Programme, reviews and analyses reports from pilots, 
then publishes them so others can learn. Get the app 
at chirp.co.uk.

By Chief technical officer 
Ben Syson

BMAA Ref: BSA-1908-0010
Category: Airworthiness
For: Operators of C42 aircraft/BMAA Inspectors
Title: C42 brake pads, dated 25 June, 2019
Description: An advisory note from TLAC about 
replacement brake pads. Available on TLAC’s 
website, g-tlac.com.

BMAA Ref: BSA-1908-0011
Category: Airworthiness
For: Operators of C42 aircraft/BMAA Inspectors
Title: C42 series suspension struts, dated 25 June, 
2019
Description: An advisory note from TLAC about 
maintenance of the suspension struts. Available 
on TLAC’s website, g-tlac.com.

MICROQUIZ 
answers

1a True. A glider that is hill soaring is 
absolved from the 500ft rule

2c light rain
3a The best angle of climb can be achieved
4a At the lowest point in the fuel system
5b For all aircraft

piLotS!
Are your documents up to date for you and 
your aircraft? If not, your insurance may be 
invalid.

Danny’s daughter 
Elektra obviously 
enjoying Vne

My biggest piece of advice? Concentrate on the feel 
of the aircraft, and whatever you do, and don’t look at 
the wings when you are performing the manoeuvre. 

It goes without saying that if you at any time feel 
uneasy about anything, stop the check fl ight and get 
back on the ground safely as soon as possible.

Summary
Ultimately, how easy or otherwise you make this 
fl ight is up to you. Put in the correct preparation, 
get some advice off more experienced pilots, read 
TIL042, do a proper risk assessment, then slap on the 
Ray-Bans and go and enjoy being Chuck Yeager. 

You’ll invariably learn something about yourself, 
your fl ying and your aeroplane in the process, and in 
my experience, any opportunity to learn is one you 
should grab with both hands.

Plus you’ll be able to casually drop into conversa-
tion with your mates that you have just been fl ying a 
check fl ight, which basically makes you a check pilot. 

Ultimate cool. 
• Danny’s article has been passed before the eagle eye of 
BMAA training and safety guru John Teesdale, and given 
his rare seal of approval.

tECHtALK
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