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Foreword

This safety investigation is exclusively of a technical nature and the Final Report reflects
the determination of the AAIU regarding the circumstances of this occurrence and its
probable causes.

In accordance with the provisions of Annex 13? to the Convention on International Civil
Aviation, Regulation (EU) No 996/2010% and Statutory Instrument No. 460 of 20093,
safety investigations are in no case concerned with apportioning blame or liability. They
are independent of, separate from and without prejudice to any judicial or
administrative proceedings to apportion blame or liability. The sole objective of this
safety investigation and Final Report is the prevention of accidents and incidents.

Accordingly, itis inappropriate that AAIU Reports should be used to assign fault or blame
or determine liability, since neither the safety investigation nor the reporting process
has been undertaken for that purpose.

Extracts from this Report may be published providing that the source is acknowledged,
the material is accurately reproduced and that it is not used in a derogatory or
misleading context.

1 Annex 13: International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO), Annex 13, Aircraft Accident and Incident
Investigation.
2 Regulation (EU) No 996/2010 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 October 2010 on the
investigation and prevention of accidents and incidents in civil aviation.
3 Statutory Instrument (SI) No. 460 of 2009: Air Navigation (Notification and Investigation of Accidents, Serious
Incidents and Incidents) Regulations 2009.




AAIU Report No: 2025-005

State File No: IRL00924030
Report Format: Factual Report

Published: 20 May 2025

In accordance with Annex 13 to the Convention on International Civil Aviation, Regulation
(EU) No 996/2010 and the provisions of SI No. 460 of 2009, on 7 September 2024, the Chief
Inspector of Air Accidents appointed Brendan Sweeney as the Investigator-in-Charge to
carry out an Investigation into this Accident and prepare a Report.

Aircraft Type:

No. and Type of Engines:
Aircraft Serial Number:
Year of Manufacture:
Date and Time (UTC)*:
Location:

Type of Operation:
Persons on Board:
Injuries:

Nature of Damage:
Commander’s Licence:

Commander’s Age:

Commander’s Flying Experience:

Notification Source:

Information Source:

BGD, base-ML Paraglider

Nil

XBG0313221A

2015

7 September 2024 @ 08:00 hrs

The Lady's Stairs, Skerries, Co. Dublin, Ireland
Private
Crew -1 Passengers — Nil
Crew — 1 (Serious)

Minor

None required

36 years

55 hours approximately

Dublin Maritime Rescue Coordination Centre (MRCC)

AAIU Report Form submitted by the Pilot
Field Investigation

4 UTC: Co-ordinated Universal Time. All times in this report are quoted in UTC unless otherwise stated; local time
was UTC +1 hour on the date of the occurrence.
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SYNOPSIS

The paraglider departed from a cliff top in an area known as The Lady’s Stairs, Skerries, County
Dublin. The Pilot’s intention was to conduct some coastal soaring. After taking off, the Pilot
commenced a right turn, to track parallel to the coastline. Shortly thereafter, the paraglider
began losing height and the canopy started scraping and snagging along the cliff face. There
was insufficient height or time to turn towards the beach and the paraglider impacted on the
rocks below the cliff. The Pilot sustained serious injuries during the impact and was airlifted
to hospital by an Irish Coast Guard rescue helicopter.

NOTIFICATION AND RESPONSE

The Dublin MRCC notified the AAIU using the Unit’s 24-hour telephone number. Two
Inspectors of Air Accidents deployed to the scene while the Pilot was being airlifted to hospital.
On arrival, the AAIU liaised with the Coast Guard personnel who were on site, took possession
of the paraglider, and commenced an Investigation.

PREAMBLE

A paraglider consists of an inflatable canopy, which, when inflated by the airflow itself, has an
aerofoil cross-section in the leading-to-trailing edge direction. An associated harness, which is
worn by the pilot, usually contains a seat for use once airborne. Depending on the harness
type, an emergency reserve parachute may be fitted to the harness.

Several lines are attached to the canopy (Figure No. 1); the lines come together on each side
of the canopy and are attached to risers which are secured to the harness using carabiners.
The lines attached to the trailing edges of each side of the canopy are connected to handholds,
known as ‘brakes’ which the pilot uses to control the speed and direction of the paraglider (in
addition to weight-shifting).

The subject model paraglider is produced with accelerator riser lines that connect to the
leading edges of the canopy and can be operated by a foot-controlled ‘speed stirrup’. This is
used to vary the canopy’s geometry, thereby altering the speed of the paraglider, and is
referred to as the ‘speed system’. On the subject paraglider a speed stirrup was not connected
and there was no requirement from the manufacturer to have one connected.
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Trailing Edge
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Lower lines
Brake lines
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Brake handles

Harness

Figure No 1: Overview view of glider components (adapted from BGD, base Manual)



1.1

FACTUAL INFORMATION
History of the Flight

The Pilot stated that he had been monitoring the weather since the previous evening and he
was aware that the wind direction was forecast to change from an easterly to a north-easterly
direction during the morning, which, in the Pilot’'s opinion would make conditions
unfavourable for soaring along his planned route. He travelled to the site and on arrival
assessed the actual wind and estimated that he would be able to complete 20-30 minutes of
coastal ridge-soaring before a tailwind component (associated with a north easterly wind
direction) would militate against safe flying.

In his pre-flight planning, the Pilot noted that the tide was out and the sandy beach beyond
the rocks at the cliff base was available for an emergency landing if required. The Pilot recalled
that as he walked towards the cliff edge with the canopy inflated overhead, he was already
lifting, and the flight had commenced. The Pilot described the wind as being ‘just about
perfect’ at that stage.

After taking off, the Pilot made an initial turn to the right and soon began losing lift. The Pilot
informed the investigation that he manoeuvred the paraglider towards the cliff edge in an
attempt to gain some lift from the movement of air flowing up the cliff face. The paraglider
continued to descend below the top of the cliff and the canopy began ‘scratching’ along its
vertical surface. As a result, the Pilot’s attention was drawn to looking overhead. He recalled
that this distraction, combined with the continuous loss of height, meant that he was not able
to utilise the beach for an emergency landing. The paraglider and Pilot impacted onto a rocky
area below the cliff, at Barnageeragh beach, Skerries, where there was an incoming tide
(Photo No. 1).

Photo No. 1: Paraglider direction of flight and final location (looking south-east)
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The Skerries Coast Guard Unit, the Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI), and an Irish Coast
Guard (ICG) rescue helicopter responded to the accident. The following on-scene weather
observation was provided to the AAIU by the MRCC:

WIND: 3 kts, NE / SEA: SLIGHT / SWELL: LOW WAVE / AIR TEMP: 15.5°C / WATER TEMP:
10.3°C / VIS: GOOD / CLOUD COV: FEW / PRECIP: NO RAIN / SITREP WEATHER-TIME:
07 08117 SEP 24

1.2 Injuries to Persons
The Pilot sustained serious injuries and was airlifted to hospital.
13 Damage to Paraglider

The Investigation examined the paraglider canopy, control lines and harness with the
assistance of a subject matter expert and did not identify any issues that would have adversely
affected the performance of the paraglider, or any damage that could be attributed to the
accident.

1.4 Accident Location

‘The Lady’s Stairs’ is located north of Skerries village, Co Dublin (Figure No. 2). The AAIU
investigation measured the height of the launch area to be 17 metres (m) above the beach.
The coastal ridge line meets with Barnageeragh beach — a large sandy beach mixed with areas
of rock deposits situated close to, and along the base of the ridgeline. The Irish Hang Gliding
and Paragliding Association (IHPA) informed the Investigation that the guidance classification
for this location is ‘a 50-Hour site ’, meaning that the IHPA recommends that pilots should
have amassed at least 50 hours’ experience before flying at this location. From the
Investigation’s survey, the distance travelled by the paraglider from take-off to impact was
approximately 362 m.
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Figure No. 2: Accident location including Paraglider flight track and wind direction.
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Coastal Soaring

Coastal soaring is an activity whereby a paraglider pilot uses the vertical flow of air (created
when coastal winds meet terrain such as ridges/cliffs and that air travels upwards along the
ridge face and continues to rise beyond the top of the ridge) as a lifting force to achieve flight.
The amount of lift generated will depend on several variables such as the ridge height, ridge
slope, ridge surface characteristics, wind speed, and wind direction. Turbulent air will exist at
the base of the ridge where it is trapped, and in the blowback area at the top of the ridge as
the airflow breaks over the ridge surface. The vertical component of environmental airflow
that can be used for gliding will be just forward of the ridge edge, running parallel to it.

An illustration of wind/airmass behaviour as it meets and travels up the surface of a ridge is
shown in Figure No. 3.
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Figure No. 3: Ridge airflow and lift (adapted from xcmag.com).

As explained in the British Hang Gliding and Paragliding Association (BHPA) Pilot Handbook,
when launching a paraglider, the ideal wind meets the ridge face perpendicularly. If it is not
perpendicular, this should be considered and planned for before launching. Once airborne and
climbing, a turn to fly parallel to the ridge should be conducted. If the wind is not
perpendicular to the ridge this initial turn should be into wind. If the turn is conducted too
steeply after take-off, the paraglider will be blown back to the ridge surface, and if too shallow
it will fly away from the ridge and out of the lift band, possibly forcing a landing on the surface
below. A typical soaring flight path alongside a ridge, depicted in an overhead view, is shown
in Figure No. 4.

make all turns away Es wind direction
from the hill o

direction that is most into wind

Figure No. 4: Overhead view of typical soaring flight path relative to wind direction
(The BHPA Pilot Handbook, fourth edition)



The BHPA Pilot Handbook provides the following guidance regarding wind speeds for ridge
soaring:

“...the wind should be blowing straight onto the face of the hill [cliff] you intend to soar
on, it should be [...] 19-26km/hr for paragliders without gusts. If it is a few degrees off
the face, note the direction in which you will be flying more into wind with a slower
groundspeed, and which direction will be more downwind with a higher groundspeed
[...]. In lighter winds the lift band is small and close to the hill [cliff]. There is a huge
temptation to try to stay up by flying very close to the hill [cliff], as slowly as possible.
Many pilots have been injured by inadvertently stalling in this situation. The moral of the
tale is: don’t scrape hills [cliffs] too close and too slowly’.

1.6 Meteorological Information
‘Met Eireann’, the Irish meteorological service, was asked to provide an aftercast of the

meteorological conditions prevailing in the Skerries area at 09:00 hrs on the day of the
accident. The estimated conditions provided are reproduced in Table No. 1.

Meteorological Situation: Low pressure across western Europe extends a
moderate northeasterly airflow over Ireland.

Surface Wind: North-east, 5-8 knots (kt)
Wind at 2,000 feet (ft): North-east, 10-15 knots

Visibility: ‘ Generally, 8-10 kilometres (km) and 3-5 km in mist

Weather: Dry and rather cloudy with hazy sunshine.
Mist patches

Cloud: Few (1-2/8™) cloud with bases around 500 -800ft,
and a broken (5-7/8") layer of cloud with bases
around 1,000-1,5000ft

Surface Temperature/Dew Point: ‘ 16/15 degrees Celsius

Mean Sea Level (MSL) Pressure: ‘ 1012 Hectopascals (hPa)

Freezing Level: ‘ 12,000 ft

Table No. 1: Estimated weather conditions in the Skerries area at the time of the occurrence.
1.7 Interviews and Statements
1.7.1 Interview with Pilot

The Pilot informed the Investigation that planning for the flight began on the previous evening
by checking the forecast weather using various mobile device applications. Early the following
morning, he travelled alone to the launch site. He stated that he was aware of a pending
change in wind direction but explained that sometimes the forecasts are not correct and that
by going to a site on the day you can find different weather conditions than those that were
forecast.



1.8

1.8.1

He described various methods used to check wind direction before a flight: how the wind felt
against the face, pulling grass and letting it fall, and inflating the paraglider above his head to
judge the handling. The Pilot estimated that the wind was coming from the north east. He
noted that when the wind changes at another nearby beach (Donabate, Co Dublin), it could
still be possible to maintain flight. The Pilot estimated that there was 20-30 minutes of flying
available before the conditions would become unfavourable.

As the Pilot walked towards the cliff edge with the canopy inflated overhead, he recalled that
he was already lifting, and the flight had commenced. He described the wind as being ‘just
about perfect’ at that stage. He then described how he felt that he was achieving ‘good lift,
good flying height’, and made a turn to the right. He said that then ‘out of nowhere’ he was
losing height and descending with a tailwind.

The Pilot explained how the take-off would usually be as directly as possible into the oncoming
wind, followed by a crosswind turn favouring an into-wind direction. On this occasion the Pilot
estimated that the wind direction offered a left or right turn as an option. He visually assessed
from the launch site that the cliff was lower to the left and it increased in elevation to the
right. Consequently, he believed there would be a better opportunity to capture lift from the
higher cliff to the right after take-off. The Pilot said that this assessment informed his decision
to turn right after take-off.

When the paraglider began to lose lift, the Pilot manoeuvred close to the cliff in an attempt
to achieve more lift. However, the canopy began snagging on the cliff face. The Pilot said he
directed his attention overhead to check the canopy and during these few seconds he
continued to descend quickly and was running out of escape options. He assessed that he was
then too low to make a left turn for the beach and pulled the brake risers in an attempt to
arrest the descent speed. The Pilot said that he impacted legs first onto the rocks below the
cliff. The Pilot stated that after the accident, he was able to contact a friend, using a mobile
telephone, who in turn alerted the Emergency Services.

The Pilot acknowledged, in hindsight, that before taking off, he had an awareness of the
changing wind direction and the reducing opportunity to go flying. He stated that while he
assessed that he had ‘perfect’ wind when the canopy was inflated, he ‘forced it’ and ‘want[ed]
to get in the air ’. He also said that while he usually goes flying with other pilots, this was his
first time flying alone at Skerries, and that if he had waited for other pilots to arrive, they
‘probably would not fly’. He recalled that he had considered the available options should the
take-off not go as planned and identified the beach below was a suitable landing area if
required, and that the tide was out.

Personnel Information
Flying Experience

The Pilot had approximately three years’ paragliding experience at the time of the accident
with the second and third years being the most active, culminating with an estimated 55 hours
total flight time. Most of the Pilot’s training was informal, but he had received a lesson on
basic handling from a member of the IHPA.

The Pilot was not a member of the IHPA and held no licence or ratings, nor was this a
requirement.
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1.9 Paraglider Information
1.9.1 General

The subject paraglider is a BGD, base-ML of French design and was manufactured in Sri Lanka
in 2015. It is similar to the model shown in Figure No. 5. The Manufacturer’s manual states
that this model is ‘an entry level paraglider suitable for intermediate pilots offering a high level
of passive safety combined with speed and good performance’.

Figure No. 5: BGD, base ML paraglider (BGD-base ML manual)

The wing has a flat surface area of 26.27 square metres (m?) and weighs 5.6 Kg. The approved
inflight weight range is 85-105 Kg. It has a top speed of 55 Km/h and a trim speed® of 39 Km/h.

1.9.2 Harness

The harness, which was attached to the glider was an unbranded, ultra-light model. It did not
contain any stiffener boards or armour protection (Photo No. 2 ).

Photo No. 2: Subject harness recovered from accident location.

5> Trim speed: Speed at which a paraglider or hang glider flies without pitch-control input.
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1.10.1

The Investigation arranged for the harness to be inspected by the IHPA which confirmed that
similar types are used by pilots for coastal ridge-soaring. However, it was noted that a harness
without any armour or stiffener boards provides no impact protection and would generally be
used for training in ground handling and practising take-off and landing techniques from low
heights.

The Manufacturer’s manual recommended that pilots fly with a standard harness with back
protection and a reserve parachute.

Legislation and Guidance Material
Irish Aviation Authority

The IAA’s Operations Advisory Memorandum, OAM 11, Revision 00, dated 3 October 2017,
relates to ‘Hang-Gliding and Paragliding in Ireland [...]'. It states the following:

‘Hang-gliders or paragliders flown in Ireland as private aircraft (i.e. "private aircraft"
means an aircraft which is neither a public transport aircraft nor an aerial work
aircraft), which have a maximum empty mass of 80 kilograms or less, are exempt from
the following requirements:

e Aircraft Registration,
e A Certificate of Airworthiness or a Flight Permit,
e A Pilot Licence’.

OAM 11 states in conclusion:

‘Private flying in a hang-glider or paraglider is a form of recreational aviation that
enjoys exemptions from some of the normal requirements for operating an aircraft in
Ireland. These exemptions reduce the regulatory burden on participants, however, the
IAA notes and endorses the Irish Hang Gliding and Paragliding Association’s warnings
that “hang gliding and paragliding are forms of aviation, with all of the inherent and
potential dangers that are involved in aviation. No form of aviation is without risk.
Injuries and death can and do occur in hang gliding and paragliding, even to trained
and highly experienced pilots using proper equipment” and “no one should participate
in hang gliding or paragliding who does not recognise and wish to personally assume
the associated risks”.

As with many adventure sports, certain life insurance policies may specifically exclude
such activities. The IAA strongly encourages participants to ensure that they have
adequate and appropriate personal and third-party insurance to cover any potential
risks.

Additionally, any person who intends to engage in hang-gliding or paragliding in
Ireland is strongly advised to contact the Irish Hang Gliding and Paragliding Association
and the manufacturer of their equipment for advice about operating limitations, proper
maintenance and serviceability, training, and the general rules that must be obeyed.’



1.11 Irish Hang Gliding and Paragliding Association

1.11.1 General

OAM 11 refers to the IHPA as an association of hang gliding and paragliding pilots in Ireland,
whose stated purpose is to promote and guide the development of the sport in Ireland. Pilot
rating schemes are used in many countries to facilitate safe flying through structured learning
based on progressive flying tasks and theoretical knowledge. The IHPA operates such a
scheme and encourages all pilots to hold a rating. Ratings are required to participate in
international hang gliding and paragliding competitions.

1.11.2 Flight Preparation and Personal Safety

The IHPA website includes a ‘Flight Safety’ section which contains the following in relation to
informing others when planning a flight:

‘Whether you are simply ridge soaring alone or with friends, or planning to fly XC [cross-
country], make sure that someone you trust knows where you are at all times who can
raise the alarm if you don't return home as expected’.

In this case, the Pilot was flying alone and was fortunate to remain conscious after the accident
and to be able to summon assistance.

2. AAIU COMMENT

The Investigation notes that the recommended winds for ridge soaring are between 19 and
26 km/h, (10-14kt). An on-scene weather observation shortly after the accident indicated a
wind speed of 3 kt. The BHPA states that ‘In lighter winds the lift band is small and close to the
hill [cliff]. There is a huge temptation to try to stay up by flying very close to the hill [cliff], as
slowly as possible’, and also, that ‘Many pilots have been injured by inadvertently stalling in
this situation’. In this accident, the Pilot reported manoeuvring the paraglider closer to the
cliff in an attempt to obtain some lift. However, the canopy began snagging against the cliff,
leaving the Pilot little time or height to recover the situation.

Prior to flying at a particular site, extant guidance advises pilots to familiarise themselves with
the factors that may affect flight characteristics by accessing information from clubs,
associations, or experienced local pilots. Furthermore, the equipment used should provide the
optimum level of protection if an accident occurs at an area in which they plan to fly.

Paragliding often takes place in remote areas. The AAIU has previously reported on accidents
where the pilots concerned had not notified others of their intentions, resulting in a delay
before the location of the accident was determined.

In this case, the Pilot was flying alone but was able to contact a friend, using a mobile phone,
who in turn alerted the emergency services. The guidance material published by the IHPA
advises, that when flying alone or with friends, to arrange contact times with a responsible
person who will monitor your planned return and raise an alarm if overdue.



In accordance with Annex 13 to the Convention on International Civil Aviation, Regulation (EU) No. 996/2010,
and Statutory Instrument No. 460 of 2009, Air Navigation (Notification and Investigation of Accidents,
Serious Incidents and Incidents) Regulation, 2009, the sole purpose of this investigation is to prevent aviation
accidents and serious incidents. It is not the purpose of any such investigation and the associated
investigation report to apportion blame or liability.
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