MICROLIGHT FAQs and GENERAL INFORMATION

Staffordshire Microlight Centre, Otherton Airfield, Penkridge, ST19 5NX

Tel/fax: 01543 673075 or 07831 811783

Web: www.sac.uk.net    Email: hagar@othertonair.freeserve.co.uk
What’s a microlight?
Until 1999 microlights were defined as aircraft with no more than two seats and a maximum take off weight of 390 kg or less.  Wing area had to be large enough to ensure that a loading of 25 kg per square metre was not exceeded at maximum take off weight.  No more than 50 litres of fuel capacity was allowed. For newly Approved microlights that definition has been revised to allow a max take-off weight of 450 kg. In addition the wing-loading and fuel limitations have been removed but the aircraft must remain fully controllable at a minimum flying speed of less than 40mph. In simple terms a microlight can be described as a low-energy flying machine capable of operating from very short strips. Despite that some of the newer types can cruise at over 100mph for more than 500 miles. The British Microlight Aircraft Association’s website at www.bmaa.org is a mine of information and links.

How safe are they?
Flight safety is the pilot’s responsibility; the plane is just a machine. A modern microlight is an extremely robust aircraft with proven and tested-safe flying characteristics.  It is a predictable and obedient modern flying machine that has been subjected to strict quality controls during manufacture. Every microlight must pass an annual Inspection and Check Flight for renewal of its Permit to Fly.  If necessary a microlight can be landed without engine power within l00 metres on almost any firm surface at less than 30 mph. They incorporate “roll cage” and “crumple zone” technology to absorb energy during rapid decelerations. It has a Flight Limitations placard mounted in the cockpit in clear view of the pilot and passenger. Pilots cannot damage the aircraft or easily lose control of it providing they remain within the placarded limitations. Only foolhardy pilots fly beyond the limits. They should remember that microlights were not designed for “discovering” aerobatics, or for DIY modifications, or for flight at night or in low visibility, or to be flown by anyone suffering from a seriously diminished sense of self-preservation. There is an old pilot’s saying…“All aircraft bite fools” and obviously that could be said of many other machines. In comparative terms a moderately sensible person is far more at risk of serious injury driving a car on British roads than when flying a microlight in British skies, although you mustn’t fly in “Restricted” or “Controlled” Airspace without radio permission from the appropriate ATC. The various classes of Airspace are marked on your Airchart and it is illegal to fly without one on board.

How much do they cost?
A pre-owned modern two-seat machine in excellent condition can be bought for around £5,000. Planes tend to stay in good condition because most owners take care of them a little more fastidiously than their cars! A new microlight fully equipped and instrumented can cost as little as £12,500 and Kit- or Plans-built ones even less. Older, previous generation two-seaters with lower performance but still in good condition can be found for around £2,000 but many people with smaller budgets choose to buy a syndicate share in a more modern machine. At the other end of the scale some of the latest 450-kg microlights (now called “Small Light Aeroplanes") are almost indistinguishable from light aircraft in terms of performance and sophistication but can cost more than £30,000. Shared ownership means that the fixed operating costs (insurance, hangarage, Permit to Fly renewals, etc) are also shared. A privately owned two-seat microlight can be operated for £15 per hour including fuel and maintenance so in a power-flying context microlights represent great value-for-money.

How long will a microlight last?

Aircraft are manufactured to very high standards and are normally subjected to low wear and tear but ultimately the life span of your plane depends on how well you take care of it. The first British microlights were manufactured more than 20 years ago and many are still flying today and are in excellent condition although they now come into the “Vintage” category in terms of performance.

How much does it cost to learn to fly a microlight? 

Using the school aircraft throughout and assuming normal aptitude and co-ordination you should be able to qualify for a PPL (M) for no more than £1500 including your General Flying Test with a CAA Approved Examiner. High aptitude students might do it for a little less. A pre-paid Basic PPL (M) Course to the syllabus minimum-hour requirement (8 dual and 7 solo) costs £1280 using the school aircraft. In your own aircraft the same Course will cost £780. The final cost will depend on how much extra dual instruction you might need to reach the required standard for solo flight. 

How do microlight Instructors and Examiners get their qualifications?

With considerable difficulty and dedication coupled with a positive outlook. Candidates for an Instructor Rating must be experienced pilots. Instructor Ratings are issued by the Civil Aviation Authority after the candidate has successfully completed a 40-hour Approved Course conducted by an FIC Instructor (an instructor of instructors). Prior to issue of an Instructor Rating the candidate must give practical demonstrations of in-flight and classroom teaching skills to an independent CAA Approved Panel Examiner. During the test the candidate must show an ability to describe and comment on standard instructional exercises in a real-time airborne teaching situation according to a prescribed syllabus. At various points during the test the Panel Examiner will simulate an emergency and observe how the candidate responds. The initial qualification if approved is as an AFI (Assistant Flying Instructor) who must then work for 12 months (minimum 100 hours instructional airtime) under the supervision of a QFI (Qualified Flying Instructor) before applying for an upgrade to QFI. Instructor Ratings must be re-validated every two years by a Panel Examiner in order to maintain the high standards expected and also to keep Instructors up to date with current teaching methods. Examiners are appointed by the CAA from the ranks of experienced Flying Instructors after an interview and recommendation from the Panel of Examiners. 
What training must I do to qualify for a Microlight Pilot’s Licence?

For a Basic PPL (M) the syllabus requires you to complete a minimum of 15 hours flying instruction of which 7 hours must be solo. A medical certificate must be signed by your doctor prior to first solo stating that you free from ailments such as heart disease, epilepsy, or insulin-controlled diabetes. You will also be required to pass five multiple-choice written examinations and a General Flying Test. Textbooks, mock exams and videos are available for home study together with classroom tutorials at the Airfield. The minimum syllabus hours only allow for 8 hours dual training. Some students may take longer to reach the required standard for solo flight.  

Who’ll be my Instructors at Otherton Airfield?

Either Gordon Faulkner or Michael New. Between them they have a combined total of more than 10,000 hours in microlight aircraft. Gordon is also a CAA Approved Examiner, Senior Inspector and Check Pilot. He first learnt to fly in light aircraft during 1969 and flew hang gliders from 1975-80. Between 1979/83 he was professionally involved in the development of prototype and production microlights for Hi-Way and later Huntair.  He began instructing professionally during 1984 and to date has more than 8000 hours instructional airtime in a wide variety of microlight types. Michael first learnt to fly during 1988 and has been an enthusiastic microlight pilot ever since. He has competed successfully in National and International Microlight Competitions, and is a former member of the British Microlight Team. No other instructors are employed at Otherton so your pilot training is always to the very high professional standard that you would expect from pilots of Gordon and Michael’s experience.

Do other Flying Qualifications count towards a Microlight PPL?

Yes. Holders of a current PPL (A) qualification will just need a “type conversion”. Holders of lapsed fixed-wing UK Pilot Licences may be able to re-validate to PPL (M) level without too much difficulty. Current hang glider and sailplane pilots with Bronze C and above also get concessions towards a PPL (M), as do Military pilots.  Speak to an Instructor for more specific details or refer to the ANO or CAP 53; copies of both are kept at the Airfield. For non-UK licence conversions contact FCL 4 at CAA Gatwick quoting your licence details and flying experience. Gatwick switchboard is 0207 379 7311.

Is a PPL valid for life?

The rule is “use it or lose it”.  To remain “current” pilots must log a minimum of five hours flying every 13 months. Your licence will “lapse” unless your pilot’s logbook is stamped by an Examiner to confirm your minimum flying experience. You must also hold a valid Medical Certificate signed by your own doctor stating that you are not suffering from certain specified ailments. If you allow your licence to lapse for up to two years it can be re-validated by a short refresher course with an Instructor and a re-taken General Flying Test. The longer your Licence has lapsed the more difficult it will be to re-validate; after 5 years you will need full syllabus revision and re-Tests. The majority of microlight pilots have no problem staying current due to the affordability and availability of their kind of flying.

What sort of people fly microlights?

Men and women of all ages and backgrounds who enjoy flying and freedom. For example: at Otherton airfield you might see a 70-years-young former bomber pilot and a 25-year-old lorry driver discussing alternative routes for a 2-plane “buddy” flight to the Welsh coast. Other microlight pilots you might meet at Otherton include a secretary, a doctor, a builder, a schoolteacher, a steel erector, a hospital porter, a fireman, a sign-writer and an airline pilot on her day off. All of them have been hooked by the unique thrill of microlight flying and the casual camaraderie that typifies it.  Despite some people’s opinions microlight flying is not a poor substitute for light aircraft. It’s a very attractive alternative in its own right and world-wide is the fastest growing branch of powered recreational flying. Microlights have occasionally had a bad press but contrary to media portrayal flying them is not a white-knuckle sport for reckless adrenaline junkies.  It’s quite exciting though and can often seem completely out of this world. People in stressful jobs particularly enjoy the easy-going escapist aspect of microlighting.

Is there a Club at the Airfield?

Yes. Otherton Airfield is the home of Staffordshire Aero Club. The Club was established in 1983 by a microlight pilot and a small group of enthusiasts. It now has over seventy members and about fifty pilots.  On the microlight timescale the Club goes back almost to the pioneering days but all of the founder members are still alive and kicking. The Club members are a good bunch (once you get over the initial shock) and the monthly Club Social Meeting is held at the Haling Dene Centre, Penkridge every first Thursday in the month.  All flying enthusiasts and their partners are welcome. The Club motto is “Pro Voluptate Volamus” which translates as “We Fly for Fun”.

How far can Microlights fly?

They’ve been flown around the world on two occasions, firstly by Brian Milton and more recently by Colin Bodill.  Colin, an Instructor from Nottingham, also flew a Mainair Blade 912 flexwing from London to Sydney in the record time (for a microlight) of forty days beating the previous record by ten days.  They’ve been flown to South Africa and to Siberia.  A French microlight pilot single-handedly flew a specially modified flexwing type almost 1800 miles east to west across the South Atlantic from Africa to South America! It took just over 30 hours. The North Atlantic has also been “conquered” by flexwing microlight via Iceland and Greenland, and local pilot Kieth Ingham has flown a lap of Australia’s coastline. But those are expedition-style flights that don’t bear much resemblance to everyday microlighting. Typically a modern flexwing microlight can maintain a 60-mph cruise for up to 4 hours between fuel stops, so you can cover quite a distance on a day out. The latest 450-kg planes are considerably faster and further ranging. Cross channel flights to France and other European destinations are commonplace.  Microlights use ordinary unleaded petrol, or “avgas” from aerodromes. What runway length and surface do microlights need?

They’re designed for unimproved airstrips so almost any reasonably flat field of 200-250 metres length will do providing the climb-out and approach is clear of obstructions. Most public aerodromes accept microlights providing they are radio equipped; this means that your flight-planning for fuel and refreshments can make use of most of the aerodromes shown on the UK and European aircharts. There are also many well-known microlight club airfields that are not necessarily shown on aircharts.

How high can they go?

World record is over 30,000’, but any modern microlight could achieve at least 10,000’ without any modifications. However most microlight activity is carried out below 5,000’ with typical cruising levels between 1500’ and 3,000’. 
How much does microlight insurance cost and will flying effect my Life Assurance?

You will be required to carry Public Liability insurance of at least £250,000. The premium for that will be about £90 per annum and you can increase your cover in £250,000 increments for about £50 a step. If you only need cover to fly a single specified aircraft your insurance may cost less.  You can insure the aircraft itself in two stages: either “Ground Risks” or “Full Hull”.  The former covers fire, theft, storm, vandalism and transit damage (whilst trailering) etc and costs about £150 per annum for a plane valued at £10000. “Full Hull” covers all risks including flying-accident damage and will cost about 5% of the aircraft’s value per annum. The premium will reduce with an annual no claims bonus.  So far as your personal Life Assurance is concerned you will have to check with your Insurer but I’m not aware of any Life Companies that exclude microlight flying.  Some Accident Insurance policies exclude flying in general along with rock-climbing, motorcycling, horse-riding and if you read the small print just about everything else except sitting at home watching TV. The fact is that microlight flying has proven itself to be considerably safer than many much more “everyday” activities (including DIY in the home) so there is no obvious reason why your Life Company should object.

Do microlights depreciate rapidly in value?

Compared to other recreational machines such as sports motorcycles, jet skis, rally cars, etc an aircraft holds it’s value very well.  For obvious reasons aircraft owners tend to keep their machines in good order, and new aircraft sales are not driven quite so much by fashion or “new model syndrome” as are many other products that you could think of.  Apart from the new 450-kg max weight limit microlights have not experienced any significant advances in recent years so second-hand prices are relatively stable. More interestingly, the increased weight limit seems to have enhanced the “credibility” of microlights in the eyes of light aircraft pilots so large numbers of them are switching to microlight flying to reduce costs.  All this keeps the used aircraft market fairly buoyant. Regarding the migration from light aircraft: if you are a pilot whose interest in flying is purely recreational it’s becoming increasingly more difficult to justify ownership of a light aircraft rather than a microlight; especially the 450-kg variants. Microlights are less expensive, more fun to fly, and can operate from a wider range of airstrips. Syndicate shares in microlights hold their value especially well since they are a more affordable way to own a modern machine and therefore more readily saleable.  Syndicate shares often change hands at minimal (sometimes zero) loss to the seller.

Are there problems owning a syndicate share in a microlight?

Shared ownership of an aircraft works very well but to be on the safe side a Standard Syndicate Agreement should be signed by all the members.  Shared ownership is quite normal, in fact it is a very traditional way of keeping the cost down and goes back to the very early days of flying. Aircraft are not an essential item of everyday life like cars or washing machines so you can cope with not having one “all to yourself”. A microlight syndicate will ideally have between two and six members, the latter size would typically require a monthly standing order to the syndicate bank account of about £15 from each member to cover fixed costs such as Full Hull insurance, hangarage, Permit renewals and minor unforeseen expenses.  Fixed-period engine servicing is usually paid for according to usage (i.e. if you’ve flown 20% of the hours during the period you pay 20% of the maintenance cost, normally equivalent to about £3 per hour). Some syndicates include fixed-period engine servicing in their member’s monthly payment regardless of individual usage. The last member to use the aircraft must leave it in a clean and tidy condition with the fuel tanks full. The plane would normally be available for use on a relatively casual “phone round” basis on the day but members can book it out in advance for annual holidays and special occasions.  All the syndicates based at Otherton work very amenably and the members usually elect a Secretary to deal with CAA mailings, flight safety bulletins, cheque signing, etc, and have syndicate meetings a couple of times a year to discuss relevant matters. Many syndicates are formed from scratch by a few friends who pool their resources then look for a suitable plane to buy. It’s an excellent way to make flying affordable and syndicates often take on a sort of caring “family” status with the plane being the central member. 

What about low level military jets?

Very rarely (3 times since 1960) there have been collisions between light aircraft and military but to date microlights have avoided this type of incident. Low-level jets safely use the same airspace as privately owned aircraft and there is no reason why this shouldn’t continue. Most military activity is below 1000’ agl with the majority of that between 250’-500’ agl. Civilian pilots normally transit the 250’-500’ height band only briefly when departing or arriving at airfields and military pilots know where those airfields are. A military pilot is a highly trained, high aptitude, and very alert person with an excellent view from the cockpit, and a microlight pilot also has one of the best all round views. So the non-aviator’s perceived high risk of a collision between the two is actually only an extremely remote possibility. For a collision to occur both pilots must fail to see each other’s aircraft in time to take avoiding action, which is highly unlikely. The surprising thing is that this over-concern about mid-air collisions with fast military jets is often expressed by non-aviators who will happily speed for hours along crowded six-lane motorways!

Can I do my own maintenance?

Yes, but most microlight owners have their engine maintenance carried out by a professional.  You must not modify your aircraft in any way whatsoever. There is an Approval procedure for modifications which involves submitting drawings, getting the work inspected, and carrying out load and flight tests.  This procedure is not always straightforward and can be expensive. The fact is that your aircraft has been designed and engineered by people who probably know more about such things than you do. In particular don’t “beef-up” parts of your aircraft - if it wasn’t strong enough it wouldn’t have passed it’s Certification Load Test.  Anyway, unapproved modifications will invalidate the Permit to Fly and the insurance.  If you like to “tinker” in the workshop you might like to try building your own microlight from one of the several Approved Kits or Plans that are on the market, but bear in mind that it will have to be stage inspected, weighed and test flown by an eagle-eyed CAA Approved Inspector before a Permit to Fly can be issued.  Many kit built aircraft are over-weight for the simple reason that the builders have tried to “improve” or “beef-up” the design.  Be especially wary of this if you are offered an “almost finished” kit aircraft at a bargain price. The extra weight may be spread all around the aircraft in the form of dozens (or hundreds) of  “improvements” and the only way to lose it is to tear the thing to pieces and start again from scratch!

Are there Competitions in microlight flying?

Yes. The British Microlight Team has dominated International competition in the last ten years. There’s the “British National Championships” and the annual “Round Britain” Rally, also many club competitions at local level. Competition tasks are based on precision navigation, fuel economy and other piloting skills. To qualify for entry to the British Nationals you must have held your Pilots Licence for at least 12 months, have at least 100 hours airtime, and at least 25 hours on the aircraft type that you intend to enter.  Anyone can have a go providing they can satisfy these entry requirements. The British Microlight Team is selected from pilots who do well in the “Nationals”.  The aircraft used are standard “off the shelf” production types.

How do I start?       

Easy, book a trial lesson by calling 01543 673075 or email hagar@othertonair.freeserve.co.uk

Access from north M6 - Leave motorway Junction 13 then A449 south through Penkridge, left turn at mini-island (B5012) for Cannock.  First right into Boscomoor Lane, over canal and under motorway. Gate 400 yards left just before disused level crossing.

Access from south M6 - Leave motorway Junction 12 then east towards Cannock on A5 for one mile then left opposite Four Crosses pub and continue to take first left turns.  First gate on right after disused level crossing.

Access from south or west – A449 or A5 to Gailey Island, then A449 towards Stafford for one mile, right at mini-island (B5012) then first right into Boscomoor Lane, over canal and under motorway. Gate 400 yards left just before disused level crossing.

Access from north east – B5012 to Penkridge outskirts, left at first mini-island, over next islands then left after half mile at bottom of slope into Boscomoor Lane, over canal and under motorway. Gate 400 yards left before disused level crossing.

