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It has been a while since I last included a technical discussion of the F2D rules in this column.  Recently, I received a letter from the “Flying Finn” Jari Valo in which he brought up several concerns about the current state of affairs in F2D and suggestions on how this condition could be improved.  I will not be reprinting his letter in full, but will summarize his views and inject a few of my own comments on these issues.
The first issue he raised, and possibly the most urgent, is that of safety.  For the last several years there has been a general feeling among many that the number of flyaways at the world and European championships is too high, and that an unfortunate accident could leave us all sorry.  For example, there was an incident at the 2002 World Championships in Sebnitz, Germany where a model was cut loose and crashed just a couple feet away from the bleachers where spectators were seated.  In fact, this model ricocheted off of a can of beer held in the hand of Moldavian pilot Stas Culacichin before going into the ground.  Luckily nobody was hurt, but this did prompt the organizers to do something to try to remedy the situation.  Some vague proposals about how to improve safety have been suggested, but nothing has actually been done.

Jari’s first suggestion (one that has been talked about before) is to erect a “safety net” around a major portion of the circle at major world and continental championships to stop flyaways from reaching populated areas.  The FAI could own this apparatus, and bring it to each championship for the organizers to use.  While something like this net or a Steve Hills-style combat dome are in many ways fairly ideal solutions, they come with many problems.  In terms of expense and effort, erecting and dismantling such an apparatus for each contest could be quite costly.  For the safety net, however, it could be very reasonable to protect certain confined, highly populated areas such as spectator bleachers at relatively little cost and large benefit.
The next step in improving safety is to require fuel shutoffs as we do in Fast combat in the US.  I have held this view for several years already, though it has been a touchy subject among the F2D community.  Some people have suggested that they will not work or will cause too many problems, but we have been using them in Fast Combat for 10 years already and have seen many successful shutdowns that could have otherwise been quite disastrous.  No method is foolproof, but in terms of cost/benefit shutoffs seem to be a no-brainer.  Adapting shutoff technology to F2D will require some further development to address certain challenges specific to this event, but there is no reason why it cannot be done.  Jari has suggested that we define a schedule for implementing shutoffs in F2D within the next few years and begin development as soon as possible, and I agree wholeheartedly.  
Some have proposed alternative solutions such as thicker lines or revised model specifications, but these seem unlikely to solve the problem.  0.018” lines survive better against 0.015” lines for sure, but 0.018” versus 0.018” does not yield such a marked improvement.  Of course it would be slightly better, but at the same time the extra weight of the lines will tend to cause models to become loose on the lines more often, which may result in even more dangerous situations.

Jari points out that he does not believe the speed of the models to be the main issue either.  Nobody has really kept careful flyaway statistics over the years, so it is not even clear if flyaways are more common today than they were 10 years ago.  If they are, however, he does not feel that speed is the main cause as top speeds in F2D have increased just 0,2-0,8 sec / 10 laps between 1994 and 2005.  
I’m not sure if speed can be totally eliminated from the equation, but certainly there are other factors that weigh in quite heavily.  Flying practices such as intentional line tangles, “sawing” on the lines, etc are probably the biggest contributors to the occurrence of flyaways in F2D.  This brings me to one of Jari’s other primary suggestions, which concerns the implementation of a more effective/revised “warning system.” 
Currently, the penalty for many dangerous or unsportsmanlike behaviors is paradoxically too steep.  Although a disqualification is the punishment fitting of the crime, the weight of this penalty is so high that in many cases it seems that judges are hesitant to intervene.  As a result, there are many instances where pilots seem to get away with “almost anything” before the hand of the law finally comes down upon them. 
On this matter, Jari’s suggestion is to implement a “warning system” similar to the use of yellow cards and red cards in soccer.  The idea is that the penalty for a single incident of improper conduct such as sawing on the lines would be reduced from DQ to say 100 points, along with a “warning” or “strike.”  He then suggests a type of “three strikes” law where after receiving three such warnings a pilot will be disqualified from the bout or possibly the whole contest.  Here he allows for a possible distinction between receiving three warnings for the same offense or different offenses.

Clearly a lot of development of these ideas is needed before such a system could be brought up as a genuine proposal (he says this himself), but it sounds to me like a reasonable way to “clean-up” some issues in F2D and improve safety in the process.  It has been a long time since any serious development of the rules in this direction has occurred, and I think it may be time to start looking at it more seriously.  
