
 

 

Future of Aerotowing at Nympsfield – Committee Summary and Recommendation 

Introduction: BGGC currently carries out in the region of 1000 aero-tows per annum. The 

annual number of aero-tows have been relatively static for the last few years. Whilst the 

winch delivers the majority of member launches, aero-tows continue to provide a significant 

number of member launches and virtually all our Trial Lesson launches. The club’s Pawnee 

tug is 45 years-old and will require a replacement engine within 2 - 3 years at a cost in the 

order of £35,000. 

Early in 2018 a Sub-Committee was formed and asked to examine the club’s current and 

future aerotowing operations. Throughout this Committee summary and recommendation 

document, direct extracts from the Sub-Committee’s final report on the Future of Aero-

towing at Nympsfield will be presented in italics thus. Members should read this Committee 

Summary and Recommendation document in conjunction with the Sub-Committee’s full 

report which may be downloaded from the club website at: https://bggc.co.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2019/09/Future-Aerotowing-Final-Report-V2.pdf 

The Sub-Committee considered the three classes of tug currently available, Touring Motor 

Gliders (TMG), Traditional Light Aircraft (TLA) and Very Light Aircraft (VLA). Acquisition cost, 

operating cost and towing capability were all considered.  

The Sub-Committee concluded that the only credible options for BGGC are to continue with 

the Pawnee accepting its high cost of operation or invest in a EuroFox 120PS. Operation of 

two club owned tugs at Nympsfield is not a viable option given the relatively low number of 

tows per annum over which to spread the fixed annual costs. Operation of a 120 PS Eurofox 

as the sole tug would inevitably result in some restriction for performance reasons on aero-

tow launch availability for heavier glider types. 

Should BGGC continue to offer an aero-tow facility? 

An aero-tow facility in combination with our winch enables the club to offer the full flight 

training syllabus including spinning, aerobatics and all upper air work. Aero-tow enables 

members in pure gliders to take positional tows to lift out of reach of a winch launch. Our 

Trial Lesson packages are flown primarily on aero-tow in accordance with BGA 

recommendation. Trial Lesson income is a significant revenue stream for the club. 

The Committee is fully committed to the continuation of an aero-tow launch facility at 

Nympsfield. 

The 120 HP Eurofox Evaluation: 

The Club was presented with a unique opportunity to carry out an extended evaluation of 

the 120 PS Eurofox during the period November 2018 to July 2019. The Committee wishes 

to extend its grateful thanks to B Walker & Co for offering the club this facility.  In order not 

to distort the results of the evaluation by preferential use of the Pawnee on “challenging” 



 

 

days the Pawnee tug was grounded during the Eurofox evaluation period. Data and 

conclusions from the 120 HP Eurofox evaluation are extensively documented in the Sub 

Committee report.  

During the 120 HP Eurofox evaluation period lasting 248 days, the Eurofox was available for 

for towing on 228 days. During the evaluation period there were 10 days on which the tug 

pilot or duty instructor decided not to do any or some aero-tows for performance reasons 

even though there was demand and a tug pilot available. Of those 10 days there were 7 

days when the tows could arguably have been completed by the Pawnee. The report notes 

that there were an unusual number of east wind days during the evaluation period which 

could have biased the figures.  There is no real limitation operating to the east with the 

Eurofox, i.e. runway 07, but operations with heavier gliders will clearly be restricted on 

some days when operating to the west on runway 25 with less than favourable wind 

conditions due to the possibility of inadequate clearance over the trees at the western 

boundary of the field with heavier gliders.  

The report includes a statistical analysis of wind conditions and estimates that the 120 HP 

Eurofox can be expected to conduct 93.5% of the aerotows currently provided by the 

Pawnee. This is broadly in line with the data derived from the evaluation period. The report 

notes that operators of heavy and very heavy gliders will be disproportionally affected 

compared with lighter gliders and this would include the heaviest club two seaters. Winch 

launching was available on the majority of days when the Eurofox could not aero-tow so 

members had access to some form of launching on most occasions. The critical case from 

the point of view of launching availability is strong southerly winds outside of winching 

limits in which we may not be able to either winch or aero-tow with the Eurofox. The report 

notes that strong southerly winds do not generally bring good soaring conditions.  Chairman 

added note – I have occasionally experienced good thermal conditions in southerly winds 

and we do sometimes experience good wave lift in the lee of the Cotswold Edge in strong 

southerlies. 

The Sub-Committee final report looks at the respective financial cases for the Pawnee and 

120 HP Eurofox. The big differences between the aircraft types’ operating costs are fuel and 

maintenance.  

The Pawnee has averaged over £10000 per year for maintenance over recent years, costing 

us over £10 per average tow. The Eurofox maintenance is conservatively estimated at £3000 

per annum and could work out much less if members do much of the work as allowed by 

LAA procedures. The difference is conservatively estimated at £7.48 per average tow.  

The Pawnee uses over 8 litres of fuel per 2000 ft tow vs <3.5 litres for the 120 HP Eurofox. 

The 120 HP Eurofox offers a fuel cost saving of £8.25 per 2000 ft tow compared with the 

Pawnee at current fuel prices (which are only likely to increase).  



 

 

There are some Eurofox cost elements which are greater than the Pawnee. Insurance and 

airframe depreciation being the two most significant as the Eurofox has a more expensive 

airframe. There is little difference in engine replacement costs as both engines have broadly 

similar engine lives and cost of overhaul or replacement is broadly similar although the 

“extension on condition” provision for the Lycoming engine of the Pawnee is better 

understood and accordingly a conservative assumption of engine replacement after 2000 

hours was assumed for the Eurofox. The Pawnee can potentially deliver more tows per 

engine hour. However the difference in engine replacement cost per tow is relatively small 

with the Pawnee working out only 35p per average tow cheaper for the engine replacement 

element. 

Pulling everything together, the estimated saving in direct cost of aero-tow for 120 HP 

Eurofox vs Pawnee is estimated to be £13.82 for an average tow (~2400 ft) and £11.48 for a 

2000 ft tow. Whilst some of the savings of a Eurofox aero-towing operation would be 

passed on to members, around 40% of the aero-tows we carry out are external (Trial 

Lessons etc) and the full value of the saving on those flights would accrue to the club to be 

used to invest in new equipment, improved facilities or maintenance. The financial 

argument overwhelmingly favours the 120 HP Eurofox against the Pawnee. 

Eurofox Safety: 

Every aerotow undertaken unavoidably involves some risk and this must be managed by the 

pilots to ensure the risk is minimised. A tow with any combination of aircraft should not be 

undertaken unless there is believed to be a very high probability of its safe conclusion. The 

evidence presented in the Sub-Committee’s final report indicates that aero-towing with the 

120 HP Eurofox is no more dangerous than aero-towing with any other tug type. There are 

currently over 100 Eurofox aircraft on the UK register and 27 operated as tugs. This number 

is large enough to provide a reasonable statistical sample and the Eurofox type does not 

seem to be prone to any higher incidence of accidents or incidents than any other type.  

Even the Pawnee has its limitations and cannot possibly cope with every combination of 

wind + temperature conditions, surface conditions, glider type, weight and pilot skill. 

Experience gained during the evaluation has shown that the 120 HP Eurofox can safely cope 

with most wind, temperature and surface conditions experienced at Nympsfield but care 

needs to be taken when deciding to launch the heavier gliders if wind conditions are not 

favourable. The pilot of both tug and glider must monitor changing conditions and establish 

appropriate decision points and performance gates at which the launch will be abandoned if 

not progressing as expected. As part of their pre-flight “eventualities” considerations, pilots 

should also mentally rehearse the required actions to abandon the launch, release and land 

safely. This is not just applicable to Eurofox tows, they should be doing it on every aero-tow 

regardless of tug type. Experience has also shown the Eurofox to be more sensitive to pilot 

technique than the Pawnee in delivering the best available performance. Being a two seater 

however the Eurofox can be used for coaching and refresher training of our tug pilots. 



 

 

The Committee considers there is no extra risk involved in aero-towing with the 120 HP 

Eurofox compared with the Pawnee provided both tug and glider pilots are aware of and 

constantly review the factors affecting the combination’s performance and appropriate 

measures are put in place to assure a very high probability of a safe outcome. To ensure the 

highest levels of safety are maintained if BGGC adopts the Eurofox as the sole tug:  

i) Mandatory tug pilot refresher coaching shall be introduced at the earliest 

opportunity, and 

ii) During pre-flight annual aero-tow checks, and before each aero-tow launch, 

thorough launch failure eventualities shall be considered. 

Eurofox – Acquisition and Financing: 

Whilst a long term lease of a 120 HP Eurofox along the lines of the present G-CHUP lease is 

an attractive option, it is felt unlikely the current owners of G-CHUP would be willing to 

extend the lease agreement after the end of the evaluation period in November. The 

Committee is not aware of any other 120 HP Eurofox available for long term lease. 

The factory built 120 HP Eurofox to BMAA specification is not currently an option. There are 

restrictions on the use of the BMAA aircraft that render it unsuitable and it cannot be 

converted to an LAA aircraft. The only viable options are to build a new LAA 120 HP Eurofox 

from a kit or purchase a second hand 120 HP Eurofox.  

Building a new 120HP Eurofox from a kit would cost £85000 - £90000 (including VAT). The 

timescale would probably be in the order of 2 ½ to 3 years from placing the order to 

completion (other member estimates indicate a shorter timescale). The order would need 

to be placed now with substantial up-front investment to ensure completion of the project 

before the Pawnee engine life (including extension) expires. The club would not start to 

benefit from the cost savings of the Eurofox until after construction is completed and the 

aircraft commissioned. 

The Committee’s favoured acquisition option would be to acquire a second hand 120 HP 

Eurofox for a sum probably in the region of £80000 including VAT. The club and members 

would then benefit from the operating cost savings immediately. It is probable a mutually 

acceptable deal can be reached with the owners of G-CHUP, but the deal must reflect the 

age, hours and condition of the airframe and engine. 

The Club can allocate £50000 towards the purchase of a Eurofox from its own resources. 

This includes some £35000 held by Pty, mostly ring-fenced for Pawnee engine replacement. 

The balance of the purchase price will need to be financed either by a loan from the Phillip 

Wills Memorial fund, member debentures or a commercial loan. It is not anticipated that a 

loan will be difficult to obtain given the strong financial case for the Eurofox. Sale of the 

Pawnee is not considered likely to generate a significant sum towards the Eurofox 



 

 

acquisition given the low remaining engine hours, possibly as little as £6000 and is not being 

considered as a  source of funding in the short term. 

The 120 HP Eurofox is likely to remain a desirable aircraft on the second hand market for the 

foreseeable future and in the event the club in the future should wish to dispose of it, the 

Committee feels there will be a ready market to sell it at a good price and repay any loans. 

Eurofox Operation – Availability and Pricing of Aero-Tows: 

The Committee acknowledges that sole operation of a 120 HP Eurofox would result in some 

loss of aero-tow availability to members compared with a sole Pawnee operation. It is 

anticipated this would not exceed 10% of days when the Pawnee could tow and on most of 

those days winch launching would in any case be available. Clearly the loss of aero-tow 

availability would disproportionately impact on very heavy and heavy gliders including some 

club two seaters but not only would a winch launch probably be available on most of those 

days, the very heavy privately owned gliders have engines that would enable them to 

position to lift. The critical case is with southerly winds exceeding winch launch limits when 

it may not be possible to either aero-tow or winch with any glider. 

The Committee accepts that adoption of the 120 HP Eurofox as the club’s sole tug will, on 

occasions, impact adversely on the delivery of Trial Lessons on days with less than 

favourable wind conditions. Instructors will need to consider not only cloud base and 

turbulence but also suitability of wind conditions for aero-towing Trial Lessons in the heavy 

two seaters when deciding whether to go ahead or cancel Trial Lessons. It should be noted 

that this is not necessarily revenue that will be lost to the club. In most cases, the Trial 

Lesson is simply postponed to another day rather than offering a refund to the Trial Lesson 

holder. Furthermore, whilst we do not offer a winch Trial Lesson package, the instructor in 

charge has discretion on the day to offer a winch launch to the Trial Lesson member when 

an aero-tow cannot be provided for any reason (NB the winch Trial Lesson MUST NOT be 

flown by a BI).  

The club’s aero-tow launch fees are set by the Treasurer and Committee who consider not 

only the cost of providing that aero-tow but also the required contribution of each tow to 

the club’s overheads (office costs, building maintenance, grass cutting etc). Given that the 

difference in operating cost of a sole 120 HP Eurofox as given in the Sub-Committee Report 

is some £11.50 less for a 2000 ft tow than that of a sole Pawnee it would be reasonable to 

expect the club aero-tow charges to reflect at least some of this saving. It is anticipated that 

the price point of a Eurofox 2000 ft tow will be set between £25 and £30 and the price of a 

Pawnee 2000 ft tow set between £35 and £40. It is also anticipated the step pricing for each 

100 ft of aero-tow above or below 2000 ft will be reviewed to reflect the lower fuel 

consumption and maintenance costs of the Eurofox. Looking beyond the immediate future 

and recognising that heavier gliders take significantly longer and cost more to tow to a given 



 

 

height with the Eurofox than lighter gliders, the Committee will investigate the potential for 

per minute pricing of aero-tows using Flarm tracking and a recording app. 

Committee Conclusions: 

1. The Club should continue to operate an aero-tow launch facility. 

2. The Committee does not believe the operation of a 120 HP Eurofox is less safe than 

the Pawnee operation provided appropriate measures and safeguards are put in 

place. 

3. The Committee does not consider it economically viable to continue operating 

both the Eurofox and Pawnee tugs. 

4. The Committee considers the financial case to be overwhelmingly in favour of the 

120 HP Eurofox. 

5. Operation of a sole Eurofox will enable the Committee to substantially reduce the 

price of aero-tows below that currently charged for Pawnee tows. 

6. The Committee accepts that there will be some loss of aero-tow availability and 

that this will impact more on heavy and very heavy gliders. 

7. The Eurofox is likely to remain a desirable aircraft on the second hand market and 

should prove easy to sell the club should wish to dispose of it. 

8. The choice of sole tug type for aero-towing operations at Nympsfield in the 

immediate future shall be decided by a vote of Full Members of the Club over the 

age of 16 in accordance with Club Rules at a General Meeting of Members. 

Committee Recommendation: 

I. This Committee recommends that the Club acquire a 120 HP Eurofox at the first 

opportunity and then dispose of the Pawnee. 

General Meeting of Members: 

A General Meeting of Members will be held on Saturday 12th October at 6pm. The sole 

business of the meeting shall be to present and discuss the options for choice of sole tug 

for aero-towing operations at Nympsfield and then to decide which tug type by a vote of 

members on the resolution: “The Bristol & Gloucestershire Gliding Club shall acquire a 120 

HP Eurofox tug at the first opportunity and then dispose of the Pawnee.” 

The formal Calling Notice including instructions on how to vote remotely shall be sent to 

all members at their registered email address at least 14 days in advance of the General 

Meeting. Note that you must have completed your GDPR data acceptance form in order to 

receive emails from the club.                                                Andy Davis, Chairman 11/09/2019 


