
A Lightbulb Moment 
After spending a week in the VSA Coaching Week at Horsham, I decided it was time to do a little bit of research 

regarding the relationships between a range of factors measured within SeeYou and achieved speed.  This was 

inspired by presentations from both Matt Gage and Terry Cubley who assured us that average thermal strength 

was the most important factor in achieving a higher speed that your competitor. 

How to Improve Speed 

There are several factors that are directly or indirectly measured by SeeYou including: 

• Speed 

• Distance 

• Alt Lost which is the height lost between any consecutive logged points whilst SeeYou considers the glider to be 

Thermalling.  Normal reasons for high numbers are poor centring, losing the core, persisting too long at the top 

or bad exit technique. 

• Percentage time thermalling 

• Average glide 

• Number of thermals 

• Achieved LD 

• Best thermal 

• Average thermal strength 

• % of thermals with an average > x 

• % of flight thermally 

• Netto Rising 

There are of course other factors that are less easy to measure or quantify, but I guess you could with enough 

tenacity, eg ability to locate the best thermals, use of streeting and use of other gliders (gaggle effect). 

So I experimented with several of these data sources using flights from club class in the first 2 days of the 

Horsham Cup Week.  The gliders I used were all of similar performance and flying in club class (Pik20, Mosquito, 

Jantar Std, LS4) – this was to limit the effect of differences in glider performance and ballasting.  The first and 

primary conclusion was that Average Thermal Strength appears to be the major factor in predicting speed, with 

the data available suggesting (as shown in graph 1): 

• 68% of the variation in achieved speed is explained by average thermal strength. 

• At Horsham, an increase in achieved average thermal strength yields an increase in speed of 8.5 kmph. 
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How to improve overall average thermal strength  

This then begs the second question, how do I improve my overall thermal strength?  Well that is a long and 

involved topic and worth some digging in the SeeYou data to provide some insight.  Alt Lost is a moderately good 

indicator as shown by the logs analysed at Horsham, with the correlation and regression suggesting: 

• Alt lost can explain around 20% of the thermal strength achieved in the flight (so there are likely to be 

other more important factors to consider) 

• A reduction of a 1000’ of Alt Lost will increase your average thermal strength by 0.6 kt and therefore 

increase overall speed by around 5 kmph. 

 

Are there Exceptions? 

Of course there are!  All models are wrong – but many are useful – Einstein.  Consider this example provided by 

Jarek Mosiejewski: 

Here is an example where a superior average climb rate and the least Alt Loss rate does not guarantee the best 

task speed.  Horsham Week day 5, a short fixed task, 176 km, club class (yellow: best, red worst): 
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Rego 

Task 

Speed Vario Alt Gain Alt Loss Glides 

Mean 

L/D 

GRY 98.67 3.7 10883 1342 7 43 

GVH 97.47 3.5 14475 2054 14 37 

WQF 95.53 3.9 14616 945 12 33 

 

It appears that having the best cruising efficiency gives the best speed.  So why is this so?  One answer is that this 

is a small sample size and therefore more likely to vary from the overall conclusion of the larger sample.  But 

according to Jarek: 

• GR started first, some 15 minutes before the other two, there is a chance he could have somewhat better 

air, also the Mosquito has small performance edge over the PIKs. 

• WQF and VH started 36 seconds apart and raced each other sharing quite a few thermals along the way. 

The cockpit  view was that Bernie (VH) got the edge in the final thermal he found behind me that was just 

a touch stronger than mine which enabled him to start his final glide ahead of me. This highlights the 

importance of the final glide and the strength of the thermal where it is achieved, the impact being bigger 

on a small task. 

• Also, I suspect that racing mindset influenced Bernie and me to fly faster than optimal for the day: 

Rego 
Avg 

Speed 
Time Circling % circling 

Distance 

Done 

Avg. Cruising 

Speed 

Time In 

Rising Air 

Speed in 

Raising Air 

GRY 98.67 25:29:00 24% 178.5 km 130 km/h 0:20:07 120 km/h  

GVH 97.47 35:15:00 32% 179 km 146 km / h 0:14:51 134 km/h 

WQF 95.53 34:44:00 31% 177.4 km 139 km /h 0:16:33 122 km/h 

To conclude: Phil (RY) found better air more consistently and slowed down when in it.  He cruised at a slower 

speed that the other two which enabled him to spend less time circling (sometimes slower is FASTER, less is 

more!). 

Conclusion 
If you want to fly faster, then SeeYou can certainly help, especially if you can compare to others.  Look to 

improving your average thermal strength and efficiency coming in and out of the thermal. 

If you don’t want to fly faster, then that’s also OK – you might enjoy the animation in SeeYou and reliving the 

flight with family and friends. 


