
A day with the Reds
Hiss, whoos h, roar!

Ginge & I were stood at the gate of RAF Scampton. Ginge was explaining that we 
were there by  invitation for a Red Arr ows GA Safe ty Day . I was looking  down the  
noisy end of an  automatic rifle. The guy  in comba t fa tigues holding the safe  end of it 
looke d friendly enough though. We were given a laminated pass and  told to drive onto 
the bas e and fo llow the signs to the  ca r par k. Phew.

We were ac tually there  for the opp ortunity to cr awl all over the Red’ s Hawks an d to 
watch them practising, but the price was to spend the morning and half the afternoon 
in a meeting room listening to presentations and asking intelligent questions. We did 
get fed for free  at lunchtime thou gh, and the graveya rd sh ift (the fir st presentat ion 
after lunch)  was done by David Cockb urn, the entertaining cha p who does  most of the 
CAA Safety Evenings. More of that later...

Coffee  and introduc tions over, we were  given a talk by ‘Red 10’ , Flt Lt Andy Robins, 
who asked  us to avoid flying into them beca use they valued their lives too. He pointed 
out (as  did sever al others throughout the day ) that the only off icial source  of info 
about RA(T)s is the AIS – he had  us chanting “the A. I.S.” sever al times through his 
talk. The CAA chaps actually had available some glossy A5 user guides to the 
infamous AIS website. The gu ide is also available online at 
http://www.ais.org.uk/aes/en/image/PIBGuide.PDF
Alternatively you ca n always ring up the fr eep hone nu mber  for a 
recor ded  message abou t what’s  going on and wher e to avoid it. Oh and pleas e don’ t 
use the Red Arrows web site as  a source of  information – it’s intended for PR, not 
flight safety briefings

Boring bit over, he said that they do about 90 display s a year , plus about 80 fly-pasts 
(in response to 1300  requests! ). They have a difficu lt time when somebody  infringes a 
display RA(T) bec ause it’s a challenge mano euvr ing 10 fast jets around the sky while 
avoiding an uninvited guest – when  a combat pilot desc ribes  something as dangerous I 
believe  him. They have  had a good  variety of peo ple infringing their airs pace  
including on ce a pilot fr om their own home  base, RAF Scampton, so nob ody’ s 
perfect. He could only re call one pros ecu tion fo r an infringement: a Dutch pilot who 
deliberately flew through a display while taking photogr aphs.

They gene rally  fly be twee n displays  as a 10 aircraft for mation in two groups  of 5 
about half a mile apar t at about 2000f t (QNH) and 360k t – a nice rou nd 10 se conds 
per nautical mile to make  The Boss’ mental ar ithmetic eas y. They don’t car ry TCAS 
or microlight-spotting rada r, but they do  have twenty pairs of  eyes looking ou t, 
including the t echnicians  who fly in the rea r sea t dur ing transit, and UHF interc om to 
warn The Boss  of ‘tallies’. They plan  their tran sits by air char t, stree t map, and simple 
GPS. They do  talk to civilian ATSUs as they fly aro und and  will take a RIS if 
available, but mostly it’s VFR see  and avoid. If they se e, they’ ll avo id by de scending 
to ‘skyline the tal ly’. They might give a sho rt burst of smo ke to say hello. Dur ing a 
fly-past they’ ll drop to abo ut 500ft to 1000 ft – so now you know wher e to look.

What, I asked, should I do in my microlight if I saw them coming towards me? “Stay 
predictabl e” was the answer. OK, but what if thought they might not have seen me? 
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<chuc kles fr om the  crowd>.“Climb”. But I only get 450fpm on a good day !  “Then  
show your  wing – but don’t fa ll out of the  sky doing it”.

There then fo llowed  a couple of tal ks abou t how to avoid airspace infr ingemen ts in 
general. Further reminders of “the A.I.S.” and fly-on-track and  the 0500 numbe r, and 
an entreaty that if you think you ar e infringing by accide nt to get on the radio and  say 
so – they  might be able to he lp you  find the safe st way  out of the mes s and if they 
know wha t you  are trying to do. It makes  the  controller’s job easier  too.

After lunch we got a surprise: the man from the CAA was telling us that he thought 
GPS cou ld help improve VFR flight safety. I foun d his talk interesting as he showe d 
how use of a GPS can  be integrated into the nor mal VFR flight routines. Basically, 
and much simplified, af ter all the usua l warnings about the ways  that GPS can give 
you duff  informa tion or  distra ct you fro m your lookou t, he sug gested a variety of 
uses:

use the GPS at turn  points to conf irm track and  wind ca lculations
compar e GPS ETA at wayp oints with the ca lculated ones
just use the GPS as a CDI (kee ping right of planne d track in case  someon e 
else’ s using the same  waypoints but in the oppos ite dire ction)
use the GPS as a pointer  to help locate a ref ere nce  point as you  approach it
set a route ar ound co ntrolled airspace and  then  skip unwanted wayp oints if 
you get cleared through it (not all GPS units allow this easily, but some do)
set your  planned des tination as  an inter mediate waypoint, with you r alternate 
as the GPS final destination so you don ’t need to replan if you ne ed it
if you’ve had to divert to avo id wea ther, the GPS ca n help you find you r way 
back  to the planned r oute.

... and fina lly, they  ask, please  check  out www.airspacesa fety.com, a new Airspac e 
Safety Initiative 

Then at long last they took us outside, loaded us  into a couple of  coach es, and dr ove 
us round to the hangars  (past “Nigger’s” grave – all say “a h!” ). After a safety briefing 
by Andy we were allowed to wan der the han gar and chat w ith the tech nical staff. I 
mana ged to blag my way to sticking my nose into a Hawk cockp it and hav ing a look 
around . The  forwa rd visibility was better than I expe cted, but ther e is still a lot of 
ironwork f or potentiall y co nflicting traf fic to hide behind. Mea nwhile in the 
background , Reds  1 to 5 were  practising their rou tine fo r the 2008 se ason.
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