For An Environmental Charter

(An example from France federation FFVL)

Free flight (paragliding, rigid or flex-wing hang gliders) is a group of outdoor activities which use the air and the wind.  These activities are carried out in the air in open spaces and on flying sites, in mountains and along coasts … The pilots and the organisations they represent (local clubs, national and international associations) do care very much about the environment in which their activities take place.

Free flight: an outdoor sport

Free flying in all its guises is a silent and light activity, which takes up little area or space, with an average «density» reduced in time and space.  As such the typical impact and the pressure on the area are inevitably limited.

On the other hand, the constraints of the wind and mountain contours, notably their position, aerological and geological qualities, are undeniable when it comes to the choice of a flying site, to the point that they limit our using them in certain conditions.  With these constraints site substitution in an area is often not possible.

For the safety of the participants, it is better to have fewer pilots on more sites than a large number of pilots on one single site.  This is not incompatible with respecting nature.

Pilots are obviously aware of the natural environment and of the importance of it’s preservation.  Everyone is considerate of and respects the natural environment;  but at the same time people must have the right to participate in their passion.

This is why the free flying organisations fight on the one hand for the preservation of the natural environment, as it is our evolving arena, and on the other hand for free flight to be carried out with the minimum of constraints on a sufficient number of sites.

An active and responsible policy

Today nature and different open air spaces are claimed by many different parties, sporting and non-sporting.  There is ever more concern about protecting the environment.  The free flying organisations and licensed pilots are conscious of taking an active and reasonable role to legitimately defend their sporting and leisure activities, whilst at the same time respecting the different interests and considerations linked to the areas in which they practice their sport.

For example, in France, the national organisation (FFVL) therefore promises an active and responsible political agenda in conservation of flying sites.  To this end, the different structures, clubs, schools, departmental committees, leagues have been coming together for a long time and organising more than 1000 sites across France.   They have made commitments with the relevant owners and communities, which is essential in terms of aerial regulations.

The FFVL brings to the policy makers and to local structures a developed and approved approach along with an associated method.  At the time of discussion for the registration of sites, representatives are present on the site, and look after the working relationships and consultations with all the partners.

Elsewhere the FFVL plays an educational role in what concerns the natural environment, directly educating both their pilots and their friends/supporters.  The FFVL informs and encourages sensitivity in participants through biased training, federal actions, and through their magazine « Vol Passion ».

In this context, the policy of the FFVL is to be involved with their local intermediaries, as a preferred and incontestable spokesperson on the subject of protecting the natural environment, in line with the following four big principles:


To defend free flight and ensure it’s development; to defend the flying sites and the specific interests of pilots


Develop environmental protection policy as a whole, as a essential provision for free flight


Engage in consultation with all concerned parties as an active and responsable go-between as and when necessary


Encourage sensitivity amongst license holders to practice their sport responsibly with respect for the environment.

Four big principles

Defend free flight, the sites and the interests of participants

The free flying sites are essentially outdoors in open countryside.  The equipment is light and portable.  The FFVL is therefore concerned by the environmental concerns when they are in connection with sports which they represent and which they promote and defend.

The development and the protection of free flight is of course fundamental to the FFVL and it’s licensees.  Particularly with what is happening with regards to the growth and protection of flying sites.  This growth should not happen without taking environmental impact into account, nor should the alleged impact systematically serve as an argument to ban free flying.

Thus – and in the spirit of the French Law for Sport (6 July 2000) – the FFVL claim they should be the recognised mediator and that their activities and constraints are taken into account.

Certain areas are noted for their scenery, their flora and fauna, certain sites are noted for free flight.  And the FFVL wants recognition for this.  The participants have the right to live their passion in nature, to use nature in their way as long as they respect it.

The FFVL refuses to blame their pilots for the erosion of the natural environment.  Without wanting to excuse all the behaviours, any environmental damage caused by our participants is limited and has no common measure with that of industry, community development, or agriculture.

Similarly, and by example, without bringing in to question the rapid and necessary development of renewable energy, the FFVL wishes that the development of wind energy in France does not occur  at the expense of flying sites, which in the areas concerned, are moreover, often small in number.  Thus among the different potential areas of wind energy installations, the FFVL suggests that priority be given to those that do not have flying sites.

Defence of the environment is an essential service for free flight

Even though defending the natural environment is not our first objective, we are attentive too and respect the natural environment within which our activities take place.  The FFVL is conscious of the threats to the natural environment, however considers it necessary to prioritise, for example that the preparation of a take off or landing area does not end up being considered alongside construction of a motorway or the erection of electricity cables.

The FFVL is fully agreed that for the most part the areas where flying is carried out, the ideas and the requirements for protecting the natural environment are compatible with our activities.

The FFVL is ready to increase activity in promoting solutions that show consideration for the environment when equipping sites, and to ensure that they fit with the surrounding landscape, as much as is feasible and financiable.

Encourage cooperation between all parties

The FFVL is very conscious, that in each area, they are not the only party interested in the environmental impact.  For this reason, she cannot pretend to have all the answers on this subject.  This is why the FFVL systematically encourages dialogue and cooperation before taking any actions that lead to any changes to the natural surroundings.

Above all, this consultation is led by the FFVL’s elected representatives at all levels, local (clubs or schools), departments (departmental committees) and regional (leagues).  The current federal policy of decentralisation of documents and the engagement of local organisations in the management of sites is a good example.

The FFVL should also be involved with national and international groups, whether they are sport or environmental.  In addition, the FFVL  should maintain a spirit of sharing and working at all levels with the organisations involved in these areas.

At the heart of the cases concerned, the representatives of free flight have made the position of the FFVL known, listening attentively to the different points of view, and can accept some compromises that do not seriously set back their interests and the existing local practices for which we have responsibility.

But on these issues, the spokespeople and partners of the FFVL must also take into account and recognise the specific requirements for each of the diverse disciplines of free flight.  The rights should not be held by one or the other, but each discipline should share the rights and duties for each other.

Encourage license holders to be responsible and respect the natural environment

Free flight pilots have an infectious ability to raise awareness of the importance of the natural environment.  This awareness raising is one of the missions of the FFVL.  The FFVL has accomplished it in a variety of ways, notably:


On sites by using an information board which the clubs erect.


In different FFVL publications, or in those in which the FFVL and it’s groups take part, and in particular in the section ‘Environment and Sites’ in the federation’s magazine Vol Passion


In the training curriculum of instructors and license holders


With the programme of «Education in the Sky», which is aimed at informing schools and children about the air, including the wind, nature and the environment.

Flexible and easy action points

In order to mediate efficiently across a number of documents that concern the environment we must react quickly, particularly to develop an unambiguous understanding of the federal position.  This is why the FFVL has created the Sites and Environment Commission, which is tasked with following these subjects and liaising with the President and the federal bureau.

The members of this committee regularly report their actions to the director of the committee.  They are attentive to the general context and evolution of free flight. They develop understanding and inform those responsible for federal structures and more generally the license holders.  They depend on local leagues and other local affiliated groups.

Some examples in France

How to definitively deal with the issues in the spirit of the FFVL Environment Charter?  How can we take a position, how can we realise projects, whilst respecting the defined principles?  Some examples from France…….

Protection of open spaces

The protection of flora and fauna has led to certain decisions banning free flight in certain area, sometime without any concertations.  The FFVL considers that these disconnected and definitive decisions are not always rational.

The rarity of a species is very subjective: everyone could claim that the presence of any species in their local environment warrants protection without taking into account it’s existence elsewhere.  On the other hand, rarity and precedence should be appreciated globally, geographically and temporally, before having to justify such a ban or local limitations. 

For example a Mediterranean plant maybe is rare in Bourgogne, but common in the south east of France. In this case, it is nor obvious that conservation of this species there should be a priority in Bourgogne. 

In most cases, free flight pilots, flora and fauna should be able to cohabit.  Several definitive examples demonstrate this – nests of raptors or other birds close to flying sites, these sensitive populations have not decreased - and this is recognised by specialists.

In certain cases where the protection of a species is justified the FFVL favours multi-party agreements to occasionally supervise areas where flying is carried out.  In other cases, she encourages the local representatives to defend their interests when faced with extreme protection measures. This policy should allow us to not radically limit the activity of free flight, whilst respecting protective restrictions.

Of recent examples – mandatory rules for protecting nature in Rhone- Alpes, the ASTER convention for the lammergeyer in the mountains of Bargy in Haute-Savoie, agreement for flying by the sea on a site of the Cote d’Opale in the Pas-de-Calais….- showing that it is possible to come to a compromise which is acceptable to all.  On the other hand the FFVL has been astutely and actively involved for some years with the Rhone-Alpes  Centre for Ornithology (CORA) regarding a programme of surveying nesting places.

The parks, the nature reserves…

Several free flight sites have been opened in the perimeter of parks and nature reserves.  When a site is being agreed, the FFVL and it’s representatives ask questions about the eventual position of the site within the perimeter of a protected area.  An agreement is reached with both the national park of Ecrins and the FFVL involved in considering the current work around the regional park of Verdon.  Also, several flying sites have been formalised, for example, Normandy or the Pas-de-Calais, with the Conservatoire du Littoral and some dreary beaches and with the local partners (villages, conseils generaux) when they have acquired the land concerned.  Similar consultations have taken place in Auvergne.  Certain sites have already been included, without any major problems, in the areas covered by prefectorial rules for protecting natural areas.

In all these cases, the relevant restrictions for the preservation of the area and the species (in the bigger sense) and the procedures of free flight are discussed and taken into account.  The local structures of the FFVL are involved in communication to participants about all specific agreements.  Any necessary restrictions, particularly seasonal ones, have been defined in concertation.

The FFVL have good reason to be very cautious about wide-ranging restrictions imposed on free flight in some protected areas (e.g. an over flying altitude of more than 1000m imposed when it was initially 1000 ft, i.e. about 300m!).

The sites

Generally flying sites have little impact on the surroundings and the countryside.  The equipment is light and portable.  However site managers are sensitive in how they use their equipment, when developing harmonious solutions that respect the countryside and the environment.  Whether it is about opening a site or installing a notice board, barrier and mats, solutions that respect the environment and nature are put in place in the majority of cases, and in agreement with local partners who for their part do not interfere with our activities – and principally safety – and that they are financed.

Natura 2000

The European Natura 2000 program is aiming to protect natural area with taking into account the existing human activities. It has been another way that those locally responsible for flying have been able to invest and demonstrate the affinity and respect that their participants have with nature.  Above all, they are recognised as natural spokespeople for the retained areas. They take part in exchanges and consultations.  They collaborate whenever necessary with management and support functions.

In this context a recent example is that of an industrial organisation who defined their development zone whilst jointly preserving a significant botanical area and an important regional flying site (Holcim de Dannes Cement Works, 62).  For this industrial organisation, this tripartite cohabitation was one of the decisive arguments of the project when it was presented to the different parties.

