
 

- The Ballooning World - What it's all about? - 

Competition Flying or Racing 

.  
Once one becomes a more experienced pilot it can be fun to share your flying with 
others at balloon festivals or competitions. These events enable a number of 
balloons to be in the air at one time and are spectacular sights both for the 
balloonists and the general public. Most balloon festivals have some form of 
competition included in the event. This is usually a friendly competition where a 
small prize or trophy is involved. However in some of the larger sponsored events 
these prizes can be quite large and can often consist of large cash sums, a brand new 
car or even a new balloon. 
These types of events with large prizes normally involve a task where the pilots take 
off from outside the arena where the public are and try to steer their balloon back 
into the arena and remove a set of keys from the top of a pole 10 to 20 feet high (3 
to 6m) above the ground. For obvious reasons this task is called a Key Grab. 

 

However the most popular task to compete in at general balloon festivals is the Hare and 
Hounds. This is where one balloon (the hare) takes off and all the rest of the balloons 
(the hounds) follow and try to land close to the hare. They may drop a marker by the 
landing place of the hare rather than landing. 

The prime function of balloon festivals is 
the gathering of balloons for the benefit of 
the pilots and crew as well as the general 
public where all can have fun in safety. 
There are also more specialised events 
where their main purpose is a competition 
with the purpose of testing the pilot’s 
skills throughout the whole event. These 
will be described as a Competition, Race 
or Grand Prix and in most cases will 
determine a local, area, national or 
international champion or contribute to 
that result.  

.  



How can balloons compete or race? 
Balloons do not normally compete or race in the same 
sense as in motor racing or boat racing where the winner 
is the first across the line. Balloon competitions consist of 
winning one or more set “tasks”. 
There are many variations of the competition task but in 
nearly all cases they involve the balloonist throwing a 
lightly weighted streamer or marker as it is called at a 
predetermined target or "X". The drops are measured and 
scored by the designated “observers" on the ground. The 
closest to the centre of the target is the winner of that task
Competition requires a great deal of skill in reading and using the winds at various 
altitudes to “steer” the balloon close to the target. At some levels of competition pilots 
have become so skilled that after flying for 30 minutes or more and covering quite large 
distances they can be dropping their marker right in the centre of the target cross. Quite 
often the distance between the markers of the first four placed competitors can be 
millimetres or fractions of an inch. 

How do competitions operate? 
Somebody has to organise the competition and set the tasks before each flight. This is the 
responsibility of the Competition Director. Rules have to be laid down and given to 
everybody concerned and official Observers have to be allocated. Competition directors 
have established over the years a number of extremely complicated tasks for pilots to 
accomplish. Pilots who violate the rules lose points. So even when a pilot has flown 
really well it does not always determine the winner.  

Skill in all aspects of flying is involved. Knowing the rules, accuracy of navigation and 
plotting of targets is just as important. This all adds to the excitement. Targets are very 
often road intersections. The targets are usually identified by their map coordinates. 
Where more than one target is involved in the task the second target is allocated by the 
pilot during flight and written on the marker and so on if there is a third target. The first 
target's coordinates must be declared before launch. So one can see it can be very easy to 
make mistakes when writing down the coordinates or choosing the target. This is an area 
where points are often lost. 

At a set time at the end of each flight the competition director works closely with the 
observers and determines who is winning the competition and all of the subsequent 
positions at that point in the competition. 

What are the tasks? 
These can vary depending on the level of competition you are in but most countries now 
use the formally recognised tasks, which are set at world championship level. Listed 
below are the tasks currently being used by the world ballooning competition 
organisations. 



PILOT DECLARED GOAL 
Competitors attempt to drop a marker close 

to a goal selected and declared by him 
before flight. The result is the distance from 

the mark to nearest valid declared goal. 
Smallest result is best.  

 

JUDGE DECLARED GOAL 
Competitors attempt to drop a marker close 
to a set goal. The result is the distance from 
the mark to the target, if displayed, or goal. 

Smallest result is best. 

HESITATION WALTZ 
Competitors attempt to drop a marker close 
to one of several set goals. The result is the 
distance from the mark to the nearest target, 
if displayed, or goal. Smallest result is best.  

 

FLY IN 
Competitors find their own launch areas and 
attempt to drop a marker close to a set goal 
or target. The result is the distance from the 

mark to the target, if displayed, or goal. 
Smallest result is best. 

FLY ON 
Competitors attempt to drop a marker close 

to a goal selected and declared by them 
during flight. The result is the distance from 
the mark to the nearest valid declared goal. 

Smallest result is best. 
The competitor must write clearly on the 
previous marker the declared goal for fly 

on. If the previous marker is not dropped or 
no goal is written on the marker the 
competitor will not achieve a result. 

 

 

HARE AND HOUNDS 
Competitors follow a hare balloon and 

attempt to drop a marker close to a target 
displayed by the hare no more than two 

meters upwind of the basket after landing. 
The result is the distance from the mark to 

the target. Smallest result is best. 
WATERSHIP DOWN 

Competitors fly to the launch point of a hare 
balloon, follow the hare and attempt to drop 

. 



a marker close to a target displayed by the 
hare no more than two meters upwind of the 

basket after landing. 
The result is the distance from the mark to 

the target. Smallest result is best. 

 

GORDON BENNETT MEMORIAL 
Competitors attempt to drop a marker 

within a scoring area(s) close to a set goal. 
The result is the distance from the mark to 
the target, if displayed, or goal. Smallest 

result is best. 
CALCULETED RATE OF APPROACH TASK 

(CRAT) 
Competitors attempt to drop a marker 

within a valid scoring area close to a set 
goal. The scoring area(s) will have unique 
times of validity. The result is the distance 
from the mark to the target, if displayed, or 

goal. Smallest result is best. 
A competitor who does not achieve a mark 

inside a scoring area during its time of 
validity, will not achieve a result. 

 

. 

RACE TO AN AREA 
Competitors attempt to drop a marker in the 
shortest time within a scoring area(s). The 
result is the elapsed time from take off to 

the marker drop. Smallest result is best. The 
timing ends at the moment the marker is 

released, falling or on the ground as seen by 
the observer or recovered in the hands of 

the observer which ever is first. 

ELBOW 
Competitors attempt to achieve the greatest 
change of direction in flight. The result is 

180 degrees minus the angle ABC. Greatest 
result is best. 

 

 

LAND RUN 
Competitors attempt to achieve the greatest 

area of a triangle "A", "B" and "C" The 
result is the area of triangle ABC. Greatest 

result is best. 
MINIMUM DISTANCE 

Competitors attempt to drop a marker close . 



to the common launch point, after flying a 
minimum set time. 

The result is the distance from the mark to 
the launch point. Smallest result is best. 

. 

SHORTEST FLIGHT 
Competitors attempt to drop a marker close 

to the launch point within a set scoring 
area(s). 

The result is the distance from the mark to 
the launch point. Smallest result is best. 

MINIMUM DISTANCE DOUBLE 
DROP 

Competitors attempt to drop two markers 
close together in different scoring areas. 

The result is the distance between the 
marks. Smallest result is best. 

. 

As you can see, balloon competitions can be very demanding and exciting to be involved 
in. They add a completely new aspect to balloon flying. Some competitors work as teams 
and even use computer programmes to help them forecast and plan their task setting. The 
use of a GPS (Global positioning system) is now used in most competitions at national 
and international level to assist in navigation and target setting. Balloon competitions 
have now come a long way from when being 30m or 100 feet away from the target was 
thought to be a winning position. However balloon competitions can be fun for all and 
local area competitions is where one can start. 

How do I get involved in competition flying? 
• Join a club in your local area or region and start flying with other 
balloonists. 
• Go to a few festivals to try your hand at a few simple hare and hounds 
tasks. 
• Check with the balloonist organisation in your country how and when 
they organise the various competitions. Many organisations have 
training events where pilots and crew can be gently introduced to 
competition flying. 
• Talk with your Ultramagic dealer or if there is not one in your area 
contact Ultramagic customer support. Ultramagic have a close 
involvement with competition ballooning. Many of the dealers compete. 
The directors of Ultramagic regularly compete at local, national and 
international level and are keen to encourage new pilots and 
experienced pilots alike to this exciting area of the sport. 

Chyba! Neplatný 
vložený objekt. 

Do I need special equipment? 
To start competition flying there is very little extra equipment required. The basics 
required are a map board, a good sighting compass, a pair of binoculars, a scale rule and a 



protractor. Small helium balloons and a small helium cylinder are also useful. If you 
become serious about competing then a GPS would also be a wise investment. 
Ultramagic have pioneered the development of special balloons for top level competition 
flying and many of the world class competition pilots now fly the Ultramagic Racer. 
Once you feel that competition flying is really for you then you may choose to look at 
acquiring this balloon also. Your Ultramagic dealer will be happy to tell you more about 
this competition balloon. 

   

Give it a try. 
If you are looking for something extra with your ballooning then give competition flying 
a try. It can open up a whole new way of flying whilst enabling you to improve your 
flying skills. It will also give you the opportunity to meet more pilots with the same 
interests. 

Good luck with your first event. 

 


