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October 22, 2013 
 
Mr. Jeff Brown 
Chief, Office of Airports       
Division of Aeronautics    also by e-mail to: Jeff.Brown@dot.ca.gov 
California Dept. of Transportation 
1120 N Street,  PO Box 942873 
Sacramento, CA 94273-0001959 
 
Subject:  Glider Operations at California City Airport 
 
Ref A: Directed Closure of Glider Runways at California City Airport, 
        by California Dept. of Transportation (Cal Trans), letter, 14 May 2013 (Attachment 1) 
Ref B: FAA Advisory Circular 150_5300_13A , 28 Sep 2012 
 
 
Dear Mr. Brown: 
 
Background 
 
The Soaring Society of America (SSA) is an organization with over 11,000 members that was 
created in 1932 to foster and promote all phases of soaring. The Society is involved in safety 
programs and flight training, technological research and development, and representation to 
Federal and State agencies to preserve soaring access to airports and airspace for SSA members. 
 
The right of soaring pilots to access publically funded airports as part of the aviating public is 
well established in the non-discrimination provision of Order 5190 which prevents airport 
sponsors who have accepted federal funding from arbitrarily refusing access to any form of 
aviation, except for reasons of safety.  For over four decades the members of the SSA have 
worked with various FAA entities including Flight Standards District Offices (FSDO), FAA 
control towers, and Flight Service Stations (FSS) to ensure the safe conduct of glider operations 
on publically funded airports.  For most uncontrolled airports, we dealt directly with the FAA 
offices responsible for operational aviation safety, the FSDO, to establish safe glider operations.  
 
There is no doubt that there are challenges to mixing aircraft types with different operational 
characteristics and requirements on airports.  However, with the help of the FAA and in concert 
with airport sponsors, over the years our members have established safe glider operations at 
many public airports throughout the country.  These operations have regularly been monitored by 
FSDO inspectors and airport personnel to confirm that established standards for safe operations 
have been maintained.  Guidelines for non-traditional aircraft use, including gliders, at airports 
have been documented as part of various ACs including AC 90-66A. 

 

The Soaring Society of America, Inc. 
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Discussion 
 
Our Association members are extremely distressed with the  CalTrans ordered closure of legacy 
glider infrastructure at California City Airport, with resulting hazardous combined operations on the 
main runway.    
 
We have recently received and reviewed CalTrans permits for the California City Airport, 
correspondence and inspection history that contains many errors and unanswered questions, that if 
corrected, could be favorably and safely addressed for all airport users, powered and unpowered. 
 
The 2000’ X 50’ glider RW 6 and 1600’ X 50’ glider RW 24 and use of the taxiway had been 
originally permitted in 1978 (Attachment 2) and continued in the 1993 permit (Attachment 3) despite 
claims that they “have never been permitted”  in  Reference A. Glider runways were “limited to 
glider and towplane landings.” 
 

 
 
 
 

In 2002, by administrative action, “a Corrected Airport Permit” was issued (Attachment 4) that 
eliminated the permitted glider runways, variances and taxiway operations, without any public 
announcement or hearing.  Simultaneously a temporary permit was issued for the glider runways 
(Attachment 5) that stopped takeoffs from the parallel taxiway.  The glider runways were to be 
closed after completion of a new 'proposed’ parallel runway.  No aeronautical study had been 
performed. 
 
The 2002 temporary permit also directed that all glider operations (both takeoffs and landings) be 
“only conducted from the glider runways.” (These takeoffs were not possible and hazardous.)  
Takeoffs from the glider runways have never occurred due to inadequate runway length of both, and 
unavoidable damage from prop-driven rocks and debris to prop and sailplanes under tow on the dirt 
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runway. Also clouds of prop driven dust would obscure the visibility of the towed sailplane during a 
critical phase of flight and are a nuisance to nearby personnel, aircraft and businesses.   
 
In 2006, your office conducted an inspection, and the report (Attachment 6) directed closure of the 
glider runways for safety reasons.  After a review of FOIA responses, we conclude that these issues 
have never been addressed in any detail by Cal City and are the only stated technical basis of the 
continued CalTrans demands for closure and destruction of the glider runways. 
 
In 2006, a new glider runway and a new southern parallel taxiway were proposed by Cal City 
management to replace the parallel taxiway as FAA AIP projects, and they were included in an FAA-
approved master plan.  CalTrans continued their “temporary” approval of the permitted glider 
runways in anticipation that the need for them would be supplanted by the new construction. The 
2006 FAA-approved plan included significant additional land acquisition by the City and was in 
place until September 2013. According to the Cal City Manager, the plans for a new perimeter 
taxiway, the new parallel runway and a dedicated glider runway are now totally abandoned as 
unaffordable, in conflict with FAA /CalTrans standards and unachievable as AIP projects.    
 
More confusing is that the CalTrans inspection reports and permit changes addressed future plans at 
L-71 for glider infrastructure which never materialized. This summer the FAA has made it clear that 
under AIP, they only fund “runways” and not “glider runways.”  The glider infrastructure and 
procedures developed safely over 40 years at California City, if destroyed, will likely never be 
replaced. 
 
The SSA has reviewed the history of permit changes at Cal City impacting glider operations. In spite 
of the numerous Cal Trans inspections, reports, and permit changes including the 2002 permits, some 
apparently at the urging of Cal City management, none were ever discussed or provided to the glider 
FBO and glider operations continued safely under the last disclosed permit of April 9, 1993 until 
now. 
 
Historically, Cal City has glider “runways”,  but they are actually “glider landing strips” and if that 
terminology was re-introduced and the glider strips marked with “G”,  CalTrans could set aside all 
the stated and implied standards impacting the legacy glider landing strips. These surfaces are now 
classified as runways (restricted) and marked with a “R”. This  marking would also be less confusing 
to the transient arrival, powered or unpowered.  In 1978, seven variances to existing standards were 
granted and should continue to be grandfathered, as no incident has occurred.  
 
 Notwithstanding this, our review concludes that the glider strips are compliant with current AC 
150/5300-13 (Ref B) standards as discussed below.  The FAA doesn’t address glider strips or glider 
runways with any separate operational standards.  
 
California City is not a “New” but an “Existing Airport” addressed in para. 101.c,  of Ref. B, which 
clearly states: 
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 “It may not be feasible to meet all current standards at existing airports…and funding may be 
subject to FAA criteria.  In those cases, consultation with the appropriate FAA offices of 
Airports….will identify any applicable FAA funding criteria or adjustment to operational 
procedures necessary to accommodate operations to the maximum extent while maintaining 
an acceptable level of safety.  For non standard conditions…the FAA may consider 
alternative means of ensuring an acceptable level of safety.” 

 
California City Airport developed a usage plan that was tested and approved by the FAA in 1978 
consistent with Ref. B.  This plan took consideration of a variety of aircraft and operational needs, 
for maximum utility and safety.  There have been NO conflicts, incidents or accidents between 
gliders and airplanes at this airfield for the prior nearly half century. The primary factor in this 
exemplary record has been the segregation of surfaces used. A contributing factor has been the 
separation of glider and airplane traffic patterns. 
 
Specific issues raised in the September 2006 permit inspection (Attachment 6) with SSA responses 
are as follows: 
 

1. “Glider runways point at the ramp with refueling facilities.” Issue was resolved in 2008 
by imposing 240 ft. glider runway thresholds, and clipping glider runway length adjacent 
to ramp area.  Runways ends were marked with “R’s” in response to direction. Even so, 
glider landing overruns are not significantly hazardous as there is no rotating prop, the 
aircraft are light weight, frangible, have brakes and carry no inflammables. There has 
never been a ramp incident at Cal City involving a glider or a towplane. 

 
2. “Inadequate clearance for Runway Object Free Area (ROFA)”:  The Runway Object Free 

Area (ROFA) for both Glider Runways 06 and 24 is 125 ft. from centerline (ADG Cat A-
1, from Table 1-1; Table 3-1). (See Attachment 7 for examination of ROFA’s TOFA’s, 
RSA’s and TSA’s.) For Glider Runway 06 it is 237 ft to the fence (nearest obstruction), 
for Runway 24 it is 235.5 ft, providing more than adequate clearance for both to the 
south. To the north of Glider Runway 06, it is 95 ft to the centerline of the parallel 
taxiway and for Glider Runway 24 it is 104 ft.  Since the ROFA and TOFA overlap, there 
are no issues as aircraft may hold or taxi in the ROFA or Taxiway Object Free Area 
(TOFA) without interruption of operations on the relevant surface. The glider Runway 
Safety Areas, (60 ft. from centerline) do not overlap the Taxiway Safety Area (24.5 ft 
from Centerline of taxiway, see Ref. B, Table 4-1).  

 
3. “Inadequate Clearance for Taxiway Object Free Area”: The Taxiway Object Free Area 

(TOFA) for the parallel taxiway is 130 ft. width, 65 ft. from centerline (Table 4-2.  The 
ROFA for Glider Runways 06 and 24 are 250 ft width, 125 ft from centerline and overlap 
with the TOFA, presenting no hazard to either.  (Attachment 6)   

 
4. “Do not have clear 7:1 transitional surfaces”: Since no takeoffs from glider runways are 

conducted or even desired, nor are published approaches applicable for Day VFR glider 



 
 

SSA Divisions: 
The 1-26 Association • Vintage Sailplane Association • The Sailplane Homebuilders Association • Women Soaring Pilots Association • 

The Auxiliary-powered Sailplane Association • Freedom’s Wings, International • World Class Soaring Association 
 

SSA Affiliates: 
The National Soaring Museum • The National Soaring Foundation • The Collegiate Soaring Association 

operations, this requirement should not be applied. Variances for this specification were 
granted with the original permitting of the glider runways in 1978 and should be 
continued if the specification is applied.  For permitting, as was prior to 2002, glider 
runways should be restricted to glider/towplane landings only.  

 
5. “Do not have 20:1 clear approach surfaces”:  The approach zones for gliders are more 

than adequate for both glider runways and have been safely used since the 1960’s without 
incident and are in compliance with this criteria. If CalTrans is referring to overlap with 
the approach zone from the main runway, the FAA considers that two runways in close 
proximity (as at Cal City) be treated as one runway. Powered traffic landing on the main 
runway must give way to a sailplane landing on the glider runway if there is any conflict. 
For that instance, the main runway operation is “dependent” on the glider runway. No 
tower is required to coordinate or control the landing aircraft.  

 
6. “Takeoffs and Landings are prohibited from the parallel taxiway”:  Towing operations 

from the taxiway have been conducted without incident since the 1960’s until August 
2013, when the glider operator was given the subject letter and the City Council took 
action to comply with the CalTrans direction.  Towing operations from the taxiway were 
specifically permitted in 1978. Operations from the taxiway have been “dependent” on 
the main runway and taxiway use by powered aircraft and landing operations on the 
adjacent glider runway. No glider takeoffs were commenced until it was assured that the 
main runway, adjacent glider runway and taxiways were clear of any aircraft takeoff or 
landing operation. The taxiway has no lights or hazards of concern to sailplanes. The 
FAA reviewed this operation favorably in a surveillance study in 2002. (Attachment 8) 

 
The May 14, 2013 CalTrans letter (Ref. A) directs all powered and unpowered operations be 
combined on the Main Runway 06/24.  Since no FAA aeronautical study was available, SSA 
members conducted an operational analysis of the glider runway closures and resulting combined 
operations on the main runway and it is included (Attachment 9).  The study concluded that sailplane 
towed takeoffs and landings on the main runway are hazardous due to runway lights, sailplane 
weather-vaning, and interference with powered traffic.  The operations are slow, inefficient and 
disruptive to mixed traffic flow. These changes are not consistent with PUC 21661, which allows any 
variance from requirements "if it's ... an undue burden on the class and is not required in the interest of 
public safety", CCR 3540 (d), CCR 3526 (b), and contradict the mandate of CalTrans under PUC 
21002; 
 

 “to encourage the development of private flying, encourage the flow of private capital into 
aviation, uniformity of law consistent with federal regulations, in order that persons may 
engage in every phase of aeronautics with the least possible restriction.”  

  
California City is one of the prime glider airports serving Southern California pilots and has ready 
access to the Sierras and Mojave Desert, providing soaring conditions from which many world and 
national sailplane records have been set and SSA achievement awards earned.  This summer, glider 
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pilots operating from California City competed in a 19-week global competition and scored 2nd in US 
and 3rd in the world, confirming the unique and competitive location. 
 
Since the Ref. A directed change, sailplane operations have dropped drastically (more than 75%),  
where before they comprised more than 70% of the airport operations.  Unless this situation is 
immediately corrected, we expect further decline and loss of the sole tow operation at that location, 
at a huge loss to our members.  California City management is now working to resurrect the Airport 
Advisory Board and is requesting a glider apron for the main runway for glider marshaling inside the 
ROFA but outside the RSA, and flush mounting all main runway lights which would eliminate the 
necessity of taxiway takeoff operations, when complete. From this we conclude that the City wants 
the glider operation at Cal City but doesn’t know how to keep it.  
 
The SSA requests your urgent review of the legacy glider operations at Cal City Airport and to 
immediately authorize a return to prior operations including the two glider landing strips and 
towed departures from the parallel taxiway, until an FAA-approved change in glider 
infrastructure, supported by an aeronautical study, is in place.  The ill conceived plans of 2002 that 
gave rise to the change in permitting, as well as the 2006 FAA approved Master Plan, have been 
abandoned and the previously permitted glider infrastructure, variances and use of the taxiway 
should be immediately restored for safety considerations. Should you have questions or need 
information, please contact me.  
 
Sincerely,    
      
Cindy Brickner     
Director, Region 12 
Soaring Society of America 
 
5783 Edmonds Way  Attachments:  
Mojave, CA 93501  1. Cal Trans letter 14 May 13 
760-373-1019   2. L-71 Airport Permit, 1978 

3. L-71 Airport Permit, 1993 
4. L-71 “Corrected” Airport Permit, 2002 

    5. Temporary Gilder Runway permit, 2002    
    6. L-71 Permit Compliance Inspection, 18 Dec 2006 
    7. California City Airport, Looking Southwest, metrics 
    8. FAA Surveillance Report, L-71, 8 Oct 2002 
    9. SSA Ops Analysis of Runway 6/24, combined operations   
cc:   
Mr. Tom Weil, City Manager, California City   
California City Council Members 
SSA members using California City Airport 
FAA Office of Airports, Los Angeles 
ME Aviation  


