
   
 

 

Executive Summary 
of 

Factors Leading to Deactivation of the Civil Air Patrol Glider Program 
 

Purpose: This executive summary articulates the logic supporting the decision to deactivate 
the Civil Air Patrol (CAP) glider program based on the work of the Glider Program Working 
Group (GPWG). The GPWG conducted comprehensive outreach, benchmarking, and data 
analysis to inform senior leader decision-making. This document highlights critical strategic, 
safety, sustainment, and accessibility issues for key stakeholders. 

Background: CAP’s glider program paused on 1 December 2024. The GPWG undertook a 
comprehensive review of CAP’s glider operations, encompassing data from internal mission, 
crew, asset, safety, and financial management systems (WMIRS, ORMS, Operations 
Qualifications, CAPSIS, etc.), outreach to program managers and maintenance officers, and 
dialogue with external partners such as the US Air Force Academy (USAFA), Royal Canadian 
Air Cadets (RCAC), and the Soaring Society of America (SSA). Updates were provided to the 
Command Council in February 2025 and August 2025. 

Analytical Work Performed: 
 
Over eight months, the GPWG: 

• Reviewed fleet age, readiness, and maintenance 
• Assessed instructor/check pilot demographics and pipeline  
• Mapped tow access and aircraft distribution 
• Evaluated safety event trends (2022–2024) 
• Surveyed field-level Glider Program Managers and Maintenance Officers 
• Compared external analogous programs (USAFA, RCAC, SSA) 
• Assessed financial aspects of fleet operations, maintenance and replacement 
• Considered cadet accessibility and throughput 
• Reviewed historical lessons learned from prior attempts at consolidation 

 
Program Overview 

• Pilot Cadre: As of December 2024, CAP maintained 154 current glider pilots (42% of all 
ever-qualified), of whom 130 (84%) were also Orientation Pilots and 84 (54%) were CFI-
Gs. The pilot pool is aging, with a median age of 62. A significant portion held both glider 
and powered pilot qualifications. 

• Tow Pilots: There are 190 qualified tow pilots, but several wings lack a balanced 
distribution of pilots and equipment, resulting in operational challenges. 

• Crew Distribution: While 42 wings have glider pilots, 30% lack a qualified Check Pilot, 
making annual requalification difficult. Geographic disparities mean some regions have 
a suboptimal pilot-to-glider ratio, increasing travel and reducing flight opportunities. 



   
 

   
 

• A small community of dedicated adults have spent significant time and effort 
supporting the glider program to give cadets the opportunity to experience and learn 
about soaring. Those who support the glider program are hardworking and dedicated. 

• For those privileged to participate in glider flights, the experience has been mostly 
positive and inspiring due to these dedicated leaders.  

Fleet Composition & Maintenance 
• Gliders: The fleet consists of 41 aircraft (average age: 33 years) including 12 Schweizer 

2-33s, 24 L-23 Super Blaniks, and 5 Schleicher ASK-21s. All face challenges of aging, 
maintenance complexity, and part scarcity.  

• Tow Planes: The 48 tow planes (average age, 25 years) are primarily Cessna C-182s and 
C-172s, and 2 Maule MT-7-235s. Fleet age and mission conflicts hinder dedicated 
glider operations.  

• Maintenance: Maintenance is decentralized and on an as-needed basis, with significant 
logistical challenges posed by glider disassembly, shop experience, and insurance 
requirements. Parts scarcity and maintenance challenges impact operational 
performance. 

• Replacement: No process or funding is currently in place to recapitalize CAP’s gliders. 
• Operational Costs: Direct annual costs range from $500,000 and $600,000 plus the 

indirect costs of maintenance, transportation, insurance, and tow costs. 

Program Operations & Training 
• Sortie Trends: Over the past five years, glider sortie numbers have been increasing, 

primarily due to pilot training (44.7%) and orientation flights (37%). Outcomes such as 
solo rates for cadets remain modest (average 27.99% for gliders vs. 42.98% for 
powered aircraft). 

• Engagement: Fewer cadets experience glider flights compared to powered aircraft, 
largely due to smaller fleet size and logistical limitations. Disproportionate distributions 
and limited assets impact consistent availability.  Orientation flight participation drops 
sharply after the first flight, limited by geography and resource distribution. While 
gliders do afford the opportunity for younger pilots to solo at 14, data shows that on a 
percentage basis, more of our younger cadets are gaining flight experiences in powered 
aircraft.  

Comparative Insights 
• US Air Force Academy (USAFA): USAFA operates a centralized, standardized glider 

program with 20 DG-1000s, full-time staff, and robust maintenance contracts. Their 
approach emphasizes airmanship and leadership, not certification, and benefits from 
economies of scale, fleet uniformity, and concentration of assets and resources in one 
location. When the USAFA replaced its gliders and transferred its aging aircraft to CAP, 
the cost was approximately $250,000+ each. 

• Royal Canadian Air Cadets (RCAC): RCAC glider activities are managed by the 
Canadian Armed Forces, with full-time instructors and maintainers. The program is 
closely tied to potential military pilot careers, and resources are more concentrated 
and professionally managed than in CAP’s decentralized model. 



   
 

   
 

• Soaring Society of America (SSA): The SSA serves as an umbrella for independent 
soaring chapters, each responsible for its aircraft and operations. Challenges include 
declining membership, aging fleets, and maintenance/insurance hurdles—many of 
which resonate with CAP’s experience. 

Challenges Informing the Final Decision: 
 
The following challenges were identified by the GPWG:  

 
• Logistical difficulties in maintenance and fleet modernization, including limited supply 

chains and insurance barriers coupled with higher rates of damage, have led to attrition 
in numbers of available gliders.  

• Lack of central program management, clear mission direction, and standardized 
progression paths for cadets and pilots, limits program growth and long-term viability. 

• Operational inefficiencies, including suboptimal distribution of pilots and aircraft and 
lack of dedicated tow resources, limit the program’s success and footprint. 

• Coordination and scheduling conflicts with other missions and club partners, reduce 
program utilization and access. 

• The lack of a robust proficiency program for pilots leads to limited numbers of available 
staff and crew for NFAs and orientation flights. 

• Lack of standardized operations and curriculum for glider NFAs leads to vastly different 
experiences and results. 

• Lack of availability of gliders made in the United States prevents fleet recapitalization 
with appropriated funds. 

• A lack of staffing dedicated to glider operations at the National Headquarters leads to 
limited ability to standardize and evolve the program. 

• Declining interest in soaring and numbers of pilots limits the growth of the program. 
• Soaring is a higher risk activity than powered flight. 

 
After exploring a number of possible courses of action, the following challenges informed the 
final decision: 
 

• Replacing the current fleet with new gliders is simply not a viable option. With no 
domestic manufacturer for the gliders CAP relies on, acquiring replacements would 
involve significant procurement and sustainment hurdles. The modern gliders available 
today differ dramatically from the existing fleet and established training protocols, 
meaning a transition would require extensive retraining of personnel and major 
infrastructure adjustments. Furthermore, the financial burden is prohibitive—
replacement costs exceed $250,000 per aircraft, and delivery timelines stretch to 
approximately two years. Collectively, these factors make fleet replacement both 
economically and operationally unfeasible for CAP; 

• Logistical challenges, continued safety and rising costs associated with maintenance of 
the current fleet;  



   
 

   
 

• The limited cadet reach, with less than 6% of cadets accessing gliders annually, 
notwithstanding the geographic disparities of pilots with available gliders and tow 
planes or standardization of operations or curriculum for glider NFAs; and 

• Without the necessary resources to implement the required changes, CAP must 
prioritize support for other opportunities and powered aircraft. Many members who 
supported glider operations also participated in powered operations. 

Decision: Discontinue the Program with Planned Divestiture 

This course of action recognizes that the current environment may not support the return on 
investment to resume the glider program to ensure safe, sustainable management of glider 
activities. Instead of reactivating operations, leadership will focus on developing and 
executing a responsible divestiture strategy for the glider fleet. This includes the support of 
affected personnel in transitioning to other CAP roles or aviation opportunities. The course of 
action allows CAP to redirect efforts to foster aviation education and leadership in alternative 
and more scalable ways for the organization. 

Conclusion 
Our aging fleet, limited instructor pipeline, and increasing maintenance demands have made 
it clear the Civil Air Patrol Glider Program is at a crossroads. CAP would need to invest 
significantly to engage a suitable number of members to make the program viable. Based on 
the data and the inability to recapitalize, the most responsible course is an intentional, well-
planned deactivation that preserves safety, honors the contributions of our members, and 
positions CAP to focus resources where they can have the greatest impact. 
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