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f l y i n g

Smooth
operator
Paul Bennett jumps at the chance to grab an
early peek at the lightweight Pipistrel Alpha. And
who wouldn’t fancy a buzz around Slovenia?
Shame we sent him to Leicester instead…

Above Sleek as you
like: the new Alpha
on the tarmac at …
Leicester?
(photo: Lukasz Bera,
lukaszbera.com)
20

Microlight Flying

DEEPAK’S evil masterplan was for us to fly out to
Slovenia so that I could test the Pipistrel Alpha and
write an article on the company’s slick modern factory for MF.
Sadly, while I was packing my bags and Rough
Guide to Slovenia, he phoned to say he’d got an Alpha
in the UK.
Sighing deeply, I put away my suitcase and drove
to Leicester instead, since my home airfield, Stoke
Golding, was still only suitable for boating.
I went straight upstairs to the café, ordered breakfast, and sat waiting for Deepak, whose company Fly
About Aviation is the UK agent for Pipistrel.
You may remember that last year I tried the heavier
VLA Pipistrel Virus SW with the 100hp Rotax 912S,
and at that point all I knew about the UK microlight
Pipistrel called the Alpha was that it was the same
basic aircraft, but without some of the refinements,
and powered by the less powerful 80hp Rotax 912.
Pipistrel has an excellent reputation throughout
the aviation world. Besides manufacturing a range of
aircraft, it’s leading a major project called Hypstair,
developing a hybrid electric powertrain specifically
for aviation. As a matter of interest, the name Pipistrel

comes from the Latin word pipistrellus, which means
bat.
Deepak arrived, made a respectable landing and
came up to the café-cum-clubroom just as my breakfast arrived.
Outside, the weather wasn’t looking so hot, with
some low cloud forming, but the forecast was for it
to improve. Mind you, it was no surprise, since the
winter of 2015-2016 had been the worst I had ever
known for flying.

First impressions
Visually the Alpha looks more like a large sperm
than the Flight Design CT, but then sperm are superb aerodynamic cells with a very limited lifespan
designed to get somewhere as quickly and efficiently
as possible, so let’s not knock the shape!
The wings look like the Virus which I’d previously
flown and have a fairly high aspect ratio, reducing
induced drag, and no lift struts, reducing parasitic
drag. The technology, structure and material used is
very much on the same lines as modern sailplanes
and it even has air brakes which lift out from the top
of the wing, the same as a modern glider.
When I spoke to Deepak last year it wasn’t clear
whether it would be possible to fit the airbrakes to
the Alpha and keep it within microlight weight, so
this answered the question.
For those of you who are familiar with the Jabiru
and the C42, the height under the wing is somewhere
between the two, so most of us have to crouch a little
to pass underneath.
Full span flaperons (combined flaps and ailerons)
and a very gliderish T-tail complete the picture.

The main undercarriage consisted of two composite legs and a forward-raked steerable nosewheel. This
particular example did not sport any wheel spats.
Unlike the Virus, the Alpha doesn’t have any external access to the baggage compartment, which is
behind the P1 left seat, with the 50-litre fuel tank behind the P2 right seat. The heavier Virus had a larger
fuel capacity and wing tanks.
Opening the gullwing door, which neatly clipped
up to the underside of the wing, gave easy access to
the cockpit.
I was really pleased to see they had managed to
keep the easily adjustable rudder pedal system for
both P1 and P2. This really is the best I have seen,
and enables a pilot of any size to safely operate the
aircraft.
The seats appeared comfortable, and the cockpit
seemed quite a reasonable size, measuring 110cm at
the shoulder.
The control sticks with PTT on top sat between
your legs,, with a single central throttle lever and an
electric trimmer and indicator similar to the C42 but
larger. A single brake lever operating on the mainwheels was located aft of the throttle lever.
The flap lever is situated between the seats, similar
to a handbrake on a car. There are three flap positions : neutral 0º, first stage +15º for take-off, and
full flap +25º for landing. Above your head in the
centre of the roof is the airbrake lever, which is operated by depressing a release clip and pulling down to
raise the airbrakes.
The baggage compartment behind the P1 seat is
reasonable enough, so you shouldn’t have to turn
your undies inside out.
Moving my attention to the instrument panel and

starting top to bottom, left to right we find a magnetic
compass. Immediately underneath left is an analogue
ASI, and right of that an analogue altimeter.
Underneath left is the electric trimmer and in the
middle a Dynon EFIS with combined artificial horizon. Besides the engine instruments, the Dynon displays indicated airspeed, true airspeed, altitude and
pressure, vertical speed, slip ball and fuel flow.
Below left is a USB socket, in the middle is the
intercom switch, and immediately below that the radio and transponder and a standard slip ball.
In the centre console section are found the magnetos/electronic ignition key type switch, the master
switch, other useful isolators, and finally the fuses. I
presume there will be panel options.
Two useful large pockets on the sides of the instrument panel are ideal for maps, water bottles etc.
Door windows were the round push-out rotating
type which are popular on many aircraft. Safety harness was the lap strap and both-shoulder type, with
the connector similar to that of a car.
Removing the engine cowling, which to my mind
is held on with rather too many camlocks, I found a
neatly installed Rotax 912. There are separate oil and
coolant radiators which needed partially blocking off
with duct tape to maintain temperatures in the winter. Some manufacturers have moved onto an intercooler system which only requires one radiator and
allows control of engine temperature with a cockpitoperated flap, which I think is excellent.
Removing the wings is straightforward and apparently very quick: the control systems all auto connect
and disconnect, just like a modern sailplane. Pipistrel
claims its aircraft are built to withstand living outdoors.
w
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The easily
adjustable
rudder pedal
system is
the best I
have seen,
enabling a
pilot of any
size to safely
operate the
aircraft
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Facing page,
w Clear prop!
clockwise from
At the hold for runway 04, vital actions complete
top left UK Alpha
and flaps set to first stage +15º, I steadily applied
will have rigid seat
full power and we rotated as we accelerated through
backs to keep seat
40kt.
belts in shoulderInitially climbing away at 55-60kt and 4870rpm,
high position;
I raised the flaps and increased speed to 65kt, climbpanel has room
ing at just over 1100ft/min indicated.
for two mini iPads;
Bringing the rpm back to 4500 and maintaining
50-litre tank is inert
the airspeed at 65kt, we carried on climbing at an into ethanol fuel;
dicated 700ft/min, then levelled off just under 2000ft
and rescue ’chute
at 100kt.
is built in. See that
I took my hands and feet off the controls to find
red handle? Now
the trim about spot on, with no tendency to roll or
that’s what you call
yaw. At other speeds a small amount of input was
an airbrake…
required.
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I liked:

I would have liked:

t 5IFFYDFMMFOUHMJEFBOETJOL
rate
t )BWJOHUXPDPOUSPMTUJDLT
t 5IFFYDFMMFOU1JQJTUSFM
adjustable rudder pedals
t 5IFBJSCSBLFT
t 5IFøBQMFWFSQPTJUJPOBOE
operation
t *OUFSJPSBOEFYUFSJPSöOJTI
t 5IFTMFFLTBJMQMBOFMJLF
appearance

t &YUFSJPSBDDFTTUPUIF
luggage area
t 8IFFMTQBUT
t 0OFGPSNZDPMMFDUJPO
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Pitch input was lighter than roll input, but not excessively, and all round the harmony was quite good
even at low speeds.
Rudder was always needed in the turn to maintain
balance and counter some adverse yaw, more so at
lower speeds.
Adverse yaw with full flap applied was very pronounced but as long as you applied rudder at the
same time as aileron, or even led with the rudder, it
was not a problem, and it makes teaching the effects
of controls very easy to demonstrate.
Roll rate at 90kt was found to be better than 2s
from 45º to 45º. Pitch stability was good: I trimmed
the aircraft at 90kt, then applied forward pressure to
the stick.
The nose lowered, and when the speed reached
118kt I released the pressure on the stick. The nose
rose and the speed came back to an indicated 62kt
before lowering again, increasing to around 100kt
and back to around 75kt before settling and levelling
off at 90kt.
Stalls were fairly benign as long as you kept in balance, with tendency to yaw to the left as the stall approached – fairly common behaviour.
With flaps up at 0º, the stall occurred at 35kt,
with one stage (+15º) it was 29-30kt and with full
flap (+25º) it was 28-29kt.
What was interesting was that there was no real
difference between first stage and full flap; the latter
did give you a steeper descent angle, but as we didn’t
measure this I can’t give you figures.
We decided to check out the fuel consumption as
given by the fuel flow meter at various airspeeds, as
we knew this would be of interest to many readers.
These were our findings:–

At max speed straight and level (120kt at
5500rpm) we consumed 15 l/h. This fell to 9 l/h at
100kt (4570rpm), 6 l/h at 85kt (4000rpm) and 3.5
l/h at 70kt (3500rpm).
I am sure some people will scratch their heads over
those figures, and I am unable to confirm the accuracy of the fuel flow meter used. But Deepak seemed
confident of the results, saying he had done some
timed checks and they backed up the computer. Even
with a 50% error, the figures would be pretty good.

Approach and landing
Time was moving on and Deepak needed to get back
to Damyns Hall, so I had to make sure I left him
enough fuel for his return trip.
We were abeam Stoke Golding airfield, my home
strip, and decided to make a couple of approaches
before returning to Leicester.
Joining downwind at 600ft for runway 08, and
bringing the power all the way off, the airspeed was
60kt and it was a good opportunity to check out the
glide.
Staying with the usual circuit pattern, we found
ourselves on the approach and too high. Applying
full flap, we were still too high. The situation could
have easily been remedied by applying the airbrakes,
but we made the decision to go around instead.
On the second attempt at a standard circuit and
doing 60kt on the base leg 60, I applied the airbrakes
and the performance went out the window, with the
sink rate now more similar to other performance
microlights.
I applied first stage, then full flap, bringing the
speed back to 55kt. Coming over the threshold of 08, w

Hold your horses –
or rather, elephants
IF AFTER reading this test you are tempted to take €90k out of
your piggy bank and BACS it in the direction of Deepak, the advice
must be, not yet. Normally MF only tests two-seaters once they are
through Section S and available to the public, but in view of the
recent EASA certification of the closely related Virus (see p7), and
the fact that the Alpha is already well established in other markets,
we have decided to break our own rule on the grounds that any
changes required for UK certification are unlikely to be significant.
So when will British pilots be able to get their hands on one?
Deepak is hoping for approval by the end of the year, though his
attitude is nothing if not philosophical:
Om Ganeshayanamah
He who is the bringer of Joy
He who destroys despair
We sing his praise and give Him our prayers
This, he explains, “is the exultation to Ganesh, the Lord of Learning”.
The modern European incarnation of Ganesh, of course, is the head
of the CAA’s GA unit, in whom all wisdom resides.
Deepak, who cheerfully admits that his sense of humour has
been warped by long experience
of aviation bureaucracy, adds “I’ve
calculated that I can gold-plate one
Indian elephant for a tenth of the cost
of Section S approval.” To prove his
point, he sent us a photo of one he
made earlier, in his previous existence
as a manufacturing jeweller.
Note how the trunk is prophetically
curved into a Section S…
June 2016
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TECHNICAL DATA

Pipistrel Alpha
Manufacturer
Pipistrel Ajdovščina, Goriška Cesta 50a, SI-5270 Ajdovščina, Slovenia. Tel
+386 (0)5366 3873; fax +386 (0)5366 1263; info@pipistrel.si; www.pipistrel.si.

Importer
Fly About Aviation Ltd, 16 Covert Road, Reydon, Suffolk IP18 6QD. Tel
07540 899690 / 08445 561279; contact@flyaboutaviation.com; www.
flyaboutaviation.com. Directors D Mahajan, S Grachev, M Mikulin.

Summary
Side-by-side two-seat high-wing monoplane with conventional threeaxis control. Wing has swept back leading edges, unswept trailing edges
and tapering chord. Pitch control by elevator on T-tail; yaw control
by fin-mounted rudder; roll control by flaperons (settings 0˚, 15˚, 25˚).
Cantilever wing; wing profile n/a; 100% double-surface. Undercarriage has
three wheels in tricycle formation; coil-spring suspension on nosewheel,
composite suspension on mainwheels. Push-right go-right steering
connected to aerodynamic controls. Hydraulic brakes on mainwheels.
Composite construction with integral parachute rescue system. Engine
mounted below wing height, driving tractor propeller.

External dimensions and areas
Length overall 6.50m. Height overall 2.05m. Wing span 10.50m. Mean chord
0.91m. Dihedral n/a°. Sweepback n/a°. Main wing area 9.51m2. Flaperon area
n/a. Aspect ratio 11.8/1. Fin area 1.10m2. Horizontal stabilizer and elevator
area 1.08 m2. Wheel track 1.60m. Wheelbase 1.52m. Mainwheels tyre size
4x6 inch. Nosewheel tyre size 4x4 inch.

Power plant
Rotax 912 engine, liquid-cooled, with optional slipper clutch (not fitted
on test aircraft). Max power 80hp at 5500rpm. Pipistrel FP02-80 wooden
2-blade propeller, 1.60m dia. Gear drive reduction, ratio 2.27/1. Max static
thrust n/a. Power per unit area 8.41hp/m2. Useable fuel capacity 48 litre.

Weights and loadings
Empty weight 275kg. Max take-off weight 472.5kg. Payload 197.5kg. Max
wing loading 35.7kg/m2. Max power loading 4.50kg/hp. Load factors +4, -2
recommended, n/a ultimate.

Performance*
Max level speed n/a. Never exceed speed 155mph. Manoeuvring speed
99mph. Stall speed 40mph. Max climb rate at sea level 1220ft/min at
87mph. Min sink rate (flaps +15˚) 460ft/min at 67mph. Best glide ratio with
power off (flaps +15˚) 17/1 at 74mph. Take-off distance to clear 15m obstacle
n/a. Landing distance to clear 15m obstacle n/a. Service ceiling 18,000ft.
Range at average cruising speed n/a. Noise level n/a.
* Under unspecified test conditions except:
Climb rate measured at 472.5kg.

Price including VAT
€90,000.
n/a = not available
Figures above are manufacturer’s/importer’s
Figures in text are tester's experience

Right Airbrakes have made it into
the microlight version after all
Above right Baggage space
behind seat back
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w I applied full power, raised the nose and closed the

airbrakes, followed by the flaps. The runway was too
wet to even risk a touch and go, so it was simply safer
to go around.
Returning to Leicester, we joined overhead for
runway 04. With a much larger circuit than Stoke
Golding we were able to follow fairly standard procedures, although I did pull the power towards the end
of downwind rather than on base leg.
With full flap on final approach at 55kt, no air
brakes and rounding out over the numbers, the Alpha floated on further than most other aircraft I have
flown before, making a fully held off landing.
I would have liked to have tried with the airbrakes
as I know this would have made for a much shorter
landing, but there wasn’t enough time left.

And finally…
For those who read the previous article about the Virus 100, there are changes affecting the Alpha which
I was not aware of when writing the earlier article.
The Alpha has three flap settings compared to the
Virus’ four. This is not a straightforward change, as
the settings are very different. On the Virus you had a
negative –5º setting for optimum cruise, then neutral
0º, +9º, and full flap 18º.
The Alpha’s set up (0º, +15º, 25º) works well and
would definitely be preferable in a training environment.
Also, previously I was led to believe the Alpha
might be overweight if the air brakes were included,
but this is not the case, as the empty weight of the
aircraft tested was 287kg, including ballistic recovery
system, radio and transponder.

