


Although still in
development, the
Beneteau Figaro 3
represents the cutting
edge of production foiing
monohull design
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The portside “Dali idl:_,
aboard the Dutch
60 No Way Back

Foils on monohulls are here to stay,
but the way forward is uncertain

BY

Examining Vendée Globe boats on the dock in Les Sables d'Olonne prior to the start of the
race last November, one thing was perfectly clear: the genie is out of the bottle when it comes
to foils onmonohulls. All six of the new generation International Monohull Open Class As-
sociation (IMOCA) 60s competing in the latest edition of the vaunted solo round-the-world
event were equipped with exotic “Dali foils” (so-called by their designers, Van Peteghem Lau-
riot Prévost (VPLP)-Verdier, after the Spanish artist’s swoopy mustache) that jutted menac-
ingly out of the hulls and required extra-big fenders to keep clear of pontoons. There was also
one older boat, Maitre CoQ, that had been retrofitted with very similar appendages.

Foils like these were expected to boost performance by margins of up to 10 percent, a sig-
nificant leap in the yacht-design game, where gains of 2 or 3 percent are normally hard won.
And the race results were not disappointing. The four top finishers (Banque Populaire VIII,
Hugo Boss, Maitre CoQ and St. Michel-Virbac, in that order) were all foilers. Two others
(Gitana/Edmond de Rothschild and Safran) were at the front of the fleet before being forced
to retire. The only foiler doing poorly, No Way Back, was skippered by a Corinthian rookie
who lacks the experience to press his boat hard.

The question now is where do we go from here? In answering that, it’s important to
remember there’s nothing optimal about the foils on this latest crop of IMOCA hot-rods.
These were not boats designed around their foils; rather these were foils that were grafted
onto the existing IMOCA 60 template.

In large part that was a function of the rules of the game. IMOCA limits its boats to five
appendages—normally two rudders, a keel, plus two others, be they daggerboards or what-
ever. Importantly, IMOCA ruled that a single horizontal foil that can slide out either side
of the boat, as with British designer Hugh Welbourn’s Dynamic Stability System (DSS) foil,
must count as two foils. So it wasn’t possible to have separate sets of appendages to resist
leeway and create vertical lift, as on the famous “Swiss Army knife” maxi Wild Oats XI,
which carries a horizontal DSS foil, plus two vertical daggerboards (and even a canard up
front), and was the first big monohull with foils to make a name for herself back in 2014.

The last revision of IMOCA protocols also imposes a draconian regime of heavier one-
design rigs and keels on new builds, in the interest of safety and restraining costs. Wealthy
IMOCA teams with money to burn on new builds inevitably seized on foils as the best way to
game these restrictions, but in a high-profile, high-cost contest like the Vendée Globe, none
were willing to take a chance on an all-new purely foil-based design. Instead of daggerboards
they put carefully sculpted Dali foils on super-wide IMOCA hulls with canting keels and relied
on the foils to do both jobs: create vertical lift and resist leeway.
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The result was something of a mashup. The latest IMOCA 60s may be
faster than their predecessors when reaching and running in moderate to
strong conditions, but they cannot point as high and are draggier in light
conditions, when boatspeeds aren’t high enough for their foils to become
effective. Only in a race like the Vendée Globe, which features lots of breeze
and little windward work, could boats like these be cutting-edge competitive.

Tellingly, the only Vendée team pushing the envelope was Alex Thom-
son’s. With input from Hugh Welbourn, Alex Thomson Racing created
its own set of DSS-inspired Dali foils, which are more horizontal than
those on the other boats, with a convex rather than concave curve in the
shaft. To complement these, they also asked VPLP-Verdier to draw a
hull that was narrower than the others. Hugo Boss certainly seemed to
be the most powerful boat early in the race, as Thomson quickly grabbed
the lead and came just a few meters shy of setting a new solo monohull
24-hour record before losing his starboard foil in a collision.

Later, during his final run up the Atlantic while sailing on his remaining
foil, he did succeed in setting a new record, covering 536.81 miles in 24
hours. That he was able to hang on to second place in spite of losing one
foil might be due to his boat’s superiority. Or it might be a testament to his
skill as a sailor. Or it
might suggest that the
foils on this genera-
tion of boats are a bit
more superfluous than
they should be.

VPLP principal
Vincent Lauriot Pré-
vost seems inclined to
favor the last explana-
tion. “I suppose the
other foilers didn’t
use their foils as much
as we imagined,” he
told me. He looked
forward to debriefing
skippers on this and
other points, but was
unequivocal as to his
opinion on next-
generation IMOCA
designs: “Foils are the
future, and we are just
at the beginning of
the learning curve of
these appendages.”

The best evidence that
foiling monohulls truly
are here to stay came
just a month after the
Vendée Globe start
when Beneteau intro-
duced its new Figaro

From top: a rendering of the foil arrangement
aboard a Beneteau Figaro 5 ; a Quant 23 takes
to the air during early sea trials; the Flo 1 is
designed to be easy enough for anyone to fly
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3 design, drawn by VPLP, at the Salon Nautique de Paris in December. This
represented a huge commitment by one of the world’s biggest boatbuilders.
The one-design Figaro class is absolutely seminal in solo offshore racing, the
hotbed where young talent emerges and established stars hone their chops.
For Beneteau to plant the foiling flag on its third generation of these series-
production boats means for a decade at least foils will define the experience
of most sailors seeking to excel in solo distance racing.

Where the first two generations of Figaro boats were fairly conventional
performance designs, the Figaro 3 is something else entirely. The focus is still
on durability and affordability, and the new boat will have a simple foam-
cored fiberglass hull, a fixed keel and a carbon-fiber rig. But instead of heavy
water-ballast tanks to boost righting moment, the new Figaro boats will rely
on unique inverted curved foils sprouting from foil cases set high above the
boat’s waterline. Like the exotic Dali foils on the IMOCA boats, these new
Figaro foils are expensive, complex structures. The deeply curved foils and
the cases supporting them, according to Beneteau’s sailboat marketing direc-
tor, Gianguido Girotti, will represent almost a third of the cost of the boat.

Like the IMOCA foils, the Figaro foils will also do two jobs at once, cre-
ating vertical lift and resisting leeway. Unlike IMOCA foils, however, the
Figaro foils will be getting a lot of help in the leeway department from the
boat’s fixed keel. As Girotti explains it, the foils allow for surface area to be
pared away from the keel, and the two appendages thus complement each
other. The foils also save a lot of weight, with the target displacement for
the new boat being 6,400lb, about 440lb lighter than the Figaro 2.
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