
Hiking - Planning is Key to Safety 
Day 1 Skills Class Training 

 

A safe and enjoyable hiking experience begins with careful planning well before your hiking 
boots hit the dirt. 
 

Be Prepared 
1. With knowledge and gear.  Become self reliant by learning about the terrain, conditions, 
local weather and your equipment before you start.  Familiarize yourself with your gear.  Learn 
how to use and repair each piece of equipment you are bringing. 
 
2. To leave your plans. Tell someone the trails you are hiking, the gear you are taking, when 
you will return and your emergency plans.  Get to know the trails you plan to take before you go.   
 
3. To stay together. When you start as a group, hike as a group, end as a group. Pace your 
hike to the slowest person.  Remember, if it's one of the first hikes of the season, even 
experienced hikers may be slower than later in the season when they've been hiking often. It's 
better to choose a more moderate hike and have time to enjoy it than to be overly ambitious and 
take the chance of putting the group at risk. 
 
4. To turn back. Fatigue and unexpected conditions can also affect your hike. Check the 
weather before you set out.  Weather changes quickly in the mountains, and in higher elevations 
you can experience very different weather than in the valleys below. Know when to postpone 
your hike. The mountains will be there another day. 
 
5. For emergencies, even if you are headed out for just an hour. An injury, severe weather or a 
wrong turn could become life threatening. Don’t assume you will be rescued; know how to 
rescue yourself.  Plan for emergencies.  Have solid emergency plans and leave them along with 
your route plans 
 

At least two months before the hike, the leader should begin planning.  If the leader has recently 
been on the hike and is familiar with the area, some steps can be eliminated.  

 Obtain contour maps and trail guides, to determine hiking distance, elevation change, 
rate of change (steepness), and the location of the beginning and end points of the hike.  
Locate suitable places to park cars.  Using a road map, determine the best route to and 
from the hike, and the driving distance and time. 

 Scout the trip ahead of time to find the beginning and end points of the hike, and the 
route to be followed. Get any permission needed to cross private land and to park cars at 
the beginning and end points.  

 Write a notice of the hike including: the date and time of departure and return, the name, 
home phone number, and email address of the leader, the meeting place, a description of 
the hike including rating, elevation changes, hiking and driving distances, and a list of 
what to bring - for example, water, food, raincoat, clothing suitable for the weather, and 
sturdy boots or shoes. If the number of hikers is limited, a reservation form should be 
included.  



Hiking Safely 
Is Being Prepared for Any Situation 

 
 

Here's one scenario where hikers make mistake after mistake, with disastrous results.  A group 
of four set a date in late spring to hike Mt. Washington, making the date months in advance. The 
night before they drive 4 hours from home to a lodging near the trailhead. The next morning the 
weather forecast states that in the valleys, the day will be in the 60s to low 70s, but that late-
season storms can be expected in higher elevations. It's warm and sunny when they leave their 
accommodations, so they set out in cotton shorts, T-shirts & sneakers. 
 

* MISTAKE #1: Weather can change very quickly in the mountains. The higher you go, the 

colder, windier & wetter the weather is likely to be. Late spring storms can mean snow on Mt. 
Washington. The friends should have been PREPARED WITH GEAR for winter hiking. 
 
The friends each carry a candy bar and a bottle of water; one person has a cell phone, another 
has compass, but has never used it before. They had no map. 
 

* MISTAKE #2: They are not PREPARED FOR EMERGENCIES. They don't have a pocket 

knife, maps, flashlight, First-Aid kit, rain or wind gear, or anything to start a fire. Cell phones 
often don't work in the mountains. A map and compass can only get you home if you know how 
to use it.  Don’t assume you will be rescued; know how to rescue yourself. 
 
On the way to the trailhead, one member of the group suggests they take a different, more 
difficult trail because he's heard that it's a quicker route to the summit. 
 

* MISTAKE #3: They changed plans! If they told anyone the trail they planned to hike, the 

information would send rescuers off in the wrong direction. They should LEAVE THEIR PLANS 
with friends or family & stick to those plans. You should also sign a hiking register. 
 
One friend, a self-proclaimed "couch potato" has never hiked before; the others assure their 
friend that "it'll be a piece of cake. If you lag behind, we'll wait up ahead for you to catch up." 
 

* MISTAKE #4: They didn't pace their hike to the slowest member of the group. They should 

STAY TOGETHER, starting as a group, hiking as a group, ending as a group. 
 
The weather is increasingly colder as they gain elevation. It starts to snow. The "couch potato" 
falls further behind. When the 3 stronger hikers emerge above treeline, they are caught in a 
white-out. Two of the group decide to make for the summit since it's closer than the base. 
 

* MISTAKE #5: Not only have they again failed to stay together, the trio didn't TURN BACK 

when conditions changed. 
 
The third member heads back to find their slower friend. Not finding him on the trail, this hiker 
returns to the trailhead and summons help. The weather continues to get worse & it takes many 
hours for search and rescue teams to find both the single hiker and the duo and bring them out 
safely. The cost for these rescues is in the thousands, and searchers have been put at risk. 



  

Leave No Trace Picture Challenge 

  Keep in mind all the Leave No Trace guidelines.  Is everyone following Leave No Trace guidelines? 

 
 
Hint #1: Remember the George Washington story? 
Hint #2: Location  
Hint #3: Pack it IN, Pack it Out  
Hint #4: Already eaten?  
Hint #5: Going to be a surgeon when you grow up?  
Hint #6: Know where your going?  

 
Hint #7: One of the joys of springtime  
Hint #8: What is that pounding noise?  
Hint #9: Like to eat grass?  
Hint #10: Smokey Bear is watching!  
Hint #11: I can't hear you! 



1. Boy chopping limb of tree!  
Chopping limbs damages the tree (might even kill it) and leaves ugly scars.  If you need wood for a fire, 

use only dead wood found on the ground. If the limbs of a tree are in your way, don't cut to make the 

camp larger....find a larger existing campsite in another location.  

2. Trench dug around tent! Tent placed too close to the water!  
Making a trench causes soil erosion, damages plants & scars the area. A better way to keep you tent dry is 

to pick a better location, one on higher ground, or not near water. Camping close to water has potential to 

pollute the water. It makes your camp visible to others and might disturb wildlife who go to drink there.  

3. Trash dropped on trail!  
Trash/litter is unsightly, foreign to the area and not healthy to leave. It will attract animals and pests. 

Trash/litter lasts a long, long time. Make sure to Pack Out whatever you Pack In!  

4. Washing dishes in river!  
Food and soap will pollute the water. Polluted water will affect the fish and other river life. The water will 

become less clear and not look as beautiful.  

5. Carving initials into a tree!  
Carving into a tree is a terrible visual scar that destroys the natural look. The tree could become weakened 

and get attacked by bugs or disease.  

6. Cutting across the trail switchback!  
By cutting across the trail you will create another. These trails are not well designed & will cause erosion. 

The trail keeps the impact from travel limited to one location, to make travel safe & enjoyable.  

7. Picking Wildflowers! Leaving Food Litter  
Wildflowers should be left for everyone to enjoy. Admire them, make a drawing, or take a picture. Some 

types of flowers are rare and must be protected to survive. Peels attract insects & other pests.  

8. Hammering a nail in a tree!  
There are plenty of places to place clothes without damaging a tree. There is nothing natural or pretty 

about a tree full of nails. 

9. Horse tied to tree and too close to water!  
Horses and other pack stock are large animals with potential to cause damage. Tying a line around the 

tree might damage the tree bark. Vegetation near the water is very fragile and easily damaged. The horse 

may pollute the water with manure.  

10. Fire too close to grass, bushes and trees!  
Fires can be very dangerous. Fire can easily spread from organic matter on top of soil, or by vegetation 

that is to close. Fire scars should be limited to areas where fires have already been. Having a fire is not 

even necessary a lot of the time.  

11. Playing loud radio! Picking cones!  
The backcountry has such beautiful sounds and natural "music" to listen to. You can listen to radios 

anytime, but how often can you hear a hawk? Pine cones are food for many other animals, let them be 

harvested or fall naturally.  


