Foothills Hike Leader Guidelines and Expectations 
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Foothills Hike Leader Guidelines and Expectations
When you take a group of Mountaineers out on an activity, you represent the club, and they cover you with an umbrella of liability protection.  For that reason, hike leaders are expected to be familiar with and follow a set of Mountaineers minimum standards
.  Foothills branch has also provided some additional guidelines to help leaders understand the general expectations for how hikes are to be run.

What defines a Mountaineers “hike”?

1. Mountaineers hikes are restricted to maintained and unmaintained trails with the following exceptions:

· Travel may proceed on snow-covered trails unless the route exposes the party to terrain where a slip is likely to result in an uncontrolled slide.

· Parties may make off-trail excursions as long as the route does not expose any party member to terrain that is unreasonably hazardous for them to cross given their skills and experience.

2. Any Mountaineers activity must include at least three people including the leader, and must be listed on the Mountaineers website with all participants registered on the site.

Hike Difficulty and Leader Rating

DIFFICULTY RATINGS

The difficulty of a hiking route will be rated using this scale as a general guide, and the rating must be entered on the activity listing with the specific distance and elevation gain communicated to participants.  (Generic routes are set up on the website in advance, and generally have a standard difficulty rating, but leaders may modify this on their activity listing if they plan to follow a somewhat different way through the route.)  

· Easy (E)


Up to 8 miles round trip with less than 1200 feet of elevation gain 

· Moderate (M)

Up to 12 miles round trip, with 1200-2500 feet of elevation gain

· Strenuous (S)

Up to 14 miles round trip,  with 2500-3500 feet of elevation gain 

· Very Strenuous (VS) 
Over 14 miles round trip or with over 3500 feet of elevation gain 

LEADER RATING

In addition to the route difficulty, a Leader Rating must be specified for each activity.  This provides the leader with a way to modify the baseline route difficulty based on specifics of how they will lead the trip or for whether it is a hike or a backpack.  The following are examples of criteria a leader may consider in setting the Leader Rating.
· For beginners:  
Average pace under 1 mph
 - no technical challenges or special 
skills needed

· Easy

Average pace 1-1.5mph and no technical challenges or special 
skills needed

· Moderate

Average pace 1.5-2mph OR some route  challenges (rough trail, log 
crossings, steep terrain)

· Challenging
Average pace >2mph, OR significant route challenges or skills 
requirements(fixed ropes, very rugged terrain, steep scree descents, snow or ice crossings, extreme weather)

It is recommended that the leader clearly specify the distance and elevation gain for the route as well as their planned pace, any special technical challenges and special gear, skills and conditioning requirements of the trip in the trip posting within the activity summary and/or the leaders’ notes.

Minimum Requirements to be a Hike Leader for the Mountaineers
· Leaders must be Mountaineers members, at least 18 years old, with an up to date waiver on file.  

· Leaders must be approved to lead hikes by a Mountaineers branch hiking committee, and entered on their committee’s leader list.  Once approved by one branch committee, the leader is qualified to lead hikes for any branch but must request to the committee chair to be added to another branch’s leader list.

· Leaders must demonstrate basic competency in each of the following key elements before being approved to lead a Mountaineers hike or backpack.  Under each key element, bullets highlight examples of the skills, behaviors, or knowledge factors expected of a Mountaineers hike or backpack leader within that element.

KEY ELEMENT 1: Group Leadership – examples of expected competencies

· Planning and organization

· Screening of participants (as appropriate)

· Communication (clear and effective)

· Ensures that all party members are accounted for periodically and at the trip conclusion

· Respectful, caring, considerate

· Sound judgement and decision making skills

· Establishes trust

· Focuses on group well-being and success as a whole

· Adapts as required / situational leadership

· Teaches / coaches and also learns from others

KEY ELEMENT 2: Technical Skill – examples of expected competencies

· Has experience and physical abilities commensurate with the trip being led

· Practices Minimum Impact Procedures / Leave No Trace 7 Principles 

· Practices good Trail Etiquette

· Knowledge and use of 10 Essentials 

KEY ELEMENT 3: Navigation– examples of expected competencies

· Effectively navigates trail routes with map and compass and any other appropriate tools to “stay found” (altimeter, watch, GPS)

KEY ELEMENT 4: Mountain Safety Skills– examples of expected competencies

· Shows good understanding of major summer and winter backcountry hazards and how to assess the level of risk 

· Shows good understanding of methods to prevent, mitigate or manage major risk factors

KEY ELEMENT 5:  First Aid-Emergency Preparedness – examples of expected competencies

· Able to handle common first aid situations likely to be experienced on a hike

· Know the “7 steps of Emergency Response” as described in Freedom of the Hills , or an  equivalent emergency management process

· Exhibits a good understanding of how to handle emergency situations such as Late return/after dark/lost hiker/off route/lost

· Knows how to communicate /summon help

KEY ELEMENT 6: Knowledge of Standards and Policies– examples of expected competencies

· Familiar with applicable Mountaineers standards or procedures such as carpools; liability; waivers, postings and closings; ratings

· Knows Incident reporting expectations

· Familiar with maximum group size, permitting, and other applicable land management agency regulations  

PROCESS TO QUALIFY AS A MOUNTAINEERS HIKE OR BACKPACK LEADER

The process will generally start in one of two ways:

· With a query from an interested leader candidate to their branch’s hiking committee chair 

· With attendance at a New Hike Leader Seminar (held monthly between October and May, alternating between the eastside and Seattle) 
Generally, the person will be sent an application form
 to be returned to the committee chair to help the chair understand their experience and qualifications.  The chair will then assess whether the person already qualifies against the requirements, whether additional training or experience are needed, or whether they have additional questions.  The following are some of the sources of information by which a person may qualify:
· Other leader badges (e.g. Climb or kayak leader or other)

· Documented completion of classes (Red Cross First Aid, Wilderness First Aid, “Staying Found” or Wilderness Navigation or equivalent external class)

· Hike Leader seminar or take home test in lieu of seminar

· Mentored hike in which an experienced Foothills leader acts as the candidate’s mentor in listing and conducting the hike and evaluates against the standards to the degree possible
· Structured interview with Committee Chair or designate to validate knowledge 

Committees seek to offer as much flexibility as possible to recognize experience and training from another activity or from outside the club where it directly applies to the key leader competency requirements.  It is strongly recommended, however, that anyone interested in becoming a leader attend a New Hike-Backpack Leader Seminar, even if they have led other activities for the Mountaineers, because hikes and backpacks, having no pre-requisites, result in greater challenges for leaders in screening participants, ensuring basic preparedness, providing first aid and navigation expertise for the group, and managing safety and pace during the activity than leaders of most other activities that have significant pre-requisites.

Posting a hike
To post an activity, please first review the instructional document https://www.mountaineers.org/about/branches-committees/foothills-branch/committees/foothills-backpacking-committee/instructions-for-posting-managing-and-closing-activities-on-the-new-website/view.   This document will take you through the processes for:

· Finding or setting up the route-place for your trip 

· Establishing a new activity

· Downloading and managing your roster

· Changing or canceling your activity

· Closing your activity after the trip

· Trip reporting

Pre-trip communication

Email participants in advance (a few days to two weeks depending on the lead-time complexity of planning needed) with details that participants will need to prepare successfully for the trip.  

Sample checklist:  (The leader has the final say about what information is needed.)
· Meeting time(s) and place(s), detailed directions to meeting place(s) and trailhead; carpooling plans if any; the $$ amount that riders should bring for their driver; any other cash needs (for shuttles, food, etc.)
· Directions to car pool location and to trailhead should be detailed and specific. Include things like forest service road numbers. Say exactly what PART of the parking lot that people should meet at, to include cardinal directions. Could be good to tell them how to recognize you.

· Reminder of daily elevation gain and mileage, the pace, route conditions and challenges (terrain, route-finding, stream or snow crossings, lightning, wet conditions, extreme temperatures etc.); special treats they can expect (great flowers, berries, views etc.)
· Recommended map(s), expectations for everyone to bring map and compass and be prepared to use them;  links to printable online maps (such as www.caltopo.com) pointed and zoomed to the area of the trip
· Up to date weather forecast covering the trip dates (link to forecast for the trail area on http://forecast.weather.gov/), summary of any weather challenges they need to be prepared for (heat, cold, wet)
· Participant requirements (conditioning, skills, experience)
· Specific clothing and gear required and recommended.  Note here if there are specific items you’ll require them to have or be turned back at the meeting place.  
· How much water they should carry
Special Note on Carpool Planning

· Due to liability risks, the club has posted a policy that leaders CANNOT assign carpools or mandate a reimbursement rate to drivers.  (At this time the club no longer does this either)
· Leaders CAN encourage carpooling and facilitate carpool planning.  Start in your first pre-trip email by gathering info about who is willing to drive, how many people they can carry, and how many cars can park at their house.   Share the info about willing drivers and riders as well as the emails and carpool neighborhoods of participants and encourage people to contact each other to arrange carpools.  Track the progress of the planning and make sure that everyone is accounted for.  However, make sure everyone knows that the decision to drive or ride and who they travel with is entirely their decision.
· Willing drivers are a precious resource.   Remind people that it’s an important courtesy to reimburse their driver for gas and wear-tear on their car.  
· Tell hikers the round-trip mileage to trailhead and do the math to suggest an amount to give their driver based on a common reimbursement rate (we’ve used 12c/mi in Foothills).  Let them know that they are certainly welcome to give more.
· Encourage everyone to bring the appropriate passes for the trailhead in case their driver forgets or doesn’t have one.
Pre-Screening of Prospective Participants
The degree of pre-screening needed, including ‘Leader Permission Only’, is at the leader’s discretion based on the demands of the trip

· Screening may not be needed for easy and short trips – though still very valuable to connect with your participants in advance.  For trips that are moderate or harder, or those which have special challenges or skill requirements, it is very important to do some form of screening.
· Assure them that their answers are critical to you helping them and the group have an enjoyable and safe trip; there aren’t ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers.

· Maintain strict confidentiality of their answers.  You may share in a confidential way with other backpack leaders to confirm your conclusions, but never discuss their answers with, or in earshot of, another participant or anyone else.

Guidelines for participant screening and some sample questions can be found at https://www.mountaineers.org/about/branches-committees/foothills-branch/committees/foothills-hiking-backpacking/foothills-hiking-committee/hike-leader-resources/guidelines-and-sample-questions-for-pre-screening-hike-participants/at_download/file. 

You can search a person’s activity and course history to find out more about their experience.  Read more about this at https://www.mountaineers.org/about/branches-committees/foothills-branch/committees/foothills-hiking-backpacking/foothills-hiking-committee/hike-leader-resources/website-tools-for-leaders-to-document-participant-performance-on-activities-and-look-for-information-on-members-seeking-to-join-a-future-activity/at_download/file. 

If a person sounds like they might have trouble on your trip:
· Be sure that your trip requirements are truly valid for the trip; might you be able to accommodate everyone with minor changes or added flexibility in your itinerary?  Could adding a co-leader allow some slower people to participate?
· Coach and assist them to get prepared before the trip, if possible.
· If your data clearly points to a problem with them completing the itinerary successfully or being compatible with the rest of the group, first verify your conclusions with them.  If they confirm your conclusions, explain why it is better for them and the group for them to choose a different activity, provide suggested alternative trips if possible, and help them get signed up.
Guidelines for Leading a Safe and Enjoyable Hike 

On the Trail:

· Stop the first 5-15 minutes for a clothing adjustment, then monitor closely and stop periodically thereafter based on how your participants are doing.
· At rest stops allow slower hikers to actually get a rest 
· Explicitly ask about foot issues at every stop.

· Monitor and ask about any safety or comfort needs.  Don’t assume people will speak up.

· Manage your group’s pace for safety and morale (See options below).  At the very least, gather people at junctions, water crossings or every 15-30 mins between (should be absolute requirement).
· Regularly reinforce ‘staying found’ by reviewing the map when you reach junctions, terrain markers.
· Reinforce expectations for party separations (critical!).  Person stopping should explicitly get agreement that someone will go up the trail a bit and wait for you to rejoin.  Tell the people ahead that you’ll be stopping.
· Encourage regular hydration and snacking.  
· Leader in the back vs. leader at the front?
· Regardless, keep a close eye on how each person is doing.  May require moving back and forth in the group through the day.
· Get a volunteer to ‘sweep’ and ‘front lead’ when you are at the other end, and ensure they understand your expectations.  
· Sweep should always stay at the back and watch out for the morale, safety and proper route selection of the slower contingent.  
Vigilance and Decision Making:

· Stay vigilant for participant, weather, route issues through the day, especially toward the end when people will be tired.  Stop and help struggling participants in discrete, considerate way.  

· If you see a participant struggling to cross a stream, descend a slippery slope, navigate past an exposed spot, any potentially hazardous situation:  call a STOP and review your options.  Others may also be uncomfortable!  Find an alternative, or offer extra assistance.

· Don’t take your group beyond the capabilities of the weakest members.  Sometimes this may mean turning around or skipping/avoiding a part of the trip.  Other participants may be upset about this – remind them that group success and safety are paramount.

· If conditions become threatening and/or route is more difficult than expected, make a decision with focus on safety of the entire group.

· Involve the group in decisions if situation allows.  Draw out quiet people.

· Listen, discuss and gather the facts, but also be decisive and confident.  The group will follow your lead.  Explain your rationale and relate it to the safety of the group.

· Don’t be afraid to make an unpopular call if YOU believe it’s important for safety of the group!

Leader Options to Manage Pace for Safety

· On certain routes (unclear trails, hazardous conditions), you may require that the group stays close together.  Explain why it’s important for safety.  Also keep the group closer before lunch and when nearing camp.

· Ask participants to identify a ‘buddy’ and commit to keep track of each other – don’t end up hiking alone or let someone else hike alone.  (Three is even better!)

· If a person gets far enough ahead that they can’t see the others, ask that they stop and wait until the rest of the group is in sight, and consider adjusting their pace a bit (vs. ‘sprint and wait’).

· Require that participants stop and wait for the leader at all junctions and significant stream crossings or any point of possible hazard or confusion (be specific!)  

· Ask that participants wait every half-hour or so even if they reach no junctions or crossings.

Relocating, Rescheduling or Canceling your trip

In the northwest, weather and trail conditions can change fast.  Road closures can eliminate a trailhead.  Fires can put a whole area off-limits.  It is the leader’s responsibility to keep tabs on such changes starting well in advance of the trip.  
In general, if the original route or timing of a backpack trip has to change we ask our leaders to offer an alternative destination or date that has better weather or avoids hazards/closures.  However, if a good option is just not available the leader does have the prerogative to cancel the trip.   Since participants may have changed personal plans or taken time off work to go on your backpack, it is a very important courtesy to make any changes with at least a week, preferably more, lead time.

If the leader develops a conflict that they can’t avoid such that they are not able to lead the trip, we encourage them to reschedule or look for another qualified leader to take over for them, but if no other option exists, there may be no option but to cancel the trip.  Again, give people plenty of lead time to make new plans.
To make the desired changes on the Mountaineers website, or to cancel your activity, see the instructions in the document at https://www.mountaineers.org/about/branches-committees/foothills-branch/committees/foothills-backpacking-committee/instructions-for-posting-managing-and-closing-activities-on-the-new-website/view.

If you must cancel, it is an important courtesy for you to communicate your situation and the need to cancel personally in an email before they find out about it in an automated email from the club.
Post-Trip Activity Closing and Reporting
Each activity must be closed formally on the website for you as the leader and your participants to receive credit for the activity.  After your hike is completed, go into the roster for the hike, scroll down and enter a Trip Result (this result will be applied to every participant).  Then you can go up and modify individual participants’ Trip Result by clicking on ‘edit’ next to their name, such as if they cancelled, turned around or were a no-show.  You can also share notes about individual trip participants in the box called ‘confidential participant notes’ on the Activity Closing page, and the information will be sent to the committee chair(s) for the committee that you selected as the sponsor for the activity.  This would be very valuable if a person cancelled at the last minute without good reason, was cavalier about safety or trail ethics, or on the flip side, if you think that they would be an outstanding future trip leader for the club.

Likewise, though trip reports are not required, detailed trip reports can be extremely helpful for future leaders on the same route by providing very valuable info about hazards, camps, water, trail reroutes, road conditions, and many other things that may not otherwise be available.  Trip reports can be entered by opening ‘Explore’ from the website main page, selecting ‘Find Routes and Places’, opening the Route-Place your trip just visited, and going to the bottom to enter a Trip Report.
Instructions to close an activity or submit a trip report can be found in the document https://www.mountaineers.org/about/branches-committees/foothills-branch/committees/foothills-backpacking-committee/instructions-for-posting-managing-and-closing-activities-on-the-new-website/view .
Examples of Valuable Content for a Post-Trip Report:
· The dates that you visited

· Special delights of the trail – views, berries, flowers, wildlife 
· Trail conditions
· Hazards along the route (stream crossings, lightning exposure, animals)
· Locations of reliable water
· Locations of good camps
· Any trail reroutes or route-finding tips
· Trailhead directions and parking, if not correct online
· Recommended side trips or basecamp day hikes
· Any other details you wish you’d known about this trip/route   
Foothills Leader Resources
Sample Leader Checklists
Use these at your option to avoid forgetting anything important!

 
1-2 Weeks Before the Trip:
· Check for up to date waivers and emergency contact info for all participants on the roster (“export selected members” into a .csv file that can be loaded into excel).

· Check DOT website for road closures/delays

· Call Forest Service for updates on road access, trail conditions, blowdowns, stream crossings, anticipated campsites, insects, water availability, etc.

· Check weather forecast

· Notify participants of any significant changes in the trip or gear/skills requirements

Day before the Trip:

· Print out multiple copies of driving directions to trailhead, to give to drivers

· Print out trip roster with participant contact info, emergency contacts, phone numbers for  ranger stations, any lodgings, boats or shuttles

· Check and print out weather forecast

At the Initial Meeting Place:

· Arrive early

· Bring trip roster, contact info, directions to trailhead, weather reports 

· Introduce yourself as leader, check off names of participants on roster. 

· Make sure everyone has a ride;  note who is in what car

· Give driving directions to drivers, exchange cell phone numbers among drivers (in case someone doesn’t show up at trailhead, or to coordinate pit stops along the way)

· Review and check for required gear (better to find out something is missing here than at the trailhead).

At the Trailhead:
· Introduce yourselves 

· Ask for a volunteer with first-aid training/experience to be your first-aid leader. Review their role, give them a chance to say a word or two. 

· Ask participants to inform first-aid leader of relevant medical conditions in private.

· Ask participants to share with the group if they have any life-threatening conditions that may arise – location of critical meds.

· Find out where each person is carrying their first-aid kit.

· Review the map and plan for the day.  Remind everyone of approximate distance and elevation gain to expect at various points.  Clarify distance between reliable water sources!

· Communicate explicit expectations about:

· How you intend to manage the pace –“staying together” rules 

· Party separation procedure

· Safety first!  Will turn around if unsafe

· Ask the group to communicate proactively about safety and comfort needs.  If hot spots on the feet, stop before you have a blister!  If hurting or injured, stop and ask for help!  If pace is too fast, slow down and speak up!  If uncomfortable with a snow, rock or water crossing, stop and say so!  Stop to remove a layer or slow down before you are sweat-soaked!  Add warm clothing if you are cold! 

· Final check of critical gear, water supply.

· Encourage communication of concerns.

· Designate front guard, sweep.  (good to have first aid skills at both ends)

· Weigh packs - ask if anyone wants to share gear to save weight.

· Check that permits are properly displayed, that vehicles are locked and everyone has their keys (good to have an extra set somewhere and tell others where they are).

After the Trip:

· Ensure everybody has returned to trailhead and has a ride back to their vehicle.
· Make sure all cars start before you leave the parking area.
· Close your activity and file an online Trip Report within 1 week.
· This will come up on your Activity History the day after your trip ends.  (see below)

· First update your roster which credits your participants with completion (and helps us track who has done what)

· Then open and fill out the activity report including:

· Detailed on trail conditions, route-finding challenges, camp and water locations, mis-located trailheads, etc. 
· Indicate no-shows, late cancellations and other significant participant issues (confidential participant notes). 
· We ask that B3 leaders also provide a short note in this section on each participant’s performance, capabilities, issues – to help other leaders determine their suitability for subsequent trips.
· Report all accidents or injuries, even minor ones.  
Other valuable leader resources:
· Detail on the Ten Essentials:  https://www.mountaineers.org/about/branches-committees/foothills-branch/committees/foothills-backpacking-committee/the-ten-essentials/view
· Detail on Leave No Trace outdoor ethics:  https://www.mountaineers.org/about/branches-committees/foothills-branch/committees/foothills-backpacking-committee/leave-no-trace-outdoor-ethics/view
· The Mountaineers “Seven Steps for First Aid Response”:  https://www.mountaineers.org/about/branches-committees/foothills-branch/committees/foothills-backpacking-committee/the-mountaineers-seven-steps-for-effective-first-aid-response/view
· The Mountaineers Accident Report Form:  https://www.mountaineers.org/about/branches-committees/foothills-branch/committees/foothills-backpacking-committee/the-mountaineers-accident-report-form/view
· The Mountaineers Emergency Contact Procedures and Call Tree:   https://www.mountaineers.org/about/branches-committees/foothills-branch/committees/foothills-backpacking-committee/the-mountaineers-emergency-contact-procedures-and-call-tree/view
� https://www.mountaineers.org/about/board-of-directors/minimum-activity-standards/minimum-standards-hiking


� Counting rest breaks but not counting lunch.





� � HYPERLINK "https://www.mountaineers.org/about/branches-committees/foothills-branch/committees/foothills-hiking-backpacking/foothills-hiking-committee/hike-backpack-leader-application/at_download/file" �https://www.mountaineers.org/about/branches-committees/foothills-branch/committees/foothills-hiking-backpacking/foothills-hiking-committee/hike-backpack-leader-application/at_download/file� 
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