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· Training resources

The following articles have appeared in Footnotes in recent years. They represent the views of the author and do not necessarily represent the views of Bushwalkers of Southern Queensland Inc.

· How can you navigate in the bush?

If we observe the land around us, use a compass to orientate ourselves and our map, and read the information on the map, we can navigate safely through the bush. Some walkers also choose to use a GPS to show their location and the direction to where they wish to walk.

As we have seen in our practical exercises, maps show us so much information: 
· Direction. With grid lines pointing approximately N-S and E-W and with the true north and magnetic north marked on topographic maps.

· Distance. We can look at the scale of the map, for example, 1:25 000 or 1 cm on the map representing 250m on the ground. We can identify a key feature such as a mountain in the field and also on the map. We can calculate the distance on the ground to the feature from the distance on the map. 

· The shape of the land and landforms – contours at 5 m or 10m intervals which show the shape of hills and gullies; depressions, cliffs etc.

· Water features - creeks, ponds, swamp etc.

· Vegetation – forests of different type and density etc.

· Man-made features – roads, buildings, fences, power lines etc.

The most challenging aspect of navigating with a map is to relate what we see around us to what we see on the map. A compass or GPS will allow us to orientate the map – to position it so that places on the map line up with where we are looking in the field.

A simple 5-point guide for using a map to navigate as we walk is:

· Use a compass or the sun to orientate the map and keep it facing north.

· Point to where we are on the map.

· Know in which direction to head. 

· Know the approximate distance to go.

· Ask ‘What will I look for on the way to help me?’

Provided we use a compass to keep the map facing north, we do not need to follow our compass closely all the way to a target point. In many cases we will wish to avoid taking a compass bearing and trying to walk precisely along that line, because the topography might make that difficult and because it is hard to be accurate in following a compass bearing.

Instead of relying unduly on a compass, we can use a number of other techniques to navigate from point to point, using the map as a guide:

· Use handrails – line features marked on the map like fences, roads, tracks, watercourses, ditches, power lines, ridges etc. to navigate to the target point.

· Use attack points – select an obvious feature on the way to the target point or close to the target point to make finding the target easier.

· Estimate distance – walk only the distance to the target point, without going well past it.

· Aim off – deliberately aim left or right of the target feature to navigate safely and positively, e.g. if we will cross a stream near a junction, we might aim off to the left so that when we hit the stream we will turn right to go to the junction.

· Use collecting features – use an obvious feature beyond the target point which we will hit if we go past the target point.

· Contour – move from one point to another by following the contour on a slope, not climbing and not descending, but staying level.

· Use the shape of the land – read gullies, spurs, saddles, knolls, cliff lines etc.

Practical exercise. On a 1:25 000 topographic map, take one point as a starting point. Find another prominent target point. Plan a route to get from our start to this target, using some of the techniques listed above. Read the map carefully and think about what we will look for along the way to help us get to the target point.

If you want more information about reading topographic maps, using a compass or an introduction to using a GPS, a good free resource on the internet is ‘Reading Topographic Maps’ - http://www.map-reading.com/intro.php 
