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Orienteering MythsOrienteering Myths
by Neil Crickmore SO

As the UK prepares to host a Sprint 
World Championships, Neil looks at 
some myths surrounding races held on 
sprint/urban maps.

It’s OK to lean over an uncrossable 
(forbidden to cross) boundary to 
punch so long as you don’t actually 
cross it.
Most UK orienteers are now pretty familiar 
with sprint/urban maps and understand 
that there are a number of features which 
competitors are not allowed to cross, 
including walls and fences mapped 
with a thick (0.4mm) black line. There 
remains though some uncertainty as to 
whether a competitor is allowed to lean 
over (or put an arm through) such a 
barrier in order to punch. You aren’t. It’s 
a perfectly legitimate, and indeed good, 
planning technique to force competitors 
to navigate round to the far side of such 
a barrier, however it becomes a very bad 
leg if the control placement means that it 
is possible to punch over (or through) it, 
tempting competitors to break the rules. 
One interesting example I once came 
across was a control hung on one side 
of a thin wooden fence, the control was 
enabled for contactless punching, and it 
was possible to record a punch from the 
other side of the fence without any part 
of the competitor crossing the barrier. 
That could have led to an interesting 
jury discussion and further highlights 
the need for the planner to carefully 
consider control placement relative to an 
uncrossable barrier.

It’s OK to go through a gate in a fence 
mapped as uncrossable if that gate is 
open.
Uncrossable feature symbols are usually 
employed on sprint/urban maps where 
the feature is regarded as too high or 
dangerous to cross, for example a 2m 
high fence (with or without barbed wire 
on top). During a race a competitor might 
encounter an open gate in such a fence 
and believe that’s OK to go through it. 
It isn’t. The competitor must respect 
what is on the map, not what is on the 
ground. A similar situation could exist 
with a patch of olive-green out of bounds 
mapped to show a flower bed which for 
obvious reasons the event doesn’t want 
competitors running across. On the day 
of the event though the flower bed may 
just be barren soil and presenting no 
obvious reason to the competitor why it 
shouldn’t be crossed. In such a situation 
it would be prudent to tape round the bed 

to emphasize the fact that the map must 
be respected.

If a competitor is known to have 
crossed an uncrossable boundary 
then they should be disqualified.
In many cases this is straightforward, 
for example if a marshal spots someone 
climbing an uncrossable fence or a 
competitor is photographed running 
across a flower bed. However, even 
without considering the issue of 
proving that a particular competitor has 
transgressed the issue isn’t always clear 
cut. Consider the above example of the 
open gate. It may be that the competitor 
knows that they have to run along the 
fence until they reach a gate, but then 
they come across an unmapped, but 
open gate and go through. When the 
map doesn’t fit on the other side, they 
realise what has happened, they go back 
through the gate, and continue to the 
mapped gate. In such circumstances I 
consider it unreasonable to disqualify as 
no damage was caused, no advantage 
gained, and it was caused by unfortunate 
circumstances. Gates being open when 
they are normally closed (or vice versa) 
can be a real pain for event organisers 
and regularly cause problems at events. 
In the above example of a gate which is 
normally locked it could be mapped as a 
gate but with a purple line across it which 
could prevent its inadvertent crossing. 
However, this would make the map 
messier, and I think that most mappers 
would stick with the uncrossable fence 
symbol.

Multiple levels can be mapped in 
detail.
Sprint maps have evolved over the years 
such that now a range of different symbols 
exist to indicate multiple levels of different 
terrain types (see https://orienteering.
sport/iof/mapping/). However, it is still 

only really possible to map one of those 
levels. At point A on the map insert is 
a symbol that has been around since 
the start of the dedicated sprint map 
standard	a canopy. This is where the 
competitor will stay on the same level but 
the map indicates that there is a roof, or 
equivalent, above them. The competitor 
is not allowed on the roof level and so the 
lower level is the mapped one and some 
features can be added here	
such as the pond shown. Moving into 
the courtyard there is a central building 
which has a balcony (indicated by the 
brown/white angled stripes) which can 
be accessed either by a ramp to the 
east or steps to the west. The black 
triangles indicate that you can run under 
the balcony as shown by the arrow at B. 
Although this striped symbol indicates 
that it is possible to run both on and below 
this level it is not possible to accurately 
map both layers and so planners should 
be cautious about placing controls here. 
For example, common sense will tell you 
that the building shown will most likely 
extend down to ground level, however 
the map can’t show this, and the building 
could just be on the upper level.  In either 
case the map only indicates that the 
building is present on the upper layer 
and so the building corner control C is 
accessed from this level. No detail should 
be mapped on the lower level other than 
the outline of a path to aid navigation.  

Narrow alleyways should not be 
mapped.
The sprint map specification states that 
gaps between buildings must be at least 
0.4mm wide - which corresponds to a 
width of 1.6m on a 1:4000 map. Many 
alleyways are smaller than this causing 
a potential dilemma to the mapper. The 
solution is clear	 even the narrowest of 
alleys must be mapped as though they 
are at least 1.6 m wide. This means 
slightly distorting the size of the building, 
but legibility is always more important 
than absolute accuracy. An alley with this 
minimum width is shown at D on the map 
extract	 you may also note that there 
is an uncrossable fence/wall mapped 
at one end of the alley. The mapping 
specifications stipulate a minimum length 
of 1mm for such a wall which has clearly 
not been met here and so alternative 
ways of indicating that the alley can’t be 
used is required, such as adding a purple 
out-of-bounds symbol in the alley itself.

Competitors are not allowed to cross 
hedges.
There are certain rules and mapping 
standards which regularly flip-flop and 
as a result cause confusion among 
competitors. One of these has involved 
the mapping of uncrossable vegetation, 
and in particular hedges, on sprint/
urban maps. The latest mapping 
specification does, once again, have a 
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symbol for uncrossable (forbidden to 
cross) vegetation - a green darker than 
that used for “fight” vegetation. Hedges 
mapped with this symbol have to be at 
least 0.4mm thick (see E) whereas other 
hedges can be thinner (but not less 
than 0.25mm	 see F). If a competitor 
encounters a hedge it may be physically 
possible to cross it, but particularly if 
it is a short section it can be difficult to 
correctly identify the symbol, especially if 

there are not examples of both types on 
the map. The appearance of the hedge 
on the ground may not help, even one 
with clear ways through (such as shown 
in the above photo) may be mapped as 
uncrossable and therefore must not be 
crossed. This is another example of a 
situation where the planner has to be 
careful not to encourage competitors 
to do something that the event does 
not want them to do and either remove 

the temptation to cross, add tapes to 
discourage crossing or add marshals to 
police compliance. Some hedges (such 
as the one shown on the left) are clearly 
so thick that no sane competitor would 
attempt to cross them but other examples 
exist where the planner might feel that 
nobody is going to try and cross whereas, 
as the photo above shows, there is 
always someone willing to give it a go. 

Planning & Physical Difficulty
by Andrew Bell BL

Planning orienteering courses is 
normally focused on the technical 
difficulty. Physical difficulty however 
cannot be ignored, especially as 
you get into the older age-classes. 
Older Orienteers still want a technical 
course, but consideration needs to be 
made to the physicality. Andrew Bell 
BL looks at the issues… 

Who needs ‘short’ (= less physical) 
technical courses?
Many orienteers do. Younger faster adult 
orienteers coming back slowly from injury, 
or an operation, do. Some young 
but competent Juniors might. But 
the main beneficiaries would be 
older orienteers, veterans who 
still want the full-on technical 
challenge but would prefer (= 
need!) a physically easier course. 
Dicky hips, replaced knees, poor 
balance, and failing eyesight all 
might be the reason, or even just 
simply old age (if that is different!).

Why might a special course (a 
Purple!?) be needed?
Why don’t these people just run 
the Light Green or Orange, which 
should both be planned to be 
physically easier (as was suggested to me 
at an event once)? This is not appropriate 
since these are not usually planned at the 
highest technical level available on that 
area	 eg TD5. The highest available 
technical challenge is the number one 
requirement of this cohort, and this 
demands and requires speed. But sadly 
for them, the Brown, Blue and Green are 
often too physically challenging, leading 

to very slow speeds, retirement and/or 
excessively long finishing times.
Orienteers expect to be able to complete 
their chosen course in a reasonable (to 
them) time. Yes, there are a few who are 
content to tackle a longer course and 
take over 120 mins to complete it, but 
most are happy with half that. 
To drive the point home, how would 
Brown course runners feel if the planner 
told them that they couldn’t be bothered 
to plan a long course, so one wasn’t 
available and they should run a Red 
(easy) or Green (short)? Certainly not 
satisfied or catered for! 

What sort of course is needed?
As orienteers we (correctly) go to great 
lengths to provide a good Trail-O event 
for wheelchair users, and to very great 
lengths to provide suitable courses for 
Juniors. Why do we ignore the needs of 
the elderly?
An appropriate course would need 
to be analogous to a Green, but with 

significantly less steep climb and/or 
descent, less dark forest, and less rough, 
tussocky or bouldery ground. ‘Short 
Green’ is a misnomer, since it’s not the 
length of the course per se that is the 
issue, but the time taken to complete it 
because (solely) of physical difficulties. 
Perhaps a new colour name is needed, 
eg purple, to make this point clear.

But wouldn’t it just generate too-fast 
winning times?
Maybe, but would this be a problem? Do 
we need to be fixated with winning times? 
For this group the median time might 
be much more useful. Outwith events 
restricted into age/gender classes, there 
is always likely to be a ‘rogue’ orienteer 
who has chosen on this occasion to run 

an easier course. And indeed 
there is no reason why they 
shouldn’t make such a choice! But 
that distorts future course lengths 
if this measure is used without 
considering both the spread of 
times and the finishing times of the 
‘target’ cohort.
Fixation on winning times affects 
age classes as well. You may 
remember constant complaints 
from the now W75 cohort that they 
could never get Championship 
because Carol McNeill LOC always 
won by such a big margin. Correct, 
but clearly highly demoralising.
I observe that urban sprints are 

regularly won in very short times but are 
also very popular.

What goes wrong at present?
Several things... 
1. Most damaging, the area or part-
area used isn’t really suitable for such a 
proposed course. JK23 Day 2 at Bigland, 
Lake District, provides a prime example. 

Jeremy Oldershaw SAX struggling in the tough terrain at 
Royal Deeside 2017 - Birsemore Hill Day 3.
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