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Unsuitable control exit for a Short Green 
for older vets?

Rough limestone underfoot at the OOCup 2020.

But in almost all such areas such a course 
could be planned, given the will to do so. 
At that event Juniors used a less physical 
open area above the steep slope —why 
not veterans also?
One simple change that could readily be 
made is to categorise the area’s overall 
physical difficulty well in advance, at least 
by preliminary details time. (Had I have 

known the physical difficulties of three 
out of the five areas used for the 2023 
Irish Championships in Co Wicklow and 
British in Co Armagh, I would never have 
entered those events, nor planned an 
expensive trip to Ireland.)
A loose, general description wouldn’t 
be enough I feel. Terms like ‘generally 
runnable’ don’t provide the level of detail 
needed. Some form of categorisation 
analogous to “TD 5” would help. A “PD” 
scale if you like.

2. Poor planning, perhaps associated 
with the age of the planner. Veterans 
can remember when they were M35s 
and could leap down slopes and across 
ditches, and plan accordingly. Youngsters 
can’t do the reverse! But is this really just 
an issue of...

3. Poor controlling. Planners are I 
feel, in the final analysis, blameless. 
Responsibility for appropriate competition 
lies with the Controller, and in recent 
years this task seems to have been 
reduced ad absurdum. Responsibility 
for appointing a good controller lies with 
the Club, and we could and should do 

more. No good controller, no event in my 
opinion. These two appointments should 
go hand in glove?
I must admit to having no solution to 
this problem. Paid officials? Stronger 
sanctions?

4. Finally, we’ve lost the concept of 
‘cunning running’. Orienteering has 
always been a running sport, and 
indeed speed is more challenging than 
technicality. Veterans may be slower but 
still want to run. 

Short Green & Very Short 
Green courses planned by 
Andrew M70 on Hallin Fell 
with Low PD and High TD.

Andrew Bell BL with his 
BOC Sprint Relay Medal 
from Skelmersdale 2021.

Hallin Fell
Scale 1:7500, 5m
Survey & cartography by Karen & 
Dan Parker, using OS data  and Lidar.
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2024 injuries
Date Where Injured person’s 

age category
Incident Injury Assistance Hospital 

visit
Feb 
24

Lakes M75 Fall on a steep 
slope

Cut to head Helped to finish by another 
competitor

?

Apr 
24

N Yorks M75 Fell and hit head Fractures to 2 
bones in neck

First aid attended, mountain 
rescue moved them off terrain.

Yes

Apr 
24

Lakes M75 Fell on steep 
slope and hit head

Cut to head First aid attended. Yes

May 
24

Fife M75 Tripped on steps 
and hit head

Cut to head First aid attended & 
ambulance called.

Yes

Anonymised summary of 4 incidents this year all to M75s supplied by Tim O’Donoghue SOLWAY.

PD
Running 
conditions 
underfoot

Ascent and 
descent Obstacles

Option to avoid 
difficult ground or 
obstacles

Visibility Placing of 
controls

Relocation and 
cost of errors

Physical skills 
required Example

1 Benign underfoot 
conditions. No 
rough or uneven 
ground on all of 
the best route 
choices. Tarmac 
or metalled 
tracks.

Gentle 
ascents and 
descents. 
No gradient 
demanding or 
long-lasting.

Nothing that involves 
climbing or jumping
(e.g. gates not stiles, 
bridges used to cross 
streams)

Always available. 
Although the 
shortest route might 
involve physical 
difficulties, options to 
avoid without undue 
time penalty are 
always present.

Nothing restricts 
light conditions. 
Brightly lit for 
the day in 
question. Clear 
visibility through 
terrain.

Control site 
no more 
demanding 
than the 
surrounding 
ground.

Navigation 
errors never 
penalised 
physically.

Ground should 
allow the 
competitor to 
compete at 
their maximum 
running speed.
Individual’s 
fitness only 
limiting factor.

Most street events. 
Urban parkland. 
Open grazed 
fellside without 
rock or vegetation 
features.

2 Rough tracks 
with ruts or 
ridges. Loose 
gravel. Damp and 
muddy sections 
of track.

Short (<200m) 
steeper 
sections of 
ascent (10%).
Easier 
descents. 
Never long-
lasting or even 
a substantial 
part of the 
course.

Fence / wall crossings 
may be stiles which have 
secure hand posts and 
steps < 30cm.
Any stream / ditch 
crossings can be stepped 
across from solid ground 
to solid ground with no 
need to risk stepping 
into potentially slippery 
stream bed.

Rougher ground 
might be considered 
the best option for 
short sections and 
only for a small part 
of the course.

Visibility unlikely 
to be a factor 
restricting route 
choice.
Dark sections 
easily avoided.

Control sites 
no more 
demanding 
than the 
surrounding 
ground.

Navigation 
errors 
unlikely to be 
compounded by 
the physicality 
of the terrain.

Competitor can 
cover the ground 
at their maximum 
running speed 
over the vast part 
of the course.

Areas with very 
gentle gradients. 
Open forest floor 
with leaf litter or 
grass. White forest 
on map.

3 Short sections 
of challenging 
ground on 
optimum route.
Clear options 
where this can 
be avoided, 
albeit with a time 
penalty.

Short (<250m) 
steep ascents 
or descents 
(20% 
gradients) on 
even ground 
on optimum 
route. Options 
to avoid.

Fence / wall crossings 
may involve climbing 
under wires or using 
stiles with hand posts.
Stream / ditch crossings 
may be wide enough to 
require a small jump but 
still from solid ground to 
solid ground

Challenging ground 
might occupy short 
sections on the 
optimum route.
Obvious possibilities 
to avoid present but 
may involve extra 
time.

Short sections 
where visibility 
is restricted. 
Chances to map 
read before 
and after such 
sections without 
undue penalty.

Any rough 
ground 
around control 
site neither 
extensive 
nor unduly 
restrictive.
Option to 
avoid steep 
gradient into 
control sites 
(e.g. in pits or 
depressions)

Navigation 
errors might 
take the 
competitor into 
uncomfortable 
ground. Always 
options to avoid 
albeit at time 
cost.

Competitors 
should feel they 
can run most of 
the course, even 
if slower than 
others.

Typical fellside with 
limited sections of 
heather, bracken 
or boulders. White 
forests with low 
undergrowth, and 
few fallen branches 
or trees.
Not bouldery and 
not full of planting 
ditches.

4 Much of the 
course covers 
rough and 
physically 
challenging 
ground. Less 
challenging 
options (eg 
paths) incur 
a heavy time 
penalty.

Continuous 
ascents and 
descents 
(>500m) 
with steeper 
gradients 
(20%) to be 
expected.

Some obstacle crossings 
might pose physical 
challenges whilst 
remaining safe, but many 
will not.

Few options to avoid 
physicality where it 
occurs, but not all 
the course physically 
challenging.

Optimum route 
might include 
short sections of 
dark forest, but 
relocation and 
map memory 
possible outside 
such areas.

Some control 
sites might 
pose physical 
challenges 
whilst 
remaining 
safe, but many 
will not.

Relocation that 
aims to avoid 
physically 
challenging 
areas is likely 
to add a 
substantial time 
penalty.

Most competitors 
will reach limit 
of their physical 
ability at some 
stage, but 
nothing like 
throughout the 
course.

Sloping forest with 
brashings or deep 
planting ditches. 
Boulders or fallen 
trunks common. 
Light green on map.

5 No limitations. 
Ground can be 
uneven and 
rough throughout.
Constant tough 
going to be 
expdcted.

No restrictions 
on steepness 
or duration of 
both ascent 
and descent.

No restrictions on 
crossing types as long as 
they are safe

None Optimum route 
might include 
sections of dark 
or dense forest.

Controls may 
be in any sort 
of difficult 
physical 
situations, as 
long as the 
area is safe.

No restrictions. 
Relocation 
might involve 
severe physical 
activity and 
attendant time 
loss.

Full running 
fitness expected 
and called on. 
No allowance 
made for fitness 
shortfalls.

Steep, rough, 
rocky and heathery 
fellsides.
Brashed or felled 
forest areas. Green 
or dark green areas 
on map.

Tough underfoot conditions at Corranbuie 
North and South.

Urban events show clearly that low 
technical challenges can still become 
issues at high speed. Conversely, at 
almost every event these days many 

competitors (usually older) can be seen 
walking or struggling through rough or 
tussocky ground up or down steep slopes. 
Even the hardest navigation becomes 
easier at slow speed, with only physical 
exhaustion providing a real challenge. 
Not what I believe orienteering is! Every 
cohort needs to be able to compete at 

(an appropriate) speed to provide an 
appropriate challenge.
Consider the matrix above I drew up for 
thought/discussion which could form the 
basis of a Physical Difficulty (PD) scale/
classification.
Would lower PD courses for older runners 
help decrease the number of injuries? 
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