RELOCATION STRATEGIES 

Introduction 

We all get lost, temporarily geographically embarrassed or cartographically challenged, it happens to all of us. The GPS has perhaps made this a thing of the past but as we become more reliant on it so our basic map and compass skills become less practiced.

If you keep the map in a pocket for long periods of time and only get it out when you are unsure of your position you need excellent relocation strategies. 

In over 20 years of training and assessing Mountain Leaders, I have noticed that those who do some orienteering whether competitive or not remain quite relaxed when they are disorientated. They are quite used to getting lost in the forest and drop straight into relocation mode. Hill walkers on the other hand tend to panic, as they have usually followed paths and rarely practice relocation skills, and therefore don’t have as much familiarity with the skills and strategies. 
Of course if you follow the map all the time, which would be the best practice, you are unlikely to need relocation skills. 

When you are really lost, it is having a sequence or process to go through and not panicking that will help enormously, also understanding that you are unlikely to pin point your location by standing still staring at the map. You can often eliminate where you are not and then you need to move to find some recognisable feature, but don’t just head off blindly until you have a plan, you may need to back track perhaps pacing for accuracy. First take some deep breaths to get some oxygen to the brain. 

The Strategies

Here is a sequence you can go through, experienced will enable you to choose the right technique for your situation straight away. 

1.
You will know your last known point and hopefully when you were there and how far you might have gone in the time since then, based on your general speed of travel. You then have a rough area that you could be in. Perhaps more importantly you should know where you are not. Negatives are useful in the context of relocation. So now go through the sequence.

2. Set the map, use the compass if needed, try to work out your location, turn yourself through 360 and absorb as much information from the ground as possible. (In general spend 2/3rds of your time looking at the ground, 1/3rd at the map). If that is no help move down the list.

3. If you are on a line feature e.g. a stream, take a bearing along it on the ground, then match this to the likely streams on the map in your area to see which is the best fit. You may end up with 2 possible streams so if you need further clarification you need to travel along the line feature to identify a point feature such as a junction or obvious bend. 

4. If you have only contours use a slope aspect (a bearing pointing straight downhill crossing the contour lines at right angles) and match this on the map to the contours in your area. Again you may have a couple of options. If you need to pin point exactly where you are you will probably have to move to a line feature and then use the techniques in 3 above. 

5. Back bearings are of limited use as you need good visibility and have to be able to recognise features on the ground and the map and are therefore not too lost. If you are on a known line feature e.g. a path and can see a point off to the side that you can also identify on the map, take a bearing on it, put that back to your map and where the edge of your compass crosses the path is where you are. Don’t do a second bearing, it will usually give a slightly different position on the path. If you have an altimeter you will know which contour you are on so where your back bearing crosses that contour is where you are.  

Think of relocating as a problem solving exercise, unraveling a mystery. 

Remember you are very unlikely to pinpoint your exact position without moving. 

Initially 3 and 4 above often do not tell you where you are exactly but significantly help identify where you are not and usually narrow you down to a couple of options. Then confirm your location by moving to a point feature, this may involve more relocation skills. When you move go with a plan, know the direction you are heading and how far you have gone so you can back track if necessary or you risk compounding the problem. 

Practice the Skills - Get Lost

Go out with a friend in the hills, give them your map and walk for half an hour (with them map reading) then take your map back and relocate. If you’ve got no friends, or none that can navigate, use a GPS. Wander aimlessly without the map for a while, then using the map relocate and check your position against your GPS, it is especially good at night as you are more likely to need to use slope aspect to help you relocate. You can also use a GPS to help check your pacing and speed of travel, it is a useful feedback tool for developing navigation skills, confidence and accuracy.  

Don’t dismiss orienteering, it is a good way of maintaining the basic skills, it’s fun, not as committing as a day in the hills, you don’t have to wear lycra or run. But it is a great way to practice route selection, compass work, pacing and relocation strategies. Low key events are taking place all over the country most weekends just look on www.scottish-orienteering.org to find your nearest events.  
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