Rock Climbing & Rappelling:  Guidance for Participants

Rock climbing can be a safe, fun, exciting, and challenging activity that allows participants to set and accomplish personal goals and overcome fears.  However, there are inherent risks in rock climbing and rappelling, which requires that you follow the guidance and safety practices provided by your climbing instructors and adult leaders.  This handout provides information that you need to read and know to have a safe and enjoyable experience.

Climbing – We will be doing what is known as “top-roped” climbing.  You will put on a special rock climbing harness and attached by a locking carabiner to a special rock climbing rope.  The breaking strength of the rock climbing ropes we use is around 6000 pounds so you can rest assured that it will hold you if you fall!  The rope will run up the cliff to a belayer, a person who can prevent you from falling using a special belay device. Alternately, the rope may run through a climbing pulley and locking carabiner at the top of the cliff and back down to the belayer at the bottom.  Either way, the belayer will monitor you closely, keep the slack out of the rope as you climb, and if you should fall, will quickly pull the rope to one side so that the belay device locks up the rope and prevents you from falling more than 1-2 feet.   If you follow our guidance, the system is completely safe, so try to climb without fear and climb steadily until you reach the top, or fall.  

Rappelling – We will also instruct you on how to rappel down a cliff from the top.  For this we will attach a special Figure 8 device to two ropes and your harness.  The Figure 8 generates a great deal of friction on the ropes so that you can slowly walk your way down the cliff. Your belayer will be at the bottom this time, holding onto the ropes you are rappelling on.  If you should let go of the ropes, your belayer will simply pull down on the ropes and the added tension will create more than sufficient friction to stop you from descending.  Again, if you follow our guidance, the system is completely safe, so lean back, trust the rope and yourself, and walk like Spiderman down the cliff face!

Putting on the Harness

1. First, orient the harness so that the leg loops hang down with the slider buckles facing forward and the long tails point upward out of the slider buckles. 

2. Step into the leg loops and adjust them to a snug fit around the thighs by passing the webbing through the slider buckles. 

3. Wrap the remaining tails around the waist, as many times as possible. Be sure to begin with tight wraps, and to wrap behind the back first. 

4. Feed the remaining tail through the main buckle. Be sure to leave enough tail to pass back through the buckle on the side in which you first inserted the webbing. The newer harnesses are equipped with the Red Alert buckle system. When buckling, always pass the webbing back through the buckle so that the red bar of the buckle is covered, leaving at least 2" of tail.

5. Pass the leg loop hold up strap through the waist loops and buckle on the opposite leg. Snug the strap to prevent the leg loops from dangling. 

6. We will clip the rope, ending in a Figure 8 knot on a bight, onto the blue strap with a locking carabiner.  Alternately, tie in with a Figure 8 follow-through, with the rope going through the crotch strap and waist straps.

Remove all rings and watches before climbing – these can get scratched and could become lodged in a crack.  

Climbing Calls – These calls are designed to be easy to remember.  There is a paired response from the climber to the belayer at each point. The particular words are important because when it is hard to hear, the intonation and order of the syllables may help distinguish which call is being given. 

	Climber Says
	Meaning
	Belayer Says
	Meaning

	"On belay?" 
	= I'm ready to climb
	"Belay On" 
	= I have you on belay

	"Climbing" 
	= I'm starting to climb
	"Climb On" 
	= Go ahead

	Other Climbing Calls

	Climber Says
	Meaning
	Belayer Says
	Meaning

	"Slack"
	= I need extra rope
	"Thank You"
	= Received

	"Up Rope"
	= I have too much slack
	"Thank You"
	= Received

	"That's Me"
	= The slack is gone
	"Thank You"
	= Received

	"Falling"
	= I'm going to fall
	
	= No verbal response needed 

	"Belay Off"
	= Upon reaching the top
	"Belay off"
	= You are no longer on belay


Waiting your Turn – It is essential that you exercise good judgment while waiting your turn to climb.  It would be best to stand or sit down in a resistant (non-vegetated) location where you can see the climbers and possibly assist them by pointing out handholds or footholds.  Be careful to not step on plants or climbing ropes – this grinds dirt and grit into their fibers.  You must stay within view of the adults or older youth assigned to supervise the non-climbers, or inform and receive their explicit approval to leave the area.  “Horse-play,” off-rope climbing, and other unsafe activities will not be tolerated and you may be asked to return immediately to camp.  Walk carefully and deliberately around cliffs, never run, and stay on existing trails.  Everyone on the cliffs or close to the bottom must wear a helmet at all times to protect against falling rocks.

Climbing Tips:  Here’s some advice on improving your climbing technique.  Study the rock face before you start climbing and watch others carefully to see the best routes and holds before you start climbing. Your leg muscles are stronger than your arms so lean out from the wall to keep most of your weight on them when looking for holds or moving up. Climb quickly – you will wear out before reaching the top if you don’t.  Climb without fear, you can’t get hurt if you fall so climb aggressively; if you fall you can usually get back on the rock, rest a bit, and try again as many times as you want.  Falling does not mean you have to come down.  Be very careful that you don’t dislodge any rocks while climbing or at the top of the cliff – these could strike individuals below with deadly force (we always check the entire climbing area and remove loose rocks beforehand).

Use the side edges of your shoe to grip small ledges or protrusions of rock, use the toe of your shoe to gain purchase in depressions.  Use the sole of your shoe over a larger area to grip rock where there are no holds.  If there are cracks present you can also wedge your shoe into them to grip the rock.  Use your entire hand on larger holds or your fingertips for cling holds.  Be careful when wedging fingers or hands into cracks, though this can be a very effective hold.  Consider lie-backs where you push one direction with your feet and lean back while pulling the other way with your hands.  

Leave No Trace:  Avoid vegetation damage, soil erosion and the creation of new trails by keeping all members of your group on designated trails to access the site or move about the area.  At climbing sites sit or stand on rock or on non-vegetated surfaces within the boundaries of previous human disturbance (i.e., don’t make the area of disturbance any larger).  Be courteous to other climbers and keep group members away from their equipment.  

Final Caution:  We will be introducing you to rock climbing and rappelling through this outing.  You are by no means “experienced” as a result of this introductory outing.  Do Not Climb at any time without qualified instructors and special climbing rope and other essential safety equipment.  Always exercise extreme caution and good judgment when around low or high cliffs, particularly near waterfalls.  If you see cliffs on other outings or with your family or friends do not attempt any climbing – even easy stuff is not safe without the proper safety equipment.  Be especially careful around cliffs when rocks are wet or icy or when you are alone – accidents do happen and accidents around cliffs can be fatal.   
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