Rock Climbing and Rappelling:  Guidance for Staff

Safety Guidance

The BSA has prepared guidance for troops and crews interested in these activities, including “Climb On Safely,” “Topping Out: A BSA Climbing/Rappelling Manual,” and climbing courses for adults and youth.  Our group will follow this guidance, some of which is included in this handout intended for rock climbing staff.

Our group must have a Climbing Instructor, age 18+, who has completed the BSA course, or other qualified instructors with formal training from other institutions (e.g., NOLS).  The Instructor is responsible for specifying all climbing/rappelling procedures, setting all anchors, inspecting the safety of the rock face, and inspecting all equipment, knots, etc. An Adult Supervisor works with the Instructor and is responsible for all matters outside of the climbing/rappelling activity.  In particular, they are responsible for the safety of all unroped participants.  The following is a brief summary of information contained in “Climb On Safely.”

1. Qualified Supervision – A minimum of 2 adults (age = 21+) are required for up to 10 youth, 3 for 11-20 youth, and 4 for 21-30 youth.  Someone in the group must be certified in American Red Cross Standard First Aid and CPR (or higher) – Wilderness 1st Aid is preferable. 

2. Qualified Instructors – A qualified instructor (age = 21+) must supervise all climbing/rappelling activities.  The instructors must have completed a minimum of 10 hours of instructor training from a regionally or nationally recognized organization (e.g., the BSA Climbing Instructor course).  Instructors must agree to adhere to Climb on Safely and the guidelines set in Topping Out. 

3. Physical Fitness – Participants must have evidence of fitness for the climbing/rappelling activity (e.g., the BSA Personal Health and Medical Record required for camp). Any personal limitations must be adapted to.

4. Safe Area – Only established and well-used climbing/rappelling areas should be used and the Instructor must inspect the area for safety (e.g., loose rocks) in advance of the activity.  Staging areas at the base and top must be sufficiently large and safe to accommodate the group’s size.

5. Equipment – The Climbing Instructor should bring and inspect all equipment needed for safe climbing and rappelling.  Helmets, rope, and hardware must be approved by the UIAA or CEN and records should be maintained on the use and stresses on each item (see guidance in “Topping Out”). 

6. Planning – Obtain written parental consent to participate in climbing/rappelling activities. Secure permits where necessary. Enlist the help of one or more qualified Climbing Instructors.  Have cell phones and roster with parental contact information, group first aid kit, and ready transportation in case of an emergency. 

7. Environmental Conditions – The Instructor is responsible for monitoring environmental conditions, including loose rock, poisonous plants, wildlife and inclement weather.  Also monitor dehydration, hypothermia, and level of fear/apprehension of participants. The Adult Supervisor is responsible for ensuring that the group adheres to Leave No Trace guidance.

8. Discipline – All adults present are responsible for ensuring that each participant knows, understands, and complies with the rules and procedures for safely climbing and rappelling.  Participants must follow all instructions and rules or they will be immediately excused from the activity.  

Setting Up Ropes and Anchors

The Climbing Instructor will perform inspections of the climbing area, environmental conditions, and climbing equipment to ensure their safety and will direct and inspect all set-ups of anchors and ropes.  A minimum of two anchors created with climbing rope (not webbing) should be used.  All sharp rock surfaces must be padded to protect the rope.  All staff and participants in cliff-top locations must be clipped in with locking carabiners to secure anchor systems.  Hand ropes will be set up and used by participants when moving from one location to another whenever close to cliff edges.

Staff Instruction

The Climbing Instructor will instruct all adult and older youth staff in the proper practice of belaying climbers (with ATC’s – see below) and rappellers (on a double rope) using a fireman’s belay – belayer is at the bottom with both hands on the ropes.  If the rappeller let’s go the belayer pulls down on the ropes, which halts the downward movement of the rappeller through added friction on the Figure 8 device.  A staff member must be assigned to watch all unroped participants, who must be informed of the rules: 1) They must stay within view of this staff member, or inform and receive explicit approval to leave the area, 2) “Horse-play,” off-rope climbing, and other unsafe activities will not be tolerated, offenders may be asked to return immediately to camp, and 3) Everyone on the cliffs or close to the bottom must wear a helmet at all times to protect against falling rocks. 

Belaying Set Up:  Refer to the figure below and the following five steps for setting up an ATC to belay.

1. Clip a locking carabiner through the blue belay loop on the climber’s harness.

2. Take a bight of rope and pass it through one of the two slots in the ATC (both slots are identical). 

3. Clip both the wire cable on the ATC and the bight of rope into the locking carabiner, and screw the gate of the carabiner shut. 

4. Clip a second carabiner into your harness around the back waist loops. Clip this carabiner into an anchor system; this prevents the belayer (you) from being pulled off the ground (or cliff) in the event the climber takes a fall (or if the climber weighs more than you do). 

5. An alternate method is to attach the ATC directly to your anchor system; if you are at the top of the cliff you must also be attached to an anchor. 

Both partners should carefully check the setup once both climber and belayer are tied in and set up. Make sure: 

1. All harness buckles are doubled back. 

2. All knots are properly tied and dressed. 

3. All carabiners are properly aligned, and screwed shut. 

4. The belayer is clipped into a secure anchor. 

How to Belay:  Belaying itself is relatively simple provided one is always paying attention to your climbing partner.  The end of the rope that leads to the climber is called the "live" end.  The “guide” hand handles the “live” end.  The other end of the rope is the "brake" end, handled by the "brake" hand. You must always have at least one hand on the brake end of the rope at all times.  If you don't, and the climber begins to fall, you will not be able to regain control of the rope, and the climber may be injured. As the climber proceeds up, it is the belayer's job to take up the rope and make sure there is minimal slack in the system.  This limits the distance the climber can fall.  Make sure both hands never leave the rope! 

Taking Rope In (as the climber ascends):  
1. With both hands firmly on the rope, the guide hand pulls the rope towards the ATC as the brake hand pulls rope out and away from the ATC (Figure 1). 

2. When the guide hand reaches the ATC, hold the rope fast with the brake hand, while sliding the guide hand up the live end of the rope until it is above the brake hand (Figure 2). 

3. The guide hand now grasps both ends of the rope and pinches both off with the thumb while the brake hand slides back down the rope to the ATC. The hands are now back in position to repeat step 1 (Figure 3). The brake hand never leaves the rope! 
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Letting Rope Out (when the climber needs slack)

1. With both hands firmly on the rope, the guide hand shuffles the rope away from the ATC (Fig 4 - 5). 
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Locking Off the Rope

Locking off is done when the climber is about to fall or has fallen, to keep more rope from paying out, or to put tension on the rope while a climber rests. 

1. Using the brake hand, pull back to bend the rope across the ATC. This collapses the ATC onto the locking carabiner and locks the rope off (Figure 6). 
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