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Walk Leaders Discussion 
Meirionnydd Group, Ramblers Cymru 

 
 
The notes below are a record of Meirionnydd Group's view on good practice when leading 
walks. They arise from a discussion held between 15 of Meirionnydd Group's walk leaders 
in April 2016. 
 
The aim of the notes is to let everyone understand that Meirionnydd Group expects a walk 
leader to: 

• keep everyone safe, and  

• ensure that it is an enjoyable experience for all.  
 
This responsibility is not solely that of the walk leader as it is expected that there will be 
support from others attending the walk. This is particularly true of leaders with limited 
experience, for whom a Buddy can be arranged to work and walk with the learner until 
they are confident on their own. 
 
The Group’s aim is to create a programme of walks in different areas of different degrees 
of difficulty, on which members, and visitors alike, can enjoy the exercise, the environment, 
and the company. 
 
Some of the points covered are almost irrelevant when the walk is on good terrain, in good 
weather conditions and there are no unplanned occurrences. But some of the points 
become absolutely essential when the weather turns bad or if there is a problem for one of 
the people in the group of walkers. 
 
1 Walks Programme 
 
The current arrangements for putting together a programme of walks, for inclusion in the 
twice yearly North Wales Area booklet work well, and there is no desire to make changes. 
 
The timetable is approximately as follows: 

• Groups notified of new programme approximately 51/2 months prior to it starting 

• Programme Sec. Notifies Walk Leaders of requirements about 4-6 weeks later. 

• Walk Leaders have about 4-6 weeks to submit their walks 

• The Programme Sec. Then has about 10 days to arrange the walks programme and 
submit it to area. 

• About 10 days later, the draft booklet is sent to Programme Secs. for proof reading. 

• About 2 weeks later (or 2 months prior to the start of the new programme), any 
corrections have to be notified to Area. 

 
Although it is good if Walks Leaders can offer some flexibility on dates, too much flexibility 
can make the Programme Sec’s job more difficult with respect to ensuring a balanced 
programme. 
 
Note: Although all Groups in North Wales Area submit a 6 month programme for inclusion 
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in the NW Area walks booklet, it is possible to add a walk to the digital listing on the 
website with only a few days notice: Such publication meets the requirements of the 
Ramblers Insurance. Currently, this method of announcing walks needs some additional 
support by email and phone if the majority of possible walkers are to be aware of the 
addition to the programme. 
 
2  Choice of Walks 
 
Route choice: That is down to the leader. He/she picks walks that they like and generally, 
we get a variety of walks. There is no standard format.  
 
The variety of walks is in terms of location (Meirionnydd is quite a large area), type of walk, 
length and severity. So, they range from short flattish walks on good paths, through to 
quite strenuous walks on rough ground and involving significant ascent. Although not 
always possible, we try to avoid walking on major roads. Selecting a walk to lead does 
mean thinking about the likely weather at the time of year of the walk. 
 
Recce's: The ideal is to undertake two recce's; with the second one within a month of the 
planned walk. If possible, it is a good idea to have your back marker (see below) with you 
on at least one of them. If it is a shortish walk, some or all of which involves paths that you 
use regularly, then two recce's are not necessary. We are all volunteers, so there are no 
hard and fast rules; we are just aiming for safe, enjoyable walks. 
 
It is also good to have an alternative route or detour available in case the weather, or 
something that occurs on the day, forces reassessment of the planned route. As above, 
this is more important for the longer or more remote walks. Note that this alternative can 
be as simple as turn round and go back!  
 
Grading of a walk: This is very subjective though we are generally quite good. There is a 
“home made (Chairman-made)” calculator that can be used to estimate the grade based 
on distance, difficulty and amount of ascent. If anything, we should try to avoid under-
grading walks although being a bit out in the initial decision is part of the learning process, 
and is not a catastrophe. 
 
Start time: When deciding on what time to start, walk leaders should bear in mind; the time 
of year and the daylight hours; travelling time to get to the start point; opening times (if 
visiting such places); and not least, public transport to the start point. We encourage 
people to use public transport, where possible, so putting a start back by 15 mins may 
allow some people to use the bus or train. (We also encourage car sharing, but this is 
informal.) 
 
Walk duration: We do not publish expected finish times, but a visitor may well ask the 
leader. Generally for walks on flat ground, an average of 2 miles per hour plus a bit for 
breaks is a good guess. Extra time has to be allowed for significant ascents. If asked, do 
make the point that it will depend on many things, such as weather, views, pace of the 
group etc. You will have some idea from your recce but you need to be aware that it can 
take a long time for a large group to get over a single stile! 
 
3 On the day 
 
Welcome: Leaders should always welcome people, and identify any visitors or new 
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members and introduce them to the group. It is good practice to give everyone a brief 
description of the walk mentioning any rough, steep, wet or difficult parts and any 
particularly interesting aspects of the walk. Also mention any areas of risk, such as where 
the walk is across or along a busy road. All this gives confidence to people on the walk. 
 
When there are newcomers walking with us, leaders should ask them to let them know 
quietly of any health matters of which a leader ought to be aware. Give them a Group 
business card and ask that they put their name and emergency contact number on the 
reverse, and then put it in the top pocket of their rucksack. Very occasionally, this may be 
needed, but it will also mean that they have a record of our website address and can 
maintain contact with Ramblers. 
 
Very occasionally the leader will not be satisfied that a person or their kit is suitable for the 
walk that is planned. The leader has full authority to refuse to let that person walk with the 
group. Also, the leader may be unhappy that the weather is suitable for the walk that is 
planned: Whilst a general discussion may reach agreement whether to go or not, it is the 
leader who makes the final decision. 
 
Backmarker: If the number of walkers is less than about 10, the leader should be able to 
keep track of everyone. As the numbers of walkers increase, it becomes important to have 
an identified backmarker. This person should have knowledge of the route, ideally having 
done at least one recce with the leader. The identification of a backmarker is particularly 
important on remote, rough routes. The backmarker MUST have a means (such as a 
whistle) of attracting the leader's attention and it is useful if they are also a walk leader so 
could, in an emergency, take responsibility for the safety of the party. The backmarker 
should be identified to all the walkers before leaving the start point. 
 
ALWAYS count the number of walkers before starting, so that regular checks can be made 
during the walk that everyone is present. 
 
On the walk: If the party becomes spread out, the leader should stop to allow the group to 
come back together and particularly after strenuous sections, should wait to allow the 
slowest walkers to recover, before all starting off again together. When going over stiles (or 
other bottlenecks), it is good practice to wait to allow the last person over before starting 
off again over more open country. Ramblers guidelines suggest that all walkers should 
ensure that they can see the person behind them, and if not, bring it to the attention of 
those in front, until the leader is aware. If the visibility reduces, keeping together, whatever 
the pace of the slowest, is ESSENTIAL! 
 
When someone wants to “attend to nature”, they should let the backmarker know, and it is 
the backmarker’s responsibility to ensure that they do rejoin the party, even stopping to 
wait for them if the route is not clear.  
 
Although it doesn't seem to happen much, if there are walkers who are new to the group, 
their normal pace may be much slower or faster than the group's. Courtesy says that if 
they are slower, the overall pace of the group is held back to keep the new people in the 
group. (If it is really bad, it may be necessary to find an alternative route and appropriate to 
suggest that they should be on a different grade of walk in the future.) If the newcomer is 
much faster than the group, they either slow down, or the leader asks them to leave the 
group. 
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Numbers on the walk: Leaders are asked to let the Programme Sec. know the number of 
people on the walk, male/female split, non members, and what the weather was like. 
The numbers feed into the whole of Ramblers, allowing the total number of walks and 
walkers to be used in the publicity. 
 
4 Safety & Emergency 
 
First Aid training: Meirionnydd Group encourage all walk leaders to undertake emergency 
training. This includes some first aid, but additionally what to do in an emergency “out on 
the hills”. This training will normally be paid for by the Group, with prior approval. 
 
Leaders are encouraged to carry emergency/first aid equipment. It is up to the leader to 
decide what it is appropriate to take, depending on the grade and location of the walk, time 
of year etc.  A list can be found in the appendix of items which those leaders at the 
meeting like to carry. This includes things which all walkers should consider having with 
them as well as items more appropriate for leaders. 
 
With the advent of mobile phones, contact with the outside world can be very easy, but it is 
not guaranteed.  Particularly in the area where our Group normally walk, the signal can be 
poor or non-existent. If there is no apparent signal, try walking to a high point; even turning 
the phone round can change the signal strength. Even if the signal is poor, or non-existent, 
it is possible that a text message will get through. To use the text service, it is first 
necessary to register the mobile phone number – we recommend that all walk leaders do 
this. 
 
To register the phone number, either go on the web to : 
www.emergencysms.org.uk/registering_your_mobile_phone.php 
 
or text “register” to 999 and follow the instructions. 
All calls or texts to 999 use your own service or any other that is available. 
 
If phoning 999 to ask for help with a medical emergency, ask for “Police”+ “Ambulance”. If 
you are certain of the need for medical help, and certain that an ambulance is not 
appropriate due to the severity of the emergency or distance from a vehicle access point, 
ask for “Police” + “Mountain Rescue Service”. 
The service is likely to ask for a 5 figure grid reference. If you only know a 3 figure 
reference, add “00” to the end of the 3 figures.  
 

If a helicopter is called out, when it arrives and is preparing to land, there WILL be a very 
strong downdraught, so get any loose items stacked well out of the way. 
 

If there is an emergency, once the immediate problems have been dealt with, it is then 
necessary for the walk leader to decide about the whole group, and whether or not to 
continue the walk, or just to find a safe way back. There is very likely to be a lot of support 
to the leader in this, but it is the decision of the leader on what to do. The training 
suggested will cover this. 
 

People leaving the walk: Sometimes a person may want to give up the walk, because it is 
too tough, or that they don't feel too well. Depending on the reason, and the location of 
leaving the walk, it may be important that someone (such as another walk leader) walks 
back with them. If it is necessary for someone to go back due to an injury, it is 
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recommended that a minimum of FOUR people go as a group, just in case something 
happens to another person, when there can still be a minimum of two people together. 
 

5 Insurance 
 
Ramblers' insurance covers third party claims for damages against anyone on Ramblers' 
business, if negligence can be proved. To be covered, any activity has to be planned and 
publicised although recces (which will not be publicised) are also covered. Ramblers' 
insurance also covers personal injury for people working on footpath maintenance, but for 
this cover, the names of “the workers” have to be given to Central Office in London prior to 
the activity. 
 

6 Cancellation of a walk 
 
If this is a “planned” cancellation, possible walkers need advising by email, and this can be 
done by the individual walk leader, the Programme Sec or other member of the 
Committee. Also, the Programme Sec will notify other Programme Secs in North Wales 
Area and update Walk Finder. Ideally, someone will go to the start point at the specified 
time time in case there are any visitors who turn up. If it is an unplanned cancellation (eg 
on the morning of the walk) if possible, another walk leader who is planning to go should 
be asked to advise people who arrive at the start point. Perhaps, the people there will 
decide to do a walk themselves. 
 

If a walk is susceptible to weather, e.g. a high level walk in mid winter, it is worth putting 
“contact walk leader” into the walk programme. 
 

7 Publicity 
 
Meirionnydd Group's walks are publicised in the North Wales Area's twice yearly Walks 
Programme booklet which in turn feeds into the Ramblers online Walksfinder.  So, anyone 
anywhere can see what walks we have in our programme. Although the vast majority of 
our walks go into this twice yearly programme, other walks can be added to the 
programme by the Programme Sec (and others) by adding them to Walksfinder directly. It 
is then advisable to notify regular walkers since we are not yet in the habit of looking online 
for our walks. It is important that such additional walks are added to Walksfinder as that is 
one requirement for insurance cover (see section 5 above). 
 
In 2016, we have a regular piece in the Cambrian News weekly newspaper, giving notice 
of our walks, and walks in our patch by other groups. We also put up posters on loal 
noticeboards showing our planned walks over a three month period. 
 
It was agreed that we would not produce something showing Meirionnydd Group walks 
only. The feed into the Area walk booklet is a spreadsheet, and this can be made available 
by the Programme Sec if it is required by someone. 
 
8 Walk Leader Recruitment 
 
While at any point in time we may have plenty of walk leaders who offer to lead sufficient 
walks for our programme, it is always good to encourage people to start leading - new 
leaders are likely to lead different types of walks and/or walks in different areas. 
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People who walk regularly with us will be noticed and if thought suitable and capable will 
be encouraged to consider leading a walk. Whether new to leading walks, or new to our 
patch, they need to be dealt with differently: 
 
For people who are new to leading, we should talk with them about the satisfaction, 
problems and fun of leading walks. Without frightening them away, we could show them 
this document so that they understand what we do and don't expect and tell them how we 
will support them. Also, we can make them aware of what support and guidance they can 
get from the Ramblers website and explain what training we will support. 
 
For experienced leaders that are new to our Group: they will know about the satisfaction, 
problems and fun and may not need the support and training that a newcomer will. But, 
they will need to know the sorts of walks that our group members support 
 
 
Training: For people who have done no leading of walks, but would like to start, we 
strongly recommend asking for a Buddy to work and walk with the new leader, for as long 
as is required. The following is a list of training for walk leaders that the Group would 
support, some of which are less essential than others: 

• Ramblers Volunteer Development Days 

• Using Ramblers online toolkits 

• This document 

• Mountain Leader Training NO, I think  not! 

• Map Reading and Navigation 
 
The Group will most likely pay costs for this training, but approval ought to be sought 
before committing to the expense. 
 
9 Other 
 

1. “Lets Walk Cymru”  is a Ramblers Cymru run very short walk programme to try to 
encourage people to start walking. It is a programme of very easy walks, on good 
surfaces with little ascent. 
 

2. Short Walks Programme – run by Meirionnydd Group is just starting in Spring 2016. 
This is a programme of walks of up to 2 hours on some rough paths, and may 
include some ascent and descent. 
 

3. Ramblers Routes – is a package on the Ramblers website where walks all over GB 
are recorded by Ramblers members, for use by anyone. They can be found using 
the Walksfinder. Meirionnydd Group should consider a push to get lots of walks in 
our area recorded for use by ourselves and visitors. 
 

4. Group Business Cards – are new in April 2016 for use with new people joining our 
walks (see 3 On the day) and for conventional use. All walk leaders should have 
some. 
 

Appendix 
 

The following table contains the list of items referred to in para 4. 
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MEIRIONNYDD GROUP - EMERGENCY EQUIPMENT AND FIRST AID FOR MODERATE/’C’ RATED DAY WALK 
 
GENERAL EQUIPMENT TO TAKE 
 

FIRST AID 

Food and water; at least ½ litre of water for every 5 miles, and 
more on a hot day. A hot drink/soup in a flask especially on cold 
days.  
 
High energy foods E.G. bananas, sweets, nuts, chocolate. 

Large plasters or plaster strips that can be cut to size. 
 
‘Compeed’ Blister plasters (or similar). 
 

Sunglasses; suntan lotion and sunhat in sunny weather. Scissors, possibly also pen-knife 
Tweezers/tick remover 

Torch/head torch – with batteries that work. (NB: six flashes of a 
torch is the international distress signal). 

Large (approx 4 inch by 4 inch) sterile dressing pads: to apply 
pressure to a wound and stop bleeding). Gauze roll: to hold 
dressing in place. 

Whistle - kept somewhere that is quickly to hand.  
(NB: some rucksacks have a discreet whistle built into the chest 
strap. Six blasts of a whistle is the international distress signal). 

Safety pins- various sizes 
 

Spare clothes (e.g. socks; gloves; boot laces; towel- kept within 
a waterproof bag)  
 
Wet weather over trousers for wet and/or windy weather 

Latex/nitrile gloves 
 
Antiseptic wipes: for cleaning small wounds.  
Antiseptic cream 

A survival bag or blanket Crepe or ‘Tubigrip’ bandage; Elasticated ankle/knee supports: 
for slight strains. 

Compass and map with the knowledge on how to use them.  
(NB: Courses, at no cost to you are available via Ramblers – 
contact Group Secretary (Jeff) or other committee member). 

Insect repellent 
 
‘After Bite’ or hydrocortisone cream : to relieve skin irritation from 
bites and stings).  

Mobile phone: fully charged 
GPS : with spare batteries 

Paper and pencil. 
 
Your own personal details including and medication routinely 
taken and a contact name and number for use in an emergency  
(NB: Key rings to record this information are available from 
Committee members and other walks’ leaders). 

 
 


