Hike Rating System
Based on the collective experience of hike leaders and the fact that ½ of the AMC’s Chapters have hike rating systems, I am rolling out such a system for the Worcester Chapter.  I reviewed the rating systems used by other Chapters.  Based on feedback received from the Executive Committee, I have foregone the use of alpha/numeric codes since some people can find such codes to be confusing.  However, in terms of terrain and pace ratings, I have used the ones similar to those of the Berkshire and Boston Chapters.  So, our hike ratings will be comparable to their ratings.
Starting with the March Outdoors activity listings, each hike description submitted for approval will include the distance, terrain and pace.  This will provide potential participants with the information they need to help them determine if a hike is right for them.  It will also make us, as hike leaders, consider the different facets of the hike to help ensure that we and our fellow hikers have both safe and enjoyable experiences.  

· Specify the distance of the hike.

This is a straight forward requirement.  If you cannot obtain the actual distance from guidebooks or trail maps that have mileage recorded, then use the map scale to provide your best estimate of the distance.  If there is no scale on the trail map, and you have never hiked the trails before, then you should seek other ways for obtaining this information; e.g., contact other hike leaders; pre-hike the trails to obtain the mileage via trail signage, a GPS, or other means; etc.  This is an important piece of information.  For inexperienced hikers there can be a huge difference, in terms of their ability/stamina, between a 2-mile and a 5-mile hike.

· Specify the type terrain on which you will be hiking.

· Very strenuous (example:  upper portion of the Tuckerman’s Ravine Trail on Mt. Washington)

· Strenuous (example:  White Dot Trail on Mt. Monadnock)

· Average (example:  Bicentennial Trail on Mt. Wachusett)

· Easy (example:  most trails at Hopkinton State Park or Trout Brook Reservation in Holden)

· Specify the expected pace for the hike.
The pace rates are:

· Very fast (2.5 miles per hours (mph) or faster)

· Fast (2-2.5 mph)

· Moderate (1.5-2 mph)

· Slower (less than 1.5 mph)

Examples trip descriptions, incorporating the 3 facets, for the same hike will demonstrate how one leader’s expected hike experience may differ from that of another leader.
Trip description for hike leader Sid Jones:
Sun., Nov. 4. Mt. Monadnock, NH. 4.4 miles, strenuous terrain, moderate pace (1.5-2 mph). We’ll climb Monadnock via White Dot / White Cross. Bring 2-3 liters of water, trail lunch, snacks. Appropriate hiking gear (e.g., hiking boots - not sneakers, no cotton) required. Limited to 8. Rain cancels. L Sid Jones (508 123-4567 Before 9 PM, sidjones@yahoo.com)
Trip description for hike leader Sid Smith:

Sun., Nov. 4. Mt. Monadnock, NH. 4.4 miles, strenuous terrain, slower pace (1.5 mph or less). We’ll climb Monadnock via White Dot / White Cross. Bring 2-3 liters of water, trail lunch, snacks. Appropriate hiking gear (e.g., hiking boots - not sneakers, no cotton) required. Limited to 8. Rain cancels. L Sid Smith (508 321- 7654 Before 9 PM, sidsmith@hotmail.com)
I bolded the key difference between these 2 descriptions emphasize the differences.  It’s clear Sid Jones’ hike will be at a faster pace than Sid Smith’s hike.  Some participants may want, and have the stamina for, to hike at the faster pace of Sid Jones; others may feel more comfortable with the slower paced hike led by Sid Smith.
If you list a hike with variable terrain, clarify that in the description; e.g., mostly moderate terrain with some short strenuous sections.  Never underestimate the difficulty levels.  This isn’t meant to scare off potential hikers, it is meant to set realistic expectations.  Otherwise, an individual may have a less than an enjoyable or even a miserable experience.  

· Specify the overall trip difficulty.
Determining each of the 3 key facets of the hike will now allow you to assign an overall trip difficulty rating for the hike.  These ratings are:
· Expert (In ski parlance, double black diamond)

Example:  10 miles, very strenuous terrain, very fast pace (2.5 mph or faster)

· Advanced (black diamond)

Example:  8 miles, strenuous terrain, fast pace (2-2.5 mph)
· Intermediate (blue trails)

Example:  4.4 miles, strenuous terrain, moderate pace (1.5-2 mph)

· Easy (green trails)

Example:  5 miles, average terrain, moderate pace (1.5-2 mph)

· Introductory (novice – bunny slope)

Example:  3 miles, easy terrain, slower pace (less than 1.5 mph)
Using the example Mt. Monadnock hike descriptions, due to the distance and the terrain, both would be Intermediate in terms of the overall trip difficulty rating.
Important Note:  The use of a hike rating system does not preclude the need to screen potential participants.  Screening is a reliable, albeit not perfect, tool to help ensure that all participants are of similar ability and that they know what to expect on the hike.  Some individuals overestimate their ability and, as leaders, we need to guide them to more appropriate hikes.  This will help such individuals to gain experience as hikers and to prepare them for hikes that are greater in difficulty.

In terms of show ‘n go hikes, these should be limited to hikes that are truly introductory in nature; i.e., targeted towards participants with little or no recent hiking experience.  Participants of these types of hikes should be prepared for a slower to sometimes moderate pace on easy terrain.  Distances should be limited, also; i.e., less than 4 miles.  If you want to lead a longer hike of this type, then list it as registration required so that you can screen out participants who may not be able to make the longer distance.

I know it will take a little while to get used to incorporating the distance, terrain, pace and overall trip difficulty into the hike listings.  However, the more we do it, the easier it will become.  If you have any questions or need help in determining these elements, please contact me.  If I don’t have the answer, I’ll reach out to others in our leadership ranks.
Remember, at the end of the hike, it’s all about the safety of and enjoyment for all on the trail.

Pat
