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 NOTE: The links provided here are to other sites that are not maintained by Girl Scouts of California’s Central Coast or Girl Scouts 

the USA (collectively, “Girl Scouts”).  The links are provided solely for the purpose of providing additional information related to the 



 
 
activity presented here.  Girl Scouts is not responsible for the content of those sites. The inclusion of any link to such sites does not 

imply endorsement by Girl Scouts and make no representations whatsoever about any other Web site which you may access 

through this one.



 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This Course: GSCCC Backpacking Training  

This course is for Girl Scout adults that want to lead a group on a backpacking trip. Most 

importantly, it provides a guide that is specific to doing backpacking within the Girl Scout 

program including planning, preferred practices, and emergency procedures set out by Girl 

Scouts California Central Coast council. This manual will serve as a place to start for leading 

beginning backpackers and presents the various concerns that need to be addressed for 

planning and undertaking a basic backpacking trip. It is not an all-inclusive guide on how-to-

backpack. Leaders who lack personal backpacking experience will gain this experience through 

hands-on training in council led trips that supplement this manual prior to being certified to lead 

others in the field. This manual also provides planning guidance for longer trips undertaken with 

council approval and after beginner group experience is attained.  

Why take girl scouts backpacking? 

Backpacking can be a life changing experience. Backpackers exist in a state where the only 

concerns are working together to meet the basic needs of life while experiencing the rhythms of 

nature at a level beyond city lights and the reaches of a car. The effort of carrying your home on 

your back allows girls to learn how strong they are in mind and body. They are rewarded with 

inspiring vistas from mountaintops, sightings of wildlife, and views of dark starry nights. Being 

out on the trail strips away the material and electronic distractions of everyday life that 

contribute to the angst of teens. A successful trip will leave girls with self-confidence and lasting 

memories of teamwork, wonder, and adventure.  

Backpacking is an adventure that supports the Girl Scout mission: 

Girl Scouts builds girls of courage, confidence, and character, who make the world a better 

place. 

The goals within the National Girl Scout Program include encouraging girls in a girl-led, learn-

by-doing, cooperative environment. The national program also seeks to give girls the benefits of 

outdoor experiences. Backpacking encompasses all of these goals, offering opportunities to 

learn self-reliance, problem solving, and leadership. It also offers girls opportunities to learn 

about various branches of science including biology, ecology, astronomy and more. Girl Scout 

backpacking includes practicing Leave No Trace environmental ethics and provides 

opportunities for girls to participate in environmental stewardship and gain respect for nature.  

 

The girls have so much to gain from challenging themselves in backpacking. Read on and lead 

those girls outside! 



 

CHAPTER 1: RULES AND READINESS 

 

Backpack Training Certification Process for Adults 

In order to lead girls on a backpacking trip independently, leaders must become complete 
Backpack Trained (BP) by taking this course and participating in one or more council beginner 
trips. Prior backpacking experience is not required. All training is available through council. This 
course is open to Girl Scout adults who may be troop leaders or other troop adults age of 21 or 
older. The following prerequisites must be satisfied for the adult taking this course.  

Prerequisites: 

 Prior experience taking a troop on overnight campouts (non-backpacking) 

 Completed Outdoor Training (ODT) 

 Up-to-date on all courses required below the level of ODT, (Stepping Out as of 2016) 

 Up-to-date background check 

 Active Girl Scout annual registration 

 Age 21 or older 

After completing the classroom course, adult trainees attend a Council lead hands-on 

backpacking trip of beginner level. A beginner trip for skills certification has a hiking distance of 

3 to 5 miles (one-way) from services and a duration of one weekend. Approval of skills and 

certification at the conclusion of the beginner trip is at the discretion of the council learning 

facilitator present. Please be aware that due to the level of risk involved in backpacking, adult 

trip leader certification may require more than one council led beginner trip in order to complete 

certification.  

Cadette level and older girls are welcome to attend council led beginner trips as individual 

participants without obtaining any prior training or experience. The trips are not limited to adults 

in training. Rather they are council hosted events intended for girl participation, where leaders 

may or may not also be there to earn their hands-on training. Girls wishing to participate in 

backpacking within their own troop must be led by a BP certified adult trip leader.  

Trip Leader BP Certification Steps 

 Classroom Backpack Training course 

 Council led beginner level trip (or trips, as needed) 

 Post trip GSCCC Backpacking Learning Facilitator approval 

 

Once BP certified, leaders are approved to lead girls on beginner trips defined as a hiking 

distance of no more than 5 miles from services and not longer than three nights in length.  

Requirements for Advanced Trips  

An advanced backpacking trip is farther than 5 miles from services and/or longer than three 

nights. Advanced trips require skill approval for both leaders and girls. Each girl in a group/troop 

must gain experience by doing one or more beginner trips before undertaking an advanced 

backpacking trip. The beginner trips may be independently planned by the troop or council led. 



 
Skill approval will depend on individual experience and can be accomplished during a council 

led beginner trip or by requesting attendance of a council backpacking learning facilitator on a 

troop planned beginner trip. After gaining advanced skill approval, girls may attend council led 

advanced trips or plan their own advanced trip. BP leaders may lead girls on advanced trips 

with council approval dependent on experience and determined on a case by case basis. 

Wilderness First Aid Requirements 

Any backpacking activity that is more than 30 minutes from emergency medical services 

requires the presence of a Wilderness First Aid trained adult. Therefore, both beginner and 

advanced backpacking trips must have at least one adult with Wilderness First Aid (WFA) 

certification. For advanced trips, a second adult or girl age 16+ should also have WFA 

(recommended) or alternatively a second adult may have First Aid and CPR. 

Wilderness First Aid Certification may be obtained through our council, nearby girl scout 

councils, the groups below, or other equivalent programs. Courses taken through a girl scout 

council will be the least costly. WFA certification typically must be renewed every two years.  If 

in doubt about whether a certain course is acceptable, ask council. 

www.nols.edu/wmi/  

www.rei.com/outdoorschool/wilderness-medicine-classes.html  

www.wildmed.com  

Lifeguard Requirements 

Any backpacking trips that will include swimming also must include a lifeguard certified adult 

who has taken the American Red Cross Lifeguard Training plus Waterfront course or the 

equivalent. This level of lifeguard training is NOT sufficient for swimming in ocean conditions 

that may be commonly encountered in our council. Waterfront lifeguarding only covers flat water 

like ponds, rivers, or lakes. Make sure that trip planning includes the level of supervision 

necessary for the type of water to be encountered. 

Swimming activities during backpacking should be supervised by one adult lifeguard plus one 

additional watcher for the first 10 girls and one adult lifeguard plus two additional watchers for 

up to 25 girls. A watcher for backpacking is an adult who assists the lifeguard by watching the 

group for possible emergencies. Lifeguards and watchers stay out of the water at separate 

posts, except in emergencies. For groups with more than twenty-five swimmers, further 

information on the requirements for numbers and ages of watchers and lifeguards can be found 

in Safety Activity Checkpoints under Swimming.  

During backpacking girls may wade in water less than knee deep without the supervision of a 

lifeguard if care is taken to ensure there are no swift currents, sudden drop offs, or other water 

hazards. In the absence of a lifeguard, wading should be supervised by at least two adult 

watchers for the first 10 girls and an additional watcher for each additional 5 girls. Special care 

should be taken to identify hazards for a trip including the beach, even if girls will only be 

wading. Many beaches in our council or nearby coastlines may have strong currents or sudden 

and dangerous sleeper/sneaker waves. Never turn your back on the ocean! 

http://www.nols.edu/wmi/
http://www.rei.com/outdoorschool/wilderness-medicine-classes.html
http://www.wildmed.com/


 
See Chapter 6 for additional information on lifeguarding techniques and water quality for 

swimming in the backcountry. 

Training can typically be obtained through local public pool programs, local park and rec 

departments, or American Red Cross (www.redcross.org). This certification must typically be 

renewed every two years.  

Required Training Summary  

Beginner Trip: 

 2 adult chaperones min with 1:4 ratio including: 

 1 adult BP  

 1 adult WFA 

 1 adult Lifeguard (if swimming) 

o Additional Lifeguards as needed per SAC 

Advanced Trip: 

 2 adult chaperones min with 1:4 ratio including: 

 1 adult BP  

 1 adult WFA  

 2nd WFA age 16+ (recommended) OR 2nd adult with 1st Aid/CPR 

 1 adult Lifeguard (if swimming) 

o Additional Lifeguards as needed per SAC 

Adult Trip Leadership: 

 1 adult BP 

 1 adult WFA  

 

BP = Backpack Trained 

WFA = Wilderness First Aid trained   

(BP, WFA, and/or Lifeguard may be held by the same adult.) 

SAC = Safety Activity Checkpoints 

Additional Safety Policies 

 

Girl Scout Adult Ratios 

The GSCCC adult to girl ratio for all backpacking trips is two unrelated adults, at least one of 

whom is female, for the first 8 girls plus an additional adult for each additional 4 girls. Please 

note that GSCCC ratios for backpacking are smaller than those required by Safety Activity 

Checkpoints for backpacking. 

http://www.redcross.org/


 
In any circumstance, a rule of 2-to-1 should always be followed, that is two adults with one girl 

or two girls present with one adult. At no time should an adult be alone one-on-one with a girl. If 

a private discussion is required, a girl and an adult should remain in eyesight of others.  

A group should always have a minimum of four participants. In a wilderness emergency, it is 

possible that girls may be called upon to seek help, and it is also possible that a leader may be 

the one needing medical attention. For example, if there is an emergency situation and runners 

must be sent to get help, with a group minimum of four, one person can stay with the sick or 

injured person while two others seek help. Leaders should look to the adult in the group who 

has Wilderness First Aid training in order to determine who should go for outside help. 

Adult Ratios Summary: 

TWO unrelated adults for any number of girls is ALWAYS required for a Girl Scout Activity.  

We require during a Backpacking Trek 1 adult: 4 girls 

Plus, one additional adult for each additional girl up to 4:   

Adults Girls 

2 1 – 8  

3 9 - 12 

4 13 - 16 

 

Swimming (See Safety Activity Checkpoints for more information)  

Swimming Lifeguards and Watchers Ratios 

Number of Swimmers Lifeguards Watchers 

1 – 10 1 adult 1* 

11 – 25 1 adult 2* 

26 – 35 2 persons, at least 1 is an 

adults; others may be 16 

years of age or older 

3* 

36 – 50 2 persons, at least 1 is an 

adults; others may be 16 

years of age or older 

4* 

http://www.girlscoutsccc.org/en/volunteer/online-support-for-volunteers/safety-activity-checkpoints.html


 
*Some states allow watchers to be under the age of 18, but in all states, they must be at least 

16 years of age.  

Non-Scout Participants 

If any non-scouts will attend the trip, either adults or children, normal GSCCC insurance policies 

apply. Insurance must be purchased at the rate of $0.11 per non-scout per day with a $5 

minimum.  

Other Policies 

Information on forms and form submission timelines can be found in Chapter 2. Health checkup 

requirements, medication policies, and immunization recommendations for girls and adults can 

also be found in Chapter 2. Policies regarding male participants attending a trip can be found in 

Chapter 4.  

In the state of California, volunteers such as Girl Scout leaders are not mandated reporters; 

however, Girl Scout leaders are encouraged to report suspected abuse. This may include 

physical, sexual, or emotional abuse or neglect, and any reasonable suspicion of such should 

be reported to the Police or Child Welfare within three days.  

REMINDER! As in any Girl Scout event, alcohol, tobacco use in front of girls, illicit drug use, 

sexual contact, and firearms are always prohibited! 

Know Your Group 

Group Size Limits 

In addition to adhering to girl to adult ratios, group size must be considered because many 

areas have limits on the number of people allowed for backpacking. This number is often 12 

including the leaders. The number of overall visitors to an area on a particular day may also be 

limited through various permit processes. These limits protect areas from overuse and maintain 

safety and enjoyment for all trail users. Group size limits and permit rules will depend on the trail 

visited. This information can be found by researching the trail online and/or by contacting 

rangers.  

Participant Readiness 

When planning a trip, leaders should take into account each participant’s maturity, physical and 

mental fitness, and outdoor skill level and experience. The difficulty of a trip should be within the 

mental and physical capabilities of every member of the group, including the leaders. A 

backpacker who is exerting themselves beyond their fitness level is more likely to be injured, 

become ill, lost, or be unfortunately miserable. Middle aged trip leaders need to honestly assess 

their own fitness levels due to the potential for health emergencies a significant distance from 

medical aid, especially the possibility of cardiovascular emergencies. Girls and adults may need 

some months of conditioning in order to have the fitness level needed to safely participate. 

Some girls may be simply too small to carry their own basic gear and should not backpack until 

they are older and physically bigger. Assessing mental readiness includes looking at ability to 

use good judgment, willingness to learn from others, and ability to work in a team. A ready 



 
participant will also have concern for other members of the group and for the natural 

environment. 

Girl Scout Outdoor Progression 

Backpacking is part of “Adventure Out” which is at the pinnacle of the Girl Scout Program 

Outdoor Progression. Girls should only go on a backpacking trip once they have gained skills 

from the earlier stages of cooking, sleeping, and camping out.  

Including Girls with Disabilities 

The Girl Scout program includes girls with disabilities. Communicate with girls with disabilities 

and/or their caregivers to assess any needs and accommodations. Contact national parks to 

inquire about their accommodations for people with disabilities. To find resources to adapt 

various sports, including backpacking, to persons of all abilities visit Disabled Sports USA. 

http://www.disabledsportsusa.org/hiking/ To find backpacking programs for youth of various 

abilities contact Global Explorers http://globalexplorers.org/ and Wilderness Inquiries 

http://www.wildernessinquiry.org/. 

Skill Progression for Backpackers 

Backpacking has its own progression chart, which is broken down by skill area. Girls move up 

the backpacking progressions as they age and gain maturity as well as through hands-on 

experience gained with each trip. Use this chart to decide which skills to practice during a trip 

and to determine whether a participant is ready for an advanced backpacking trip.  

Age 
Level 

Planning Gear Water Cooking Food 
Storage 

Knife 
Handling 

Map and 
Compass 

Emergencies 
and First Aid 

6th-
7th 
Grade 

Voices 
opinions 
on group 
choices 
such as 
destination 
and food 

Learns about 
loading a 
pack 
 
Needs help 
adjusting 
straps 

Observes 
water 
treatment  
 
Learns why 
water is 
treated and 
where best 
to gather it 

Observes 
stove set 
up. 
 
Prepares 
food with 
assistance. 
 
Learns the 
steps for 
washing 
dishes. 

Learn about 
low impact 
camping and 
attempt to not 
waste food 
 
Learn two 
knots 

Learns rules 
for knife 
safety and 
uses knives 
in the 
kitchen with 
some 
supervision 
 
 

Observes 
route on map 
 
Learns how 
to find 
cardinal 
directions 
with compass 

Knows to blow 
emergency whistle 
when in trouble 
 
Knows how to 
respond to Lifeguard 
commands 

7th-
8th 
Grade 

Makes 
group 
decisions 
with little 
guidance 

Knows how to 
pack and use 
gear with 
some 
assistance 
and 
reminders 

Collect and 
purify water 
with 
guidance 

Learns to 
light the 
stove. 
 
Cook with 
guidance. 
 
Wash 
dishes with 
some 
guidance. 

Learn to 
choose 
locations for 
animal 
proofing food 
 
Practice 
knots 

Learns to 
sharpen a 
knife 

Learns to 
read features 
from a topo a 
map 
 
Observes 
orienting a 
map 

Knows how to care 
for feet 
 
Knows to stay 
hydrated and dress 
for heat and cold 

8th-
9th 
Grade 

Can make 
detailed 
route 
plans with 
minimal 
assistance 

Can pack for 
the trip with 
minimal 
assistance 
 
Can adjust 
own 

Purify water 
with minimal 
assistance 
including 
knowing 
how to 
adjust for 

Cooks 
rehydration 
meal with 
little 
assistance. 
 

Create Bear 
bag with 
some 
supervision 

Can make 
items such 
as feather 
sticks with 
minimal 
supervision 

Learns to 
orient a map 
using 
compass 
declination. 
 

Learns and 
practices wilderness 
first aid for common 
conditions such as 
heat, cold, altitude, 
and physical injuries 



 
backpack 
independently 

dose, 
temperature, 
and timing 

Sets up 
dishwashing 
station and 
washes 
dishes with 
little 
assistance. 

Learns about 
taking a 
bearing 

•  
Can practice 
survival techniques 

10th-
12th 
Grade 

Can 
determine 
and 
complete 
trip-
planning 
details 
such as 
securing 
permits 

Can pack 
independently 
 
Can help 
others to 
pack 

Can purify 
water with 
no 
supervision 

Sets up, 
cooks, and 
cleans the 
kitchen area 
without 
assistance 

Create Bear 
bag or 
otherwise 
make food 
storage 
decisions 
independently 

Independent 
Knife use 

Can 
independently 
follow a map 
and use a 
compass 

Learns how to 
conduct an 
evacuation 

 

 

CHAPTER 2: Planning for Your Trip 

 

This chapter outlines various planning matters for trips undertaken under the guidance of troop 

and/or trip leaders. For trips led by council, council leaders will cover many of these planning 

steps. Council led trips also include a pre-trip prep meeting for participants, which will include 

some trip planning including individual health concerns and sharing specific trip plans with 

parents. For trips not led by council, troop/trip leaders will guide their girls through the planning 

stages, including choosing the route, securing permits, obtaining maps, and planning for the 

health needs of the group. 

Choosing a Trail That Fits Your Group 

When choosing a trail route and outdoor activities for your group, take into consideration the 

age, interests, strengths, and capabilities of the girls. For troop-planned trips, the girls should 

have meeting time to voice their opinions and vote on the trip plans. The leader should ensure 

that the girls’ plans will provide them a challenging adventure without being outside of the 

capabilities of the least skillful member of the group. Keep in mind that water features, caves, 

rock formations, or other interesting destinations will provide more motivation and make a trip 

more enjoyable. Many teens may prefer these types of destinations opposed to beautiful views 

and sunsets. 

Consider the weather and trail conditions and what gear those conditions dictate. Trips that 

require less gear may make packs lighter and hikers happier. Balance this with bringing enough 

essential gear to “Be Prepared”. Consider the age and fitness level of girls. For example, 

younger, smaller girls may enjoy a trail with level easy terrain and weather conditions that would 

allow for sleeping under the stars without a tent, so that only lightweight emergency tarp-tents 

will be needed as part of their gear, rather than carrying heavier tents. In our local area, 

conditions concerning water availability can be a major consideration because water is very 

heavy to carry. 



 

Finding A Place to Go 

The internet has a wealth of information on backpacking trails. There are many websites that 

provide ratings, reviews, and advice on the many trips in our area, in our state, and beyond. 

Make sure to verify current information with park rangers before settling on a particular trail. 

Within our council the Los Padres National Forest, Channel Islands National Park, and Santa 

Monica National Recreation Area are areas where backpacking opportunities may be found. 

The Los Padres National Forest has several ranger districts providing nearby opportunities for 

girls in all regions of our council. Channel Islands National Park backpacking opportunities are 

only reachable by boat. The park service concessionaires run boat shuttles to the islands from 

Ventura and Oxnard, or they may also be reached by private vessel. The Backbone Trail in the 

Santa Monica National Recreation Area is currently being developed. On-trail designated 

campsites for through backpackers are currently being built. Look for those to become available 

soon. Note that Pinnacles National Park does not allow backcountry camping, only hiking and 

car camping. Within California and nearby to our council there are many other forests and 

parks.  

As a place to start, the Sample Trails Section of the Appendix, offers descriptions of trails 

accessible from the southern, central, and northern regions of GS Central Coast Council 

showing the variety of options available. Each of the trails listed also has other options nearby 

that might be a good fit for the interests and skills of a particular group of girls. Trail conditions 

constantly change from season to season and year to year, so choosing any of the sample trails 

for a troop trip will require additional research that can start with the links provided.  

Some other places to look for trip ideas: 

 National Forest Service - Los Padres National Forest http://www.fs.usda.gov/lpnf  

 National Park Service www.nps.gov  

 California State Parks  www.parks.ca.gov  

 www.hikelospadres.com  

 San Diego GS Council 

http://thinmint.sdgirlscouts.org/files/program/outdoors/backpacking/Backpacking_Trips.p

df  

 www.norcalhiker.com  

 https://socalhiker.net/10-overnight-backpack-trips-southern-california/  

 www.hikespeak.com  

 www.trails.com  

Door-to-door Trip Length 

When planning a troop adventure, remember to include the time and transportation required to 

reach the trailhead. If you are backpacking at a destination at a higher elevation such as in the 

Sierras, time must also be included for the body to acclimate to the higher elevation in order to 

prevent altitude sickness. This may mean spending one or more nights in the area before 

setting out on the trail. Trips will also ideally have time built in to relax and enjoy the destination. 

All regulations for driving and traveling with girls as set out in the Transporting Girls sections of 

Safety Activity Checkpoints, Stepping Out, and Volunteer Essentials apply to backpacking trips. 

http://www.fs.usda.gov/lpnf
http://www.nps.gov/
http://www.parks.ca.gov/
http://www.hikelospadres.com/
http://thinmint.sdgirlscouts.org/files/program/outdoors/backpacking/Backpacking_Trips.pdf
http://thinmint.sdgirlscouts.org/files/program/outdoors/backpacking/Backpacking_Trips.pdf
http://www.norcalhiker.com/
https://socalhiker.net/10-overnight-backpack-trips-southern-california/
http://www.hikespeak.com/
http://www.trails.com/


 
Include both the beginning and end of the trail when planning transportation. Some trips return 

to the start in an out-and-back or loop hike, while others end at a different trailhead than they 

began and may require shuttling or an extra chaperone to pick up girls at the end. 

Daily Hiking Distance and Time, Rules of Thumb 

Girls age 12 and older may have the ability to hike 7 miles or more in a day depending on the 

physical fitness and experience level of the group. Beginner trips by definition will generally 

have 3 to 5 miles hiked in a day, while advanced trips may or may not have longer daily 

distances. It is recommended to include days with less mileage for enjoying the surroundings or 

taking a side trip, when planning advanced trips.  

On level easy terrain, expect to cover 2 miles per hour. On rough terrain or with heavy packs or 

younger girls, plan 1 mile per hour. Add 1 hour per mile for each 1000 ft of elevation gain, and 

add 30 minutes per mile for each 1000 ft of elevation loss. Hikers should plan to ascend no 

more than 1000 feet in a day to help prevent altitude sickness. Include time for breaks, snacks, 

water, and checking on feet and pack comfort. Take into account the terrain and the fitness level 

of the group when planning daily distances. Add time for resting, enjoyment, and the 

unexpected: weather, animals, photography, skills practice, and fun!  

Reservations, Permits, and Paperwork 

 

Reservations and Tickets 

Once a destination is selected, plan the specifics. Reservations may be needed for stops on the 

way to and from the trailhead, campgrounds, trails that function with visitor quotas, shuttles or 

boat fare to reach the trailhead. Some places need to be reserved far in advance, so plans must 

be made to secure these reservations and tickets considering both timing and budget. 

Reservation Checklist: 

 Lodging in route to and from trailhead 

 Transportation from home (car rental, bus, train, plane) 

 Local transportation to and from trailhead (shuttle, boat fare) 

 Campground/campsite reservations 

 Trail use reservations 

 

It is important to contact park rangers early in planning and again immediately before a trip. 

Rangers know the common issues encountered in their region and can give advice on many trip 

aspects. Sometimes they are familiar with scout programs (typically boy scouts) using an area 

and can give tips for success or can provide services. For example, rangers may be willing to 

transport water for younger scouts or move gear for a scout with a disability. Rangers may also 

have program enhancements that they can offer your group like a guided tide pool walk or a 

service project that girls can do while on the trail. Topics to discuss with rangers may include: 

Topics to Ask Park Rangers: 

 Trail difficulty and conditions 



 

 Availability of water 

 Common dangers in the area 

 Trailhead access 

 Parking permits and information 

 Service opportunities for girls 

 Weather 

 Permits 

 

If possible, it is recommended that at least one trip leader preview hike the chosen trail. There is 

no better preparation than seeing the trail firsthand.  

Adventure Permits, Special Use Passes, and Campfire Permits 

Passes may be required for parking, camping, building fires, or using stoves. Pass requirements 

will vary from trail to trail and may apply to trailheads or campsites. In the Los Padres National 

Forest an Adventure Pass or a Special Use Pass is required for parking at some trailheads or 

campgrounds, while others are free. Wilderness or Backpacking permits are not required in Los 

Padres National Forest. All trail camps may be used on a first-come, first-served basis and 

require no reservations. Passes can be purchased at a selection of vendors near trail areas, 

online, or directly from the forest service by phone or mail. Use the national forest service or 

applicable agency website to find more information and check the exact requirements of your 

trail of choice. Note that Interagency Annual Passes sold at National Parks are also valid where 

Adventure Passes are required.  

For Los Padres National Forest:  http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/lpnf/passes-permits/recreation   

On federal lands throughout California, a Campfire Permit is required for open fires and usage 

of small portable stoves. Annual Campfire Permits are free for download here: 

http://www.preventwildfireca.org/Campfire-Permit/  During some seasons or weather conditions, 

fires and stoves are not permitted. Always check with park rangers for current fire conditions 

and restrictions. You can be held liable for suppression and damage caused by a wildland fire 

that you cause! Be careful, take fire bans seriously!  

Maps 

For backpacking, it is best to use 7.5 quadrangle topographic trail maps. These maps have 

contour lines that show elevations along with trails, roads, and other features. It is a must for the 

group to carry paper maps. Device batteries may run out and maps will be easier to share with 

the girls if they are on paper. The USGS (US Geological Survey) produces topo maps that can 

be downloaded for free or purchased online in printed paper form. Maps can also be purchased 

from park visitor centers, often printed on a plastic, paper-like material that will resist tearing and 

water damage, which may be especially useful for longer trips. 

Places to download USGS Topo maps: 

 http://www.natgeomaps.com/trail-maps/pdf-quads  

 http://data.fs.usda.gov/geodata/rastergateway/states-regions/regions.php  

 http://viewer.nationalmap.gov/basic/#startUp  

http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/lpnf/passes-permits/recreation
http://www.preventwildfireca.org/Campfire-Permit/
http://www.natgeomaps.com/trail-maps/pdf-quads
http://data.fs.usda.gov/geodata/rastergateway/states-regions/regions.php
http://viewer.nationalmap.gov/basic/#startUp


 
 

During the hands-on portion of Backpack Leader Training, use of topo maps along with 

compass skills will be taught. These websites offer tutorials of basic map and compass use: 

 https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/topo-maps-how-to-use.html  

 https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/navigation-basics.html  

Council Approval 

Once a destination has been selected and a trip plan created, get it approved by council. All 

backpacking trips not led by council require submission of the usual Trip Application, Parent 

Permission Specific Trip form, and High Risk forms. These should be submitted to council, not 

to service units. In addition a Backpacking Safety and Itinerary form found in the Appendix must 

be submitted to council at least two months in advance of a troop backpacking beginner trip and 

six months in advance for advanced troop trips. Medical Health Reports for all participants, girls 

and adults, should be collected by trip leaders six months in advance, and they require the 

signature of a physician. The Medical Health Report ensures that all participants have had a 

conversation with their doctor to help identify risk factors and minimize health emergencies on 

the trail, far from help. Both the Backpacking Safety and Itinerary form and the Medical Health 

Report can be found in the Appendix. All forms can be found in the volunteer resources on the 

GSCCC website. 

Summary of Forms 

For Beginner Trips, Council-led Trips, and Advanced Trips.  

All forms are available on the GSCCC website 

*Backpacking is a High Risk Activity 

Beginner and Council-led Trips: 

Forms returned to council learning facilitator during preparation meeting: 

 Specific Trip Parent Permission 

 High Risk 

Forms Carried During the Trip: 

 Medication Permission 

 Health History 

 Annual Permission 

 Girl Release 

 All Beginner trip forms PLUS: 

 Medical Health Report 

 Troop Planned Trips  

Forms Submitted to Council: 

*Submit 3 months in advance  

https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/topo-maps-how-to-use.html
https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/navigation-basics.html
http://www.girlscoutsccc.org/en/volunteer/online-support-for-volunteers/forms-and-documents.html


 

 Trip Application 

 Specific Trip Parent Permission 

 High Risk 

 Backpacking Safety and Itinerary 

 Troop Planned Beginner Trip: Plan 2 Insurance, if needed, submitted 3 weeks in 

advance 

Advanced Trips: 

*Submitted 6 months in advance: 

 Trip Application 

 Specific Trip Parent Permission 

 High Risk 

 Backpacking Safety and Itinerary 

 Plan 2 Insurance, if needed, submitted 3 weeks in advance 

Additional Documentation for Troop Planned Trips:  

(Forms Carried by Troop) 

One copy for the whole troop: 

 First Aid Log 

 Incident and Injury Report 

 Council Emergency Procedures 

 Trip Application 

One copy for each participant (adults AND girls): 

 Specific Trip Parent Permission 

 High Risk 

 Medication Permission 

 Health History 

 Annual Permission 

 Girl Release 

One copy for each participant (adults AND girls): 

 All Beginner trip forms 

 Medical Health Report 

Planning for Medical Concerns 
 

Medications and Chronic Illnesses 

Medical conditions that may need special attention when planning a backpacking trip include but 

are not limited to physical disabilities, food allergies, asthma, obesity, diabetes, hypertension, 



 
seizure disorders, and cardiovascular disease. Communication with parents and between 

leaders will be key in accommodating girls and/or trip leaders. In the case of advanced trips, trip 

leaders should review the Medical Health Reports for their group six months in advance so that 

any accommodations or modifications to the trip plan can be made early in the planning stages.  

Girls who need to take medication during a backpacking trip, may do so with written permission 

from the girl’s parent or guardian stating that it is acceptable for the girl to self-administer her 

medication. Medications should be contained in their original containers and include dosage 

instructions. Girls who need vital medications such as insulin for diabetes, asthma inhalers, or 

epiPens for allergic reactions should consider bringing extra backup quantities of medication for 

a trip leader to carry and even a third set to be kept at the trailhead or with a non-hiking 

chaperone. Anyone carrying a vital medication for their own use or for someone else’s use 

should label the outside of their backpack to visibly flag the pocket in which these medications 

can be found. This can be done with an agreed upon label such as a brightly colored lanyard or 

duct tape. This will help to quickly locate the medication should emergency need arise. 

Immunizations 

Girl Scouts does not prohibit girls who do not have recommended vaccinations from 

participating in program activities including backpacking, though it is important for trip leaders to 

know the immunization status of participants, including the adults. For trips in the United States, 

tetanus vaccination is highly recommended because of the potential for cuts and scrapes to be 

contaminated with dirt, a possible route for entry of tetanus bacteria. For any trip where the 

water source for drinking has the potential to have urban contamination, polio vaccination is also 

recommended. For travel outside the United States, the US State Department can provide 

guidelines for additional vaccinations.  

Share Your Plan with Parents! 

Now that the trip plan is shaping up, it is time to communicate with parents. Parents will want to 

know the expenses they will need to cover and all the dates involved in the plan. Parents will 

also want to know the risks involved and emergency plans for the trip. The parent meeting is 

also time to enlist the help of the parents in supporting roles such as fundraiser leader, 

paperwork collector, shopping supervisor, food prep supervisor, emergency contact, or trailhead 

shuttle driver. Here is a checklist for the parent meeting: 

 Overall trip plan and Destination highlights 

 Present gear needs 

 Costs and budget 

 Present physical fitness preparation plan 

 Set dates 

 Fitness preparation 

 Gear shakedown, practice hike 

 Food purchasing 

 Food preparation 

 Trip dates 

 Risks 

 Emergency plans 



 

 Enroll parents for support roles 

Additional information on the parent meeting topics will be covered in the following chapters. 

Chapter 3 covers trip preparation and gear. Chapter 4 has additional information on gear and its 

use on the trail as well as information on food, possible risks, and emergency planning. 

CHAPTER 3: Prepare for the Trip 

 

Before going on any backpacking trip, girls should have experience hiking and camping. See 

the Outdoor and Backpacking Progressions for girls from Chapter 1. Provide opportunities for 

day hiking and overnight camping if needed to prepare everyone in your group.  

Up next, trip prep topics including helping girls have opportunities to assess their fitness level, 

break in their shoes, practice with their gear, and try out trail recipes. Group management, 

includes setting up patrols, kapers, and emergency and non-emergency trip communication 

plans. 

Prepare Your Body 

For beginner and advanced trips, all participants need to have the physical fitness to carry the 

weight of their backpack for the duration, distance, and terrain difficulty planned. Girls need to 

be capable of carrying about 20 to 25 pounds. If needed, and especially for longer advanced 

trips, girls can participate in an aerobic conditioning fitness program to improve their fitness 

starting several months before a trip. They may like to do this together as a group or 

individually. It is always a good idea to do a fully loaded practice day hike in the last weeks 

before a trip. 

Adult trip participants also need to have physical fitness for the trip. Backpacking is a strenuous 

activity, and adults may need to carry 30 to 40 pounds. Adults should not carry more than 30% 

of their body weight. Include a fitness preparation program in your plans as much as nine 

months in advance, especially for advanced level trips.  

A fitness plan should begin easier and become increasingly difficult. It is ideal to exercise two to 

three times per week. For backpacking prep, any aerobic activity that increases the heart rate 

can be used for getting fit. As the trip date approaches, day hikes wearing a backpack and the 

boots that will be worn on the trip are important preparation. Start out with a smaller distance 

and a lightweight pack. Gradually increase distance and weight over several day hikes. By the 

time the trip arrives, work up to a practice hike with a fully loaded pack on terrain similar to the 

trip terrain and for a distance similar to the planned daily mileage. Keeping a diary of fitness 

training can help motivate participants and give everyone a sense of accomplishment. 

For training advice: https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/backpacking-how-to-cross-

train.html   

https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/backpacking-how-to-cross-train.html
https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/backpacking-how-to-cross-train.html


 

Prepare Your Gear 

Parents need ample warning about what personal gear will be on the packing list, so that they 

can borrow, rent, or buy as needed. The same can be said for the troop that needs to gather 

group gear. Gear requirements need to be clearly communicated since many people may not 

have the experience to know the difference between equipment for trail running or car camping 

and that for backpacking. Gear should be appropriate for the weather and skill level needed for 

the trip, in good working condition, and most importantly, properly sized for each user. It need 

not be new. It may get dirty or banged up! The lighter weight the gear, the happier the hiker; 

however, beginners do not need to go out and purchase lots of expensive super light or super 

technical items. Gear can be borrowed from friends or your Girl Scout council has a resource 

pool. It can be rented through retail shops (may be more expensive, requires planning for pick-

up and drop-off) or through gear rental services (may be less expensive, may have better 

access to small youth sized backpacks or group pricing, requires planning for shipping). Gear 

rental reservations may need to be made a month or more in advance, and the rental cost 

needs to be considered in the trip budget. 

Outfitters: 

REI: www.rei.com  

Campmor: www.campmor.com  

Backcountry: www.backcountry.com   

Eastern Mountain Sports: www.ems.com  

Rental Services: 

Outdoors Geek: www.outdoorsgeek.com  

Lower Gear: www.lowergear.com   

REI:  www.rei.com/stores/rentals.html  

Personal Gear 

Personal gear includes a frame backpack, hiking boots, bedding, clothing, and water bottles. 

Outfitters like REI have very knowledgeable staff that can help you choose gear that fits 

properly and is appropriate for your destination. A rental service can provide economical 

borrowed gear. For example, it may make sense to rent a youth sized backpack for a few trips 

to prevent having to invest in a second expensive backpack for a fast growing girl. 

Backpacks should fit to a person’s torso length and are rated by the quantity of liters that they 

carry. They must have an internal or external frame and a padded hip belt. Shoes need to be 

boots made for hiking with ankle support to protect ankles when carrying the additional load of 

the backpack. Trail running shoes do not generally provide adequate support. Sleeping bags 

need to be long enough for the user’s body, rated for the coldest overnight temperature 

expected, synthetic or down stuffed, and should be body-fitting, small-stuffing style. Rectangular 

sleeping bags, cotton roll-ups, and children’s novelty bags are too heavy, bulky, and not warm 

http://www.rei.com/
http://www.campmor.com/
http://www.backcountry.com/
http://www.ems.com/
http://www.outdoorsgeek.com/
http://www.lowergear.com/
http://www.rei.com/stores/rentals.html


 
enough for backpacking. Clothing should be non-cotton and include layers. See the Appendix 

for more details on gear types and fitting as well as a Suggested Packing List. 

Electronic Devices on the Trail 

Girls are highly discouraged from bringing cell phones or other electronic devices (cameras as 

an exception), on a backpacking trip. Not only are cell phones a distraction from the outdoor and 

group experience, cell phones also have limited use as rescue devices since very many if not 

most backcountry locations do not have cell coverage at all. Devices with dead batteries are 

also useless, and cell phones are not designed for the rigors and environmental conditions of 

backpacking, from being smashed in a pack to cold temperatures to water exposure.  

On the other hand, leaders should bring a cell phone as a backup emergency device. Stress on 

the word backup. The group should be able to use a paper map and compass as their first and 

foremost piece of emergency equipment. A cell phone should NEVER be the primary plan for 

navigation and emergency procedures. Sometimes a cell phone can reach 911 services by 

voice call even in areas with no coverage. Even on old phone that has no current service 

provider, but has a full battery may be able to reach 911 in an emergency. Something to 

consider, rather than bringing a nice, new, expensive phone to get banged up on your trip. 

Leaders should refrain from using a phone for entertainment and even for general navigation 

during a trip even if they have cell coverage in order to conserve batteries in case of 

emergency. The phone should be carried by the leaders and be powered on once daily in an 

attempt to leave a trail of cell phone pings that can aid rescuers in finding the group should an 

emergency arise. The phone should remain powered completely down the rest of the time to 

conserve batteries. Backup batteries and gear that can charge devices in the field are options, 

but may lead to too much reliance on the phone as a safety net when actual communication is 

likely not possible due to basic lack of signal coverage leading to these items just becoming 

more weight to carry. 

GPS units may also be useful and are better than cell phones for navigation during the trip, but 

they are also useless if the batteries die. Emergency personal locator beacons are worth 

considering. They send out a signal that rescuers can use to find your precise location, and 

some models allow two-way radio with rescuers. These devices are expensive, but may be 

worthwhile to rent mainly for advanced trips. 

Some possible companies for personal locator beacon rental include: 

https://www.oerentals.com/  

https://www.lowergear.com/  

http://www.plbrentals.com/  

Shared Gear 

Gear shared by the group will typically include cooking equipment, food, shelter, and first aid 

supplies. Some of these items can be borrowed from GSCCC, especially stoves and cooking 

kits. Contact council for more information and availability. Simple tarp shelters can be made by 

the girls. These are lighter to carry for younger girls and may be more than adequate for the 

https://www.oerentals.com/
https://www.lowergear.com/
http://www.plbrentals.com/


 
conditions of your destination, particularly in California’s central coast. Additional information on 

types of group gear and food planning recommended for Girl Scout groups can be found in 

Chapters 6-8 on Water, Food and Fire, and Shelter. See also the Suggested Packing List in the 

Appendix. 

The total weight of a participant’s backpack will include her personal gear, drinking water, and a 

share of the group gear and food. Water weighs 2.2 lbs per liter, and each person should carry 

2 liters at a minimum. If water sources will not be reliable for your trip, a significant possibility in 

our region, the weight of the water needed for hydration and cooking can be quite significant. 

Food can be estimated to weigh 2 lbs per day per person. Group gear and food needs to be 

divided up to be carried by each participant with those that can carry more taking a larger share 

than those that are younger or smaller. As mentioned before, each girl’s body frame and fitness 

level should be taken into account when determining how much she can carry. A rule of thumb 

is to aim to have food and water take up about half of your gear weight. 

Fill Your Pack 

Several weeks prior to your trip, schedule a gear check meeting. Trip leaders should go over the 

packing list with girls and check ALL their items. Group gear should be divided and distributed. 

This meeting should be done early enough that if gear is found to be inadequate, there is time 

for parents to remedy the situation. This meeting is also a good time to practice packing a 

backpack. Generally, heavy items should be packed centered and close to the back of the 

wearer. Items for night, and light weight items go at the bottom, mainly the sleeping bag and 

pad. Items that need to be handy such as a water bottle, hat, first aid items, and a jacket should 

be packed at the top or in an outer pocket. Items should mostly be stowed and not dangle from 

the pack. In areas where bear canisters are needed, put the canister in first and pack soft items 

around the sides. There are many resources with advice on how to pack a backpack that should 

be consulted for those that do not have prior experience.  

Some pack loading references include: 

http://www.wildbackpacker.com/backpacking-gear/backpacks/how-to-pack-a-backpack/   

https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/loading-backpack.html  

http://www.outdoorblueprint.com/read/how-to-pack-a-backpack/   

Within about a week or two of the trip, the group should plan their fully loaded test hike. At this 

point, do get on a scale with each girl’s pack and make sure that the load is adequately 

distributed across the group and that no girl is carrying a pack much too heavy for her body size 

and physical condition. For an advanced trip of a longer duration, a shorter “shakedown” trip of 

one or two nights can be very helpful to make sure everyone has the gear they will need. Trips 

led by council will include dates for a personal gear check meeting and a load testing walkabout 

meeting. See the Appendix for a trip planning timeline for non-council led trips. 

Prepare Your People 

During the pre trip meetings for both council led trips and trip leader led trips, participants will 

form patrols, plan meals and divide up food and gear. For council led trips patrols will be 2 to 4 

http://www.wildbackpacker.com/backpacking-gear/backpacks/how-to-pack-a-backpack/
https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/loading-backpack.html
http://www.outdoorblueprint.com/read/how-to-pack-a-backpack/


 
people in size. Trip leaders can decide what patrol size works best for their group considering 

the types of meals they plan (freeze dried backpacking food often comes in 2 or 4 serving size 

portions) and the capacity of the shelters that will be used.   

Patrols and Kapers 

Forming patrols is a girl scout tradition that promotes camaraderie, safety, and aids organization 

of cooking and other kapers. In a trip where participants do not know each other, patrols match 

people up for the various sharing tasks needed for a successful trip. In a group that does know 

each other, it is suggested that girls choose their patrol mates, though leaders should guage this 

decision to avoid cliques, exclusion, and other team destructive behavior. Patrols promote 

safety through the buddy system where girls help keep track of each other. 

Food Planning Matters - Menu Considerations 

Menus can be chosen by the group as a whole or patrol-wise. An advantage of menu planning 

patrol-wise, is that girls’ individual tastes can be accommodated. Meals put together in a big pot 

lend themselves to a single menu for the group. Considerations for meal planning include 

knowing any food allergies or special dietary needs in your group. Make sure to provide 

substitutes in these cases. It is not enough for the person to simply skip an item. For example, if 

a vegetarian cannot eat the jerky planned for a snack, make sure to have an alternative protein 

for that person so everyone has enough. Communicate with parents for suggestions if needed.  

Other menu planning considerations are youth tastes, cost, preparation difficulty, fuel and water 

needs, storage issues including containment and refrigeration, and clean up including dishes 

and minimizing pack out waste. The spectrum of meal choices range from prepackaged freeze 

dried meals, to no-cook meals, to time honored traditional trail meals for girls who really enjoy 

cooking. Freeze dried backpacking foods are relatively expensive, but depending on your 

group’s budget, may be worth the cost for the convenience of only heating water and not 

dirtying cooking pots. On the other hand, money can be saved with do it yourself recipes.  

 

Food prep needs range from a baked potato that requires a campfire and plenty of time, to dried 

food that needs hot water boiled followed by a minute or two wait, to foods that need no cooking 

at all. Unless you are hiking in cold enough weather, there will be no refrigeration on the trail. 

For winter hiking, the opposite can be a problem. Frozen solid food takes fuel and time to thaw 

and is difficult to eat and digest raw. Consider clean up. A sticky mac and cheese pot takes 

more effort and more water to clean than a freeze-dried backpacking portion that is cooked 

inside its own package. Meanwhile the cooked in packages may generate too much undesired 

trash to pack out. Plan to eat foods with stinky trash like tuna at the end of the trip. Weigh all 

these considerations for your menu. Include the girls in the menu planning, shopping, 

packaging, and prep. 

The topic of what and how to cook in the backcountry is vast. There are many places on the 

internet and otherwise where one can find recipe ideas for backpacking meals. Here are a few 

resources for further information for meal planning and recipes. 

Recipes submitted by backpackers: http://www.backpacking.net/recipes/   

http://www.backpacking.net/recipes/


 
Overview of options and suggestions: https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/planning-

menu.html    

Detailed comprehensive guide: https://www.amazon.com/NOLS-Cookery-Claudia-

Pearson/dp/081170940X   

Very comprehensive, covering planning, cooking techniques, and recipes: 

http://www.trailcooking.com/    

Backpacking cooking articles for all kinds of meals: http://www.backpacker.com/skills/cooking/   

Packaging and Food Logistics 

Repackaging food into reusable containers allows for exact portions and pre-combining of 

ingredients for faster meal prep on the trail. Label foods well (there are many recipes that look 

like a white powder before they are cooked!) and include cooking directions as needed. Many 

backpackers utilize many Ziploc bags for both their food and other gear, but as we try to have a 

smaller impact on the world and in line with the environmental message of girl scouting, put 

some thought into your food packaging and try to create as little waste as possible, particularly 

of the plastic single use variety. Less packaging trash also means less garbage to carry out. 

Small reusable plastic storage containers are the lightest weight option and will last longer than 

plastic baggies. If your group will be using Bear Canisters, be aware of the space constraints 

when repackaging foods. Some decisions like buying spaghetti that takes up less space than 

macaroni are also important when space is at a premium.  

The group needs a shopping plan and meeting time to perform any repackaging, preparation, 

and division of food for carrying. Shopping may be divided among participants or completed as 

a group. Girls may also want to plan meeting time to try out recipes. For long trips, the group 

should plan to carry food for about 4 - 5 days maximum. If the trip is longer than that, food drops 

need to be arranged where a support adult or two carry in the food to a specific meeting point 

and drop it off to the group. Especially for a longer trip, the menu needs early planning and 

significant parent support.  

Additional information on nutrition and recipes for backpacking can be found in the Chapter 7 

Food and Fire. This chapter also contains information on food storage, cooking techniques, 

dishwashing techniques, and waste handling. 

Trail to Home Communication Plans 

One of the most important safety measures for trips is having someone at home who knows 

your itinerary, expected route, and expected return time. Choose that one reliable person who 

will serve as the main contact of the group. This contact person will initiate emergency services 

should the group not check in or fail to arrive at the expected times. Make sure to reach them if 

plans change during the trip.  

This person can also coordinate non-backpacking adults that are supporting the group for things 

like food drops or trailhead pickups. They should also be the point of contact in a 

communication relay for parents, and there should be a predetermined plan of how 

communications will be passed from the trail to home.  

https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/planning-menu.html
https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/planning-menu.html
https://www.amazon.com/NOLS-Cookery-Claudia-Pearson/dp/081170940X
https://www.amazon.com/NOLS-Cookery-Claudia-Pearson/dp/081170940X
http://www.trailcooking.com/
http://www.backpacker.com/skills/cooking/


 

At Home Group Contact Paperwork 

 A copy of Girl Scout permission and health forms for all participants including adults 

 Images of the bottom of each participant’s boot, may be electronic (helpful for tracking in 

case of emergency) 

 Maps of the trailhead, planned stops, and endpoint  

 Trip start date and time 

 Expected check-in times and arrival time 

 Brief description of gear and quantities of food and water carried 

 Phone numbers for the nearest ranger station, hospital, and rescue services 

 The phone numbers and service providers of the trip leader’s phones (needed to 

facilitate call tracing in case of an emergency) 

A copy of Council Emergency Procedures is available on the council website: 

http://www.girlscoutsccc.org/content/dam/girlscouts-

girlscoutsccc/documents/Council_Emergency_Procedures.pdf  

Group leaders may be in the habit of texting all the parents often on a scout outing, but 

backpacking trip leaders should be focusing on the high risk activity of backpacking, not fielding 

parent questions or posting social media updates while on the trip. It is important to rely on the 

one at home contact person as the trip contact especially in an emergency. The contact person 

needs to be familiar with the current Council Emergency Procedures (link above) for 

communicating with rescue services, parents, the media, and the public in case of an 

emergency. The order of who to call and what exactly should be verbalized may not be intuitive. 

CHAPTER 4: On the Trail 

 

Outdoor Ethics 

The Girl Scout program supports the use of the Leave No Trace Seven Principles when visiting 

the outdoors. These principles of ethics outline an attitude to adopt and to teach scouts that will 

help your group mitigate and avoid impacts on the environment while enjoying it. It also helps to 

protect wild places for the enjoyment of other fellow visitors now and in the future. One person’s 

fire ring scar, spilled food scraps, or toilet paper left in the bushes may seem like nothing, but 

these small things add up as thousands of us love the trails over time and leave a lasting 

impact. 

Leave No Trace Seven Principles        

© 1999 by the Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics: www.LNT.org  

1. Plan Ahead and Prepare 

2. Travel and Camp on Durable Surfaces 

3. Dispose of Waste Properly 

4. Leave What You Find 

5. Minimize Campfire Impacts  

http://www.girlscoutsccc.org/content/dam/girlscouts-girlscoutsccc/documents/Council_Emergency_Procedures.pdf
http://www.girlscoutsccc.org/content/dam/girlscouts-girlscoutsccc/documents/Council_Emergency_Procedures.pdf
http://www.lnt.org/


 
6. Respect Wildlife 

7. Be Considerate of Other Visitors 

The video in this link gives backpacking specific tips for using the Leave No Trace Seven 

Principles.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_s1QM2G034w   

Consult the Leave No Trace website for more information including an online course and the 

possibility of guest speakers for your group before you hit the trail. Many examples of use of the 

Leave No Trace Seven Principles can be found in the backpacking techniques for girl scouts 

presented in the following sections. 

General Trail Courtesy  

Know who has the right-of-way. Hikers, mountain bikers, and horses may share trails. There are 

generally recognized rules for the right-of-way on the trail. The most maneuverable yields first 

and uphill travelers are working hard, so: 

 Mountain Bikers yield to Hikers  Hikers yield to Horses  

 Downhill Travelers yield to Uphill Travelers 

However, be aware that it is often easier for hikers to yield to bikers, though bikers should not 

expect it.  

When encountering horses on the trail, step to the downhill side, which reduces your chances of 

spooking a horse, or being in its path should it panic as they tend to run uphill in the face of 

danger! Uphill traveling hikers and bikers have the right of way over downhill hikers, though 

some may choose to take a rest and let downhill traffic pass by. It is the uphill traveler’s call.  

As with the rules of the road, pass on the left. Use common courtesy, and say “hello”, “excuse 

me”, and “thank you” when passing slower traffic or yielding traffic. 

Take care of the trail, Leave No Trace, and keep your impact low. Stay on the trail and walk in 

the center. Do not shortcut switchbacks or walk on the plants growing along the trail edges. 

Both of these things will reduce erosion and widening of the trail over time and prevent 

loosening of rocks or boulders that could fall on someone below. Also choose durable surfaces 

such as sand, gravel, or rock when stepping aside to yield or stopping for a break. 

Some people remove rock cairns (piles of rock marking trails) in an effort to make the trail more 

natural. However, the best practice is to leave them alone, not destroying them, adding them, or 

making them taller. They may be someone’s emergency signal. 

Make sure to pack out all trash including toilet paper. Do not take souvenirs. Leave rocks, 

plants, shells, and artifacts as you found them. “Leave only footprints, take only pictures”, as the 

saying goes. 

Enjoy nature in its unaltered state. “Take only pictures, leave only footprints!” Teach girls to 

observe but not take rocks, flowers, bugs, etc. In some park areas collecting of any kind is 

illegal, and in general may harm the natural, cultural, or historical value of a site. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_s1QM2G034w


 
Treat wildlife with respect. Observe animals from a distance. Do not disturb! Avoid teaching 

them to associate people with food by packing out all food scraps including tiny crumbs. 

Be courteous to other travelers. Share views, water sources, and other resources with others. 

Voices carry far in the solitude of nature. Keep the group behavior and noise levels at a 

reasonable level to avoid impacting the enjoyment of others. Move off the trail on an area with a 

durable surface for taking breaks to avoid blocking the trail. 

Girl Scouts on the Trail 

The following guidelines address the unique concerns of hiking with a group of girl scouts. An 

adult should be placed near the front and another near the rear of the group. The adult at the 

rear should carry the group first aid kit. The lead hiker and last hiker, leader and sweep 

positions, should be a girl. The job should be rotated throughout the trip so each girl has a 

chance to experience the responsibilities of these positions. 

Leader Responsibilities: 

 Set a slow, steady pace, checking in with the sweep periodically 

 Be aware of the intended route and call for group navigation input as needed 

 Be on the lookout for problems on the trail up ahead 

 Call breaks 

 Sweep Responsibilities 

 Make sure no one is left behind, count heads regularly 

 Communicate with the leader 

 Make sure breaks are long enough for those arriving last 

The rest of the group should be arranged so that the slower hikers are near the front to help set 

a pace that keeps the group together. The group may spread out along the trail but should keep 

close enough together that the sweep reaches the leader at a stop within a few minutes. The 

group should always stay within earshot of one another in case of an emergency. Use the 

buddy system to help girls check on each other’s well-being and account for girls.  

Breaks are called by the leader, but may also be called by anyone needing to stop. They should 

be frequent and short and include water, snacks, and checking feet for hot spots. To maintain 

steady hiking progress, stay standing and keep packs on backs during breaks. Buddies can 

check on each other and assist in getting out snacks, water bottles, etc., without taking packs 

off. For bathroom breaks, take a buddy and find cover 200 feet from the trail. Additional 

information on “going” in the woods, including what to do about feminine hygiene can be found 

in the next chapter. The group should aim to take breaks on a durable surface off the trail where 

plants will not be trampled under boots, and the trail will not be blocked for other passing hikers. 

When it is not possible to gather off-trail remember to use good trail etiquette outlined in the 

previous section. 

Avoiding Hazards 

The first step in prevention is being prepared. Know the common hazards for the trail your group 

will be using by careful planning, contacting rangers, and previewing trails. Practice hazard 



 
avoidance and emergency responses with your group before your trip. A general resource for 

backcountry safety can be found here:  

http://mra.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/backcountrysafety.pdf  

Survival Gear 

The Girl Scout motto is “be prepared”. Always take along the Ten Essential gear items for 

survival, especially for any side trips where most of your gear is left in your campsite. 

 Ten Essentials 

 Map and Compass 

 Sun Protection including sunglasses 

 Extra Clothing for the coldest temperature of the season and rain gear 

 Flashlight 

 First-Aid Supplies, including emergency whistle  

 Waterproof matches, an alternative fire-starter, and a candle 

 Pocketknife 

 Extra Food 

 Extra Water 

 Emergency Shelter such as a space blanket or a tarp tent 

 First Aid Kit Notes 

Trip leaders should insure that all medication items that are carried in the group first aid kit are 

also listed on the Medication Permission Form, signed and with each medication item initialed 

by parents. Medication items include sunscreen and insect repellents, ointments, and over the 

counter medicines. Take note of any girls that do not have permission or are allergic to any 

particular item in your kit.  

Do not use or bring aerosol sunscreens or insect repellents. Aerosol users and bystanders have 

a good chance of inhaling irritating and dangerous chemicals and propellants, and these 

products harm the environment when they invariably drift on the wind. Aerosols may also 

provide a false sense of protection because they make missing spots easy.  

Go over your first aid kit with the girls, so that they will know its contents and how to use them. 

See the Appendix for a suggested packing list for a backpacking first aid kit. 

Water Crossings and other Trail Hazards 

When making water crossings whether wading, hopping rocks, or crossing a log. Open chest 

and waist backpack buckles. Even shallow water can become a drowning hazard under the 

weight of a pack. Should a fall occur, it will be easier to escape the pack with the buckles 

already open. 

Stay on established trails for your own good and the environment. Safety Activity Checkpoints 

does not allow backpacking after dusk or off-trail. The group should take care to avoid hiking 

near edges of waterfalls, rock ledges, and slopes with loose, unstable rocks. 

http://mra.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/backcountrysafety.pdf


 

Environmental Hazards 
 

Weather Dangers 

Watch the forecast, and watch the sky. Find out from rangers and through weather reports 

immediately prior to your trip what kinds of weather dangers may occur on the trails you plan to 

visit. These may include high winds, flash flooding, or sudden storms. Have a plan should you 

encounter such conditions. In windy conditions beware dead trees, particularly in areas that 

have previously burned. In areas prone to flooding, seek higher ground immediately. Never 

attempt to cross flood waters. Look for evidence of historical flooding when making camp, and 

choose a site higher than any debris line. Cumulus clouds by noon can signal afternoon 

thunderstorms, and exposure to wet conditions can cause hypothermia even in the summer. 

Know the signs for approaching storms or changing weather conditions for your chosen trails. 

Make camp before storms arrive and two hours before dark. 

Sunburn and Sun Blindness 

Take adequate precautions against sunburn no matter the seasons, including clothing on 

exposed skin, hat, sunglasses, and sunscreen. Make sure girls are reapplying sunscreen 

regularly. Parent permission must be given through the Medication Permission Form in order for 

trip leaders to provide sunscreen from the group first aid kit. Remember no aerosol sunscreens. 

Do not choose sunscreen/bug repellent combo products because they will lead to overexposure 

to the bug repellent when applied often enough to adequately protect against sunburn. 

Snow and altitude intensify the sun’s damaging UV rays. Boulders and water can also reflect 

sunlight. Sun blindness is very painful and usually is felt only after the damage is done. Use 

polarized sunglasses, especially when hiking near snow fields, boulders fields, or expanses of 

water.  

Heat Exposure - Preventing Heat Exhaustion and Heat Stroke 

Hike early and late in the day when it is cooler. Cover your head and wear sunglasses while 

wearing well-ventilated clothing that protects from sunburn. A thin, light colored long sleeve shirt 

is better than a tank top, for example. Stay hydrated and eat snacks. Make sure you are 

hydrated enough to use the restroom regularly. 

Cold Exposure - Preventing Hypothermia and Frostbite 

Stay dry.  Pace yourself to avoid sweating.  Beware of numb feet.  Make sure clothing is not 

exceedingly tight.  Use layering of clothing.  Wear a hat.  Carry and wear wind and rain gear.  

Check on companions frequently in cold weather.  Stop and find shelter (put up a tent). For mild 

cases of cold, warm fingers and toes with skin-to-skin contact. Wrap a cold person in their 

sleeping gear including pad and ground cloth and encourage a snack. 

Lightning 

Check the weather forecast immediately prior to a trip. Watch for cumulus clouds that could 

indicate lightning, and listen for thunder. Know local and recent weather patterns, and time visits 

to high risk areas to avoid greatest risk of storms. As soon as you hear thunder, get to a hard 

sided shelter if there is one available. In choosing campsites, in general and in case of a sudden 



 
storm, stay away from tall isolated objects like a single tree that may attract lightning. A lower 

growing group of trees of similar height is safer. Avoid open areas like meadows. If there is no 

choice and when above tree line, find a low place and crouch down in the lightning position 

below. Avoid overhangs and caves. Stay away from water and beware of gullies that may be 

paths for flood water. In the case of a storm, spread the group members out 15 to 50 feet apart 

if possible. Insulate yourself by squatting or sitting on top of a soft pack full of clothes or a 

sleeping pad. Do not sit on a frame pack and avoid touching other metal objects. Squat or sit 

low with feet touching together, arms wrapped around the knees, and eyes closed (the lightning 

position). Resume activities 30 minutes after you last hear thunder. 

Preventing Altitude Sickness 

Altitude sickness can be a problem at altitudes as low as 5000 feet. If you travel quickly to 

10,000 feet or higher including arriving by plane or car, take 2-3 days to adjust. Plan to travel no 

more than 1500 feet up in altitude per day and build in rest days to the trip to adjust to the 

altitude. Keep well hydrated. Eat sweet snacks, candy and cookies. Rest frequently. Climb high, 

sleep low. Do not climb higher while feeling altitude sickness symptoms such as headache, 

nausea, dizziness, and exhaustion. Come down to a lower elevation immediately, if symptoms 

continue for more than 24 hours.  

Forest Fires 

Be aware that open campfires are much more likely than camp stoves to start a wildfire. Use fire 

responsibly. Watch the sky for smoke, a red glow at night, and helicopters. Begin an evacuation 

and attempt to travel upwind and downhill from a fire. Attempt to get behind a fire, and do not 

travel through canyons or passes. Do not attempt to outrun a wildfire. If you are caught, attempt 

to find an open area like a streambed or sandbar with little vegetation and clear any debris that 

you can before the fire arrives. Lie face down with feet pointed toward the fire and cover the 

face with a damp cloth to reduce breathing of smoke. Wear any wool or cotton non-synthetic 

clothing available. After a fire passes, look for a way out behind the path of the fire. 

Human Hazards 

Sometimes other people can be the biggest hazard in the wilderness. Pay attention to 

surroundings and the people you encounter on the trail. Heed red flags and alert authorities to 

suspicious behavior even if a crime has not yet been committed. Do not share your itinerary or 

personal details with strangers on the trail, even polite ones. Try to avoid conversation with 

strangers to avoid opportunistic criminals looking for targets. Do not post the group’s location 

online in real time. Crimes are more likely to be committed closer to access points like roads or 

populated areas like backcountry shelters and established campsites. Find out whether there 

are problems with car break-ins at your chosen trailhead. Eliminate opportunities for theft by not 

leaving valuables in the car. Blow your emergency whistle if your group is harassed by 

strangers on the trail. It will deter the offender and alert others to find you. Never carry firearms 

while participating in Girl Scouts.  

Hunters 

Many areas within National Forests may allow hunting. Know whether hunting is allowed or in 

season for the area you will be visiting. Neon orange apparel is the commonly accepted signal 

to hunters that you are a human and not a prey animal.  



 

Injuries and Illness 

Avoid injuries by beginning the day’s hike with some stretches to warm up. Make sure to 

hydrate well which helps prevent muscle cramps and digestive issues. Walking with hiking poles 

can help prevent falls and ankle injuries, especially downhill or over wet terrain. Well fitting 

proper footwear with ankle support is essential in this regard.  

Have a discussion with the girls on acceptable and safe trip and trail behavior. Horseplay can 

lead to accidents.  

Take care of your skin. Chaffing can occur under arms, under straps and between the legs. 

Some body powder or a body glide product can alleviate this issue. Body powder could 

potentially be shared, but body/foot glide products which come in a form similar to a deodorant 

stick should be used only by one owner. Moleskin can also be used, but never duct tape 

anywhere but the feet. See “Taking care of your feet” next for information on applying moleskin. 

Cover arms and legs with clothing to prevent scratches and abrasions and clean and watch any 

that do occur to prevent infection. 

Take care of your feet. Keep feet dry. Change socks often. Though many modern socks can be 

used without liners, liner socks can wick away moisture and reduce friction to help keep feet 

blister free. Liners are thin socks, typically synthetic or silk, worn under thicker wool or wool 

blend hiking socks. Body/foot glide products can also be applied to the feet to reduce friction.  

Treat hot spots as soon as they are felt, hopefully well before they become blisters. Tape 

directly over hot spots with moleskin or duct tape in a pinch. Do not remove moleskin or tape for 

several days until it peels off on its own. Should a blister form, treat it by cutting a hole in the 

center of a piece of moleskin to make a donut shape around the blister. Cover this with tape or 

another piece of moleskin stuck directly to the blister and the donut. Generally it is not a good 

idea to pop a blister which could lead to infection. Dead skin can be trimmed away and some 

antibiotic ointment applied if a blister does end up opening.  

Avoid illness by sanitizing hands before preparing food, eating, and after going to the bathroom. 

Use a disinfection procedure when cleaning dishes, and treat all drinking water. More 

information on water concerns including waterborne illness from microorganisms can be found 

in Chapter 6, and dishwashing is addressed in Chapter 7. 

Flora and Fauna 

The following animals and plants may be encountered in natural areas within CA Central Coast 

Council region. Other dangers may also be possible and vary by destination. The same general 

hazard advice applies, find out about common plant and animal dangers in the area you will visit 

through research, contacting rangers, and previewing trails, and know what to do to minimize or 

avoid danger.   

 Never approach or feed ANY kind of wildlife while visiting the outdoors.  

 Never eat any plant that you are not sure is edible. 



 

Black Bears 

Avoidance is best with bears. If you see a bear in the distance turn around or give it a wide 

berth and find an alternate route around it. Sing or talk while hiking to alert a bear to your 

presence. Usually items should not dangle from the outside of a backpack, but in bear country a 

cup, bell, or other equipment dangling on the back of a pack can be used to make some noise. 

Bears will typically avoid people when they hear you coming. Carry bear spray, if 

recommended. Note that bear spray and personal defense pepper spray are NOT the same. 

Follow the advice on storage of food, scented items, and trash in Chapter 7, deferring to any 

best practices recommended by rangers local to your hike.   

If you encounter a bear on the trail or in your campsite, stay together to look larger by raising 

your arms high. Do not run or turn your back on the bear, but avoid direct eye contact. Talk 

calmly and firmly in low tones. Do not wave your arms wildly or scream. Back up slowly in the 

direction you came and away from the bear while keeping your eye on it. Use bear spray only 

on charging or attacking bears. A blast of bear spray at an approaching bear when it is about 25 

feet away will leave a discouraging cloud between yourself and the bear.  

More information on bear (and mountain lion/cougar encounters) can be found here: 

http://www.centerforwildlifeinformation.org/WildlifeStewardship/WildlifeConfrontations/wildlifecon

frontations.html  

Information on deterring bears with bear spray can be found here: 

http://www.centerforwildlifeinformation.org/WildlifeStewardship/ws-BearSpray/ws-

bearspray.html  

Mountain Lions 

In mountain lion country, do not hike alone, silently, or after dark. Any mountain lion sighting is 

cause for alarm, as they aggressively avoid people and are usually secretive and elusive. 

Should you encounter a mountain lion, attempt to look large. Spread out the sides of your 

outerwear, stand tall, wave arms, and shout. Back away slowly. Do not run away. A cat's instinct 

is to chase prey. Do not crouch or bend to pick up rocks. Throw items you are carrying like 

water bottles. Bear spray can be used to deter mountain lions. Aggressively fight back if 

attacked. 

More information on mountain lion encounters can be found here: 

http://www.backcountryattitude.com/mountain-lion-safety.html  

Deer, Coyotes, Rodents and More 

Mammals other than bears and mountain lions are also dangerous to people. Deer have killed 

people by kicking with their front hoofs. Coyotes, raccoons, and foxes bite and may carry rabies. 

Rodents, including chipmunks, squirrels, mice, and rabbits also bite and scratch and may carry 

hantavirus, rabies, fleas that carry plague, and ticks that carry Lyme Disease or Rocky Mountain 

Spotted Fever.   

The best avoidance for problems with animals is: Never approach or feed ANY wildlife! 

http://www.centerforwildlifeinformation.org/WildlifeStewardship/WildlifeConfrontations/wildlifeconfrontations.html
http://www.centerforwildlifeinformation.org/WildlifeStewardship/WildlifeConfrontations/wildlifeconfrontations.html
http://www.centerforwildlifeinformation.org/WildlifeStewardship/ws-BearSpray/ws-bearspray.html
http://www.centerforwildlifeinformation.org/WildlifeStewardship/ws-BearSpray/ws-bearspray.html
http://www.backcountryattitude.com/mountain-lion-safety.html


 
Avoid rodent related illnesses by avoiding rodents, dead or alive, and their burrows. Follow 

guidelines in later chapters on setting up a sleeping area and containing food, toiletries, and 

trash. Follow any guidelines recommended by local rangers. 

Snakes 

Rattlesnakes are our most common poisonous snake locally. Watch where you step or sit. 

Listen for the rattling, buzzing warning a snake may make and walk away from it. Should you 

encounter a snake on the trail, stop, back up, and walk around the snake giving it a wide berth. 

Watch your step around piles of rocks, stumps, or logs. Never put your hand or foot in a place 

you cannot see. Shake out bedding before use, if it has been left unattended outside of a tent. 

Insects 

Protect from mosquito and tick born illnesses by wearing long clothes to cover exposed skin. 

Avoid standing water and waterfronts at dawn and dusk, to reduce mosquito exposure. To 

reduce tick exposure, avoid thick brush and high grass, tuck pants into socks, and stay to the 

center of the trail. Check your skin all over and know how to properly remove a tick when visiting 

tick prone areas.  

Repellents may also be helpful. Parent permission must be given through the Medication 

Permission Form in order to provide repellent from the group first aid kit. Remember no aerosol 

insect repellents and avoid sunscreen/repellent combos to prevent overexposure to pesticides. 

There are several effective pesticide choices: Deet 30% or less concentration only, IR3535, 

Picaridin, Oil of Lemon Eucalyptus, other botanical mixtures. Remember that repellents, even 

botanical ones, are poisons. Never allow pesticides to enter waterways. Attempt to keep 

repellents off of hands by applying them with the back of your hands. Clean hands away from 

water sources, especially before handling food or cooking.  

Be aware of any participants that have bee allergies. In the case of anyone in the group carrying 

an epi-pen, mark the pocket where it is carried with distinguishing tape or ribbon for fast access 

in case of an emergency. 

Sudden Oak Death and other Hazard Trees 

Avoid falling tree hazards, especially when choosing a campsite or walking in windy conditions. 

In many areas in our council, oak trees may be suffering from Sudden Oak Death. Many trees 

are also dead from recent drought conditions. Previously burned trees and any other dead trees 

are also hazard trees.  

Poison Oak 

“Leaves of three, let it be.” Know how to identify poison oak. It is VERY common in California. It 

may grow as ground cover, a climbing vine, or a shrub. Avoid rashes by not touching any part of 

the plant, including bare stems in winter. Wear long, skin covering clothes to prevent exposure 

in areas with large amounts of poison oak. Oils can spread onto skin from clothing that has 

been in contact with the plant. Wash skin with soap and water if exposure is suspected. It is 

best to avoid entering thickets of poison oak altogether when in the backcountry where thorough 

washing of clothing and skin is not generally possible. 



 
Image credit used with permission from:  

https://wyeastblog.org/2012/05/28/10-common-poison-oak-myths/    

Most people will not have a serious reaction beyond an irritating rash, which may take several 

days to appear, but be aware that a serious allergic response is possible. Never burn poison 

oak plants. Inhalation of the smoke could cause a severe reaction. 

Emergency Procedures 

Despite best planning, emergencies may occur. Handling them well can make the difference for 

survival. The Wilderness First Aider in your group is trained in the recognition and care of 

backcountry injuries and illnesses. Look to this person to guide the group in dealing with 

emergencies including treating a patient, getting help, evacuation, and keeping the whole group 

calm and organized in case of an emergency. Remember to render only treatment which you 

have been trained to give. If you are unsure or untrained, only get help for the victim. Practice 

steps for lost hikers, animal encounters, and sending runners to call for help with the girls before 

you leave.  

“Survival Rules of 3”  

People can survive: 

 3 seconds without a positive survival mentality 

 3 minutes without air or in ice water 

 3 hours without shelter 

 3 days without water 

 3 weeks without food 

Remembering the “Survival Rules of 3” can guide efforts in dealing with an emergency. Deal 

with the need with the shortest time limit first. 

Lost Backpacker Emergency 

Steps for the Group with a Missing Member: 

1. Determine the last seen location where the person was last known to be and mark it on 

the map and on the ground. 

2. Conduct a nearby search. 

3. Set a time and place to meet after the initial search, and go there whether or not the 

missing person is found. 

4. Call loudly, whistle, and listen for response. 

5. The group can divide for more effective searching, but at no time should anyone be 

searching or waiting at the meeting point alone. 

6. If the person remains lost, seek help from rescue services. 

7. Contact the local sheriff or park rangers first, followed by 911. Response may be faster 

in this order, but may still take a number of hours. 

8. Rescuers will need to know the last known location, name, age, gender, size, description 

of clothing, and what gear the missing person may be carrying. Also helpful will be the 

person’s footprint image, and pertinent medical information. 

https://wyeastblog.org/2012/05/28/10-common-poison-oak-myths/


 
9. See the Sending for Help section below, if the group will need to send runners to the 

trailhead to summon help. 

Steps for the Lost Backpacker: 

Immediately upon realizing you are lost: 

1. S.T.O.P.  -  Sit. Think. Observe. Plan.  

2. Remain calm.  

3. Shout, whistle 3 blasts, and listen in each direction. Repeat. 

If rescue does not occur within a short period of time, begin to use your survival skills: 

Stay calm:  

 Find your survival attitude. Panic can only make the situation worse. 

 Signal for help: Continue to signal for help at intervals. Shine a flashlight at night, flash a 

mirror during the day. 

Stay put:  

 If searchers respond, let them come to you. Do move a little distance away from running 

water that might drown out calls of searchers. 

 Shelter your body and keep warm.  

 Keep off cold, bare ground. Make a pad to sit on with materials at hand, sticks, grass, 

pine needles, etc. 

 Wrap up in your emergency blanket or anything you have with you. 

 Carefully build an emergency fire. 

 Water: Keeping hydrated is important for clearer decision-making. 

Be Visible:  

 Find a nearby open space where you can be visible from the air. 

 Put on bright clothing. 

 Add green pine needles to your fire to make it smoke. 

 Wave with two hands up if you see a helicopter. 

Trip Ending Emergencies 

Some conditions, injuries, or illnesses necessitate aborting a trip or sending a participant home. 

The following are indicators to help make these difficult decisions. 

Know When to Turn Back: 

A smart backpacker survives to hike another day. Never be afraid to turn back.  

 Fatigue: It is difficult to judge, in the comfort of home, exactly how challenging a trail will 

be in real conditions. If the trip turns out to be beyond the capabilities of the slowest 

hiker, then it is time to turn back or modify the trip plans to add rest. 



 

 Low Morale: Backpacking is work, but it should also be enjoyable. If unexpected 

setbacks or problems cause the group to be miserable, consider turning back.  

 Weather changes: If weather changes cause the group to be unable to remain warm, 

dry, and safe, turn back. 

 Unexpected conditions: If the group encounters unexpected conditions that make 

continuing impossible, such as streams too flooded to cross, a washed out section of 

steep trail, heavy winds, a rockslide blocking the trail, or a trail overgrown and choked 

with impassable brush, turn back. 

 Shortage of time: If a part of the trip takes longer than expected, make sure to change 

plans so that the group makes camp by 2 hours before sunset. This may mean turning 

back from a side trip without reaching the destination. Make sure to reach check-in 

points and your final trailhead on time to avoid triggering an emergency response. This 

may mean skipping a side trip or other extra plans.  

 Low provisions: If food and water run low for any reason (forgotten, spoiled, lost, not 

enough packed), turn back. 

 Medical Emergency: Injury or illness that requires evacuation. See Medical Situations 

that Necessitate Evacuation for guidelines on how to determine if a medical emergency 

requires evacuation and whether that evacuation may require rescue services. 

In the Event of an Evacuation 

In the event that an evacuation is needed, the group must determine if the trip must be aborted 

for everyone, or only for the injured person. Never self-evacuate a patient unless the patient can 

walk to the trailhead under their own power. Don’t try to carry anyone out. Instead rely on 

rescue personnel to extract them.  

In any case, make every attempt to remain on your planned route unless emergency conditions 

force you to change your plan. Remember that the at home contact person will summon search 

and rescue if you do not check-in or arrive on time. Searchers will begin looking for you on the 

planned route supplied to them by your contact. Changing the route can delay help reaching 

you. In the worst case that you must make a change, attempt to leave clues such as pieces of 

cloth, piles of rock, and notes to help searchers find you. 

Securing Local Rescue Assistance  

The first thing to try when emergency services are needed is the leader’s cell phone, which has 

hopefully been properly stored powered off, so that it has plenty of battery power to deal with 

the emergency. Prior to your trip install a GPS app on the phone, but reserve it’s use for 

emergencies, not for daily navigation. Do not use GeoTagging services. They are battery eaters 

and are typically not accurate enough to help rescuers. As mentioned in Chapter 3, power the 

cell phone up for a few minutes and power it down again daily during the trip to leave a trail of 

ping traces. 

Calling for help 

If you have cell service, try to call the local sheriff or ranger station, the number of which should 

be in your first aid and trip app paperwork that is being carried on the trip. These officials work 

closely with Search and Rescue and may get them to you faster than 911 which will have to 

route your call to the local authorities.  



 
If this fails, try to call 911.  

If your phone does not have service, attempt to get a better signal, if possible. Clouds, canyon 

walls, and trees block signals. Try to find a higher, clearer location.  

Try to send a text. Sometimes simple texts will get through when calls will not. Try to text 911, 

but be aware that many 911 service exchanges do not receive texts. Texting your At Home 

Contact may be the best option. 

If texting is working, send information to help rescuers find your group. Visit your GPS app and 

attempt to text your coordinates. A photo of your location can help rescuers locate you, as can a 

description of your party and what they are wearing. 

If your phone still has no signal, it still may be able to reach 911 and leave a handshake trace. 

Your phone signal may reach emergency towers that you are not authorized to use. These may 

allow the call or at least log the attempt by your phone. Try to call 911 twice. This will leave a 

better trace for searchers trying to find you by trace.  

Sending Runners for Help 

If it is impossible to reach anyone by phone and urgent help is needed, the WFA adult in the 

group should decide who to send to the trailhead for help. 

Send two strong members of the party, who have stamina and know the route best  

Runners should leave only when their help is no longer needed at the accident site.  

They should take with them: 

 Car keys 

 Cell phone 

 A map with the patient’s location marked on it 

 A written accident report (Find blank ones in the Appendix. Your WFA may have one 

that they prefer from their training material.)  

 On the way, runners should note terrain, distance, and time from the emergency site to 

the trailhead. 

 Balancing the need to reach help quickly with the need to find the way back to the site, 

the runners can leave clues along the trail to mark their path. 

On the Phone with Rescuers: 

Be ready to give rescue services a good description of the situation as in any 911 call. 

 Who? What? When? Where?  

 Specific details of the emergency 

 Patient’s condition 

 Weather and terrain conditions 

 The group’s resources 

 Phone number and location of the phone from which you are calling. Runners calling 

from a trailhead have a different location from that of the patient. 



 

 Write down the name and phone number of the rescuer you are speaking with.  

 Stay by the phone and be prepared to help lead the rescue team to the patient. 

The wait for help may be long. If someone is missing continue trying to signal to them. If there is 

a patient, a caregiver should remain by a patient’s side administering first aid until they are 

evacuated. This may or may not be the WFA, who is tasked not only with caring for the injured, 

but also the well-being of the whole group. Busy the group with jobs including making camp, 

making food, fetching water, calming and entertaining one another. In general the group should 

stay together so long as no one else is placed in jeopardy by doing so.  

Notifying Council of an Emergency 

Follow all instructions for handling emergencies found in the Council Emergency Procedures 

document. This includes notifying authorities, parents, and council and handling media. 

http://www.girlscoutsccc.org/content/dam/girlscouts-

girlscoutsccc/documents/Council_Emergency_Procedures.pdf  

Note ALL treatments rendered in the First Aid Log and report all emergency medical care to 

GSCCC. 

Girl Scouts of California’s Central Coast 24-Hour Emergency Contact Information:   

1-800-340-7179 

CHAPTER 5: Hygiene in the Backcountry 

Proper hygiene is important to keep everyone and our environment healthy. It is important to 

talk about how hygiene needs will be addressed on the trip during a planning meeting with the 

girls. There are often questions and concerns. 

Hand Washing 

Lack of hand washing is one of the best ways to get sick in the backcountry. Always clean 

hands after going to the bathroom, before handling food or dishes, and before eating. Hands 

may be cleaned with hand sanitizer or a small amount of unscented, biodegradable soap with 

water. When using soap and water, hands should be rinsed 200 feet from any water sources, 

campsites, or the trail. Minimize the quantity of soap. If hand sanitizer towelettes are used, they 

must be carried out of the backcountry with your trash.  

Using the Facilities 

If pit toilets are available, use them even if they are not that pleasant. This prevents human 

waste from building up in fragile environments or where others will encounter it (nothing 

nastier!). Only human waste and toilet paper belong in a pit toilet. No trash, no feminine 

products, no food waste, or anything else. 

When no toilets are available, take a buddy 200 feet from trails, campsites, and water sources 

to find some cover. Squat with feet wide apart and facing downhill and urinate directly on the 

ground. This will keep your feet dry and out of little rivers of pee. Aim for absorbent ground like 

http://www.girlscoutsccc.org/content/dam/girlscouts-girlscoutsccc/documents/Council_Emergency_Procedures.pdf
http://www.girlscoutsccc.org/content/dam/girlscouts-girlscoutsccc/documents/Council_Emergency_Procedures.pdf


 
thick pine needles to reduce splashes. Keeping pants at or just above the knee can help keep 

them out of the way of splashes. An alternative option to toilet paper is the pee rag. A pee rag is 

a bandana, or one quarter of one, used for drying after urinating. Don’t mix it up with your other 

bandanas! Carry it clipped to the outside of your pack to dry in the disinfecting UV sun rays. 

Rinse out your pee rag occasionally during the trip. If toilet paper or a wet wipe is used, it must 

be carried out with you. Put an opaque plastic shopping bag or piece of foil inside a large zip top 

bag for carrying out toilet waste. Another option for trash storage is to put it into a plastic tub 

with a screw top lid, like an empty peanut butter jar.  

Leave No Trace principles recommend that when in high altitude areas, aim to urinate on a rock 

which prevents salt seeking animals from digging up fragile vegetation for the salts you have left 

behind. When rafting in a large river with limited, heavily used campsites, go in the water to 

reduce the load around the camping areas. 

Cat Holes 

For pooping, dig a six inch deep small hole. Six inches is about at long as the blade of a 

standard trowel. Do your business and cover well. Remember to wipe front to back to prevent 

infections. Do not bury toilet paper. It must be carried out. Shared group gear should include a 

small trowel and toilet paper stored in a plastic bag to keep it dry. Be aware that in some high 

use or sensitive areas, such as Mt. Whitney and boat-in primitive camping shores of Catalina 

Island, even poop must be packed out. WAG bags can be purchased for this purpose, and 

packed out with your trash. 

Feminine Hygiene 

Especially if the trip will be at a higher altitude than where girl's live, menstruation may start 

unexpectedly, including for younger girls that have never menstruated before. Therefore, the 

group should have a talk about menstruation in the woods before the trip. The Parent 

Permission for Sensitive Issues form can be used to let parents know that feminine hygiene 

issues will be discussed with the group. Alternatively, parents may be included in the meeting. 

The troop should carry some menstrual supplies in their first aid kit. These can double as 

supplies for wound care or bloody noses. Every girl should also bring their own supplies 

whether or not they expect to use them. Reassure girls that they can use their regular supplies 

while in the woods. Other options, such as reusable menstrual cups, work well for some people 

on the trail since they don’t need changing for many hours. Dump the contents in a cat hole. 

Always rinse any reusable products with treated water 200 feet away from trails, campsites, and 

water sources. When using tampons, especially less waste applicator free ones, or menstrual 

cups, use hand sanitizer both before and after using these items to help prevent infections. 

Girls should be reassured that research shows that bears or other predators will not be any 

more attracted to someone who is menstruating than to anyone else. However, animals may be 

attracted to used supplies, and they do not degrade well in the environment. Never bury them. 

All feminine products must be carried out, including used tampons. Carry them out with your 

bathroom trash and store it overnight with animal resistant systems in the same way that food, 

other trash, and scented items are stored. See Chapter 7.  



 

Tooth brushing 

For brushing teeth, go 200 feet from trails, campsites, and water sources as with any human 

activity that could contaminate water. Attempt to use minimal amounts of toothpaste. Rinse 

mouth by spitting the toothpaste water so that it sprays in small droplets, dispersing over as 

wide an area as possible rather than a concentrated stream onto a single spot. 

Bathing and Toiletries 

Minimal to no bathing is necessary when backpacking. Wash sparingly when on the trail, and 

the save the showers for home. Taking a swim can be a good way to freshen up and rinse off 

dirt and sweat. Do not use soap in a body of water. If actual scrubbing is desired, it can be 

accomplished by sponge bath. Take a small amount of water 200 feet from trails, campsites, 

and water sources. Use minimal amounts of unscented, biodegradable soap and a small 

washcloth to wash up. Scatter water widely. If bathing results in more than a cup or so of dirty 

water, dig a six inch hole to pour it in and cover rather scattering. Preferably do not wash hair. If 

there is a reason hair must be washed, use only unscented, biodegradable soap, no shampoos. 

Rinse and scatter water as with a sponge bath.  

Only basic toiletries are needed for backpacking. Some people forgo deodorant. This is a matter 

of personal preference and whether or not it is a benefit to carry one less item. In any case all 

toiletries should be small sizes and unscented. Store toiletries overnight in rodent/bear proof 

storage as with food and trash (see Chapter 7), especially scented items like toothpaste which 

is difficult to find unscented. A mouse chewing a hole through your tent or pack to reach scented 

toiletries is something to avoid. 

As opposed to bathing, changing clothes is important. Clothing that has not been worn while 

cooking or eating should be worn to bed to avoid attracting animals. In addition, change 

underpants and socks regularly to help avoid infections. This does not mean that you should 

carry a pair of socks and underpants for every day of the trip, especially longer ones. If you 

have several pairs to rotate, dirties can be rinsed out and hung to dry. 

Privacy 

When it comes to changing clothes or bathing, girls and adults should do so in privacy from 

each other. Girls may change together with other girls. Also remember the rule of 2-to-1. There 

should never be any time when one girl is in a private place with one adult. Always maintain 

either two adults and one child or vice versa. 

CHAPTER 6: Water 

 

Since you cannot carry all the water needed for cooking, cleaning, and drinking for an entire trip, 

water must be collected from the environment and then disinfected to be safe to drink. As with 

other aspects of backpacking, research water conditions of your destination during planning 

stages. Rangers can also provide advice on what contaminants are likely and which water 

treatment methods may be preferable in a particular local area. Because much of the 

backpacking areas within GSCCC are arid and may have seasonal or limited water sources, it is 



 
important to contact rangers immediately prior to a trip to verify that expected water levels are 

accurate.  

The Germs 

There are several types of pathogens that cause gastrointestinal illnesses (vomiting, diarrhea, 

cramping, etc) that can ruin your trip, your month, or more. Here are the types and some 

examples: 

Pathogens: 

 Protozoa 

 Cryptosporidium  

 Giardia Intestinalis 

Bacteria: 

 Campylobacter  

 Salmonella 

 Shigella 

 E. coli 

Viruses: 

 Enterovirus  

 Hepatitis A  

 Norovirus  

 Rotavirus 

Care should be taken to collect the best quality water available. Chances of contamination go 

up with turbidity (cloudiness) and stagnation; so choose flowing water over still, and collect 

water where it flows the clearest. Do not collect drinking water from hot springs or other 

geothermal features because they tend to have unsafe levels of dissolved minerals. 

Treating Drinking Water 

There are several methods for treating drinking water. The method that is best will depend on 

the resources of the group and the conditions of the destination. 

Boiling is the only water treatment method that is 100% effective against all types of pathogens, 

though it does not cure water contaminated with non-microbial pollutants such as pesticides, 

fertilizers, heavy metals, pharmaceuticals or other contaminants from human activity. The 

disadvantage of boiling is that it requires time and fuel. Typically cooking and dishwashing water 

will be boiled, while daytime drinking water fill-ups will be treated with alternative methods. 

The other options for water treatment are filtration, chemical disinfection, and UV light treatment. 

Much of the backcountry water in the USA and Canada is clean enough that filtering alone or 

chemical disinfection alone is enough to make water drinkable though this consensus changes 

over time. In certain areas and in other countries, particularly those that have poverty and poor 

sanitation, a combination of chemical disinfection together with filtering is a must when boiling is 



 
not practical. Research your destination to know what pathogens are likely and how much 

treatment is warranted. 

For more water treatment information:  

http://www.bestglide.com/water_filtering_purification.html   

http://www.trailguidesyellowstone.com/information/backcountry_water_purification.php  

https://www.cdc.gov/healthywater/drinking/travel/backcountry_water_treatment.html  

For a buying guides along with specific brands of water treatment devices see: 

http://www.outdoorgearlab.com/Backpacking-Water-Filter-Reviews/Buying-Advice   

https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/water-treatment-international.html  

Water Treatment Specifics for Girl Scout Groups 

Have girls gather some water for the group. Foldable buckets, a cooking pot, or empty gallon 

plastic milk jugs can be used for fetching the water from the source. If the water is not clear, 

pour it through a bandana and into the container as a pre-filter. If water has lots of sediment, set 

it aside for several hours to settle then pour the clear water off the top. Remember that any filter 

tubing, scoop, or bottle that is dipped in untreated water has any pathogens on it that were in 

the water.   

Filters and UV devices work great for making water safe and can be an option for a girl scout 

group. If your group will use filtering or UV light devices follow manufacturer instructions for use. 

Take care to handle and store source side and filtered side tubing separately to keep unfiltered 

water off of clean tubing. These methods do have various drawbacks. Typically the various 

devices have a cost in the range of about $100 and more than one device is needed for a group 

to collect water at a reasonable pace, gravity fed filters being the exception, costly but can serve 

a group quickly. Several filters or UV devices can also be rented for about the cost of buying a 

single device. Filters can also become clogged or break and are slow for multiple people, while 

UV devices can break, most models won’t work for water in bladders only bottles, and fresh 

batteries are needed often, as much as every day for a group. Carry a chemical disinfectant as 

a backup water treatment option in any case.  

Iodine is the first choice chemical disinfectant and has been for many decades. It is the least 

expensive by far. Iodine is less affected by the presence of organic material in the water, 

temperature, and pH as compared to chlorine, and has a better shelf life. For these reasons, the 

use of iodine will be covered here, though scout groups may opt to use chlorine or chlorine 

dioxide methods as well, by following manufacturer instructions. If in any, doubt reach out to 

council for advice. Iodine can be found in a number of forms tablet, crystal, and drops. See the 

Appendix section Picking an Iodine Formulation for details on the pros and cons of the various 

choices. Prior to your trip be sure you know how and have practiced using the form that you will 

carry even if it is the backup method. Iodine should not be used for people with allergy or 

hypersensitivity to iodine, people with thyroid issues, pregnant women, or for long term 

continuous use that exceeds several weeks.  

http://www.bestglide.com/water_filtering_purification.html
http://www.trailguidesyellowstone.com/information/backcountry_water_purification.php
https://www.cdc.gov/healthywater/drinking/travel/backcountry_water_treatment.html
http://www.outdoorgearlab.com/Backpacking-Water-Filter-Reviews/Buying-Advice
https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/water-treatment-international.html


 

Iodine Specifics 

When planning for a trip, the number of doses of water treatment must be estimated to ensure 

enough iodine product is packed. 2 liters per person per day is a minimum daily intake, and 

during hiking this can be as much as a liter per hour. (A quart is slightly less than a liter.) Some 

water for cooking may also be treated. Plan on 4 to 8 liters of treated water per person per day 

for your trip, plus some extra to be safe.  

Many areas in or near GSCCC where one might go backpacking are arid. It is especially 

important to contact rangers and to carry enough water for such a destination where little or no 

water sources may be available. It may be necessary to set up deliveries of water through your 

support parents and occasionally rangers may even deliver water to a specific location where 

the group can pick it up. 

Iodine Dosing 

Dosage per liter/quart depends on temperature and cloudiness. If you have time to spare such 

as treating water overnight, halve the dose and double the contact time. If you are in a hurry for 

a drink, double the dose and half the contact time. Double the contact time for cloudy water. 

Double the contact time or the dose if high contamination is suspected. The following doses will 

kill the target pathogens in clear water in 30 minutes at 40℉ and in 15 minutes at 60℉.  

Formulation 

Dose per Quart or Liter 

Dose per Gallon  

Typical Product Size 

Price 

Qt Sized Doses in a Bottle 

Notes 

2% Iodine Tincture USP 

8 drops 

½ tsp 

1 oz 

$2 

74 

Hold a dropper vertically when dosing drops for the most consistent drop size. 

2% Lugol’s Solution 

8 drops 



 
½ tsp 

2 oz 

$7 

140 

Tetraglycine hydroperiodide 

1 tablet 

4 tablets 

50 tablets 

$7 

25 

Most brands advise use of two tablets per quart to prevent the user from having to worry about 

variations of temperature and cloudiness. 

Crystal Iodine Solution 

13 mL 

See note 

2-6 quarts per use 

$20 

1000 uses 

Getting 13 mL into solution from crystals is highly dependent on temperature, and is dispensed 

by measured capfuls. See Appendix for more info. 

Povidone Iodine (Betadine) can be used at 4-16 drops per quart, but is the most unreliable 

choice, only for cases when there is no other choice. 

When filtering and chemical disinfection are used together as a combined method, iodine (or 

other disinfectant) may be added before or after the filtering step. If added first, don’t filter until 

the contact time for the iodine has passed. Filtering may then remove much of the iodine taste 

along with parasites. Disinfecting afterwards will leave a taste, but the filter removes the 

parasites and bacteria leaving just the viruses for the iodine which takes much less iodine to do 

the job also keeping the taste down. Just one drop per liter with the usual 30 minute wait for 

60℉ clear water before drinking. 

Treating Individual Bottles 

Iodine treatment can be delivered to one bottle at a time. A liter is about the same as a quart 

when dosing. Fill bottle, add iodine dose. If using a dropper, hold the dropper in a vertical up 



 
and down position when making drops to get the correct drop size. Cap tightly, shake to mix or 

dissolve tablets. After about 5  minutes, unscrew bottle top slightly and invert to allow a tiny bit 

of leakage to drip out. This ensures iodine reaches the water in the bottle threads around the 

opening. Then cap tightly and wait 30 minutes before drinking. Double the wait time (or the 

iodine dose) for cold water (below 60 degrees) or for cloudy water. AFTER waiting drink powder 

or vitamin C can be added. Vitamin C will eliminate the iodine taste if it is bothersome. 

Everyone should have two quart sized water bottles in their gear. Fill both to start. When the first 

is empty, fill up and treat while drinking from the second. By the time the second bottle is empty, 

the first will be ready to drink from again. Rotate and repeat! 

Treating by the Jug 

Gallon milk jugs can be used to treat 4 water bottles worth of water at a time using the same 

steps as individual bottles. Choose jugs with screw on lids. They are lightweight for carrying 

empty. They can also double as backcountry lifeguard buoys, see the Water to Swim In section 

later in this chapter. At bedtime, fill jugs and treat, and they will be ready for morning cooking 

and drinking. 

Boiling Specifics 

Boil water for meals, especially breakfast and dinner. Water boils at a higher temperature than 

that required to kill germs, so a rapidly rolling boil is the sign that the water has gone beyond the 

temperature needed to guarantee dead microorganisms. The temperature of boiling drops as 

elevation goes up, however the boiling point only drops below the pathogen kill temperature at 

elevations higher than 14000 feet. Only a handful of peaks in the continental US are this high, 

though there are peaks in Alaska and other parts of the world where this is an issue. To be on 

the safe side, the CDC recommends rapidly boiling water for a minute at lower elevations and 

for 3 minutes at high elevations (above 6500’) in the US. 

Additional information on water use for cooking and dishwashing can be found in Chapter 7. 

Water to Swim In 

It is up to the lifeguard trained adult of the group to decide whether a particular site is 

appropriate for swimming. As with so many other trail conditions, contacting rangers during trip 

planning can give you an idea about swimming possibilities as well. Assess water quality in 

addition to other hazards before allowing girls to swim. Remember that chances of 

contamination go up with warm water, cloudy water, still water, and level of human activity 

including any nearby cattle. If one were to become ill through swimming, microbes would most 

likely enter through the mouth or nose, so avoid swallowing any while swimming. Bacteria may 

also enter the body through wounds. Use discretion to keep wounds clean. Wearing closed toed 

shoes when playing in the water also reduces chances of injury and is a must for Girl Scouts. 

Backcountry Waterfront for Lifeguards: 

If your group will be swimming, the lifeguard should have the following items at the waterfront: 

 Lifeguarding Gear 

 Emergency whistle 



 

 Rescue throw bag 

 First aid kit 

 Goggles 

Lifeguarding buoys are not practical for carrying in a backpack. A rescue throw bag can be 

purchased starting at $15 and up. An alternative to adding a rescue throw bag to the gear you 

will be carrying on your back is to use a gallon jug you might already be carrying as a water 

fetching vessel and a 50’ rope. Fill the jug with some water to give it some weight for an 

accurate throw. Tie the rope to the jug handle using a Figure 8 Follow Through knot secured 

with a Double Overhand Stopper Knot. Have the throw jug and rope prepared and ready before 

girls enter the water. 

For knots, search for the knots by name here: http://www.animatedknots.com/    

Rope type and size matters. Use ¼ inch or larger polypropylene floating rope which will also be 

lightweight for carrying. Reserve your lifeguarding rope for that job. Using it to bear bag or other 

double duty can weaken the rope, not something you want if you need to rely on it in a rescue. 

This site sells ¼ inch throw ropes by the foot ($3.50 for 50’) as well as various rescue throw 

bags that start at about $15. https://www.elifeguard.com/    

Practice throwing before your trip. Step on the free end of the rope. Swing jug and toss. You 

can’t rescue someone else if you fall in. Do not wrap the rope around any part of your own body, 

nor allow yourself to become entangled in the rope.  

After assessing the area for hazards and water conditions, the lifeguard trained adult should 

communicate the swimming boundary to the girls, assign safety buddies, and review the 

following whistle commands and distress signals. Note that three whistle blasts is a universal 

distress sign in many outdoor sports, which may help attract help from others nearby who are 

not in your group. 

Whistle Commands: 

1 short blast   = Stop, Look, and Listen 

2 short blasts = Stop, locate buddy immediately, use arm signals to indicate buddies are OK or 

need help, watchers and lifeguards check in with each other 

3 short blasts = Emergency, any adults not at the water go there, all girls exit water 

1 long blast    = Emergency, clear water, report to meeting point, no talking 

Arm Signals for Water Safety: 

1 arm straight up = In need of help 

1 hand touching top of head = Everything is ok 

Remember to follow the supervision guidelines from Chapter 1 for Watchers and Lifeguards. 

Also, remember that only surf certified Lifeguards may supervise girls swimming in the ocean. 

http://www.animatedknots.com/
https://www.elifeguard.com/


 

CHAPTER 7: Food and Fire 

 

Eating on the trail is a big part of the adventure. It includes treating water, handling knives and 

fire, actual cooking, eating, and clean up. Careful planning and some know-how will help keep 

everyone satisfied, energetic, and clear headed on the trip while also protecting the environment 

that the group is visiting.  

Backpacking Nutrition 

Meals start with the planning stages. The goal is to have everyone eat healthy and well while 

leaving behind as little leftover food and trash as possible since that must be packed out.  

A few nutrition basics, make sure to plan for plenty of snacking which keeps moods up and 

helps prevent heat, cold, and altitude related illnesses. Go for foods with as few artificial 

additives as possible and a balance of proteins, plenty of carbohydrates, and some fat. All these 

are needed for hiking energy. In hot weather, make sure to consume salty snacks like pretzels, 

crackers, and jerky. In cold weather extra fats such as nuts, nut butters, and cheese are helpful. 

At higher altitudes eat extra carbohydrates: sweets like cookies, dried fruit, and granola. In all 

conditions drink plenty of water. 

Food Storage 

When group gear is divided for carrying, food will also be divided. Consider several 

smaller stuff sacks for carrying food items. This will help girls locate food items when it 

is time to cook or gather them for overnight storage. In any case foods and trash should 

be well contained against spills both onto other gear in a pack and onto the ground. 

Clean up as many crumbs as possible if spills do occur. Try to leave nothing behind. 

Perishables 

In some destinations a cold stream or mound of snow can be used for cold storage of 

perishables. Other destinations may not allow perishables to be feasible at all. Take care that 

food does not get wet. Know trail conditions before you go! Otherwise eat fresh foods within a 

day of the start of the trip or a food drop. Save the longest lasting foods for the end of the trip. 

Also consume the heaviest foods with the highest water content early on to lighten the load 

faster. 

Keeping Animals Out of Food 

Never cook or eat in or near tents or other sleeping gear to avoid attracting animals. If your 

destination provides or requires the use of bear boxes or bear canisters, use them meticulously 

and leave them clean for the next person. If in bear country where bear canisters are not 

required nor bear boxes provided, use bear bagging to store food, trash, toiletries, and any 

other “smell-able” items. Food should be hung even in areas without bears to protect against 

rodents. Keep food in protective storage overnight and any time it might be left unattended, 

such as at the campsite on a day that the group takes a side trip.   



 

Bear Canisters and Bear Bags 

Bear bagging is not guaranteed to stop animals. In true bear country, half of all bear bagged 

food is lost. Choose canisters when warranted. They can be purchased, borrowed, or rented. To 

fill them, just drop items in, close, and lock. To carry them, put them in packs first, then pack 

around them. Bring enough canisters to contain toiletries and trash as well. Set canisters in a 

spot 200 feet away from your sleeping, cooking, and dish cleaning areas. Try to find a place not 

near water or a drop off, in case a bear tries rolling and tossing them around. Label them with 

some contact information in case they do roll away. More information on campsite setup, will be 

covered in Chapter 8: Shelter. 

A new lightweight but expensive item for animal and bear proofing is the Ursack. 

www.ursack.com It a little bit more expensive than bear canisters, but easier to use and lighter 

to carry. This product may be helpful in areas where a bear canister is not needed, but the trees 

available do not supply the right limb sizes and heights for bear bagging to be successful. They 

can also be rented here: https://thecampkit.com/rent-an-ursack-bear-bag/ These are not good 

enough for Yosemite and other areas of the Sierras where the bears are experts. Bear bagging 

won’t work there either. In some places canisters are really the only option. 

In many areas with less aggressive or few bears, traditional bear bagging may be used. It also 

deters other animals like raccoons and marmots. If possible hang your supplies in more than 

one tree to minimize losses. If one tree is raided, there might also be time to wake up, bang 

pots, and discourage the animals from finding all your caches. Some bears have also learned to 

recognize white ropes and bright bags. Try to use dark colored rope and dark colored sacks 

when possible. Group gear should include both. Stuff sacks can be borrowed from other gear, 

but beware that the bear bagging process can cause wear and tear on a stuff sack. Never use a 

stuff sack from sleeping gear for bear bagging to avoid imparting smells to your sleeping gear 

later. 

Supplies per Cache: 

 Dark colored 50’ rope, at least ⅛” in diameter 

 Dark colored 50’ smaller rope, Para-cord or similar 

 Stuff sacks, dark colors if possible 

 Bandana  

 Small carabineer 

One Tree, Two Bag Method 

Choose a tree well away from your sleeping area and that you can find again in the morning!  

Do this when first begin making camp, long before sundown, well before needed. 

1. Tree limb should be about 1 inch diameter at 20 feet from the trunk and 20 feet from the 

ground   

2. Send up the main rope 

3. Tie bandana filled with some dirt to one end to make a weight. (Rocks or other hard 

objects are dangerous.) 

4. Stand on the other end of the rope to stop it going all the way over 



 
5. Swing weight round and round, then 

6. Toss over the limb 

7. Leave the rope draped and ready for hanging later in the evening 

8. When the time comes, ready the sacks. 

9. Fill them to approximately equal weight 

10. Max about 10 pounds 

11. Tie on one bag near the end of the main rope 

12. Use a Marlinspike Hitch knot, a huge name for a knot, but it is not hard to learn or tie, 

find it here: http://www.animatedknots.com/   

13. Add a carabineer through the loop of rope that circles the bag’s gathered neck 

14. Thread second lightweight haul rope through carabineer to the middle of the rope 

15. Hoist the first bag all the way to the top by pulling the main rope. 

16. Attach the second bag as high as possible on the main rope 

17. Use another Marlinspike Hitch knot, http://www.animatedknots.com/   

18. Gather the tail of the main rope and pile it loosely over the second bag so that it will not 

dangle down past the bags. 

19. Make the two bags even by pulling both ends of the haul rope bringing the first bag 

down, thereby raising the second bag up. 

20. Result should be two bags hanging with their tops at least 6’ below the branch and their 

bottoms 12’ up from the ground 

21. Remove the haul rope completely if you have a means to reach the coiled main rope 

with a stick, pole, etc. to knock it down when you are ready to retrieve the bags. If not, 

spread and drape the two ends over bushes. 

One Tree, One Bag Variation - Also Known as the PCT Method 

Steps are the same as the Two Bag, One Tree method until Step 4: 

4. Attach bag and a carabineer using the Marlinspike Hitch. http://www.animatedknots.com/ 

No haul rope is needed here. 

5. Thread the loose end of the main rope through the carabineer before hoisting the bag. 

Hoist the bag to the top by pulling the main rope.  

6. Attach a stick to the rope as high as you can reach (in the place of a second bag) with a 

Clove Hitch and pile main rope tail on the stick. 

7. Drape the smaller haul rope in half over the stick and main rope tail, so that you can let 

go of the stick while holding both sides of the haul rope. Let the weight of the bag bring 

the stick up to the carabineer. The stick will stop the rest of the main rope from slipping 

through so that the bag stays suspended. 

8. Remove (preferred) the haul rope by pulling one side gently or drape it on bushes. 

Retrieve bags later by knocking down the main rope tail to pull down and remove the 

stick and then let down your bag. 

Two Tree, One Bag Variation 

In some cases there are not suitable limbs for bear bagging. In this case a bag can be 

suspended high between two trees using two ropes. This method is less secure since the rope 

ends remain low around the trees. Some bears have been known to slash ropes. 

http://www.animatedknots.com/
http://www.animatedknots.com/


 
1. Attach a carabineer to the end of one rope. 

2. Attach a bag to the end of the other. 

3. Thread the rope from the bag through the carabineer. 

4. Throw each rope over a 20’ high limb of neighboring trees. 

5. Pull both ropes to suspend the bag in the middle. 

6. Use an Anchor Hitch to secure ropes around each tree. http://www.animatedknots.com/ 

Pocketknife Use 

A pocketknife is one of the most important items in backpacking and survival, and a member of 

the Ten Essentials! Knife skills have also long been a part of the Girl Scout Program. Each trip 

participant should carry their own folding pocketknife with a 3” or smaller blade. Girl’s that carry 

pocketknives in their Ten Essentials need to learn to handle them! 

Knife Safety 

A reminder of pocketknife safety from GSCCC Outdoor Training:  

 Check for an arc of safety, no one in an arm's length all around you. 

 Keep fingers out of the slot when opening and closing a pocketknife.  

 Use a “thank you” handoff when passing a knife to another person. Hand a pocketknife, 

preferably blade closed, or by holding the dull edge of the blade and offering the knife 

handle to the other person. Do not let go until the receiver signals that they have a grip 

on the handle by saying “thank you”. 

 Always cut away from yourself.  

 Only use a knife for its intended purpose. 

 Don’t carve graffiti on anything! 

 Always walk around with pocketknives folded closed. 

 Close pocketknives when not in use. 

 Keep pocketknives sharp and clean.  

 Cleaning and Oiling a Pocketknife 

 While on the trail, carefully wash a knife as you would other dishes with a tiny amount of 

unscented, biodegradable soap or just plain water. Grip the blade by the dull edge or 

handle, and wipe toward the sharp edge. Towel dry. Try to keep grit and sand from 

getting into the pivot and handle of the knife. 

 After a trip, it is a good time to give a pocketknife a thorough cleaning.   

 Remove any rust with dry steel wool. 

 Clean with dish soap, water, and a sponge. To reduce chances of getting cut while 

handling the knife with slick soapy hands, a piece of masking tape can be folded over 

the blade while the nooks and crannies of the handle are being scrubbed. Then rinse 

handle and hands, remove tape, and carefully clean the blade with soap and water. If 

any gunk remains in the pivot areas carefully clean with a cotton swab and rubbing 

alcohol. 

 Towel off and let the knife dry before oiling. 

 Oil the pivot point of the knife with a small drop or two of canola oil. Oil can be applied 

with a toothpick. Canola oil is a better choice than regular machine oil for a backpacking 

knife that will likely come into contact with food. 



 

Sharpening a Blade 

 Remember that a sharp knife is safer than a dull knife. If the blade edge starts to feel dull 

with a light touch or if it is no longer cutting smoothly, it’s time to sharpen your knife. 

 Use a medium grit whetstone. Depending on the type of whetstone and personal 

preference, the whetstone can be lubricated with a little canola oil, water, or used dry. 

 Hold the knife so that it makes a 20-30 degree angle to the whetstone and push the 

sharp edge of the blade forward over the stone in a motion as if you were shaving a thin 

layer off the stone. Try to keep the angle consistent.  

 Repeat the shaving motion several times on each side of the blade. 

 Check your progress by wiping the blade on a clean cloth and looking at it in the sun. If 

the blade is still dull, the edge will reflect light and look shiny. A sharp edge is very thin 

and will not shine. You can also test the blade by slicing a piece of paper or examining it 

with a magnifying lens. 

Pocketknife Uses on the Trail 

Beyond food prep that requires cutting, a pocketknife can be used to sharpen a stick to use as a 

skewer for campfire cooking. Sharpened sticks can also be pushed into the ground when 

building a hand wash station or other campsite needs. Sharpening a stick uses the techniques 

of whittling. Sit with legs uncrossed and make cuts away from the body and in the gap between 

the legs. 

If you are in an area where firewood gathering is allowed, a pocketknife can used to cut dead 

and downed sticks down to size. Cut a stick away from the body on a slant. If the stick is too 

thick to cut through in one cut, make cuts in a V shape. 

A pocketknife can also be used to make a feather stick for fire starting. This is a stick with many 

thin cuts going around it in a spiral that make little curls of wood stand up on all sides of the 

stick. The feather stick can be especially helpful in wet weather.  

Camp Kitchen, Stoves, and Fires 

Backpacking cooking requires similar safety precautions as other outdoor cooking, as included 

in Outdoor Training. Here are the general guidelines: 

 Designate a kitchen area within the campsite  

 Only girls on cooking duty should be in the kitchen area 

 A leader must be present whenever knives or stoves are being used 

 Keep hair and loose clothing tied back 

 Keep a container of water or sand in the kitchen area for fire safety 

 Never leave a lit stove or campfire unattended 

 Never cook inside a shelter, tent or otherwise 

 Only use a stove for cooking, never as a heater for warming people 

Campsite Kitchen Setup 

The cooking area for a campsite should be chosen 200 feet away from the food storage area, 

the dish cleaning area, and the sleeping area. Dining should also be done in a separate area 



 
next to the cooking area, keeping food smells together, but also leaving room for cooks and 

stoves to be out of foot traffic. Within the kitchen, the area used for camp stoves should be 

chosen to be as flat and sturdy as possible. Large rocks can be good or open areas with little 

vegetation. A pot lid under a stove can make sand more sturdy. A group will likely need two or 

more stoves cooking at the same time in order to feed everyone, typically four people per stove. 

The stoves should be placed near each other, and no one should be walking between them. An 

injury from a pot of spilled boiling contents is one to avoid. Each patrol should have a cook 

designated to stay continuously with that patrol’s stove whenever it is lit. The stove watcher 

should attempt to watch from a position on the uphill side of the stove in case it does manage to 

topple over. Only girls on cooking kaper should be in the cooking area with the stoves. The rest 

should stay in the dining area or elsewhere.  

Backpacking Stoves, Fuel, and Fire 

 

Stoves 

There are many options when it comes to camp stoves. The conditions of your destination, the 

needs of your menu, ability to borrow, or cost may make one type more or less desirable. When 

backpacking with Girl Scouts, absolutely NO homemade or home modified stoves are allowed, 

due to the potential for injuries. Though worthwhile, save this type of experiment for home.  

There are three main types of stoves based on the type of fuel that they use: canister, liquid, 

and alternative fuels. The recommended stove type for scout use is the single burner 

isobutane/propane type, also called a canister stove. This is because they are the least 

expensive, quite durable, and require little to no maintenance. In high altitude destinations a 

liquid fuel stove may be preferred since canister stoves can be less reliable in cold 

temperatures. As with other gear stoves can be rented. The pot size needed to serve a group 

may be a little large, so make sure any stove you choose will hold the pots you will cook with. 

This is another reason for cooking in patrols of 4 people. 

Make sure to practice using the stove prior to the trip. Girls should learn to light it. Use two girls, 

one to operate the stove, and one to light it using the match or other method. (see next section 

on Fire Starters) If using a liquid fuel stove, be sure to bring tools and maintenance parts to 

keep them in working order and be familiar with how to use them, as this stove type can require 

a small amount of maintenance though many work for years without any. 

Follow manufacturer instructions for all stoves. Be aware that canister stoves have an explosion 

risk and may overheat if used improperly with a windscreen. Be aware that liquid fuel stoves 

require preheating, and may have large flames above the stove when first lit.   

See this link for more information on different stove options. https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-

advice/backpacking-stove.html   

Fuel 

Always transport fuel in appropriate fuel bottles or canisters. If your stove has a fuel reservoir, 

empty it during transport to the trailhead. Use care and a funnel when filling liquid fuel 

containers. Seek out recycling for used up canisters. Plan cooking steps so that stoves are only 

https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/backpacking-stove.html
https://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/backpacking-stove.html


 
running with a pot on top. Also have the next pot ready when it is time to switch to avoid turning 

the stove off and on. Minimize fuel waste! 

Campfires are discouraged because of their environmental impact (see the campfire section 

below), though there are places and circumstances in which you might have one. If you are 

burning wood for any reason. Only gather dead and downed wood that has already fallen to the 

forest floor and that is no thicker than your wrist. 

Firestarters 

Always carry at least two methods for starting fires. Options include regular matches, cigarette 

lighters, and fire steels also called a ferrocerium rods, a modern version of flint and steel. Ferro 

rods consist of a small rod and a striker and are highly recommended because they can be 

used even when wet and last through hundreds of uses. If you chose to carry a fire steel, make 

sure to practice with it. Not all tinders are easy to light with this method. Remember that regular 

matches don’t work when wet, and even waterproof matches need to be stored in a watertight 

container. 

Some other emergency fire starter options include steel wool and a battery or water in a plastic 

baggy. Simply touch both battery poles to a piece of fluffed up steel wool. This technique is 

usually used with a 9V battery, but can be done with a pair of AAs. It will only work once for 

each piece of steel wool. Filling a baggy with water and squeezing it to make it as round as 

possible can create a lens through which you can direct sunlight into a bright spot that can light 

tinder. This works just like using a magnifying glass and only works in bright sun with clear 

water. 

Campfires 

In many backcountry areas campfires are not permitted due to fire danger or scarcity of wood 

and the damage that occurs from gathering it. Sometimes even use of camp stoves is 

prohibited. With scouts, campfires in the backcountry are discouraged. Know the regulations of 

your destination and think twice before building a campfire solely for group bonding as even the 

smallest campfires leave a significant impact.  

 

In deciding to build a campfire, make sure all these conditions are met: 

 No land management restrictions 

 Low fire danger 

 Sufficient wood available that burning some will not leave noticeable damage 

 Environmental conditions will keep up with regenerating firewood at a rate that keeps 

pace with the amount of usage 

OR 

 You have an emergency food situation requiring a cooking fire 

 You have an emergency first aid situation requiring warmth for an individual or the group 



 

Low Impact Campfire Techniques 

Choose low impact fire building techniques in the event a fire is a necessity.  

Use existing fire rings whenever possible and do not build fire rings where none exist. In some 

places dismantling extraneous fire rings can be a helpful service and good environmental 

stewardship to practice with girls. In others, the rings may be needed and dismantling them will 

cause new ones to be constructed. Check with local rangers before dismantling fire rings. 

Avoid leaving blackened scars on the landscape by keeping fires away from rock faces or other 

features. Also avoid fragile areas like alpine tundra and grassy meadows, and fire dangers like 

brush, grasses, overhanging trees, tents, tarps, and other camping equipment. 

Build a mound fire or use a fire pan under the fire. A mound fire is a small fire constructed on 

top of a platform, 6 to 8 inches thick, of mineral soil (sandy soil or gravel, not dark organic soil), 

ideally piled on a durable surface like a large rock. A fire pan is a metal pan (an aluminum 

disposable pie plate makes a good one) placed on top of some rocks to raise the fire above the 

ground. The idea in both cases is to insulate healthy soil from the sterilizing heat of a campfire 

and to ease clean up that aids in leaving no evidence behind afterward. 

Always leave campfires dead out. A dead out fire is cold enough to touch. Sprinkle water and 

stir to cool coals, repeating until they are cold enough to touch. Promptly report any wildfires 

and any people disregarding fire rules.  

Clean up. Pack out your trash and any you find in a fire ring. Never burn plastic trash. Burn all 

wood completely down to ash. Crush any pieces of charcoal that remain. Disperse the ash and 

dust widely from the site, including ash left in an existing fire ring. Scatter any collected wood 

that remains unburned. Attempt to leave no evidence that a fire was burned there.  

Cooking a Meal 
 

Cooking Equipment 

Bring a set of cooking pots and cooking utensils for each patrol (or stove) so that there are 

enough pieces to cook with without waiting for each other. A suggested list of items can be 

found in the gear list in the Appendix. Make sure to think through your menu and make sure all 

the ingredients, utensils, and vessels needed are included in your gear. Also make sure that 

they are of appropriate size for both your stove and the quantity of food they will contain.  

Clean Hands 

As has been noted before, dirty hands are the biggest source of backcountry illness. Clean 

hands before cooking and disinfect them with some hand sanitizer. Anytime food will be shared, 

whether it is your turn to serve a meal or someone is taking a taste of another person’s 

provisions, always share hands free. Don’t reach into someone else’s food, spill some from the 

container into hands. Use utensils to serve.  

Meal Workflow for Each Patrol 

1. Unpack Food and Equipment 



 
2. Get water 

3. Treat water and let sit the required time for cold prep needs and water bottle refills 

4. Wash/sanitize hands! 

5. Hot Prep 

6. Cold Prep 

***Make sure that any food eaten is made with either boiled water or treated water. *** 

7. Set up stove 

8. Prepare cold foods and/or beverages 

9. Measure enough hot water for all hot servings, plus two cups  

10. Prepare food as recipe directs 

11. Get and treat more water to refill any used 

12. Share food according to menu plans 

13. Boil additional water for hot beverages and/or dishwashing 

14. Refill and treat water again as needed 

Reduce the amount of dirty pots and pans by rehydrating foods in their packages or in individual 

servings in each person’s bowl whenever possible. A pot that only boiled water does not need 

washing. 

Cleaning Up 

The first step to clean dishes is cleaning your plate! Attempt to eat as much as possible from 

your dish. Wipe it clean with bread, your spoon, or your finger. Don’t lick your dish clean though. 

The mouth has lots of bacteria. The group should attempt to eat as much food as was cooked, 

scraping the pots as clean as possible as well. No one should eat directly from the pots or group 

utensils. Keep them germ free! When all the eating is finished, scrape any left overs into the 

trash container. Plastic tubs with screw top lids, like an empty peanut butter jar, and plastic zip 

top bags work well for trash. 

Each individual in the group is responsible for cleaning their own eating dish, cup, and utensils. 

When possible, individual dish washing should be done without personal dishes coming into 

contact with anyone else’s dish or group cooking utensils. Girls assigned to the dishwashing 

kaper wash shared group dishes. 

 

There are generally two options for dealing with dirty dishwater. One method is to broadcast the 

water scattering it over a wide area, straining it first if bits are floating in it. The other is to strain 

water while pouring it into a sump, which in backpacking is pretty much the same thing as a 

cathole. Any matter strained out of the water needs to be packed out with the trash.  

Which method to use depends on the nature of your campsite, the size of your group, and the 

quantity of water, especially soapy water, that needs discarding. Smaller amounts of water with 

less food residue and little or no soap tip the scales toward broadcasting. Broadcasting is also 

favored the more pristine the site. Large quantities of particularly cloudy dishwater or 

significantly sudsy dishwater favors a sump hole. Heavily used, impacted campsites are also 



 
candidates for a sump hole, covered up and well disguised after use. For scouting, broadcasting 

is generally the preferred goal. 

Cleaning Well Scraped Dishes 

Try to use the below method most of the time. See directions for sanitizing later in this chapter. 

The general steps for both personal dishes and group dishes are: 

1. Scrape 

2. add disinfected water and scour  

3. scatter  

4. repeat as needed  

5. sanitize if needed  

6. dry 

Girls on the dishwashing kaper are responsible for: 

 Preparing the wash water 

 Cleaning group dishes 

 Preparing the sanitizing solution if it will be used 

 Use either boiled water that has been cooled to below scalding or cold treated drinking 

water for wash water. Boiled water may loosen food residues better since it is warm. 

Ladle a small amount (¼ cup) wash water into each person’s personal dish.  

Everybody washes her own personal dishes and utensils: 

1. Scrape any leftovers from your personal dishes into the trash 

2. Use your personal eating utensil to scrape and stir wash water to clean your bowl 

3. Scour if needed with personal mini scrub sponge or use natural materials 

4. Walk to the dishwater dump area of camp and scatter water widely 

5. Repeat swishing water, scouring, and scattering, once or twice if needed. 

6. Either dry dishes with small personal towel or Sanitize and hang to dry 

 

7. All dishes should stay in the dining/kitchen area overnight. 

 

On short trips consider wiping out scraped dishes with a single square of toilet paper from a 

supply packed with kitchen utensils (not the bathroom roll!). Pack out the paper in the trash. 

This can greatly reduce the residue that needs rinsing from your bowl while generating a minor 

amount of biodegradable trash.  

A mini scrub sponge can be made by cutting a household sponge into a small piece one quarter 

to one third of regular size. Squeeze well after use and leave to air dry hanging on a line in the 

mesh dunk bag with dishes. Plastic mesh vegetables and fruits are sold in can also be rolled 

into a donut shape to use a scrubber. This type of scrubber can be unrolled and air dried and 

will hold less moisture making it less likely to hold bacteria.  



 
Natural materials can be used to scrape dishes. Pinecones, snow, pine needles, and sand can 

be used for scouring. Only use these items if the food residues are too small for straining. 

Otherwise, you will be mixing food particles that should be packed out into natural materials 

making them impossible to collect. If there are larger particles, strain and pack them out before 

scattering water.  

Cleaning Greasy or Extra Messy Dishes 

Extra messy or greasy dishes may need a tiny amount of soap to clean them. Minute amounts 

of soap can be used with the water scattering method above. Use discretion to decide if the 

conditions merit the sumping method. Sometimes dishwater should be discarded in a sump hole 

in bear country even when dishes are not that dirty. Follow the recommendations of local 

rangers at your destination.  

Girls on dishwashing kaper: 

1. Dig a sump hole 6 inches deep 200 feet from food storage, the kitchen/dining area, and 

the sleeping area. This will be the wash water dump area. 

2. Set up a dish wash station: 

3. Using clean pots, buckets, foldable sinks set up four stations 

4. Prewash station - Two parts 

5. Wash water ready to dole out in ¼ cups into individual dishes 

6. Strainer in a pot to catch grey water 

7. Scrubber and soap only 

8. Soap is added to the scrubber one drop at a time 

9. The scrubber should not rest in a water vessel. It is it’s own station. This minimizes the 

need to add more soap.  

10. Boiled and cooled or treated water for rinsing (may be warm or cold) 

11. Sanitizing solution (see next section), reheat as needed 

12. After individual dishes are done, wash group dishes at the same stations 

13. Collect all the grey water and pour through the strainer into the sump hole 

14. Put food scraps and strainer bits into the pack out trash 

15. Rinse and sanitize the grey water pot, before discarding the rinse and sanitizing water in 

the sump hole 

16. Cover sump hole and disguise it 

 

Everyone: 

1. Eat crumbs and scrape dishes well 

2. Visit the prewash station to get a little water to swish and scrape as much residue from 

your dish as possible 

3. Return the pre-rinse water to the grey water collection pot 

4. Visit the soaping station, followed by the rinse station 

5. Put dishes in mesh storage bag 

6. Sanitize and hang to dry 



 
Sanitizing must always be used when individual eating dishes are cleaned with a group 

scrubber and/or dipped in group-use rinse water. 

Sanitizing 

Depending on the length of your trip and in the case that a messy, greasy meal necessitates 

group dish washing where everybody’s dish touches the same scrub brush, an additional step to 

sanitize dishes is also required to avoid sharing germs among the group. Sanitizing should be 

done with cleaned dishes inside a mesh storage bag. The bag is held by the string and the 

dishes submerged for the required amount of time, usually 30-60 seconds. Then dishes are held 

up over the disinfecting solution to drain for a moment, and finally hung on a line in the kitchen 

area to dry. Cleaned group utensils including scrub brush or sponge should also be dipped in 

the disinfectant solution.  

The choices for disinfection are hot water or treated water. Hot water dipping should be done in 

your largest pot, while treated water dipping can be done in a water bucket or other vessel since 

the water may not need to be heated. USDA food safety regulations recommend the following 

for killing viruses and bacteria (note that protozoa are not spread through contact with saliva on 

dishes, so the dip time for dishes is very short compared to the time for treating the gathered 

water). 

Hot Water: 

Temperature Minimum Dip Time 

165 Degrees Fahrenheit*   30 seconds 

* Reheat water as needed to keep the bath hot enough. 165 degrees is too hot to touch with 

bare skin and will cause burns, but it is also much less than the boiling temperature of water 

even at altitude. Never dip dishes with the pot still sitting on the stove. Place the pot on stable 

ground to help avoid tip over injuries.  

Iodine:  

Treat water to make it drinkable first (dose plus 30 minute wait), then add an additional 2x dose 

used for making the water drinkable (ie Add 16 drops of 2% tincture per quart, no additional 

wait)  

Temperature Minimum Dip Time 

75 Degrees Fahrenheit**   30 seconds 

** As with other iodine disinfection, the dose, time, and temperature can be adjusted, drop the 

temperature 20 ℉ or half the dose and then double the time. Use this method with water no less 

than 55℉ and no hotter than 120℉ (hands can dip into water this hot for about 5 minutes before 

skin would burn). 



 

How to Tie a Drying Line 

Loop a rope around a tree or other support on one end securing the loop with a bowline knot. 

Loop the other end around it’s support and use a tautline hitch to secure it. The tautline hitch 

knot can be slid along the line to tighten it as heavy dishes are hung to dry. Both the tautline 

hitch and the bowline are included in Outdoor Training materials. 

CHAPTER 8: Shelter 

 

Campsite Layout 

In some destinations, there are pre-established camping areas that should be used even in the 

backcountry. In other areas you are free to select your campsite (known as dispersed camping). 

When sites are determined, use them. This helps contain human impacts to a smaller area. 

When you are free to select a site, choose one that is neither on top of a bald ridge exposing 

you to lightning risks nor in a gully that might have the potential to flood. Select a site 200 feet 

from trails and water sources. Avoid areas with fragile plants. Be aware of mosquitos, possible 

features that could provide windbreaks, and hazards like dead trees. 

Once a site is selected, start by determining the food storage location since the right sized trees 

may limit your options. From there define two points of a triangle 200 feet from the food storage 

location and 200 feet from each other to locate the cooking/dining area and the dishwater 

dumping area. Make sure the water dump area is 200 feet from water sources. Finally find a 

place for sleeping that is at least 200 feet away from the other areas of your site.  

Sleeping Arrangements When Males Attend 

If there are males on the trip, either leaders or tag-a-longs, they may not sleep in the same area 

as the girls. Designate a separate sleeping area for males a noticeable distance from girls. Male 

sites cannot be between girls and the designated body elimination location. Girls may sleep in a 

tent with their own family members and only their own family members, male or female, such as 

on a trip where families are included. Otherwise, girls may sleep only in tents with other girls. 

Remember the 2-to-1 ratio of girls to adults or vice versa for safety. 

Tent Safety and Low Impact Techniques 

When pitching tents and placing sleeping bags, keep away from rodent burrows or brush and 

woodpiles where rodents may live. Keep food, scented toiletries, and trash out of your sleeping 

area and tightly contained at ALL times. Rodents can chew through a tent or backpack after 

food smells. Keep all items that may have food odors out of your tent and sleeping bag. Keep a 

set of clothing to sleep in that is not worn while cooking or eating. Consider rolling sleep clothes 

up with your sleeping bag to keep them odor free. Keep backpacks outside of tents. Only hiking 

boots may come inside. This can prevent bugs or rodents from crawling into or damaging boots. 

Do not dig trenches around tents or do major rearrangement of the area where you will sleep. 

Choose a spot that you can return to its natural state after you have slept there. Take time to 

change out of hiking boots and into a lighter pair of closed toed shoes with gentler soles. This 



 
will allow your feet to breathe, rest, and will also reduce damage caused by walking around in 

the campsite. 

Shelter Options 

Depending on the destination and expected weather conditions, tents may or may not be the 

only option for your group. Tents can be rented, borrowed, or purchased like other gear. They 

are typically a heavier item to carry. Poles can be separated from the fly and tent body to be 

divided among girls for carrying. When pitching tents, use a matched footprint or a tarp that is 

placed so that it does not extend out from under the tent base.  

Alternatives to tents include sleeping outside on a tarp and pad without a shelter above you. 

When leaving your bed roll in the open wrap the sides of the tarp one over the other to enclose 

your bed roll and weigh it down with a few rocks to keep everything dry. Weight can be saved by 

using a tarp, hiking pole, stakes, and lines to create a shelter. Typically two girls can fit inside 

with their sleeping bags and pads on tarps. To make an ultralight version, use a sheet of Tyvek 

from the hardware store and attach a couple of grommets. Stake out the corners by attaching 

lines to corner grommets and raise one side with a grommet at the middle of one edge hooked 

on a pole or stick. This can be a good option for younger, smaller girls where pack weight is a 

limiting factor. Tyvek sheeting is made of #2 plastic and is potentially recyclable. Thin plastic 

tubes with a small rope are also packaged as emergency shelters and can be set up quickly in 

inclement weather. They are not terribly durable, but can serve as a lightweight emergency 

backup. 

CHAPTER 9: Group Dynamics 

 

This section talks about some techniques for adult trip leaders working with girls. Backpacking is 

not only strenuous, but can be mentally taxing as well. The activity itself is hard work leading to 

fatigue and hunger, which can bring out the worst moods in people. There are other challenges 

of living in close quarters and close cooperation with others that are not your family members, 

and fears that may arise from living outside the comforts of home, of the dark, bugs, bears, etc. 

Giving Advice 

Safety first, remember to have private cone-on-one conversations in view of the group or 

maintain the 2-to-1 ratio of adults and girls. When a girl needs to talk, consider walking and 

talking side by side. Avoiding sitting directly across from someone with eye contact can help the 

other person feel comfortable enough to open up. Conflicts and concerns will arise. Remember 

that everyone is somebody’s baby. Treat each other with kindness and patience. 

Anticipating problems can help prevent them. Keep everyone eating and drinking. Stop for the 

night well before dark. Keep some down time and flexibility in your trip plan. When issues do 

arise and an advice needs to be given. Try the “sandwich” technique. Put advice between two 

compliments. This will help the receiver accept the advice and be more willing to act on it. Listen 

well and find a part of what the other person has to say that you can agree is correct and tell 

them so before and after offering your opinion. Avoid using the word “but”. 



 

Good Communication 

Make sure to have times to brief and debrief girls on trip activities. Encourage everyone to 

speak up and participate when coming to decisions. Choose times for important decisions that 

maximize good attitudes like after a meal or rest break. 

Use “I” speech and practice it with girls. “I” speech involves stating how you feel by starting a 

sentence with I and ending with the behavior that is the problem. For example: “I feel very 

angry, when you tease me about my red jacket.” Consider doing a practice exercise on “I” 

speech that pairs up girls who are in conflict with each other. 

Leadership 

Positive reinforcement is much more effective at getting results than proving others wrong. Try 

the dolphin training game with your group:  

1. One person steps away (the dolphin) 

2. The group picks a task, nothing that will embarrass or harm anyone or the environment 

(take off this girl’s hat and put it on your own head or pick up a spoon and tap it on a 

cooking pot, for example) 

3. The dolphin returns to a silent group. Any step or move the dolphin makes towards 

successfully completing the task, she is rewarded by a snap or clap from the group. Any 

missteps receive silence. 

4. This game can be a powerful demonstration of positive reinforcement. 

When there is a participant on the trip that is exuding negative energy, this can be contagious to 

others. The leader can try to keep up group morale by bringing the struggling person under their 

wing and keeping them close by. Offer distractions and small jobs for them to accomplish and 

offer many compliments. Remember that sometimes people need some space. When it is not 

possible to escape from the group in the cooperative backpacking situation, just some time in 

silence can help cool tempers. 

Reflections from Girls 

Consider having girls bring small journals or sketchbooks on the trip and include some quiet 

moments for reflection. At the end of the trip give girls a chance to evaluate the experience. Find 

out what they liked most and least. Ask them what they would plan to do differently next time.  
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Suggested Trip Planning Checklist 

 

12 Months Ahead 

Choose trip dates 

Confirm trip leader availability 

Trip leaders confirm or register for any required training 

11 Months Ahead 

Choose a destination 

Get topo maps 

Begin to plan route details 

Call local rangers for preliminary information 

Start to set up sources for group gear, reservations for rentals, plans to borrow 

Set up medical appointments as needed for getting Medical Health Report signed 

10 Months Ahead 

Hold parent meeting, include budget, parent contributions, and gear needs 

 

Budget Checklist: 

Transportation: Rentals, Tickets, Gas 

Accommodations 

Permits 

Maps 

Group Gear Items to Rent or Buy 

Food 

9 Months Ahead 

Plan transportation to destination and trailhead 

Plan any overnight accommodations 

Make reservations, secure permits 

Plan and begin physical training 

8 Months Ahead 



 
Firm up route specifics, double check leader certifications 

Continue physical training 

7 Months Ahead 

Collect Medical Health Reports 

Continue physical training 

 

6 Months Ahead 

Submit forms packet to council 

Backpacking Safety and Itinerary Form 

Medical Health Reports, one for every participant 

Trip Application 

Parent Permission Specific Trip Form  

High Risk Form 

Plan dates for preparation experiences such as boot break in day hike, gear test overnight, fully loaded 

gear hike, cooking and recipe testing, outdoor skills practice 

Plan date for pre-trip gear packing 

Continue physical training 

5 Months Ahead 

Plan menu 

Continue physical training 

3 Months Ahead 

Collect final payments from parents 

Distribute Permission Forms 

Have a gear check meeting 

Continue physical training 

2 Months Ahead 

Do preparation experiences 

Plan shopping trip details 

Continue physical training 



 
1 Month Ahead 

Finish preparation experiences 

Double check group gear sources, rentals, lenders, purchases 

Collect Permission Forms 

Prepare and Deliver paperwork for At Home Contact 

2 Weeks Ahead 

Collect group gear 

1 Week Ahead 

Shop for and repackage food 

Hold pre-trip gear packing meeting to divide group gear 

Have fully loaded gear test hike 

 

Enjoy your trip! 

Evaluate your trip when you come back. 

 

NEEDED HERE --- Backpacking Safety and Itinerary Form to submit to Council 

 

Some items to not forget on this form: 

At home contact info 

Make of vehicle  

Model year  

Color 

 

Auto license no. 

 

 

  



 
NEEDED HERE --- Medical Health Report 

 

 

 

  



 
Emergency SOAP Note 

Patient Name:         Date: 

Current Location: 

Summary:   Patient Age:  Gender:  

Chief Complaint and Method of Injury/Illness: 

 

Observations:  

Patient description: (Position when found. Injuries.) 

 

 

Vitals:  Stable / Unstable 

TIME 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(LOR) Level of Responsiveness 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Heart Rate 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Respiration Rate 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Skin (color, temp, moisture) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LOR: Alert, Verbal, Responds to Pain, Unresponsive 

History: 



 
Symptoms: 

Allergies: 

Medications: 

Pertinent Medical History: 

Last intake/output: 

Events preceding accident/illness: 

Assessment: (List suspected injuries.) 

 

 

Plan: 

Treatment Given: 

Evacuation Plan: 

Support Needed: 

Name, phone number, and training of person with patient: 

Medical Situations that Necessitate Evacuation 

Depending on the severity of an injury or illness a person may need to leave the trip. If evacuation is 

called for, the Wilderness First Aider must determine whether the person can walk themselves out to the 

trailhead in a self-evacuation or whether rescue services must be summoned. This will depend both on 

the injury and condition of the patient and on the environmental conditions including weather, amount of 

daylight, trail conditions, etc. Never self-evacuate a patient unless the patient can walk to the trailhead 

under their own power. The following lists can aid a Wilderness First Aider in determining whether an 

injury or illness requires rescue or self-evacuation. When in doubt, provide a higher degree of care. 

Injuries/Illnesses that require evacuation by rescue services: 

Any suspected spinal injury 

Beware distracting injuries, (an injury to another body part so painful that pain in the neck or back is not 

noticed by the patient) 

Serious Head Injury with one or more of: 

Loss of consciousness > 30 seconds and not returning to normal within 2 minutes 

Bruises around eyes or ears, or clear fluid coming from the nose or ears 

Problems with speech, vision, or coordination 

Nausea and vomiting 

Worsening or debilitation headache 



 
Burns 

2nd or 3rd degree to >15% of the body 

2nd or 3rd degree to the face 

Major trauma 

Multiple injuries, significant bleeding, or abdominal injury with increasing pain 

Open fractures, fracture or dislocation of hip or thigh 

Deterioration of Condition 

Shock, worsening vitals, altered consciousness 

Increasing pain 

Increasing breathing difficulty 

Severe Altitude Sickness  

Altered consciousness, ataxia (loss of body control, balance), shortness of breath at rest, extreme fatigue, 

pallor or cyanosis (looking pale or bluish around mouth and fingernails), wet rattly cough 

Severe Hypothermia  

Body stops shivering, altered consciousness, ataxia (loss of body control) 

Heatstroke, even if corrected 

Temp >105℉, no sweating, red face, altered consciousness - confused, irritable 

Note: Heat Exhaustion (= sweating, nausea, cramps, fatigue, dizziness) is not a trip ending emergency as 

long as it is promptly corrected to prevent Heatstroke 

Injuries/Illnesses that require evacuation, but depending on conditions of both the patient and the 

environment, may be self evacuated or may require rescue services: 

Mild Head Injury (= Loss of consciousness < 30 seconds, returning to normal within 2 minutes, headache, 

temporary confusion, brief amnesia) 

Seizures in someone not known to suffer them 

Wounds  

Gaping, deep, or contaminated 

Deep wounds to the face 

Opening a joint space or involves tendons or ligaments 

With an embedded object 

Were caused by a crushing type injury 

With signs of serious infection 



 
Fractures, dislocations, and severe or unstable sprains, any musculoskeletal injury that causes a change 

in circulation, sensation, or motion 

Any animal bite 

Any anaphylaxis (allergic) reaction with breathing difficulty or shock 

Worsening illness or worsening infection 

Worsening abdominal pain or persistent vomiting 

An abdominal injury that persists with rigidity and distension, or any bleeding of non-obvious cause from 

mouth or rectum 

Anyone struck by lightning 

Moderate hypothermia, even if corrected (= shivering, mumbles, grumbles, stumbles) 

Frostbite larger than a quarter or with blood filled blisters 

Near drowning that required resuscitation 

Development of a dysfunctional psychological status (for example disabling fear or anxiety) 

Inability to maintain reasonable pace do to medical issues (For example, severe blisters on the feet are 

not life or limb threatening but may make it impossible to complete a backpacking trip.) 

Mild problems that do not require evacuation: 

Minor, clean wounds or burns 

Minor sprains or injuries to toes/fingers 

Minor illness 

Controlled asthma attack or controlled allergic reaction that required NO epi-pen 

Controlled migraines or seizures in a known sufferer 

Corrected altitude sickness or corrected heat exhaustion 

Minor hypothermia, quickly corrected 

 

Picking an Iodine Formulation 

2% Iodine Tincture formulated to USP standards can easily be purchased at pharmacies for as little as 

$2. 2% Iodine Tincture USP often says poison, external use only, on the label. This is a caution against 

sipping it straight from the bottle because the iodine is in an ethanol alcohol solution labelled for topical 

use. Drinking any significant quantity of ethanol alcohol is dangerous, but a few diluted drops for water 

treatment is not harmful. Do not buy decolorized iodine tincture, or any tincture that does not say USP on 

the label. Lugol’s solution can also be purchased at pharmacies and costs a bit more than tincture. 

Lugol’s often comes with a dropper integrated in the lid. A separate dropper will likely be needed for 

tincture. Both tincture and Lugol’s contain an iodide, a salt form of iodine. The iodide compound of iodine 

does nothing to help kill microorganisms, but does increase the amount of iodine being ingested into the 



 
body. Iodine is a healthy nutrient only in small doses. The extra quantity of iodide is much higher in 

Lugol’s than tincture, leading some to prefer tincture. While Lugol’s iodine is in a solution of water 

compared to the alcohol of tincture, leading some to prefer Lugol’s. 

 

Povidone Iodine 10% (Betadine) can also be found at pharmacies. Some people are sensitive to the non-

toxic povidone polymer ingredient. The povidone binds to iodine for sustained release and can make it 

difficult to calculate how much free iodine is available for killing germs, so choose tincture or Lugol’s over 

povidone when possible. The standard pharmacy size is also a fairly large bottle with a flip top cap 

typically more prone to spills than the small bottles with tight screw tops used for tincture or Lugol’s.  

 

Tetraglycine hydroperiodide is the active ingredient in iodine tablets which can usually be found in 

sporting good stores with camping sections. They are more expensive than the solutions, have fewer 

doses per bottle, and they expire. They have an unopened shelf life of about three years, only one year 

once opened. The advantage is the easy of dosing non-spillable, non-messy tablets. Liquid iodine 

temporarily stains hands and gear if spilled which is avoided with tablets.  

 

Polar Pure is the only product using iodine crystals, and it’s advantage is that it adds no other iodine 

compounds, alcohol or any other ingredients to the water treatment. Though a viable option, it is not 

recommended here because it is relatively expensive ($20/bottle) with hundred of doses in a bottle. 

However, each bottle can only treat 2-6 liters at a time so multiple bottles are needed to serve a group. 

This is not cost effective for a group making only a few trips. It is also very sensitive to temperature, more 

so than other iodine preparations, and requires careful dosing. For detailed information on Polar Pure, 

see this website: http://www.parksoffroad.com/prodreview/polarpure/polarpure.htm 

 

  



 
Group Gear Checklist 

 

Paperwork 

Permits - Fire, Parking 

Tickets 

Maps  

Girl Scout forms 

Participant health and permission forms 

Emergency At Home Contact Information 

First Aid Log, Incident and Injury Report, and Council Emergency Procedures 

Trip Application 

Backpacking Safety and Itinerary Form 

 

Safety 

First Aid Kit 

Cell phone 

Lifeguarding, if swimming 

Whistle 

Gallon jugs 

Ropes 

 

Water 

Two treatment Methods 

Filter 

Tablets, drops 

UV pen 

Collapsible bucket 

Gallon plastic milk jugs 

 



 
Dishwashing 

1 - 2 Portable sinks or collapsible buckets 

Scrubber 

Strainer 

Small biodegradable camp soap 

Clothes line rope 50 feet 

Shelter 

Tent or tarp shelter 

Ground cloth or tarp for under tent 

Emergency tube tent 

 

Waste 

Toilet Paper 

Trowel 

Large ziplocks for trash bags 

 

Cooking 

Stoves, and repair kit if needed 

Fuel 

Cooking Gear per stove 

2 pots, 1 pan 

Ladle 

Spatula 

Tongs 

1 cup measuring cup with ¼ c markings 

Pot holders or small towel 

2 Fire Starting Methods 

Matches 

Lighter 



 
Fire steel 

Battery and steel wool (packed separately) 

Food storage 

Bear Canisters 

Dark colored 50’ rope, ⅛” in  

Dark colored 50’ smaller rope, paracord or similar 

Stuff sacks, dark colors if possible 

Bandana  

Small carabiner 

Food for meals in appropriate containers 

 

Group First Aid Kit Contents 

Remember never to treat injuries/illness beyond the level of your training and certification. All ointments 

and tablets should be listed on the Medication Permission form and administered only to those with 

parental permission. 

 

 

WFA Medical Reminder Guide 

SOAP note copies 

12 Sterile gauze pads, 4” x 4” 

1 Trauma Pad 5” x 9” 

2 Rolls Gauze 3” 

2 Rolls adhesive bandage Tape 1” 

1 Box assorted adhesive bandages, fabric  

4 Moleskin 3” x 6” 

2 Gel burn pads 

2 Elastic roll bandages 3” 

2 Triangular Bandages 

12 Safety pins 

12 Alcohol pads 



 
Iodine 

Triple antibiotic ointment 

Hydrocortisone cream 1%  

Calamine lotion and/or Tecnu wipes for poison oak 

 

6 pair non-latex disposable gloves 

CPR breathing barrier 

Small hand sanitizer  

Several menstrual supplies 

Tick Remover 

Needle and thread for splinters or gear repair 

Forceps 

Small pair Shears 

Small pencil and paper 

10 - 200 mg Ibuprofen 

10 - Antihistamine, diphenhydramine 25 mg 

5 - Aspirin 

5 - Bismuth Subsalicylate for upset stomach 

5 - Loperamide HCI 2 mg for diarrhea 

2 - Glucose paste 

1 SAM splint original size (optional) 

Emergency space blanket (optional) 

 

Personal Gear Checklist 

Label everything with name. 

 

 

Gear 

Frame backpack 



 
Rain cover for backpack 

Small lightweight backpack with padded straps (useful for ten essentials on day hiking side trips) 

Ground cloth tarp 4’ x 6’ 

Sleeping bag with stuff sack 

Sleeping pad 

Dish kit 

Bowl 

Mug  

Utensil (Spoon or spork, etc) 

Mesh drawstring dunk bag 

2 Quart size water bottles 

Pocketknife, 3 in blade or smaller 

25’ rope, ⅜ inch diameter 

4 feet duct tape wrapped around pencil 

Extra stuff sack 

Small flashlight or Headlamp with extra set of batteries 

Trekking poles (optional) 

Fishing gear (optional) 

Camera (optional) 

Sleeping bag liner (optional) 

 

Toiletries and Hygiene 

Nail clippers, emery board 

Toothbrush and toothpaste 

Hairbrush and ties 

Deodorant unscented 

Body glide (optional) 

 

Insect repellent, no aerosol, max 30% deet 



 
Sunscreen unscented, no aerosol 

Sunglasses 

Rx eyeglasses or contacts with solutions 

Lip balm unscented with SPF 

 

Hand sanitizer and/or small biodegradable soap 

A few wet wipes (optional) 

Menstrual supplies 

Small camp towel or washcloth 

2-3 Bandanas 

Trash container: plastic jar with screw top lid or large zip top bag 

 

 

Safety 

Personal First Aid Kit 

6 Adhesive bandages 

Sterile gauze pads 3” x 3” 

2 Moleskin 3” x 6” 

Personal medications 

Whistle 

Compass 

Small notebook or journal 

 

Clothing 

Sleepwear 

Swimsuit 

3-4 pairs underwear 

Bra 

2 short sleeve shirts 



 
2 shorts, non-cotton 

2 pants, non-cotton 

Hat for sun protection 

Rain jacket, lightweight 

Rain pants (optional) 

Wind breaker (optional) 

 

Additional Clothing for Cool Weather 

Warm cap 

Long sleeve non-cotton shirt 

Thermal underwear top and bottom 

Fleece or wool sweater 

Other warm layers as necessary for weather 

Warm lightweight jacket 

Additional long sleeve shirt 

Insulated pants 

Gloves or mittens 

 

Footwear 

Liner socks, polypropylene or silk 

2-3 Wool hiking socks 

Hiking boots 

Tennis shoes or closed toe shoe for in campsites 

Water shoes with closed toe 

 

 

 

  



 
Sample Trails Found in Our Council 

The trail descriptions below provide a sample of the wide variety of destinations that can be found 

throughout the area of the Central Coast Council.  Use of the trails listed in this section or any other trail 

should be vetted by trip leaders prior to taking girls to the location. This includes finding out current 

conditions from rangers, and it is highly recommended that  leaders hike the trails themselves prior to a 

troop trip.  

 

SOUTHERN REGION 

Sespe Creek 

Finding the Trailhead: From Highway 33, travel east on Rose Valley Road to Piedra Blanca Trailhead.  

 

Backpacking and Campsite Route:  

Beginner Trip: 

After crossing Lion Creek and Sespe Creek, turn right at the junction and head downstream. Bear Creek 

Camp, 4.3 miles from trailhead, is a wonderful camp located on a large sandbar with swimming and 

shade from cottonwood trees.   

Advanced Trip Extensions: 

Kerr Springs, first year-round water source, is located .8 miles further, on the south side of the river.  

Continuing towards Hot Springs Canyon, there are several more camps: Oak Flat (7.4 miles from 

trailhead), Willett (9.8 miles), Hartman (10.9 miles), Coltrell (14 miles) and Shady (17.5 miles). Sespe Hot 

Springs is located on the Trail #21 and 2 miles north of Coltrell. The entire length of the trail has ten 

crossings of the Sespe River.   

 

Caution: Use caution when travelling during the wet season due to the potential of flash flooding. Since 

this trail is in the wilderness, only hikers and equestrians are permitted. 

 

Fees: Check with rangers whether an Adventure Pass or Special Use Permit is currently required to park 

at the Piedra Blanca Trailhead. CA Campfire Passes are required for fires, lanterns, and stove usage. 

 

Maps: Topo trail maps of this area, go to https://data.fs.usda.gov/geodata/maps/index.php and click on 

Forest Service Topography Maps and navigate to this region. Sespe Creek is found on the following Topo 

quads:   343011907_Lion_Canyon_FSTopo   and   343011900_Topatopa_Mountains_FSTopo 

 

Information: Ojai Ranger Station at 805-646-4348 X 0.  

 



 
Source: US Forest Service, Ojai Ranger District (www.fs.usda.gov), September 30, 2016 

 

Channel Islands Santa Cruz - Prisoner’s Harbor to del Norte Campground 

Finding the Trailhead: Arrive by private boat or Channel Islands National Park concessionaire, Island 

Packers, boat to Prisoner’s Harbor. Concessionaire boats leave from Oxnard and Ventura Harbors. 

Trailhead is across from the Prisoner's Harbor landing pier. 

 

Backpacking and Campsite Route:  

Beginner Trip: 

Loop hike possible with two ways to arrive at Del Norte Campground.  

3.5 mile route: Take Navy Road out of Prisoners Harbor for 1.5 miles (600-foot elevation gain). Watch for 

sign to turn off for Del Norte Trail. Proceed east (left) on the trail for 1.8 miles. The trail travels up and 

down two canyons (Cañada del Agua and Cañada del Muro) to a signed junction at Del Norte Road, take 

it 0.2 miles to the campground. 

5 mile route: Includes views of the south side of the island. Follows Navy Road climbing 1200 feet over 4 

miles to the signed junction with Del Norte Road. At the junction, turn north (left) and continue 1 mile 

down to the campground. 

Advanced Trip: 

From Scorpion Anchorage rather that Prisoner’s Harbor, take Navy Road to Del Norte campground, about 

12 miles. 

 

Caution: Navy Road is a gravel road used daily by vehicles, so use caution when hiking on it. Carry your 

own water. Most times of the year, no water is available. Windy conditions possible. Boats may encounter 

weather/sea condition delays, so pack an extra day’s worth of provisions. Rodent proof food storage 

required. Use tents not tarp shelters, and keep tents zipped closed to keep rodents out. Rodents on the 

islands carry hantavirus. 

 

Fees: Fees and reservations required for arrival by Nat. Park boat service www.Islandpackers.com. 

Campground reservations required, www.recreation.gov. Note sites are limited to 4 occupants per site, 

four sites available. 

 

Maps: From the nps.gov website: https://www.nps.gov/chis/planyourvisit/hiking-santa-cruz-island.htm  

 

Information: Channel Islands National Park, 1901 Spinnaker Drive, Ventura, CA 93001  (805) 658-5730 

  



 
Source: National Park Service, Channel Islands NP, Santa Cruz Island (www.nps.gov), January 31, 2017 

 

CENTRAL REGION  

Sulphur Pot Camp near Lopez Lake 

Finding the Trailhead: Exit Highway 1 at Big Sur Station 

 

Backpacking and Campsite Route:  

Beginner Trip: 

Continue straight ahead on Lopez Canyon Trail to the Sulphur Pot Camp, about 3.8 miles. This trail 

follows the creek there are swimmable potholes and waterfalls when conditions allow. Sulphur Pot Camp 

is a designated primitive campsite with a fire ring and pit toilet. Return to the trailhead the way you came 

in. 

Advanced Trip Extensions: 

A 16 mile lillipop loop hike can be made by starting at the Rinconada Trailhead off W Pozo Road. (US 

101 Highway 58 through Santa Margarita, to W Pozo Rd. Parking available at trailhead.) After 1.75 miles 

on the Rinconada trail, take the Little Falls Trail south past waterfalls, then Lopez Canyon Road northwest 

to Big Falls Trailhead and Lopez Canyon Trailhead junction and parking area. The trip can be extended to 

include a 7.7 mile roundtrip out and back to Sulphur Pot Camp. Then follow Big Falls Trail up to Hi 

Mountain Road and return to the Rinconada trailhead. Side trip to Rinconada historic mine possible. 

Camping is not in designated sites on this loop. Follow dispersed camping low impact practices and 

contact rangers for current rules on dispersed camping in Los Padres National Forest. 

 

Caution: Passenger cars may have problems reaching trailhead. SUV or truck with higher clearance may 

be needed. Poison oak common in this area. Bear activity present in this area. Snakes possible. Creek 

subject to flooding and to drying up in a drought. Road and trail cross the creek many times. Check 

conditions before you go. Cattle grazing makes careful water treatment mandatory. 

 

Fees: No fees or passes required for parking or campsite. CA Campfire Passes are required for fires, 

lanterns, and stove usage. 

 

Maps: Topo trail maps of this area, go to https://data.fs.usda.gov/geodata/maps/index.php and click on 

Forest Service Topography Maps and navigate to this region. Upper Lopez Trail is found on the following 

Topo quads:   Lopez Mountain  and   Santa Margarita Lake 

 

Information: Los Padres National Forest, Santa Lucia Ranger District, 1616 Carlotti Drive, Santa Monica, 

CA 93454; tel. (805) 925-9538  Search https://www.fs.usda.gov/ for dispersed camping information. 



 
 

Sources: http://www.hikelospadres.com/sulfer-pot-campground.html 1/31/2017 

http://www.californiatrekking.com/rinconada-trail-los-padres-national-forest-santa-lucia-ranger-district/  

1/31/2017 

 

NORTHERN REGION  

Arroyo Seco Trail and “The Rocks” formation, Ventana Wilderness 

Finding the Trailhead: From Highway 101 take Jolon Road, turn left onto Mission Road follow it to Fort 

Hunter Liggett then left onto Del Venturi Road. Follow Del Venturi Road north for 18 miles until arriving at 

the car camping Santa Lucia Memorial Campground. Arroyo Seco trail heads west southwest on the left 

beyond the campground.  

 

Backpacking and Campsite Route:  

Beginner Trip: 

Head out and back on Arroyo Seco trail. There are several designated campsites with perennial streams 

for water. Forks campsite is near the intersection with Rodeo Flats Trail about 1.8 miles in. Madrone 

Campsite is 2.8 miles in from the Arroyo Seco trailhead. 

Advanced Trip Extensions: 

Numerous options to make a longer hike. Multiple designated campsites with water sources. Cook Spring 

campsite is 3 miles beyond Madrone Campsite. To reach it follow Arroyo Seco Trail to North Coast Ridge 

trail and turn left. Option to visit Cone Peak for a panoramic view 2.2 miles past Madrone Campsite on the 

North Coast Ridge Trail. Arroyo Seco trailhead to Cone Peak is 8 miles one-way, 16 miles round trip. 

 

Caution: Due to recent fire damage many areas of the Ventana Wilderness remains closed. When open, 

there are opportunities for visiting Redwood Forests, waterfalls, hot pools, and vistas out to the Pacific in 

this region and many trails to choose from. Check with rangers for current trail conditions and closures. 

This region has much poison oak especially below 4000’. Wear protective clothes. Lyme disease carrying 

ticks occur in this area. Water levels, trail washout, and overgrown vegetation can make some trails 

impassable. Water sources may dry up in summer or drought conditions. Cross Del Venturi Ford twice on 

the road in. High water may close these fords. Fires and stoves may be banned during fire prone 

conditions. 

 

Fees: No fees or reservations. CA Campfire Passes are required for fires, lanterns, and stove usage. 

 

Maps: Topo trail maps of this area, go to https://data.fs.usda.gov/geodata/maps/index.php and click on 

Forest Service Topography Maps and navigate to this region. This area is found on the following Topo 

quads:  Cone Peak   and    Lopez Point 



 
 

Information: Ventana Wilderness Area, Monterey Ranger District, 406 So. Mildred, King City, CA 93930, 

Phone: (831) 385-5434 

 

Sources: http://www.hikelospadres.com/forks-campground.html and http://bigsurtrailmap.net/  1/31/17 

 

 


