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Handbook: Pack Carries 

Before leading an overnight hike, careful planning and preparation are required.  

You also need to be a competent pack carry walker, have led day walks, and have additional 

bushwalking skills, and abilities in leadership and navigation, including: 

• group management 

• remote communications 

• complex emergency management 

• advanced knowledge of bushwalk clothing and equipment, food and water 

requirements, and logistics. 

Research the walk 

• Read any books, guides, and track notes available, both hard copy and internet-based – 

blogs can be a good source of recent information. 

• Acquire and study maps of the area.  

• Talk to anyone who may have been there. 

• Check club records for ideas on and details about previous walks, including GPX, KML track 

records, online sources. 

• Consider leading a walk you have attended either as a walker or as a leader. 

• Check regulations of the land management authority, including any permits and fees 

required to camp there, and limits on group numbers. 

• Look for possible camp sites with water.  

• Prepare a detailed route plan and time estimation, including emergency plans and escape 

routes.  

• Use Naismith’s rule for time estimation (see www.bushwalkingmanual.org.au). 

https://bushwalkingmanual.org.au/trip-planning/route-planning/#Predicting_walking_time_%E2%80%93_Naismiths_Rule
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• Calculate alternative routes for the day’s journey if actual conditions result in slower 

progress than anticipated. 

• Consider a preview of all or parts of the walk and access roads.  

• Check car parking availability. 

Group selection 

• Check club policy regarding group size: no fewer than 4 on a walk, with 6 to 8 being a good 

number for an overnight trip – more than 12 is getting too large. 

• Determine the club’s policy on your right as a leader, within guidelines, to say “no” to a 

person who wishes to attend – club policy should give the leader absolute discretion to 

refuse anyone for safety-related reasons. If you need to say “no”, try to explain why and 

maybe suggest an easier walk be considered. 

● Write a short document outlining the trip. Advertise your walk and prepare and send 

details to prospective members. This should include a day-by-day itinerary, daily distance 

to walk, hours of walking expected, and other important aspects. 

• Provide enough detailed information so that members and visitors can make an informed 

decision about whether or not to attend. This could include: 

o any particular features such as rock scrambling, terrain (e.g., forest, coastal/beach, 

farmland, mountains), major features (e.g., history, views, waterfalls, flora), on or 

off track, track surfaces, tidal conditions for coastal walks, etc. 

o hazards and challenges, e.g., steep climbs, possible vertigo concerns such as steep 

exposed areas, rock hopping or scrambling, creek crossings, heavy 

undergrowth/fallen trees, insect/leech activity, walking in snake-prone areas, 

expected weather conditions, lack of access to drinking water, and the amount to 

be carried 

o  any special requirements or equipment, e.g., the level of fitness, clothing such as 

wearing long pants or gaiters, extra warm clothing needed, crampons, satellite 

phone to be rented by the group, etc. 
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• The level of vetting required can vary significantly depending on the difficulty of the walk. 

The whole group may suffer, and the trip be put at risk if vetting is not effective. 

o If a walker is unknown to you, ask about their recent walking experience, fitness, 

equipment, etc. Check if they can provide you with the name of a leader or 

experienced walker who can vouch for their suitability. 

o With visitors, it is reasonable to say they should become members first or attend an 

easier pack carry unless they can convince you of their ability. Taking a visitor on a 

‘hard’ or exploratory walk is potentially very risky and should be considered 

carefully. 

• Ensure there will be a good balance of experience for the walk grade, especially if some 

members are new to the activity. 

• Have your club mentor with you if possible. 

• Hold a pre-trip briefing, in person or by phone or email where you discuss the emergency 

procedures and use your club’s contact system, i.e., “Let someone know before you go.” 

• Have a suitably trained first aider in the group, as this is important – not necessarily the 

leader.  

• Ensure there is a person with navigation skills, in addition to the leader, in case the leader 

becomes incapacitated, as this is essential.  

Clothing and equipment 

• The leader has a responsibility to ensure that groups are informed of the expected 

conditions and should check the equipment carried or worn by each group member. 

• The leader must be satisfied that each individual’s equipment is adequate for the trip and 

should not hesitate to refuse to take someone with unsuitable or inadequate equipment 

when this could jeopardise the safety of the group. 

• Experienced groups may need little more than a verbal check at the beginning of the trip to 

see that each has the required equipment (e.g., full wet-weather gear and two litres of 

water).  
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• Beginners or inexperienced members may need an inspection of equipment, preferably 

well before the trip, so that any inadequacies can be remedied – with these groups, it is 

advisable to give them and explain an equipment list, and possibly demonstrate key items 

early in the planning stages. 

• Some equipment can be shared, particularly within a sub-group (e.g., cooking equipment, 

trowel) and especially for longer trips – there may be some whole-group items (e.g., a 

spare tarp/fly for bad weather protection, group first aid [depending on your club’s policy], 

or spare ski tips or extra snow shovels for a snow trip).  

• Clothing and equipment needed for a trip should meet clear guidelines and will vary with 

the location and season, e.g., what is needed for a snow trip to the high country is different 

from what is needed for a spring pack carry in a desert area or a summer trip to an alpine 

area.  

Safety equipment 

Determine and follow your club policy on safety equipment. 

Ensure all the following are carried: 

•  GPS, compass 

• First aid kits, snake bite bandages 

• Emergency communications – mobile, PLB/Sat phone  

Consider loading the following apps on your mobile: 

• Emergency Plus, Red Cross First Aid – these work offline 

• Vic Emergency – you can create a ‘watch zone’ for your walk; it needs mobile data. 

 

The Bushwalking Manual www.bushwalkingmanual.org, has an excellent overview of emergency 

communications. 

https://bushwalkingmanual.org.au/emergencies/emergency-communications/
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Leader’s emergency repair kit 

As leader, consider carrying an emergency repair kit. At some stage, something will break or, at 

least, threaten to break. A small, lightweight repair kit packed into a small container or waterproof 

stuff sack, is an excellent idea. For overnight walks, this may include: 

• duct tape (for boots, tent flies, jackets, etc.), cable ties 

• 'Super glue' (for re-attaching boot soles – ensure it is stored correctly) 

• 2–3 metres of Venetian blind cord (emergency boot laces, tent guys, lashings, etc.) 

• basic sewing kit (fine & coarse needles, fine & coarse threads, dental floss) 

• 300 mm galvanised wire (garden ties can be useful in some repairs) 

• pliers, such as those on a 'multi-tool', can be invaluable for pulling heavy needles through 

boot soles, cutting wire, etc., and can be used instead of a pocketknife. 

Food and nutrition 

The leader’s food will be of interest to other members of the group. What you eat, how you 

prepare it, and how much you share your experience, if not your food, will influence group 

members. 

Dietary intake 

Nutrition becomes more critical the longer the hike. Dietitians know a great deal about nutrition 

and human performance. Use this knowledge to assist in your food planning. Be serious about 

performance on a trip and choose to eat foods that give the best nutritional balance.  

Bushwalking requires sustained effort of moderate to high intensity over most of a day, with short 

regular breaks. Unlike day walks, participants generally are moving not only their own body weight 

but also a pack filled with equipment and provisions. These demands are generally significantly 

greater than everyday demands. 
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Most people require some 120 to 170 kJ/kg of body weight per day when some physical activity is 

undertaken. The following website will assist to calculate requirements: 

https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/nutrition-calculators/daily-energy-requirements-calculator. 

Food from other cultures can provide varied and interesting meals suitable for the outdoors. Asian 

food shops in particular offer wonderful ingredients, but it may be prudent to try unfamiliar items 

at home first. Specialty walking shops sell freeze-dried and dehydrated meals and snacks. 

ʻScrogginʼ is a mixture of nuts and dried fruits with chocolate, jelly babies, or other sweets. 

Some ideas for leaders 

• Document the number of breakfasts, lunches, and dinners required. 

• Suggest what sort of food to take and how to prepare it, especially for inexperienced 

participants. 

• Offer advice on cooking equipment options and inform everyone of policies on campfires. 

• Consider the need for water treatment, such as filters or tablets. 

Conducting the pack carry 

Many of the requirements for day walk leaders also apply to leaders of overnight walks (see 

Module 4: Conducting the Walk).  

During the week prior to the pack carry 

• Ensure you know and follow your club’s policy on total fire bans and extreme heat. 

• Check that the walk area has not been closed, e.g., fires, landslides, road closures, snow. 

• Assemble & check any extra equipment needed. 

• Include a blank copy of the club’s Acknowledgement of Risks Form for Temporary 

Members if there is a visitor on the walk – having first checked that they are capable of 

completing the walk. 

https://www.eatforhealth.gov.au/nutrition-calculators/daily-energy-requirements-calculator


 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Module 8. Base Camps & Pack Carries   7 
Handbook: Pack Carries   ©BWV March 2024 

 

 

• Check with the BoM for the extended weather forecast and consider any possible total fire 

bans or impending snow falls or flooding rain in the designated walk area. 

Resources 

• Parks Victoria: https://www.parks.vic.gov.au/ 

• Forest Fire Management Victoria: https://www.ffm.vic.gov.au/bushfire-fuel-and-risk-

management/planned-burning-in-victoria 

• Bureau of Meteorology: www.bom.gov.au 

On the first day  

• Prior to leaving home, review the risk assessment to determine if the planned pack carry 

route needs to be modified due to last minute changes in conditions, e.g., heat, rain, and 

slippery tracks –be prepared to change/shorten or cancel the event if necessary. 

• Be early to the meeting point to greet everyone and mark off participants on the 

Booking/Registration form as they arrive. 

• Have temporary members complete the club’s Acknowledgement of Risk Form for 

Temporary Members and collect any fee. 

• Check all participants have the required equipment and supplies – it is not too late to 

refuse to take any participants on the walk if they are not adequately equipped (N.B.: as 

leader, you have absolute discretion on who to take, but if you do refuse to take someone, 

you should give adequate reasons for the refusal). 

• Consider taking a range of spare items to the start which you could lend to any walker who 

has forgotten something. 

• Arrange carpooling if not already done – try to keep the number of cars to a minimum, 

especially if car parking is limited at the start of a walk. 

• Give instructions/maps to drivers on how to reach the assembly point and include your 

mobile phone number. 

• Check that all cars are parked safely and locked before leaving on the walk. 

https://www.parks.vic.gov.au/
https://www.ffm.vic.gov.au/bushfire-fuel-and-risk-management/planned-burning-in-victoria
https://www.ffm.vic.gov.au/bushfire-fuel-and-risk-management/planned-burning-in-victoria
http://www.bom.gov.au/


 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Module 8. Base Camps & Pack Carries   8 
Handbook: Pack Carries   ©BWV March 2024 

 

 

At the start of the pack carry 

Gather party members together for introductions before starting the walk.  

Outline the trip 

Using a map, outline the intended route for the day and the whole trip. Include things such as:  

• planned highlights and objectives  

• likely lunch spots 

• sources of water during the day 

• alternative routes or places where choices can be made 

• expected finish time for the day 

• a brief outline of the route for the subsequent days 

• camping place 

• any known sections that may cause concern, e.g., steep ascents or descents, river 

crossings, ledge walking. 

Establish group rules 

Trips will run more smoothly if group rules for the trip are established. These typically cover: 

• waiting at track junctions and all other places of any uncertainty until all are present 

• calling out for the group ahead to slow down if a party member loses sight of the person 

behind, particularly if off-track  

• making rest stops 

• letting the leader know immediately if any problems occur during the trip (e.g., treating 

sore spots before blisters develop) 

• making known the role of the whip or tail-end Charlie 

• refraining from leaving the track or the group without the leader’s or the whip’s knowledge 

– this applies to everybody on the walk. 
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During the pack carry 

Every day 

• Check weather, warnings, fire bans. 

• Provide daily briefings. These are important in communicating to the group on multi-day 

walks and are particularly important for new walkers. They can cover: 

o any changes to the plan, including whether the group is on schedule 

o specific issues, things to watch out for, hazards, etc., for the day 

o opportunities for people to ask questions, express concerns. 

• Sometimes the updates are better given at the end of the day so people can properly 

prepare. 

Rest stops 

Allow the group to establish a rhythm. Frequent stops will interrupt this process and accelerate 

the onset of fatigue. A good leader should be proactive in controlling when and where the stops 

occur. It is important to define stages and designate rest stops so that members of the group can 

focus on a set objective. 

Rhythm and pace 

Skilled walkers establish a rhythm at a variety of speeds. The underlying consideration is to ensure 

that the pace is comfortable for the slowest member of the group. Putting slower individuals at 

the front regulates a comfortable pace for everybody. Giving slower individuals leadership or 

navigational roles is a positive way to control pace. 

Slow the faster members down – either in conversation or at the rear as a whip. In all but a few 

situations, it is preferable to keep the group together. 

Party management and communication 

While on the move, change position within the group. This provides an opportunity to connect 

with different members and observe how they are going. Newcomers need special attention in 

this context. 
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Develop techniques that will enable trouble to be anticipated, thereby minimising disruption or 

even cancelling it out. This is particularly important in remote or difficult country. Look for gear 

that is about to fail, limping participants, and any signs of fatigue. 

Avoid breaking up rhythm. On steep climbs, slow right down rather than stop. Avoid stopping in 

cold, wet, and windy conditions (wind chill factor). 

Regularly count heads and note progress. Check navigational reference points and features. 

Practise referring to your map and taking compass bearings on the move. 

Making it enjoyable for all 

Bushwalking through a natural environment should give enjoyment to all participants. It provides 

adventure, challenge, inspiration, stimulation, and motivation, allowing exploration of individual 

and group capabilities. 

Much of this enjoyment flows from good planning and leadership. Planning needs to be flexible to 

suit the group and the prevailing conditions. The route may need adjustment or another campsite 

might be selected if travel has been faster or slower than expected. 

Campsite selection 

• Ensure water is available for drinking/washing. Advise where to collect drinking water 

(upstream) and advise on suitable washing areas. 

• Do not site tents under trees that may drop branches. 

• Select sites to take advantage of the morning sun. 

• Announce the departure time for the next day and outline the next day’s walk. 

• Do not use soap in water holes or streams as it will pollute the water for animals and other 

walkers. Wash away from the stream using water from a water bag or water bottle. 

• Designate separate male and female toilet areas and the correct method to bury waste. 

At the end of the pack carry 

• Check the condition of walkers.  
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• Ensure that you have already recorded details of any incident/accident (and details of two 

witnesses). 

• Thank the “whip(s)” and any others who assisted in making the walk successful. 

• Thank the walkers! 

• Remind walkers to clean their boots to reduce spreading cinnamon fungus. 

• Make sure all cars are mobile, including your own – leader’s car leaves last. 

• Once home, complete all the club’s paperwork requirements. 

There is an excellent checklist for leaders to follow at: www.bushwalkingmanual.org.au. 

Debriefing 

Debriefing to review expectations, issues, and outcomes after the event, assists future 

improvements. Debrief in relaxed, comfortable conversation, most commonly when the event has 

been completed. On longer trips, debriefing after a logical section may be useful to improve the 

next stage.  

Debriefings (formal or informal) can be the basis for a review of the way the leader does things. 

Not all debriefs will be positive; some may produce surprising comments, and others will be 

critical of leadership. However, all leaders can gain much valuable information to help improve 

their skills. 

Emergencies 

Plan the route thoroughly so that contingency plans have been considered before an issue arises. 

Constantly check weather conditions, particularly in alpine environments. If lightning and storm 

conditions are occurring, move to lower ground (get off ridges or mountain tops). Understand 

what to do if caught out (sit on your pack with feet off the ground). Noise from thunder travels 1 

km in about 3 seconds. 

https://bushwalkingmanual.org.au/leadership/checklists-for-bushwalking-and-ski-touring-leaders/
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• Carry an emergency communication device in remote and isolated country – note that a 

comprehensive guide to devices is included later in this document.  

• An injured person must not be left alone.  

• You should carry something which allows contact with emergency services at every stage 

of the walk – a mobile phone and/or a PLB (a PLB has the advantage of giving a precise 

location to emergency services).  

• If sending for help, then ensure that 2 people go together, at least one of whom can 

navigate – they should carry with them a written account of the emergency, including a 

grid reference or GPS coordinates.  

• Understand the procedure if ringing 000 (triple zero) – BWV recommends asking for police 

NOT an ambulance in remote country areas. 

• Know the ill-effects of extreme heat and extreme cold. 

• Use your club contact system. 

• Carry the phone numbers of the closest police, ambulance, and hospital locations.  

• Have an evacuation plan that is realistic for the complexity of an evacuation. 

Further information:  

• https://bushwalkingmanual.org.au/emergencies/ 

• Module 7 Handbook: Incident Management. 

Minimal impact 

A reminder to observe minimal impact principles at all times. 

Consider the extra requirements needed for overnight and extended walks: 

• Water supplies must be kept uncontaminated. 

• Toileting expectations should be explained. 

• Rubbish must be ‘carry in, carry out’, as per BWV’s minimum impact principles – 

www.bushwalkingmanual.org.au > Environment > Minimal impact bushwalking.  

https://bushwalkingmanual.org.au/emergencies/
https://bushwalkingmanual.org.au/environment/minimal-impact-bushwalking/
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Getting help in an emergency  

Mobile phone – Dial 000 

There are 2 apps that can assist in contacting emergency services, what3words and Emergency 

Plus. 

What3words is an app that provides position as a unique combination of three words. It is not 

actually an emergency app. It is becoming popular with many businesses and emergency services 

as it provides an easy way to specify a location. The what3words app is designed to work fully with 

an internet connection, but, like many apps, it retains some functionality when offline. It depends 

what data is in the app, what is saved locally on the mobile, and what information is in the cloud 

and must therefore be downloaded. This is similar to many navigation apps. For simplicity, 

consider what3words as being in 2 bits: the maps ‘bit’ uses Google Maps and depends on being 

online, as the maps are stored in the cloud. When offline, the maps will not load. The data library 

which converts a GPS location to a what3words address is saved in the app on the phone – this is 

the second ‘bit’. The GPS in a mobile phone does NOT need to be online – it must simply be able to 

see the GPS satellites, i.e., NOT in a cave. Hence, if the GPS is seeing the satellites, the mobile will 

give a what3words address. Please search for the short You Tube clip: Use What 3 Words Offline.  

Emergency Plus lists a location in three ways: address, latitude/longitude, and what3words. The 

last was only added recently, so it is worthwhile updating to the latest version. Emergency Plus IS 

ONLY an app and so it relies on the capabilities of the phone. When there is no phone reception, it 

provides an error message when opened – “ERROR! Connectivity error. Please check your internet 

connection.” If you try to ring an emergency service, it comes up with another error message – 

“No Network Connection”. So, no phone reception means no connection to emergency services. 

Hence, it cannot replace a PLB. 

There are a variety of other devices that could be useful in a bush emergency where there is no 

mobile reception, but a PLB is probably the simplest and most cost effective. There is a one-off 

cost (approx. $300); access to satellites is free, and the life of the latest PLB is 10 years. Other 

devices that access satellite networks have an upfront cost and the ongoing cost of a subscription 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_JBwRxjCq-k
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to a satellite network, which can increase the total cost of the device. A few devices are outlined 

below. 

Personal locator beacon (PLB) 

A PLB works completely differently from a phone. A modern PLB will contain an accurate GPS, and 

when activated, it transmits its position to a world-wide satellite distress network about once 

every 5 minutes. It will also transmit a rapid homing signal that can be picked up by air and sea 

craft. Some PLBs also contain a high-intensity strobe to attract search aircraft. No satellite 

subscription is required. 

Satellite phone 

This is the most expensive option at over $1000 a handset before you sign up for a subscription. 

There are four networks that can be used in Australia, with Iridium the most expensive, but it uses 

the only really global network. An active satellite subscription is required and such service is 

expensive even for a minimum of 5–10 minutes of talk time within a 30-day period. It may be best 

to use it to send text messages rather than run the risk of your time expiring on a voice call. More 

info can be found at: https://satphonesales.com.au/pages/which-phone-which-network. 

Satellite phones can be hired if needed for a short time. 

Garmin devices with inReach technology 

These include the Mini Orange, Explorer+, GPSMAP 66i, Montana 700i, and Montana 750i. 

The inReach technology allows the user to use SMS, send positions for tracking, get weather info, 

and send an SOS message in an emergency. 

inReach uses the Iridium satellite network, which has the best coverage and largest number of 

satellites. An active satellite subscription is required and Garmin has a variety of packages. More 

info can be found at: https://discover.garmin.com/en-US/inreach/personal/. 

https://satphonesales.com.au/pages/which-phone-which-network
https://discover.garmin.com/en-US/inreach/personal/
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SPOT devices 

These include SPOT GEN 3 & 4 and SPOT X 2-way. SPOT devices send out a GPS location and 

message which are relayed via satellites and read via the internet using email or text. SPOT uses 

the Globalstar satellite network (which has fewer satellites than Iridium) and an active 

subscription is required. There are a number of packages. More information: 

https://www.findmespot.com/en-au/about-spot/how-it-works. 

Zoleo communicator 

Zoleo links with a mobile phone app to provide satellite texting of GPS position and emergency 

contact via the Iridium satellite network. An active satellite subscription is required and Zoleo has 

various packages. More info can be found at: https://www.zoleo.com/en-au/global-messaging-

overview/. 

Using a satellite network for communication is a little different to using a mobile phone. A mobile 

phone, being primarily a communication system, is usually always connected and instantly 

available; not so a satellite. Even with the Iridium network, which is primarily used for 

communication – with its 66 satellites, each whizzing around the earth 14 times a day at an 

astonishing 27,000 kph – one may not be ‘in view’ when the device is turned on. Connection to the 

satellite network will also depend on terrain. You may need to wait quite a few minutes, or get to 

a better position, so the device can ‘see’ a satellite. 

In comparison, a PLB uses 6 distinct satellite arrays and about 30 mission control centres. It usually 

takes only about 4 minutes for the registered next of kin to be notified if a PLB is activated, and 

only a little longer to confirm the position and raise the alarm with the local search and rescue 

organisation. A PLB is designed for emergencies and uses a well-established emergency system. 

The primary function of the other devices listed above is communication, i.e., texting, sending a 

position, etc. They do not transmit the emergency signals a PLB uses. They can be used in an 

emergency but are not ideal. 

https://www.findmespot.com/en-au/about-spot/how-it-works
https://www.zoleo.com/en-au/global-messaging-overview/
https://www.zoleo.com/en-au/global-messaging-overview/
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What to choose? A PLB or one of the other devices listed above? If I was lying in the bush in the 

middle of nowhere with no mobile reception and a broken leg, I would definitely prefer to have a 

PLB. 

Reference 

Robinson A. Navigation Resources: Bushwalking Victoria Website  

  

https://bushwalkingvictoria.org.au/BWV-2021/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Navigation-Resources.pdf
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Appendix. Food suggestions 

Weekend trips – lightweight Daily intake for an adult 

Muesli/rolled oats/Weetbix  60 g 

Bacon 60 g 

Egg  1 55 g 

Crispbread/dry biscuits 100 g 

Margarine, butter 30 g 

Cheese, salami, cabana 60 g 

Spreads – jam, peanut butter  50 g 

Soup – single-serve packet 30 g 

Freeze-dried meal/home- 

dehydrated meal  

110 g 

Packet dehydrated potato, 

peas, beans  

30 g 

Dried fruit 60 g 

Chocolate  50 g 

Sweets – barley sugar or 

similar 

30 

Scroggin 60 g 

Tea/coffee 15 g 

Powdered milk 60 g 

Sugar 60 g 

Total  920 g 

 


