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Disclaimer 

This document is intended to assist Bushwalking Victoria member clubs to systematically apply risk 
management to all their activities.  Bushwalking Victoria Inc. A0002548Y does not accept responsibility for 
errors or omissions in this document or for the manner in which the information contained in this 
document is interpreted or implemented. 
 
These guidelines are for voluntary application to the activities of member clubs and will not cover each and 
every circumstance of a club’s activities. 
 
 

For More Information 

For further information about managing risk associated with bushwalking club activities please contact the 
Secretary of Bushwalking Victoria:  secretary@bushwalkingvictoria.org.au.  

 

mailto:secretary@bushwalkingvictoria.org.au


 
 

 
 

1.​ Introduction 
Bushwalking clubs in Victoria can rightly be proud of their safety record over the years.  Clubs consistently 
take care to ensure that their activities are well planned and responsibly conducted so that participants 
enjoy their experience - whether easy or challenging - without harm to person or property.   In practice, 
most clubs are already applying the principles of risk management, even if informally. 
 
Bushwalking Victoria’s risk management policy aims to: 

●​ Introduce walkers and clubs to the principles, concepts and practices of risk management in the 
context of bushwalking activities; and 

●​ Provide clubs with these Guidelines to support the development of sound, practical risk 
management practices. 

 
These guidelines are intended to help clubs take a systematic approach to risk management and to design 
a program that is appropriate for the nature and scale of their activities. 
 
There is a clear link between risk management and insurance.   An effective risk management program 
seeks to reduce the likelihood and consequence of undesirable events.   Insurance then operates as the 
safety net that provides financial protection if an incident does occur.  

Bushwalking clubs are expected to maintain appropriate insurance arrangements for their activities. These 
arrangements are designed to provide protection to the club, its members and volunteers where activities 
are conducted in a reasonable and responsible manner. 

Insurance does not remove the need for sound risk management practices. Rather, it operates alongside 
them, supporting clubs and leaders who take reasonable steps to manage risks consistent with their duty 
of care. 

These Guidelines focus specifically on risks to health, safety and property - risks that fall within the scope 
of public liability.  Clubs may also choose to identify and manage other categories of risk, such as 
environmental risks or risks to the public standing of bushwalking. The “Walksafe” booklet offers valuable 
guidance on many of these broader considerations.  
 
Clubs should also be aware of the Bushwalking Australia Activity Risk Management Guidelines, a copy of 
which is available for download from the Bushwalking Australia website here. 
 

Duty of Care 
 
A duty of care is a legal obligation to take reasonable steps to avoid causing foreseeable harm to others or 
to their property. 
 
Liability arises when a duty of care was owed and that duty was then breached, resulting in injury.  In the 
context of clubs, public liability refers to injury or damage suffered by a person or property. 
 
For bushwalking clubs, the duty of care could be considered in terms of what a reasonably prudent walk 
leader would do in the circumstances.  This includes taking reasonable steps to avoid exposing participants 
(taking into account factors such as age, fitness, experience, and individual capabilities) to unnecessary or 
unreasonable risks of injury or loss. 
 
Importantly, the duty of care is not limited to activity leaders. All participants have a responsibility to take 
reasonable care for their own safety and to avoid actions (or inaction) that could expose others, including 
fellow participants, to unreasonable risk. Bushwalking is inherently a shared activity, and maintaining 
safety is a shared responsibility. 
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2.​ Risk Management 
 

Risk management is a simple four-step process used to identify and control risks. Table 2 at the end of this 
section provides bushwalking examples to illustrate the process.  
 

Step 1:  Identify hazards 
Step 2:  Assess risks 
Step 3:  Control risks 
Step 4:  Monitor and review controls 

Step 1:  Identify hazards 
A hazard is any situation with the potential to cause harm to life, health or property. 
 
The first column of Table 1 lists examples of hazards relevant to bushwalking. It is not exhaustive - clubs may 
identify additional hazards or use different ways of grouping them depending on their activities.  

Step 2: Assess risks 
A risk is the chance that a hazard will cause harm. Risk assessment considers both the likelihood of the 
hazard occurring and the consequences if it does. 
 
Clubs can use a formal likelihood-consequence matrix to help assess risks. While this is not mandatory it 
prompts clubs to think collectively about their activities and to determine what level of controls may be 
appropriate.   
 
A simple matrix looks like this: 
 

Likelihood Consequence 

Insignificant Minor Moderate Major Critical 

Almost Certain Medium Medium High High Extreme 

Likely Low Medium High High Extreme 

Possible Low Medium High High High 

Unlikely Low Low Medium Medium High 

Rare Low Low Low Low Medium 

To use the matrix, identify the consequence relevant to your hazard, then the likelihood of it occurring in the 
specific activity being considered. Where the row and column intersect gives the risk rating, which guides the 
level of control needed. 

Columns 2 to 4 in Table 2 provide examples of this process applied to bushwalking hazards. 
 
Clubs may choose to document their identified risks and controls in a simple Risk Register. This can assist 
with reviewing incidents, improving procedures and maintaining consistency over time.  
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Table 1: Consequence and Likelihood Tables – Safety and Wellbeing of trip participants 
  

Consequence Description of Consequence  Likelihood Description of Likelihood 

 1. Insignificant No treatment required  1. Rare Will only occur in exceptional 
circumstances 

 2. Minor Minor injury requiring first aid 
treatment eg minor cuts, bruises, 
bumps 

 2. Unlikely Not likely to occur within the 
foreseeable future, <5% Chance 
of occurring 

 3. Moderate Injury requiring medical 
treatment 

 3. Possible May occur within the foreseeable 
future, <50% Chance of occurring 

 4. Major Serious injury (injuries) requiring 
specialist medical treatment or 
hospitalisation 

 4. Likely Likely to occur within the 
foreseeable future, <90% Chance 
of occurring 

 5. Critical Loss of life, permanent disability 
or multiple serious injuries 

 5. Almost Certain Almost certain to occur within 
the foreseeable future, >90% 
Chance of occurring 

  

Step 3: Control risks 

Once hazards have been identified and assessed the club determines what controls, if any, are appropriate. 
 
For bushwalking clubs, controls typically take the form of agreed club practices or rules about:  

●​ how activities are planned and conducted;  
●​ required or recommended appropriate gear;  
●​ participant behaviour; and  
●​ procedures for particular conditions or situations. 

 
Many clubs already have long-standing customs and practices that function as risk controls, even if not 
formally written down. 
 
A club may decide that certain hazards have high consequences but very low likelihood, resulting in an  
overall low risk that may not require formal controls. Conversely, some hazards may have a high likelihood 
but have low consequences, requiring only simple precautions.  Other hazards may represent an 
unacceptable risk and warrant avoiding the activity altogether. 
 
The typical decision process is: 

1.​ Is it reasonable to accept the risk as is? (That is, is it a low risk?).   
2.​ Should controls be introduced to reduce the likelihood or lessen the consequences?   
3.​ Is the risk unacceptable under any circumstances? (If so, avoidance may be the only control) 

 
Example: Snake bite: 

●​ Wearing gaiters or long trousers reduces the likelihood of a bite. 
●​ A correctly applied pressure immobilisation bandage reduces the consequences. 
●​ Some locations may pose such a high risk that the club decides not to go there. 
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(This example does not cover all available controls.) 

Low-risk situations may be managed through: 
●​ advisory notes 
●​ verbal reminders 
●​ checklists 
●​ simple training or familiarisation 

Higher-risk situations may require more definite measures, such as: 

●​ compulsory gear checks 
●​ specific training, qualifications or demonstrated competency 
●​ minimum fitness levels 
●​ modifying, postponing or cancelling an activity 

The right-hand column of Table 1 provides examples of appropriate controls. These are suggestions only; 
each club’s activities, skills, terrain and experience will influence its chosen controls. 

In some clubs, walks may not have a designated Leader. A group may jointly plan and undertake a walk, 
collectively agreeing that their combined skills are adequate for the conditions. In such cases, participants 
share responsibility for implementing the agreed risk controls. 

Step 4: Monitor and Review Controls 

A regular, annual review is important to check that the program is achieving its purpose. This is the time 
to consider if a club’s activities, membership and/or focus have changed to the extent of requiring new or 
amended risk management strategies. See also Compliance and Continuous Improvement and Incidents 
and Near Misses for guidance on governance, review and ongoing improvement. 
 

Resources 

Walksafe is an excellent source of practical guidance on minimising risks. It is published by Bushwalking 
Victoria and can be downloaded from the Bushwalking Victoria website. 
[https://bushwalkingvictoria.org.au/BWV-2021/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Walksafe.pdf] 

The Bushwalking Manual is also a valuable additional resource, providing more detailed guidance on 
planning, leading and participating in bushwalking activities, including practical information relevant to risk 
management.  [https://bushwalkingmanual.org.au/] 
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Table 2: Risk Management Bushwalking Examples 

 

Hazard Likelihood Consequence Risk rating Some examples of controls (Not exhaustive) 

Building (premises) fire or 
other emergency 

Unlikely Critical Low risk Club meetings begin with a reminder about emergency exits and evacuation 
procedures 

Bushfire Moderate 
(varies by season, location 
and conditions) 
 
(Mid summer - walk 
in remote bush for 
example) 

High High risk ●​ Check conditions with Parks Victoria or local authorities before forest walks in 
fire season 

●​ Carry communication devices (radio/mobile/satellite) on extended walks 
●​ Check fire danger ratings daily 
●​ Adjust food planning to avoid reliance on stoves 
●​ Assess fire zones and escape routes during planning  
●​ Consider cancellation 
●​ Avoid forest walks on Total Fire Ban days  

Extreme cold Likely 
(e.g. overnight forecast 
below 0oC) 

Critical High risk ●​ Clothing and gear checklist for remote areas, mountain areas and overnight 
walks. 

●​ Leader confirms participants carry minimum required clothing  
●​ Club provides education in cold-weather safety and emergency response  

Extreme heat (varies by forecast and 
terrain) 

High High risk ●​ Clothing and hydration planning 
●​ Ensure adequate water carried 
●​ Adjust timing, route or duration of walk  
●​ Provide education on heat illness recognition and response  

Dehydration (varies by activity 
grading) 

High High risk ●​ Ensure water bottles are carried on all walks 
●​ Leader confirms water requirements for remote walks 
●​ Assess water availability and advise participants of requirements 
●​ Education on hydration management  

Extreme terrain or activities (varies by activity 
grading) 

High High risk ●​ Club grading system for walks 
●​ Leader informs participants of terrain and difficulty 
●​ Confirm participants have appropriate skills and fitness 
●​ Ensure suitable equipment is carried  

Snake bite Moderate High High risk ●​ Encourage use of gaiters or long trousers 
●​ Include snake bite bandage in first aid kit  
●​ Education on snake awareness and first aid response  
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Hazard Likelihood Consequence Risk rating Some examples of controls (Not exhaustive) 

Flooded rivers, seas, tides Unlikely to Moderate 
(seasonal) 

High High risk ●​ Check river crossings, bridge conditions and weather forecasts  
●​ Plan alternative routes 
●​ Check tide charts for coastal walks 
●​ Avoid unsafe crossings  

Electrical storm Unlikely Critical High risk ●​ Monitor weather forecasts 
●​ Avoid exposed ridges and summits during storms 
●​ Seek shelter when required 
●​ Education in lightning safety  

Property damage Unlikely Moderate Low risk ●​ Club protocols for gates, fences, livestock, private property, vehicles and 
behaviour expectations  

Vehicle accident Unlikely High Medium risk ●​ Club protocols for driving arrangements, rest breaks, shared driving, and safe 
travel planning 

●​ Confirm safe finish times for walks  

Search & 
Rescue exposure 

Unlikely Critical Medium risk ●​ Ensure appropriate navigation skills are present in group 
●​ Carry maps, compass and GPS as appropriate 
●​ Use regrouping protocols 
●​ Maintain visibility/contact in untracked terrain 
●​ Appoint tail/whip on larger groups  
●​ Carry appropriate communication devices (mobile/satellite/EPIRB) 
●​ Education in navigation and emergency response 

Health condition or disability (varies by participant and 
activity) 

High Medium to 
high risk 

●​ Participants advise leader in advance of conditions affecting participation 
●​ Leaders plan accordingly and ensure reasonable adjustments where possible  

Children (varies) High Medium risk ●​ Parents are responsible for supervision and behaviour of children 
●​ Parents advise leader in advance if children are attending 

Medical emergency Unlikely Critical High risk ●​ Minimum group size (e.g. 4 where appropriate) 
●​ Carry communication device suitable to area 
●​ Plan for rapid exit routes 
●​ Education in first aid and emergency response  

 
 
Clubs are encouraged to provide members and leaders with appropriate training and education in first aid, navigation, and emergency response relevant to the 
nature of their activities.  
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Setting Up a Risk Management System 

While the four-step process provides a practical framework, effective risk management also requires a system 
to ensure those controls are understood, applied and regularly reviewed. 

A systematic approach helps ensure that: 

●​ members understand their roles and responsibilities 
●​ agreed risk controls are communicated and followed 
●​ new members receive appropriate induction 
●​ incidents and near misses are reviewed and lessons learned 
●​ procedures are updated when needed 
●​ training needs are identified and addressed 
●​ emergency arrangements are in place 
●​ the program remains current and effective. 

The following sections outline practical ways clubs can achieve this. 

Roles & Responsibilities 

The club committee retains overall responsibility for ensuring suitable risk management systems are in place. 
Specific responsibilities may be allocated to office bearers, leaders or other members. 

Examples may include: 

●​ coordinating an annual review of the club’s risk management program 
●​ maintaining risk management documents and checklists 
●​ organising refresher sessions for activity leaders 
●​ coordinating incident reporting and follow-up actions 
●​ overseeing training or skills development programs. 

Walk leaders are responsible for applying club procedures to the activities they lead, while all participants 
share responsibility for acting safely and supporting agreed controls. 

Leader Capability and Support Section) 

Activity leaders are typically experienced club members who are known within the club and considered 
capable of planning and leading the type of activity proposed. This recognition is generally based on the 
club’s understanding of a member’s prior participation, demonstrated skills, and familiarity with club 
processes rather than formal accreditation. 

Leadership is supported within many clubs through shared experience and, where appropriate, the 
involvement of other experienced members who may assist with navigation, decision-making or group 
management. This reflects the broader principle that safety is a shared responsibility among all participants, 
rather than resting solely with a single leader. 

Clubs should ensure that leaders have access to appropriate guidance, mentoring and information to support 
sound decision-making, particularly for more complex or higher-risk activities.  Clubs may informally confirm 
leader suitability through their knowledge of a member’s experience and participation history within the 
club. 
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Minimum numbers 

Clubs may choose to set minimum participant numbers for some activities, particularly where an emergency 
may require assistance. 

A commonly used minimum is four participants, although this will depend on factors such as: 

●​ remoteness of the location 
●​ expected track conditions 
●​ access to mobile coverage or communication devices 
●​ difficulty of the activity 
●​ weather conditions 
●​ experience of the group. 

Each club should determine what is reasonable for its activities. 

Non-Insured Activities 

Clubs should consider whether all activities are covered by their insurance arrangements. Where activities fall 
outside cover (e.g. overseas trips), additional risk controls and participant advice may be required.  This helps 
ensure members understand the boundaries of insurance cover and the need for appropriate additional 
planning where required.  

The list of insured activities is available on the BAI website. 

Inclusion and Participation 

Clubs are encouraged to be inclusive and to support participation by people of varying abilities, backgrounds 
and experience. In planning activities, leaders should consider the needs and capabilities of participants and 
communicate clearly about the nature and demands of each activity (see also Communication and Induction).  

While inclusion is encouraged, participation in any activity should not compromise the safety of the individual 
or the group. Decisions about suitability should be made on a reasonable and practical basis, consistent with 
the club’s duty of care and risk management approach. 

Communication and Induction 

A risk management system is only effective if members know about it and understand it. 

Working through hazard identification, risk assessment and control measures as a club can itself be a 
valuable way to build awareness and shared understanding. 

Many clubs already have procedures, checklists and accepted practices that contain important risk controls. 
These may be consolidated into a manual or shared resource for members. 

Useful documents may include: 

●​ activity grading system descriptions 
●​ gear and clothing checklists 
●​ day walk protocols 
●​ overnight or extended walk protocols 
●​ leader checklists 
●​ attendance lists or emergency contact forms. 

Resources may be distributed in hard copy or electronically through email, websites or shared online folders. 
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New members should receive a basic induction covering: 

●​ how the club operates 
●​ activity grading 
●​ gear expectations 
●​ safety responsibilities 
●​ communication processes 
●​ emergency arrangements. 

Visible use of checklists and procedures by leaders helps keep the system active and relevant. 

Compliance and Continuous Improvement  

Once established, the club should consider how its risk management system will be maintained. 

A useful approach is to encourage members to raise concerns when: 

1.​ agreed procedures are not being followed; or 
2.​ existing procedures are no longer suitable or effective. 

This can be done formally through a simple reporting process, or informally through discussion with leaders 
or committee members. 

Many clubs also include risk management as a standing agenda item at committee or club meetings to 
review concerns, identify improvements and confirm procedures remain effective. 

Incidents and Near Misses  

Incidents, accidents and near misses can provide valuable learning opportunities. 

A near miss is an event where something could have gone wrong but did not result in injury or damage. 

Clubs are encouraged to record and review such events so that lessons can be identified and future risks 
reduced. 

Reviews may lead to improvements such as: 

●​ updated procedures 
●​ better planning processes 
●​ additional training 
●​ equipment changes 
●​ clearer communication. 

Review 

Risk management systems should be reviewed regularly to ensure they remain relevant.  An annual review is 
often appropriate, or more frequently if significant changes occur, such as: 

●​ new activity types 
●​ changes in membership capability or demographics 
●​ repeated incidents or near misses 
●​ changes in legislation or land management rules 
●​ new equipment or technology. 

The aim is continual improvement rather than unnecessary complexity. 
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3.​ Training 

Many risk controls depend on the skills and knowledge of leaders and participants. Relevant areas may 
include: 

●​ first aid 
●​ navigation 
●​ emergency response 
●​ weather awareness 
●​ remote area communication 
●​ group management 
●​ safe bushwalking practices 
●​ child safety awareness. 

Clubs should have an approach, formal or informal, to ensure that activity leaders are known within the club 
to have the skills, experience and judgement appropriate for the activities they lead.  This may include 
guidance on when activities should be modified, postponed or cancelled due to conditions such as fire 
danger, extreme weather or other hazards. 

A key strength of bushwalking clubs is that leadership capability is generally developed through participation, 
mentoring and shared experience within the club environment not solely through formal external 
accreditation.  

Clubs may provide training internally, support attendance at external courses, or encourage mentoring 
between experienced and newer members.  Training needs should reflect the nature of the club’s activities. 
Some clubs maintain records of member qualifications, experience or completed training. 

Bushwalking Victoria also provides online leader development and training resources to support clubs in 
developing leader capability and reinforcing good practice. Clubs may choose to incorporate these resources 
into their induction, mentoring and ongoing development processes where appropriate. 

The Walksafe booklet and the Bushwalking Manual are also valuable resources for member education and 
induction. 

Emergency Plans 

Even with good planning, emergencies can occur.  Preparation helps reduce injury, delay, confusion and 
distress, and is an important part of meeting a club’s duty of care. 

Emergency planning may include: 

●​ carrying first aid equipment 
●​ ensuring suitable communication devices are available 
●​ leaving a trip intention or route plan with a nominated contact 
●​ maintaining emergency contact details for members and visitors 
●​ identifying exit routes or evacuation options 
●​ carrying a PLB, EPIRB or satellite communication device where appropriate 
●​ ensuring leaders know how to contact emergency services. 

Many clubs also include emergency response scenarios in training and leader development. Walksafe and the 
Bushwalking Manual also provide practical guidance on prevention and response planning for a range of 
bushwalking emergencies. 
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Sample Forms & Guidelines 
 
Templates for forms are available on the Bushwalking Victoria website: Club Resources Page.   

Clubs are encouraged to use current versions and adapt them to suit their own activities and administrative 
processes where appropriate. 

The following forms and resources are required or recommended: 

Required Forms 

Mandatory Acknowledgement of Risk Forms​
Clubs must ensure that members and visitors complete an Acknowledgement of Risk in accordance with 
Bushwalking Australia insurance requirements.  (Content approved by Bushwalking Victoria’s insurer) 

●​ Member version 
●​ Temporary Member / Visitor version 

Recommended Forms 

●​ Activity Attendance / Participant List 
●​ Trip Intention or Route Plan (for applicable activities) 
●​ Incident Report form 
●​ Participant’s Emergency Contact and Medical Information form 

Guidelines and Resources 

●​ Bushwalking Club Emergency Contact System  
●​ Leader checklists 
●​ Participant gear and clothing checklists 
●​ Sample club risk management procedures 

Clubs should periodically review their own forms and procedures to ensure contact details, technology 
references and emergency processes remain current. Older documents may require updating to reflect 
current communication methods and contemporary risk management practices. 

4.​ Related Club Policies 
Effective risk management is supported by a small number of related club policies and procedures. 
Depending on the nature of a club’s activities, these may include: 

●​ Code of Conduct 
●​ Child Safety Policy (where children or young people are involved) 
●​ Incident reporting and management procedures 
●​ Emergency response procedures 
●​ Activity or leader guidelines 

Clubs may address these areas through separate policies or incorporate them into a single risk management 
framework. More detailed guidance on governance and club administration is available in Bushwalking 
Victoria’s Starting and Running a Club resource. 
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https://bushwalkingvictoria.org.au/BWV-2021/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Participants-Emergency-Contact-Form-PECMI.pdf


 
 

 
 

 

5.​ References and Further Reading 
 

Activity Risk Management Guidelines Bushwalking Australia 

Walksafe  Bushwalking Victoria Inc 

Australian Adventure Activity Standards Outdoor Council of Australia 

Managing Risks in Outdoor Activities New Zealand Mountain Safety Council 

Bushwalking and Ski Touring Leadership Manual third 
edition 2000​  

BMTAB - Distributed by Victorian Outdoor 
Education  Association Inc 
 

AS/NZS ISO 31000:2018 Risk Management Guidelines  

The Bushwalking Manual https://bushwalkingmanual.org.au/ 
Online resource developed by Bushwalking 
Victoria Inc 

 
 
 

6.​ Feedback 
 
Bushwalking Victoria welcomes feedback from clubs on the updated Guidelines. As clubs begin using the 
document, we would appreciate hearing about any suggestions for improvement, examples of good practice, 
or additional resources that would assist leaders and committees.  
 
Feedback can be submitted via this FEEDBACK FORM and will be considered as part of future reviews of the 
Guidelines.  
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