
MY FIRST 
ORIENTEERING 

EVENT

HOW DO I FIND AN EVENT?
To find an event near you, visit our website and 
choose a course that suits you. Our team at the 
event can advise you and help get you started on 
your course. You can try a course by yourself or 
as a group with your family or friends.

All of our events are listed at  
www.orienteering.ie/fixtures, with registration for 
the event also available online. 

WHAT SHOULD I BRING?
No special equipment is required to get started, 
but you should wear suitable sports clothing 
and footwear for being outdoors and to suit the 
weather. Clothes for changing into after the event 
is also recommended.

WHAT HAPPENS AT THE EVENT
After selecting a course to suit your experience and ability, you will collect your SI Card. From here you will 
go to the start area. You will be asked to check that your SI Card is working, and then to clear any older race 
information from it and then you will go to the start.

Courses are designed to challenge you based on your ability, and this is where the real fun is to be had. Choosing 
your route between controls will challenge you to find the quickest route each time. From the start you follow the 
course in order, punching controls as you pass them until you come to the finish.

After completing your course, go to the download area where your SI Card will be read, and your race result will 
be recorded. You will also get a small printout of your split times.

4



WHITE

YELLOW

ORANGE

RED

LIGHT GREEN

GREEN

BLUE

BROWN

WHITE courses are very easy with all 
controls on paths. Mainly used by 6-10 
year olds.

YELLOW courses are for children and 
family groups. These courses are planned 
to maximise the enjoyment and success of 
the participants.

ORANGE courses are for older children or 
novice adults.

RED courses are used mainly by novice 
adults wanting a longer run.

LIGHT GREEN courses are technically 
advanced that challenge participants with 
complex route choices requiring careful 
navigation.

GREEN courses are technically advanced 
that challenge participants with complex 
route choices requiring careful navigation.

BLUE courses are physically more 
challenging than Green.

BROWN courses are the longest and 
most physically challenging courses.

APPROX LENGTH KM:
Less than 1.5

APPROX LENGTH KM:
1.5 – 2.5km

APPROX LENGTH KM:
2.5 – 3.5km

APPROX LENGTH KM:
5.0 – 7.5km

APPROX LENGTH KM:
4.0 – 5.0km

APPROX LENGTH KM:
4.5 – 5.5km

APPROX LENGTH KM:
5.5 – 7.5km

APPROX LENGTH KM:
7.5 – 10.0km

TECHNICAL DIFFICULTY: 1
A control at every Decision Point i.e. there 
are no junctions to navigate between the 
controls.

TECHNICAL DIFFICULTY: 2
Courses use distinct handrail features like 
paths, walls and streams with no route 
choice.

TECHNICAL DIFFICULTY: 3
Controls will be on any line feature, 
prominent point or contour features. 
Courses will allow for basic use of the 
compass and corner cutting.

TECHNICAL DIFFICULTY: 3
Technically comparable to an Orange but a 
longer course.

TECHNICAL DIFFICULTY: 4
Full use of compass. Have the ability to use 
contour details for navigation and legs will 
have route choice.

TECHNICAL DIFFICULTY: 5
Legs will have significant route choices, 
participants will need to interpret complex 
contours and to recognise indistinct 
features. Controls sites are far from 
obvious relocating features and errors 
may be costly in time requiring careful 
navigation.

WHAT COURSE SHOULD I CHOOSE?

COURSE SUMMARY

Now that you know about our maps, and how to register for an orienteering 
event, you will move on to learning about the core orienteering skills. These 
skills are split into levels and are aimed at beginner orienteers, and seasoned 

orienteers who want to fine tune the basic principles of our sport.
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Orienteering 
Skills Level 1

In this section, you’ll be introduced to 
the basics of orienteering. We’ll talk 
more about the map and the key skills 
involved in the sport. This will prepare 
you to undertake a course of Technical 
Difficulty 1 (TD1) or a White course. 

ARE YOU & YOUR MAP FACING THE 
RIGHT WAY?
When orienteering, it really helps if you hold your map 
aligned with your direction of travel. This means that 
when you’re running along a path, for example, the 
objects on the left of the path on the ground will also 
be on the left of the path when you look down at your 
map. This is known as orientating, or setting, the map

ON THE MAP & ON THE GROUND
In order to use the map to navigate, we need to relate 
what we see on the map to what we see around us. For 
example, a green circle on the map is really a tree on 
the ground. Orienteering maps are updated regularly to 
account for changes in the landscape

A tree on the map 
(green circle) and the 
same tree on the ground. 
You can also see the tall 
fence behind, and the 
short wall to the left.

In the image, the 
house is on the left 
of the path, and the 
hedge and the pole 
are on the right, so 
we’ll set our map to 
match.
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THUMB DOWN!
To help keep track of where they are, also known as 
staying in contact with the map, orienteers keep a thumb 
on their current location as they run, updating its position 
as they progress along their route, especially if they see 
a feature on the ground which lets them know for sure 

where they are. This is known as thumbing.



FOLD AWAY DISTRACTIONS
Most orienteering maps are printed at A4 size, which 
can be quite awkward to manipulate, especially when 
thumbing. By folding the map to display just your route 
to the next control or two, you can stay focused on your 

navigation and manage the map more easily.

THE COURSE
We’ve talked about the colours and symbols used 
on an orienteering map which depict the landscape, 
but one of the most important colours on the map 
is purple, which represents the course. The purple 
triangle indicates your start point, and the concentric 
circles show your finish point. In between the start and 
the finish are circles accompanied by a nearby number 
- these represent your control points. Remember to 

visit these in order (unless told otherwise)!

LET’S GO!
Equipped with this knowledge, 
you’re ready to take on your first 
orienteering course. Make sure 
to ask someone at the start if you 
have any doubts or questions!
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Orienteering 
Skills Level 2

In this section, you’ll be introduced to 
simple route planning, feature recognition 
and familiarity with the layout of an 
orienteering map. This will prepare you to 
undertake a course of Technical Difficulty 
2 (TD2) or a Yellow course. 

RELATING 
THE MAP 

SYMBOLS TO 
FEATURES 

ON THE 
GROUND

Each orienteering 
map contains a 
legend. The legend 
lists what the colours 
and symbols on 
the map represent. 
These colours 
and symbols are 
representations of 
what the features on 
the ground look like.

FOLLOWING A HANDRAIL
Handrails are the linear features we follow from one point to another. They include things like paths, walls, fences, 
streams and earth banks. When you are first starting out the safest way between controls will be to follow the handrails. 
As you progress to more difficult courses, the amount of running on paths decreases steadily, a yellow or orange 
course is mostly along paths while a green or blue course may not follow paths at all. To prepare you to start moving 
away from paths and tracks, you need to start looking at other line features e.g. walls, fences, streams, edges of 
forest and vegetation changes.

.

.
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USING THE SCALE BAR
All maps have a scale bar, this is a ruler set on the map 
which can be used to convert distances on the map to actual 
ground distances. For example on a 1: 10,000 scale map, 
1 cm on the map represents 10,000 cm (or 100m) on the 
ground.

SIMPLE CONTOUR FEATURES
Contours are  drawn as brown lines on the map and they 
connect points of equal height. They show the shape of the 
landscape; the hills, saddles and valleys. The contour interval 
is the height difference vertically between the contour lines. 
Normally on orienteering maps the contour interval is 5 
metres. 
The closer contours are together, the steeper the ground is. 
The further apart, the gentler the climb.

LET’S GO!
Now that you have learned some new 
orienteering skills, why not try out a 
yellow course! 

IDENTIFYING HAZARDS
It is important for you to recognise hazards 
on the map. These include water features, 
cliffs, roads, steep areas etc. Areas that 
are deemed out of bounds, or areas which 
have a mandatory crossing point which you 
must use.
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DECISION POINTS
A decision point is when a 
choice must be made e.g. you 
may need to turn right or left 
at a path junction. A course 
leg may have a number of 
decision points.

Decision point



Orienteering 
Skills Level 3

Orienteering Skills Level 3 
aims to enable participants to 
navigate independently safely and 
confidently over legs with several 
decision points, making simple 
route choice decisions and through 
basic use of a compass. This will 
prepare you to undertake a course 
of Technical Difficulty 3 (TD3) or an 
Orange or Red course.

APPLYING NAVIGATION TECHNIQUES
Orienteers use a variety of navigation techniques to find 
the fastest route to a control. These techniques build on 
the skills you have already learned earlier. Here you will 
learn about what these are and how to apply them.

COLLECTING FEATURES
These are obvious features on the 
ground that you can mentally tick off 
as you pass them. This is a great way 
of keeping track of where you are on 
the map

ATTACK POINTS
This is an obvious feature from which 
your control can be easily located. 

AIMING OFF
This is where you deliberately aim to 
one side of a linear feature so you 
know what way to turn when you 
reach it.
 

CATCHING FEATURE
This is an obvious feature beyond the 
control that “catches” you to let you 
know that you have gone too far.
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PACE COUNTING
Pace counting is used to keep track 
of the estimated distance you have 
travelled in a certain direction along 
paths or across terrain. Your pacing 
will vary according to your speed 
and the type of terrain (e.g. running 
100m on a track equals around 40 
paces while 100m in a forest may 
equate to 60 paces for you).

SIMPLIFYING A LEG
After choosing the route to your next control, 
you should simplify the journey by focusing on 
the detail that matters (e.g. large easy to follow 
features) along the way.

CUTTING CORNERS
You don’t always need to follow a 
handrail to the end. If there is an option 
to take a quick shortcut and “cut the 
corner,” this can save you some time.

Continued >

ROUTE PLANNING
The aim of orienteering is to choose the best 
route between each control. The shortest 
route between two controls is the straight line 
distance, but this is not always the quickest or 
best route. The straight line route might mean 
dense forest or big hills to negotiate while the 
option of the track may cover more distance, 
but it might work out faster.
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Orienteering Skills Level 3

IDENTIFY COMMON 
CONTOUR FEATURES

As you progress to more challenging 
courses, you will find controls in more 
technically difficult areas and on 

defined contour features. 

MAINTAINING CONTACT  
WITH THE MAP
To maintain good contact with the map, don’t forget to 
constantly thumb and fold your map.

USING A BEARING TO TAKE 
SHORTCUTS
Use a compass bearing to take simple shortcuts 
through the terrain between line features. Keep in mind 
that it is a race, and using the compass direction over a 
precise bearing can save you time. 

Continued

ORIENTATING 
THE MAP WITH A 
COMPASS
Rotate the map so that the 
north lines of the map line up 
with the red needle on the 
compass. The top of the map 
is North.

BROWN = LAND FORMS



CONTROL 
DESCRIPTIONS
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To help you find 
the controls, 
you will also get 
a list of control 
descriptions. 
These provide 
details about 
the course and 
a description 
of the control 
location. These 
symbols 
are used 
internationally, 
and for 
beginner 
courses these 
are described 
in words.

A: Control order e.g. the sixth control
B: Control code e.g. “83”
C: Which of any similar feature e.g. south eastern
D: Control feature: e.g. stone wall
E: Appearance e.g ruined or overgrown
F: Dimensions/combinations/bend e.g. 1 metre high
G: Location of control flag e.g. south end
H: Other information e.g. first aid station

A EC GB FD H

LOSING CONTACT  
WITH THE MAP
This is an orienteering term for getting lost. 
If you lose contact with the map you should 
carry out the relocation steps by;

STOP!
•	 Head up & look around
•	 Orientate your map
•	 Compare the ground to the map
STILL LOST?
•	 Move to a prominent feature & 

repeat the process
VERY LOST?
•	 Ask for help or last resort blow 

your whistle - even experienced 
orienteers get lost!

•	 return to the finish
•	 carry a whistle to use if you are 

hurt
•	 offer aid to an injured competitor
•	 dress to suit the conditions
•	 remember the course closing time

ALWAYS

ORIENTEERING SAFETY 
PROCEDURES

LET’S GO!
Now that you have learned some new orienteering skills, why not try out an orange or red course! 

Climb ClimbLength Length

Start 
location

Control
order

Control
order

Course
name

Control
code

Control
code

Mandatory
crossing

Description
of control
feature

Distance
to finish



What Next? 
CLUBS
Our clubs are the foundation of orienteering in Ireland. We have a well spread and diverse group of clubs 
throughout the country. Many of these clubs are open for general membership, while a handful are closed to 
specific organisations (e.g. universities, Defence Forces).

Joining a club has many benefits. In our clubs, you’ll find experienced orienteers who love to share their experiences 
form orienteering around the world (including the funny mishaps along the way!). you will also find new skill that you 
can learn which include map making, planning courses and event organisation. Our clubs offer a social space for 
you to practice orienteering and offer the opportunity to travel to events in Ireland and abroad wearing club colours.

DIYO
DIY Orienteering lets you try out an orienteering course 
in your own time for free! Using MapRun and Permanent 
Orienteering Courses scattered throughout Ireland, you 
can practice your orienteering skills by yourself or with your 
friends.

Permanent Orienteering Courses
Permanent courses: these courses have fixed markers which tell 
you if you are in the right location. These are great for trying out 
the more complicated courses which you can find at a real-life 
event.
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OSL4
After mastering the orienteering 
skills up to level 3, why not expand 
your knowledge by attending some 
training sessions and learning Level 4 
skills? Training is delivered at selected 
orienteering events around Ireland. 
After completing Level 4, you will 
have learned all the skills to allow you 
to safely and confidently compete on 
tougher orienteering courses.

MapRun
MapRun lets you try out an 
orienteering event, by using your 
phone, or printing the map. Once 
you are finished, submit your 
time on the leaderboard and see 
how you compare to others! New 
courses are being added all the 
time so check back regularly.

Use the MapRun app to discover orienteering in your own time, for free! 
Download the free app 
MapRun6 from app store

Features:
Download the course to phone or print map from orienteering.ie
Navigate around the course finding all controls in the right orderMove the map with full control over its orientation via touch controlApp will beep as you reach each control
Use the app to look at your time upon finish
Compare with other people’s times on the course

Open the app and register your details

Tap Select Event and browse to event 

Or Tap Events Near Me to display a list of events near your current location

Tap Go to Start to see map and course

Run/walk through the Start to trigger timer
5

3

2

1

4

Scan the QR code for more 
information about how to 

use the MapRun6 app



Championships 
These events are available at regional or national level. 
Entry to these events are based on age and technical 
difficulty. If you are entering a championships, you 
should contact the organiser for more details on what 
category is best for you. 

League/Series
A league (or a series) is a series of events in which 
orienteers accumulate points.

Line Course
This is a traditional orienteering course where you visit 
the controls in order. Line Course Map Segment

Types of Event
When selecting an event, you’ll find the 
following types of events.

Urban
These events take place in urbanised areas.

Sprint
These events also take place in urbanised areas 
but are shorter and faster.

Scatter
These are events where you chose what controls 
you would like to visit rather than a line course.

Night-O
Orienteering in the dark! Orienteers navigate 
courses using a head torch at night. 

We hope you have enjoyed your journey 
through the Orienteering Skills Levels 
and will join us at an event to try them 
out! To find more information on all 
things orienteering in Ireland, visit our 
website and be sure to follow us on our 

social media channels!

What Next? 
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MAP LEGEND




