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Project COPE is a national program of the 
Boy Scouts of America. COPE, which was 
launched in 1983, stands for “Challenging 
Outdoor Personal Experience.”
The program is composed of group initiative games, 
trust events, low-course events, and high-course events. 
Some activities involve a group challenge, while others 
develop individual skills and agility. Participants climb, 
swing, balance, jump, rappel, and devise solutions to 
a variety of problems. Most participants achieve much 
more than they imagined they could.

The stimulating activities and events of Project 
COPE are designed to meet the needs of people of all 
ages who are seeking ways to challenge and expand 
their physical and mental abilities. As a noncompetitive 
program, Project COPE permits every participant to  
be a winner, and the underlying goals of Project COPE 
preserve the objectives of the Boy Scouts of America. 
The group activities are ideal for enhancing the lead-
ership and teamwork of Scout units, and activities 
challenging individuals can be used to bolster self-
esteem and promote personal growth. 

Throughout the country, many BSA councils are 
building new COPE courses, adding to existing COPE 
facilities, and reconfiguring outdated courses to meet 
new standards. In every case, councils must allocate 
sufficient time and resources to construct and maintain 
their COPE courses properly. Building a course is not 
a one-time effort. Cables, rope, and hardware must be 
replaced, and new staff members must be trained to 
replace those no longer available. A council may want 
to consider soliciting endowment funds in support of 
the long-term operation of a COPE program.

A Project COPE course is operated by the local 
council. Under no circumstances should units attempt 
to build either low-course or high-course COPE ele-
ments. Facilities, staff, equipment, and facilitation are 
a council responsibility. The Project COPE National 
Standards are designed to ensure that COPE courses 
are properly built, maintained, and used. This requires 
expenditures, training, staff, inspections, and atten-
tion to maintenance that is far beyond the scope of a 
unit. Units may participate in age-appropriate initiative 
games that do not have facilities.

Enough planning time must be allowed to deter-
mine objectives, raise money for a course, build a 
course to meet current standards, and ensure that staff 
members have been adequately trained to operate the 
program. Councils having no prior experience with 
Project COPE should establish their programs gradu-
ally. They could begin with group initiative games, then 
over time construct low-course events and, finally, one 
or more high-course structures.

The Goals and Objectives  
of Project COPE
The Project COPE program is designed to enhance the 
Scouting experience and to promote Scouting values 
and objectives among its participants with fun and 
challenging activities.

COPE staff members should carefully determine 
what a Project COPE course can offer, and group lead-
ers should consider what they hope to accomplish by 
bringing a group to the course. Leaders and staff mem-
bers must decide which activities to incorporate into a 
program for a particular group to achieve the desired 
results. While all eight goals can often be fulfilled in a 
single program, some groups may want to emphasize 
particular areas of concern.

For example, if a youth leader training group’s 
objective includes developing leadership skills, it can 
select activities designed to enhance leadership and 
communication. On the other hand, a camp staff 
working together for the first time may want to focus 
on COPE activities that emphasize teamwork and 
trust; a group of corporate leaders may want to stress 
decision making and problem solving.

The events and activities of Project COPE are not 
designed to be competitive or a race against time, but 
rather are intended to encourage participants to do 
their best. COPE emphasizes building self-esteem, 
developing leadership, and working as a team to 
accomplish tasks, and it provides opportunities for 
every participant to succeed as an individual and as a 
member of a group.

Introduction to Project COPE

Chapter 1
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While the goals and objectives of Project COPE  
are intended for Scouting youth, the great scope and 
flexibility of the program make it appropriate for  
people of all ages and abilities. A properly run Project 
COPE program can meet many needs of Scouting and 
the community.

While each Project COPE course is unique and each 
person who experiences it has individual objectives, the 
Project COPE program emphasizes eight major goals:

1.	 Communication
	 Project COPE encourages real learning of critical 

listening and discussion skills important for any 
group attempting to accomplish difficult tasks.

2.	 Planning 
	 Project COPE participants are encouraged to  

consider and/or develop goals for each activity  
and options for achieving those goals, utilizing  
the group’s strengths to devise and carry out a 
course of action. Nontraditional solutions that  
are outside the box may be appropriate.

3.	 Teamwork
	 Teamwork is the key that allows a group to meet a 

COPE challenge successfully. The COPE experience 
makes it clear that each individual can accomplish 
more as a member of a team than by going it alone.

4.	 Trust
	 Participants completing difficult tasks on a COPE 

course develop trust in COPE staff members, the 
safety of the course, each other, and themselves.

5.	 Leadership
	 Leadership is given and assumed naturally, and it 

can be expressed in many ways. Team members 
attempting to solve problems on a COPE course 
have many opportunities to develop and exercise 
leadership skills.

6.	 Decision Making
	 Project COPE requires groups to make decisions 

by developing one or more solutions to a problem, 
considering the available resources and alternatives, 
and evaluating the probable results.

7.	 Problem Solving
	 Project COPE challenges groups and individuals to 

develop solutions to interesting problems. Participants 
can then test their solutions and evaluate the results.

8.	 Self-Esteem
	 Meeting the challenges of a COPE course allows 

individuals and groups to develop self-esteem  
and encourages them to adopt challenging, 
attainable goals.

Background and History  
of Ropes Courses
Project COPE is one of many ropes course programs 
throughout the world. Ropes courses are the core of 
adventure programs that use physical and mental 
challenges to promote the experiential learning of 
leadership, self-confidence, and other life skills. 
Scouting has a rich history of this kind of adventure 
learning; the Project COPE program adds scope and 
flexibility in a safe, time-tested format.

●	 1920
	 A German named Kurt Hahn establishes an out-

door program called Salem School. Hahn built his 
program on principles of personal responsibility, 
kindness, and justice toward developing the fitness 
and confidence of participants.

●	 1933
	 Hahn calls upon his fellow Germans to resist 

Nazism in favor of a more just social order. He is 
imprisoned, then exiled to Great Britain.

●	 1934
	 Hahn opens the Gordonstown School, featuring 

the motto, “You’ve got more you than you think!”

●	 1940
	 Many well-trained but inexperienced young men 

perish during the Battle of the Atlantic, while a 
number of older men survive by virtue of their 
sense of wind and weather, self-reliance, and a 
selfless bond with others. 

●	 1941
	 Hahn founds the Aberdovey School and establishes 

the Outward Bound program to train people for 
life by using the challenges of the sea and moun-
tains. The program includes rescue techniques and 
service to people. Its motto is “Training through 
the body, not of the body.”

●	 1950s
	 Hahn’s Outward Bound concept spreads to 

Germany, Australia, Nigeria, Kenya, and the 
United States.

●	 1952
	 Josh Miner, an instructor from the Aberdovey 

School, institutes “the break” at Phillips Academy 
in Massachusetts. The break, a physical education 
program, stresses personal improvement rather 
than competition.
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●	 1960s
	 Outward Bound schools proliferate, including 

affiliate programs offering opportunities to urban 
youth. Outward Bound ropes courses are used to 
recreate challenges in a controlled environment.

●	 1970
	 Project Adventure begins as a curricular program 

in Massachusetts. Using a ropes course and  
other challenges as teaching tools, Project 
Adventure seeks:

	 — �To reinforce self-esteem.
	 — �To strengthen support within a group.
	 — �To stimulate group decision making  

and leadership.
	 — �To enhance agility, physical coordination,  

and joy in one’s physical self.

	 Project Adventure has since become a clearing-
house for adventure-based programs.

●	 1975
	 Scouts from the Pony Express Council, St. Joseph, 

Missouri, experience NORJAM, the Ropes Course 
at the XIV World Scout Jamboree in Norway.

●	 1981
	 The Pony Express Council builds the BSA’s first 

COPE course at the council’s Camp Geiger.

●	 1983
	 The National Council makes Project COPE part 

of the BSA camping program and offers training 
through the National Camping School.

●	 1990s
	 Challenge courses and Project COPE continue to  

grow in popularity and utility, providing recreation 
and training for youth groups, corporate lead-
ers, and others. The BSA adopts the installation 
standards of the Association for Challenge Course 
Technology.

●	 2000 to present
	 Project COPE changes and grows as the field of 

adventure programming advances. Professional 
organizations, including ACCT, ensure safe and 
successful challenge course programs. The Project 
COPE manual includes information on universal 
access so that elements can be used by people with 
disabilities. New standards and program changes 
continue to be developed to maintain the quality of 
Project COPE.

Project COPE Activities

A Project COPE experience can be composed of 

initiative games, trust events, low-course activi-

ties, and high-course activities.

●	 Initiative Games

	I nitiative games can be used near the beginning of 

each COPE session to help participants learn to work 

together through communication and trust to achieve 

their goals. For example, Punctured Drum challenges 

a group to fill a perforated 55-gallon drum with water 

as quickly as possible. The challenge can be made 

more difficult by blindfolding participants or prohibit-

ing them from speaking.

●	 TRUST Events

	T rust events are a series of activities designed  

to develop trust in the mind of the individual and  

with the group as a whole, as well as to develop  

spotting skills.

●	 Low-Course Events

	 Low-course events do not require participants to be 

on belay. While individual coordination and strength 

are helpful, participants accomplish the low-course 

activities with the support and combined efforts of 

their group.

●	 High-Course Events

	 A COPE activity is considered a high-course event if 

participants must be on belay. High-course events also 

tend to focus on individual initiative rather than group 

problem solving. For example, Caving Ladder and Zip 

Line can be accomplished only one participant at a 

time. However, these events must be completed with 

group support and safety belays.
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director (lead instructor). Activities include all those 
approved for Project COPE, including low-course and 
high-course events. High-course events are individual 
and team events more than the participant’s shoulder 
height above the ground that require a safety belay.

Organizational Structure of a 
Project COPE Program
Many councils organize a combined COPE/climbing 
committee if both programs are offered. 

●	 Council COPE/Climbing Committee
	 Each council operating a COPE program should 

have a committee that reviews the use of the course 
to determine that the course is being run safely and 
that the desired program objectives are being met. 
Committee members make decisions regarding 
construction, use, expansion, and promotion of the 
COPE course.

	 The COPE/climbing committee has overall respon-
sibility for the local council’s COPE program. The 
committee must be headed by an individual with a 
current National Camping School COPE training 
certificate or climbing director. When a climbing 
director serves as the committee chairman, an NCS 
COPE director should serve on the committee as 
well. The committee often assists with the selection 
of the seasonal COPE director; reviews and approves 
COPE policies; reviews reports of inspections, camp 
visitations, and accidents/injuries on the course; 
and ensures that the local COPE program is in full 
compliance with applicable BSA, state, and local 
regulations. A well-functioning committee is the first 
step in ensuring a safe program. The COPE/climbing 
committee chairman is responsible for the overall 
supervision of the COPE program, including staff, 
the development of emergency plans, and ensuring 
the staff’s emergency preparedness.

	 In addition to a trained COPE director, the com-
mittee should consist of individuals responsible  
for course maintenance, representatives of the 
council’s health and safety committee, representa-
tives of the council’s camping committee, and a 
professional staff adviser. The composition of the 
committee might vary according to the needs and 
structure of the Project COPE program.

●	 Council COPE/Climbing Committee Chair
	 The COPE/climbing committee is chaired by a 

National Camping School–trained Project COPE 
director or climbing director who is a member of the 
council camping committee. The duties of the chair 
are directed by the council camping committee. 
They include, but are not limited to, the following.

	 1. 	Represent the COPE/climbing committee at the 
council camping committee meetings.

Features of Project COPE
Among the features that make Project COPE interesting 
and challenging to a variety of participants are these:

●	 Noncompetitive
	 Project COPE activities emphasize the importance 

of working together without creating the “winner-
loser” situation found in most team sports.

●	 Nontraditional
	 People with underdeveloped coordination or 

strength can be discouraged by traditional sports 
and games, while experienced athletes might be 
overconfident in their physical abilities. Project 
COPE encourages the involvement of all team 
members in all COPE activities and events.

●	 Risk Taking
	 The actual risk of a properly conducted COPE  

program is lower than traditional sports programs, 
but the perceived risk can be very high. Facing that 
risk helps participants build self-esteem and trust.

●	 Performance versus Process
	 COPE instructors emphasize the process of decision 

making and problem solving, and how it can affect 
the outcome. This process helps participants develop 
and reinforce skills needed to solve problems in the 
real world.

●	 Adventurous and Exciting
	 Project COPE encourages spontaneity. COPE activ-

ities and events teach participants how to have fun 
in a responsible manner and allow them to interact 
without being restricted by preconceived notions of 
group behavior.

●	 Acceptance of Responsibility
	 COPE participants are never coerced into doing 

any activity. Participants may be encouraged to take 
part, but COPE staff members and group leaders 
respect the right of each individual to refrain from 
taking part in any or all activities or events.

●	 Adaptable
	 By varying the goal or adjusting limitations, most 

COPE activities and events can be customized to 
challenge each team and each participant at an 
appropriate level.

Levels of the COPE Program
Project COPE activities and events are designed for Boy 
Scouts ages 13 and older, Varsity Scouts, and Venturers. 
Based on their maturity and physical coordination,  
11- and 12-year-old youth may take part in initiative 
games and some low-course and high-course events 
at the discretion of the COPE director or low course 
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	 2. 	Chair at least two COPE/climbing committee  
meetings a year, including two scheduled days  
of course inspection and maintenance.

	 3. 	Promote and attend each training session for 
Project COPE instructors and help orient new 
directors to the course.

	 4. 	Listen for problems, concerns, and comments—
both negative and positive—and other issues that 
the council should be made aware of concerning 
Project COPE.

	 5. 	Promote, plan, and help implement council- 
sponsored Project COPE events.

	 6. 	Be involved and always be open to new Project 
COPE–type programs.

	 7. 	Actively serve on any council Project COPE task 
force or special group formed by the council.

	 8. 	Supervise the use, maintenance, development, and 
administration of the COPE course.

	 9. 	Enforce the current standards.

●	 COPE Directors
	 The council may determine that additional COPE 

directors are necessary to support the program. 
In many cases, a COPE director will be employed 
strictly for the summer camp season. In other 
situations, a council may have several trained 
COPE directors to support aggressive year-round 
programs. COPE directors report to the council’s 
COPE/climbing committee chair.

	 The COPE director or low course director (lead 
COPE instructor) and at least one trained COPE 
instructor must be on the COPE site during  
its operation.

●	 Low Course Director (Lead COPE Instructor) 
	 A low course director (lead COPE instructor) is 

trained in the COPE section of National Camping 
School and is at least 21 years of age. This person 
can open and supervise all low-course activities and 
assist the COPE director with high-course events.

●	 COPE Inspector
	 All NCS-trained COPE directors also may serve  

as COPE inspectors. Every COPE course must be 
inspected twice a year by the Project COPE director 
and members of the local council’s Project COPE 
committee. In addition, the BSA regional visitation 
team will evaluate the course at its annual visit. To 
avoid overlooking preexisting problems, a council 
should use a COPE inspector other than one of its 
own COPE directors; however, one or more of the 
council’s COPE directors should be present during 
the inspection to answer questions.

Guidelines for Using  
Project COPE
Project COPE programs are designed specifically for 
Boy Scouts and Venturers. However, other groups, 
including those of adult Scout leaders and adults or 
youth from non-BSA groups, may use the course 
according to the rules of operation and safety in this 
manual, current COPE standards, and the require-
ments of local council programs.

Regardless of their affiliation, organizations and 
groups may use Project COPE courses only under 
the‑supervision of an NCS-trained COPE director or 
low course director (lead COPE instructor). No council 
COPE course can be operated under the direction of 
leaders from organizations other than the local council.

Universal Access
In keeping with the policies of Scouting, access to 
the COPE site, appropriately challenging activities 
and events, and facilities suitable for universal access 
should be provided to persons with disabilities. Adult 
leaders sensitive to the needs of and familiar with 
the condition of any individual with disabilities must 
accompany the group.

Starting a New COPE Program
A council’s decision to start a Project COPE program 
is the first of many steps that must be completed before 
participants can enjoy the challenges of a COPE/climbing 
course. Here are some guidelines:

	 1.	 Appoint a person familiar with Project COPE or 
similar challenge courses to spearhead the effort 
and develop a COPE/climbing committee. A person 
serving in this capacity often becomes a council’s 
first NCS-trained COPE director.

	 2.	 Appoint a COPE/climbing chair, committee, and 
adviser. The chair must be a currently trained Project 
COPE director or climbing director and should be 
available year-round.

	 3.	 Obtain copies of the Project COPE National 
Standards, No. 430-008 (current year), and this 
Project COPE manual, No. 34371. Acquire 
current ACCT (Association for Challenge  
Course Technology) standards by joining  
ACCT, P.O. Box 47, Deerfield, IL 60015;  
telephone 847-325-5860.

	 4.	 Learn of nearby councils with COPE facilities, and 
arrange for committee members and advisers to 
experience the program at several of the courses. 
(The Scout executive may facilitate this process  
by contacting the area director and the Scout 
executives of neighboring councils.)
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	 5.	 Determine the objectives and purpose of Project 
COPE in the council. Who will use it? Boy Scouts, 
Venturers, adult Scouters, corporate groups, 
school groups? How many persons will use the 
course at one time? What will they get out of it? 
Most COPE goals can be achieved with a variety 
of group initiative games and low-course events. 
Although high-course events can be effective for 
developing self-esteem and trust, these goals can 
be addressed with simpler, less costly activities  
and events. 

	 6.	 Determine a site for building the course. The ideal 
site can be used year-round, and the area will be 
large enough to allow for adequate audiovisual 
screening between events.

	 7.	 Decide on a construction plan. Determine which 
elements will be built each year, starting with low-
course elements and proceeding to high-course 
events. Will poles, trees, or a combination be used 
for the COPE facilities? How many people can 
be expected to use the course as each phase of 
construction is completed? In general, five to eight 
low-course elements are needed to keep a group  
of 12 participants challenged and occupied, while 
three high-course events will serve a group of the 
same size. High-course events generally take more 
time for participants to complete and are more 
costly to build. Most Scouting goals can be accom-
plished using low-course elements.

	 8.	 With a clear understanding of the objectives of  
a proposed course, develop a long-range plan and 
determine the capital outlay necessary to construct  
and operate the COPE course. The committee 
members may decide that the best plan is a  
phased-in construction that adds a few new  
elements to the course each year. Expect to pay 
$10,000 to $80,000 or more, depending upon  
the number of events, the design of the course,  
and the labor required for construction.

	 9.	 Decide who will build the course. Most councils 
hire a professional designer and builder of  
challenge courses, while other councils might rely 
upon qualified volunteers and council personnel. 
Councils are best served by hiring or contracting 
with a professional challenge course builder.

	10.	 Recruit a Project COPE director and staff. Plan 
to have the COPE director or low course director 
(lead instructor) trained by the National Camping 
School as soon as possible so that the new COPE 
director can take part in the design and building 

of the course, and perhaps even oversee the con-
struction. Ideally, a council will have three or four 
Project COPE directors or low course directors 
(lead instructors) trained to operate the course and 
provide training for new instructors. Each COPE 
director and instructor should also be trained in 
American Red Cross First Aid or National Safety 
Council Level I First Aid, and in cardiopulmo-
nary resuscitation (CPR) by the American Heart 
Association or the American Red Cross.

	11.	 Promote the program and raise funds.

	12.	 Develop necessary administrative tools (forms,  
log books, inventory, etc.), plans, and procedures.

	13.	 Determine whether poles, cable, or hardware will 
be donated or supplied by the builder. If items are 
donated, make sure they meet the COPE standards.

	14.	 At the completion of COPE course construction, 
secure documentation from the professional  
challenge course builder that ACCT installation 
standards are met.

	15.	 Purchase equipment, construct the course, and 
train the COPE staff.

	16.	 Consider establishing an endowment for main-
taining COPE facilities and replacing equipment.

	17.	 A course must be inspected at least twice annu-
ally by the local council Project COPE director 
and committee. See current national standards for 
required inspections by the regional visitation and 
professional challenge course builders.

Marketing Project COPE
Challenge courses are among the most popular activi-
ties in camps, and are used as team-building tools in 
schools and businesses. With proper marketing and full 
utilization of the COPE resources, a COPE program 
can be self-sustaining. Here are some suggestions:

●	 In Summer Camp
	 — �Promote COPE to older Scouts as a single-day 

activity or a multiple-day experience.
	 — �Use COPE as a preparatory experience for a 

high-adventure program.
	 — �Develop a “Troop COPE” program for units.
	 — �Hold a leadership camp using COPE activities 

for older boys and adult leaders.
	 — �Generate enthusiasm by putting the camp staff 

through COPE.
	 —Invite Scout leaders to go through COPE.
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●	 For the Year-Round Scouting Program
	 — �Use COPE for youth leader training.
	 — �Promote COPE in Venturing.
	 — �Trade Scout service on the course for a  

COPE experience.
	 — �Sponsor a Family Day for Scouts and  

family members.

●	 For Community Use
	 — �Promote the program in other youth groups  

and in schools.
	 — �Conduct a Donor’s Day for groups and 

individuals who donate to Scouting.
	 — �Develop and promote programs for  

local businesses.

When non-Scouters utilize the COPE program, be 
sure to implement the Non-Scout Use of Scout Facilities 
procedures, which can be found in the Risk Management 
Notebook on MyBSA. Obtain a non-Scouting release 
and indemnity/hold-harmless agreement and a certificate 
of insurance in the amount of $2 million that includes 
the local council and the National Council as additional 
insured parties. For special circumstances such as use of 
the COPE course by a small nonprofit group under the 
leadership of a trained COPE director and instructor, or 
use by Scout families, the certificate of insurance require-
ment can be waived if all participants (and both parents, 
if the participant is under 18 years of age) sign a release 
and indemnity/hold-harmless agreement. Informed con-
sent language should be incorporated if the participant is 
a minor. (See the appendix for examples of the above.)
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The safety of COPE participants, leaders, and staff 
members is paramount in the construction, training of 
staff, and operation of a course. While there are inher-
ent risks in Project COPE activities and events just as 
there are in every sport and outdoor program, Project 
COPE staff members, leaders, and participants work 
together to ensure that the environment of a COPE 
course is safe and that activities are conducted in ways 
that allow people to be challenged but not endangered. 

Concern for safety is not enough; the council and 
the COPE/climbing committee and staff must take 
action to ensure the safety of participants and staff 
members. Being able to trust the reliability of a COPE 
course allows participants to enjoy the program fully 
and to learn from it. To maintain that trust, safety 
must be both an attitude and an objective of all COPE 
staff members and participants.

●	 Safety Attitude
	 All COPE staff members and participants agree 

that safety is their highest priority. Each person 
serves as a safety officer responsible for ensuring 
both personal and group safety.

●	 Safety Objective
	 Serious accidents or injuries on a COPE course can 

be avoided. All injuries and accidents, even minor 
scrapes and close calls, are subject to review to find 
ways to prevent them in future programs.

	 National accident data has consistently shown that 
participation in challenge course programs such 
as Project COPE ranks among the safest outdoor 
activities. Nonetheless, the potential for serious 
accidents and injuries is always present.

	 COPE courses are safe when the COPE standards 
and recommended procedures are followed. More 
than 50 percent of accidents on challenge courses 
occur to staff. These accidents occur due to fatigue, 
not focusing attention, being too casual, showing 
off, and behaving as if safety rules do not apply  
to staff.

Operating a safe COPE program begins with  
an attitude that must be shared by every individual 
involved:

Safety is the highest priority for the program. 

This attitude must be translated into an objective to 
which everyone must subscribe:

Do everything possible to prevent serious accidents  
or injuries on the COPE course.

When human hazards and environmental hazards 
overlap or compound each other, chances increase for 
accidents to occur. Such an “accident equation” might 
look like this:

When people combine the right attitude and aware-
ness with the proper action, the result is a “safety equa-
tion” that looks like this:

Safety

HUMAN	 +	ENVIRONMENT AL	 =	 ACCIDENT
HAZARDS 		  HAZARDS		  POTENTIAL

Lack of knowledge	 Inclement weather

Physical exhaustion	 Damaged equipment

Emotional distress	 Animals and insects

ATTITUDE    +    AWARENESS     +     ACTION      =   S   AFETY

Positive	 Knowing what	 Planning 
	 can go wrong

Caring	 Supervising 	 Training 
	 activities

Safety first	 Teaching others	 Intervention

Chapter 2
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Accident Prevention
Successful Project COPE programs have several traits 
in common:

●	 The course structure and setup are safe.

●	 Staff members take ownership of a safe program.

●	 Staff members and participants know and follow 
the rules.

●	 Staff members and participants complete safety 
training for each stage of an activity.

●	 Staff members and participants discuss and under-
stand how to manage hazards effectively.

There are four ingredients to the operation of a safe 
program: the people (personnel) that conduct it; the 
policies by which they operate it; the equipment used; 
and the environment. In this chapter, we will consider 
important features of each of these.

Personnel
In addition to supervisory and management duties, the 
COPE director should have a specialized knowledge of 
the course and be able to perform the following tasks:

●	 During the operation of high-course events, a 
COPE course director must wear a harness and 
helmet in order to respond quickly to emergencies. 
Only after all participants and staff members are 
off the high course can the COPE director remove 
the harness and helmet.

●	 The COPE director must be available to respond to 
any emergencies on the ground or on high-course 
events, or must assign a responsible staff member 
to fulfill that responsibility.

●	 A COPE director should be able to identify the var-
ious pieces of hardware used on a COPE course, 
understand their correct uses, in some cases know 
their breaking or tensile strengths, and understand 
their proper care and maintenance. This knowl-
edge can enhance the safety of a COPE course, and 
can increase the confidence of a COPE director and 
the staff.

●	 The COPE director must be able to judge when 
to suspend the program due to course condition, 
weather, staffing, or any other factor that might 
compromise safety.

The Project COPE staff members are at the front 
lines for providing a safe program. The following 
precautions will help the staff maintain safety on the 
COPE course. 

●	 Ensure adequate staffing for each program. At a 
minimum, two staff members, one of whom is a 
National Camping School–trained director, must 
be present for a course to operate. Beyond this 
requirement, there must be at least two staff mem-
bers for every six participants on high elements, or 
two staff for every 12 participants in low elements. 
Staff members must never allow participants to use 
the course unsupervised.

●	 One staff member on site during a program must 
hold current certification in first aid and basic  
life support.

●	 Before the course is open to participants for the 
day, the staff must complete and document a 
course inspection according to their local proce-
dure. In this inspection, particular attention is paid 
to the set up of belay hardware on high elements. 
Such systems must be checked by two staff mem-
bers before any loading is applied.

●	 In setting up the course, staff must keep in mind 
that 80 percent of fatal injuries on challenge 
courses in the United States have been to staff 
members setting up or running high elements. 
Meticulous attention to safety detail in such areas 
as safe ladder setup must be maintained.

●	 Before a group is started on a course, the course 
director reviews health and safety information on 
the participants with the rest of the staff. All staff 
members must be aware of any specific health con-
cerns regarding any participant.

●	 The course begins with an environmental/safety 
briefing to the participants by one of the staff.  
This briefing is intended to highlight the impor-
tance to be placed on safety during the entire  
day’s program.

●	 The staff ensures that rescue, first-aid, and commu-
nication equipment is present and in working order 
before the program commences.

●	 Staff members must model safe behavior for the 
rest of the group during the program. It is inap-
propriate for staff members to ignore the safety 
requirements they have set for participants.

●	 During the operation of a program, staff must 
develop the habit of continually checking har-
nesses, knots, belay setups, etc., even if these have 
been inspected previously.

●	 Staff members should never coerce or pressure a 
participant into attempting an activity. Encourage
ment and recognition of accomplishment may 
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be used, but the final decision to take part in any 
activity or event must be made by the participant.

●	 Following the conclusion of a program, staff 
should meet to discuss the day’s activities and any 
safety issues that may have arisen. Even if no near 
misses occurred during the day, there may have 
been safety concerns witnessed by staff that could 
be addressed in subsequent programs.

Policies
Every COPE program should have its own course-specific 
set of policies. These are developed by, and compliance 
with them is monitored by, the local council’s COPE/
climbing committee. The COPE National Standards and 
this manual do not constitute a set of procedures for a 
COPE program. They represent minimum standards to 
which programs must adhere but do not address matters 
that are specific to individual courses.

Some of the policies that local COPE programs 
must develop and monitor include the following:

●	 Staff training procedures, including a process for 
maintaining records of training and certifications

●	 Course-specific setup and takedown procedures, 
including safety requirements (e.g., full body har-
nesses and shock-absorbing lanyards) for staff 
involved in high element setup

●	 Health and safety screening process

●	 Inspection process and documentation (including 
both the annual course inspections and the daily 
inspections of the course and its equipment)

●	 Use of course by non-Scout organizations or groups

●	 Emergency and rescue procedures (pertinent to the 
specific course)

●	 Documentation of injuries and near misses, 
including a process by which these are transmitted 
to the council’s COPE committee for review

Equipment
Much of the cost of operating a COPE program lies in 
the substantial investment in equipment. Ensuring that 
this equipment is carefully inventoried and cared for is 
an obvious necessity in light of this investment. More 
importantly, care, maintenance, and scheduled replace-
ment of this equipment is a critical factor in the opera-
tion of a safe program.

An important prerequisite to equipment care is  
the availability of an up-to-date inventory. All COPE 
equipment must be identified with some sort of indel-
ible label, and this identification is included in a written 
log providing a history of the equipment’s acquisition, 
use on the course, and inspections. Certain pieces of 

equipment (e.g., helmets, harnesses, ropes, webbing) 
must be retired after a specific time interval, regard-
less of condition. It is only through such records that 
an accurate determination of equipment age can be 
maintained. Other types of equipment (e.g., carabin-
ers, belay devices) have no predetermined life span 
but need continuing inspection to ensure safety. Such 
inspections are documented by the process outlines for 
the local COPE program. In absolutely no case is the 
use of COPE equipment by other programs outside 
the supervision of the COPE staff permitted. Doing so 
removes the equipment from a documented chain of 
custody to ensure its appropriate use and maintenance.

Some courses (e.g., those at summer camps) may  
be used only for a brief season annually. In such cases, 
it is critical that the council develop a procedure for  
the safe storage of equipment during the off-season. 
Similarly, it is important that custody and storage of 
course records be maintained off-season. Simply leaving 
them at a closed summer camp is probably ill advised. 
They might better be transferred to the council office 
for safekeeping.

With the increasing popularity of climbing gyms and 
challenge courses, there is an ever-expanding array of 
mechanical devices available for use on COPE courses. 
Climbers and ropes course directors usually have their 
favorites, but council COPE programs should be aware 
of one important fact: No single piece of commercially 
available equipment is inherently less or more safe than 
another. The important matter is that the equipment be 
maintained well and thoroughly understood by the staff. 
Thus, rather than debate the merits of tuber (e.g., ATC) 
or plate (e.g., sticht plate) belay devices, the program 
should decide on one type and be sure that the staff is 
thoroughly trained in its use. Automatic belay devices 
are inconsistent with Project COPE goals and should 
be avoided. As a general rule, there is merit in concen-
trating in equipment that is simple to understand  
and use; thus, tuber or plate devices may be preferred 
over more complex belay/rappel device equipment 
(e.g., Petzl Grigris).

Lastly, it must be remembered that a few serious 
incidents have occurred on courses because of unau-
thorized use. Ideally, COPE courses are located in areas 
where unauthorized access is prevented by topography, 
fencing, or continuous monitoring. Because this is 
often impossible, however, systems must be in place  
for disabling elements when they are not in use. Such 
systems will vary with the elements available on each 
course and should be part of the course-specific policies. 
Suitable warning signs must be posted at the Project 
COPE site.
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Environment
COPE is generally an outdoor activity, and as such 
is subject to the vagaries of weather. The COPE staff 
should be trained to monitor weather conditions and 
adjust the program accordingly.

Lightning or high winds are immediate indications 
to close a course and seek appropriate shelter. The staff 
must identify appropriate locations adjacent to their 
course to take participants in such circumstances.

Rain, by itself, is not an absolute reason to discon-
tinue a course. Obviously, some elements may be made 
more difficult by becoming wet, but most of these can 
still be used if proper safety procedures are being fol-
lowed. One oft-ignored problem with rain, however, 
is belayer comfort. If the rain is accompanied by cold 
weather, belayers may have difficulty in keeping their 
hands in position and ready for a fall. This requires 
careful monitoring by the staff and may be a reason to 
discontinue high-element activities.

The precourse inspection must pay attention to 
particular environmental hazards. Since the last time a 
course was used, for example, could winds or lightning 
have damaged nearby trees? Stinging insects (bees and 
wasps, for example) may nest in or on COPE struc-
tures, presenting an unwelcome surprise for partici-
pants. These should be checked for before the course is 
opened for the day.

Because COPE activities tend to be physically 
demanding, it is likely that participants in courses dur-
ing hot weather may need a large amount of fluids. 
COPE staff must develop methods for having this 
available and encouraging participants to take frequent 
water breaks.

Safety Guidelines
ALL COPE PARTICIPANTS AND GROUP  
LEADERS MUST FOLLOW SAFETY GUIDELINES 
PRESENTED BY COPE COURSE DIRECTORS  
AND INSTRUCTORS.

●	 Clothing
	 — �Clothing should be loose enough to permit 

freedom of movement, but not so baggy that it 
could become entangled with ropes and rigging 
or snag on COPE structures. Long sleeves and 
long pants are recommended.

	 — �Clothing should be appropriate for the weather; 
layer clothing for cool/cold conditions.

●	 Shoes
	 — �Tennis shoes or light hiking boots should  

be worn.
	 — �Shoelaces must be tied at all times.

●	 Hair
	 — �Tie back long hair.

●	 Jewelry and Accessories
	 — �All sharp objects (pens, combs, etc.) should  

be removed.
	 — �Remove all jewelry, including necklaces, 

watches, bracelets, and earrings. (Post earrings 
can be worn.)

	 — �No large belt buckles or scarves should be worn.

●	 Food and Objects in the Mouth
	 —�No gum, toothpicks, or other substances or 

objects may be placed in the mouth while a 
participant is on the course.

COPE instructors should be alert to the possibility  
that while on the course a participant might slip a pen 
into a pocket, put on jewelry, or start chewing gum. 
Have a personal property box to secure items that are 
not appropriate, and a trash bag for the disposal of 
gum or candy.

COPE Staff Equipment and Behavior
●	 Staff members must wear a UIAA- or CE-approved 

rock climbing helmet and be prepared to ascend 
the high elements in case of emergency. (The Union 
Internationale des Associations d’Alpinisme sets stan-
dards and testing procedures for climbing equipment.)

●	 Staff members must follow all safety rules expected 
of COPE participants. Staff members must at all 
times set a good example.

●	 Staff members should make no assumptions when 
it comes to safety. They must check the obvious 
and double-check all critical connections and  
belay systems.

General Safety
●	 Whenever a COPE course is in operation, there 

must be a first-aid kit, a means of emergency  
communication on-site, and a backup means  
of communication.

●	 UIAA- or CE-approved helmets must be worn 
by everyone present on all high-course COPE  
elements at all times, including during setup and 
takedown and while working with ladders.

●	 Staff members and participants must understand 
and follow the safety rules for each COPE  
course element.

●	 There should be at least two spotters on the 
ground for each participant who is more than  
his or her shoulder height above ground.
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●	 No one is allowed on any element unless a COPE 
director or instructor is present and spotters or 
belayers are on duty.

●	 Participants’ heads should at all times be kept 
higher than their feet.

●	 Because of the danger of injury, grabbing the belt 
or belt loops of a participant on any element is  
not allowed.

Staff Members Must  
Follow These Rules
●	 Have a qualified medical screener review participant 

medical and course forms for completeness and 
problems BEFORE starting the day’s activities.

●	 Give participants an environmental/safety briefing 
before starting the day’s activities. Ensure that the 
participants understand the briefing by asking a 
few relevant questions.

●	 Demonstrate spotting techniques, and allow partic-
ipants to practice spotting before beginning COPE 
course activities.

●	 Ensure that participants and leaders are belayed 
on COPE high-course elements, and in any other 
situations where a significant risk of falling exists 
and where participants cannot be fully protected 
by spotters.

●	 Inspect anchors and carabiners at a belay site 
before beginning each belay.

●	 When serving as a belayer, check the harnesses, 
helmets, carabiners, belay knots, and clothing of all 
participants before allowing them to proceed with 
an event.

●	 Position at least one staff person near the belayers 
to assist in case of an emergency.

●	 In all emergencies, follow a written site-specific 
emergency plan.

●	 Provide continuous supervision for all partici-
pants on the COPE course while they are engaged 
in activities.

●	 Follow the “Safety Precautions to Consider” as 
described in this manual.

●	 Terminate COPE course activities when unsafe 
weather, high winds (20 miles per hour or more), 
or any other conditions might present a hazard to 
participants or staff members.

Spotting and Belaying
Proper spotting is the cornerstone of safety on low ele-
ments, so it deserves special attention here. Spotting 
involves both a technical skill, which is quite easy to 
teach and master, as well as an attitude, which can be 
much more difficult to develop.

Spotting is defined as breaking a person’s fall in 
such a way as to help prevent injury either to the per-
son who falls or to the spotter. It is a primary means by 
which safety can be managed and shared by a group. 
Spotting is essential in situations where participants 
attempting a COPE element or an initiative game are 
less than their shoulder height above ground.

Spotting must be explained, demonstrated, and 
practiced before participants attempt a COPE course. 
Instructors can show spotters how to position them-
selves so that if a participant falls, they can safely sup-
port the faller’s head, neck, shoulders, and torso. To 
accomplish this, each spotter must:

●	 Watch the person doing the activity.

●	 Have hands in the air with the palms turned out-
ward or upward in a supportive position.

●	 Maintain a solid stance by keeping one foot in 
front of the other and flexing the knees.

●	 Be prepared to move with the person being spotted 
so that the spotter is always in position to prevent 
a fall.

●	 Believe that the spotter will save a falling person 
even if no one else does. This might call for adjust-
ing position to support the full weight of the faller.

Spotters must understand that “catching” someone 
means supporting the upper part of the body, especially 
the head, and easing that person to a safe position. 
Spotters are not expected to catch a falling person in 
midair—something that is impossible in most cases, 
even in a fall of just a few feet, and could result in 
injury to both parties.

From the initial safety briefing, the staff should 
impress upon participants the importance of continu-
ally looking at the need for spotting and stepping in 
without being reminded. Many courses include spot-
ting as an important part of the “full value contract” 
for the group, and include spotting observations in the 
debriefing of elements.

A group may not proceed to the low-course elements 
until the instructors are convinced that the participants 
will be effective spotters and will take spotting seriously. 
The test of readiness is a positive answer to this ques-
tion: “Would I trust this group to effectively spot me?”

Proper spotting builds trust within a group. Partici
pants who trust their spotters are more apt to push 
themselves. However, poor spotting could result in 
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injury to both the faller and the spotters. Accidents and 
close calls can destroy trust in the program, the equip-
ment, the group, and the instructor. Once lost, that 
trust is not easily regained.

The technique of spotting is generally introduced 
early in the course, as part of an initiative game such as 
the Trust Circle. The staff stresses the important points 
of safe spotting, such as the use of open palms and a 
foot position to provide security. Careful observation 
of the group during such an initiative can ensure that 
spotting technique has been mastered. If not, additional 
spotting initiatives can be introduced. It is important to 
stress that spotters are not “catchers”; actually “catch-
ing” a falling person is often not possible. The role of 
the spotter is to support the falling participant into a 
safe position. This is an important distinction for group 
dynamics: a participant winding up safely on the ground 
after a fall is not necessarily a spotting “failure.”

Some of the important considerations for safe spot-
ting are the following:

●	 Spotting begins before the participant steps onto the 
element and stops only after he or she is safely back 
onto the ground. Remember that many falls on low 
elements occur at the start or end of the activity.

●	 Spotters should continually watch participants and 
estimate the direction in which they are likely to 
fall. They can then position themselves accordingly.

●	 Participants who are not actively spotting should 
be away from the element so as not to give the illu-
sion that they are available to help.

●	 Regardless of the distance to the ground, partici-
pants must never jump from an element. This is a 
major cause of sprained ankles on courses. Spotters 
always help participants to the ground.

●	 Belays may use only acceptable belay mechanisms 
including the sticht belay plate and the tuber belay 
device, including ATCs (air traffic controllers) and 
the Petzl Grigri. Brake bars and carabiner brakes 
must never be used.

●	 When moving to a new belay station, a belayer 
must check the security of all belay mechanisms 
and anchor points.

●	 The belayer at each element is responsible for the 
final harness and helmet check.

●	 Each rappeller uses appropriate gloves.

●	 Climbing signals must be used on all high elements.

●	 There must be a minimum of two spotters in posi-
tion whenever a participant climbs a ladder. The 
spotters must remain in position as long as the 
participant is on the ladder. (Anyone steadying a 

ladder may not be counted as a spotter; there must 
be two people whose only responsibility is to act  
as spotters.)

●	 While a participant is climbing a ladder, the belayer 
must maintain tension on the belay rope.

●	 The belayer must monitor the belay rope to pre-
vent anyone from stepping on it and to prevent  
the free end from becoming tangled.

●	 The belayer must maintain a people-free safety 
zone under participants on high-course events.

●	 A belayer must always keep the brake hand—the 
hand used for quickly stopping the rappeller’s 
descent—on the belay rope while a participant is 
on belay.

●	 An instructor on a high-course transfer station 
must always be clipped in.

Teaching Spotting
Instructors can teach spotting to a group through 
discussion, demonstration, and practice.

A.	 Present object/definition.
	 Ask the group: “What are the most important parts 

of the body to protect?”

	 Answer: The head and spine.

B.	 Demonstrate proper spotting positions, technique, 
and key points.

C.	 Have the group practice each spotting position.  
Ask for questions.

●	 Faller
	 — �Hands crossed, fingers intertwined, arms 

folded to prevent instinctive flailing of arms, 
which could injure spotters

	 — �Feet together
	 — �Head slightly back
	 — �Back slightly arched
	 — �Entire body straight and stiff as a board

●	 Spotter
	 — �Fingers together and palms cupped to pre-

vent finger injuries or poking a faller
	 — �Knees and elbows bent to absorb shock and 

allow for a response to a faller’s line of descent
	 — �Feet apart both side-to-side and front-to-

back to provide better balance and stability
	 — �Be prepared to move (as the participant 

moves) to be in proper position
	 —�Stay alert and entirely focused on participant 

being spotted
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D.	 Review the verbal commands that establish a 
contract between a participant being spotted and 
the spotters.

E.	 Practice! Have participants practice spotting, with 
instructors observing and correcting, until they 
have learned the skill in these ways:

●	 In pairs.

●	 In circles of five to 10 participants, with a faller 
standing in the middle of each circle.

	 — �The faller gives the proper commands, then 
falls once in any direction where the faller 
can be spotted by a single spotter.

	 — �The group is collectively responsible for 
spotting the faller. Spotters should help 
their neighbors and move with the faller. 
Imagining being attached by a string to the 
faller often helps.

Spotting Rules
●	 Everyone must spot. If spotters need a rest, they 

must step away from the group so that they will 
not be mistaken for active spotters.

●	 Spotters must be placed in positions where they 
will be most effective in preventing injury.

●	 Spotters must maintain their attention on the per-
son being spotted.

●	 Spotters should keep their eyes on the torso of the 
person they are spotting and try to anticipate that 
person’s movements.

●	 Spotters may not applaud, as it is impossible to 
spot and clap at the same time. Hold applause for 
participants until they are off the COPE element 
and safely back on the ground.

●	 Spotting begins before a person starts to climb any-
thing, and ends only after the person has both feet 
on the ground and is steady. Never assume that 
anyone is safe. Do not rely on statements like, “I’ve 
got it!” or “Don’t worry!”

●	 Each spotter should spot as though there were no 
other spotters.

●	 Spotters must be ready at any time to break a fall.

●	 Helpers who are off the ground must also be spotted.

●	 Participants must not jump off any elements, 
regardless of the distance to the ground. Spotters 
should assist those who are dismounting to help 
prevent sprained ankles.

●	 There should be at least two spotters on the ground 
for each participa nt off the ground, though for 
some events even more spotters will be required.

Rescues and Emergency 
Procedures
Done properly, Project COPE activities are as safe 
as most other Scout adventure activities. Even so, an 
emergency response plan must be in place to deal with 
unforeseen circumstances and to establish procedures 
for summoning aid, evacuating injured people, and 
treating injuries or illnesses that might occur at or near 
the COPE course.

First-Aid Certification
Every COPE activity must have on-site at least one 
person who holds American Red Cross Standard First 
Aid certification (a 6 1⁄2-hour course), or who has com-
pleted a course of equivalent length and content from 
the Red Cross or another nationally recognized organi
zation. The 16-hour Wilderness First Aid Basic course 
is also recommended. That person should take the lead 
in treating injury or illness. He or she may draw upon 
the knowledge of others in the vicinity, involving them 
in caring for those in need and in ensuring the contin-
ued safety of other participants and bystanders.

Emergency Response Plan
BSA COPE directors and instructors should prepare an 
emergency response plan that includes the following 
information.

1 	 Location of the nearest telephone: _______________

2 	 Telephone numbers for

•	Local emergency response system: (usually 911)

•	Nearest hospital: ______________________________

Participant	S potters	M eaning

“Spotters ready?”		�  “I’m ready  
to start.”

	 “Ready.”	� “I’m ready to 
protect you.”

“Climbing!”		�  “I’ll start up as 
soon as spotters 
give a go-ahead.”

	 “Climb on!”	 “Go ahead.”

“Falling!”		�  “I’m about to fall.”

	 “Fall on!”  �“I’m prepared 
to prevent you  
from falling.”
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•	Nearest police/sheriff’s office: ____________________

•	BSA local council Scout executive: ________________

3 	 Directions and perhaps a map detailing how to 
reach the nearest clinic, hospital, or life flight service.

4 	 Any other information that could prove helpful 
during a crisis.

5 	 The caller must be able to identify in detail where 
the patient is, including the community.

First-Aid Kit
At the COPE area, the first-aid kit may be considered  
a permanent part of the equipment to be stored with 
the rope and hardware and brought out whenever  
participants will engage in activities on or near the 
COPE course.

At a minimum, a group kit should contain the  
following items.

Group First-Aid Kit

Item	 Quantity
Sam Splint™ (splint with  
	 universal capability)	   2
Cold packs, chemical	   2
Roller bandage, 2"	   1
Roller bandages, 1"	   2
Adhesive tape, 1"	   1 roll
Alcohol swabs	 24
Assorted adhesive bandages	   1 box
Elastic bandages, 3" wide	   2
Elastic bandages, 4" wide	   2
Elastic bandages, 6" wide	   2
Sterile gauze pads, 3" 3 3"	 12
Moleskin, 3" 3 6"	   4
Gel pads for blisters and burns	   2 packets
Antiseptic	   1 tube
Triangular bandages	   4
Soap	   1 small bar
Scissors	   1 pair
Tweezers	   1 pair
Safety pins	 12
Latex gloves	   6 pairs

Oral thermometer	   1
Protective goggles/safety glasses	   1 pair
Mouth-barrier device for  
	 rescue breathing	   1
Pencil and paper	   1 each
Biohazard bag (for disposal of  
	 products with body fluids)	   1

The first-aid equipment available at climbing areas 
may include a cervical collar (in several sizes), head 
blocks, backboard, and litter, depending upon the  
first-aider’s training level.

Rescue Rope and Hardware
A COPE course should have on hand enough rope and 
hardware to set up a separate system to allow a director 
or instructor to rappel down to aid a participant who 
cannot be easily and safely lowered to the ground. In 
many cases, it will be possible to secure the backup rope 
to an anchor ahead of time, and then stow the rope so 
that it is out of the way but immediately available in  
an emergency.

A typical rescue bag might include:

•	Rescue rope (When used to belay two  
persons, a rescue rope must be rated  
for a two-person load.)

•	 Several slings

•	Extra webbing

•	Prusik cords

•	Belay device

•	 Shears

•	Locking carabiners

•	Prusik minding pulleys 

•	Leather gloves

Rescue equipment should be tailored to the site  
and the on-site  rescuers’ training. Common climbing/
rappelling emergencies include:

•	 Jammed rappel system

Mobile Phones and Radios

Mobile phones and two-way radios can give directors and instructors an easy way to communicate with those beyond the COPE 
course. As a convenience in running an activity and as a tool for summoning assistance in an emergency, mobile phones and 
radios can be invaluable.

However, leaders must be aware of the limitations of portable phones and radios. A program area may be in a location where 
mobile phone or radio operations are not possible. Batteries may fade or equipment malfunction.

If mobile phones or radios are available, by all means use them in emergencies, but include in your emergency response plan 
strategies for summoning aid should your electronic communications options fail.
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NOTE: Pack all of the above except the harness in the rescue bag. Pre-set up rope, biners, figure eight, and cords. 
Bag should also include lobster claws, belay device, safety knife, and safety scissors.

FIGURE EIGHT

BELAY CABLE

LOCKING STEEL CARABINER

BELAY CABLE ABOVE THE GROUND

1/2-INCH DIAMETER STATIC RESCUE ROPE
TWICE THE HEIGHT OF THE 

(4,000  POUNDS RATED)

TRIPLE-WRAP PRUSIK KNOT

5.5-MILLIMETER SPECTRA CORD LOOP 

TRIPLE FISHERMAN'S KNOT

ATTACH BOTH CARABINERS TO 
PARTICIPANT'S HARNESS.RESCUER'S HARNESS

TO BELAY TEAM

FIGURE EIGHT ON A BIGHT

5.5-MILLIMETER SPECTRA CORD LOOP
OR 1-INCH TUBING RUNNER

CONNECT TO THE FIGURE 
EIGHT BEND ON THE SUBJECT'S 
ROPE FOR RESCUER'S SAFETY 
IF THE WRONG ROPE IS CUT. 

BARREL KNOT

TRIPLE FISHERMAN'S KNOT

CLIP INTO BIGHT OF FIGURE EIGHT.

PARTICIPANT'S ROPE

FIGURE EIGHT ON A BIGHT

THIS SLING BECOMES A
BACKUP IF THE RESCUER
CUTS THE WRONG ROPE.

FIG. 1. Rescue Kit
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•	Anchor failure

•	Twisted rappel and belay ropes

•	Rappelling off the end of a rope

•	 Improperly secured harness

Incident Resolution
Climbing instructors should leave complicated rescues 
to professionals or become trained in high-angle res-
cue techniques. Every instructor should be aware of 
personal limitations.

Many situations requiring a rescue could have been 
prevented with proper planning. Most rescues fall in 
one of two categories:

•	 Something became stuck in the rappel device.

•	A participant was put into a situation for which he 
or she was not ready to attempt.

To help prevent putting participants and rescuers in a 
potentially risky situation, follow these points.

•	Use a dynamic belay so that a person can be lowered 
to the ground if necessary. Using static belays should 
be discouraged. If a person slips  or falls with a  
static belay, the rescue is risky—and it could have 
been avoided.

•	Use a releasable rappel on static rappel lines.

•	Properly prepare participants for the activity, 
both emotionally and physically, including proper 
warm-up, equipment, and clothing preparation.

Order of Resolution
The BSA aquatics program follows an “order of 
rescue”—reach, throw,  row, go—aimed at resolving 
a rescue situation in the safest, quickest, and  easiest 
manner. The aquatics procedure has been adapted for 
climbing/rappelling as well as Project COPE scenarios, 
with a goal to allow the participant to finish the activ-
ity with as little intervention as possible.

Most rescue-type situations can be assessed as:

•	A technical issue, such as a jammed figure  
eight descender

•	A medical issue, such as an injury to a participant

•	An emotional issue, such as a scared climber

If a rescue situation develops, stay calm and assess the 
situation. You will implement the appropriate course 
of action following this order of rescue:

C—Communicate with the participant.

A—Assist the participant.

L—Lower the participant.

M—Move to the participant.

E—Evaluate the situation.

R—Rehearse.

Communicate
Communication is used in every scenario. In an emo-
tional situation, a climber/rappeller may be frozen on a 
tower or high-course event. Make eye contact if possi-
ble. Communication with eye contact is more personal 
and reassuring. Talk to the person in a calm voice.

An emotional concern might be remedied by talk-
ing the person through the situation using simple, 
clear, concise, and reassuring words. Ask the partici-
pant how he or she feels and what you can do to help. 
Remember, BSA activities are “challenge by choice,” 
so the participant plays the key role in deciding what 
to do next. Participants should never be pressured into 
continuing against their will.

Assist
Assisting the participant is most often necessary when 
there is a technical issue. Using a sling or prussic cord 
with a friction knot, or an etrier and ascending device, 
the participant may be able to lift his or her weight and 
clear a jammed device. A releasable rappel could be used 
here to take the weight off of one rope at a time. A pul-
ley system also could help clear a snagged rappel device.

Lower
A dynamic belay is used to simply lower the partici-
pant to the ground. A releasable rappel or pulley sys-
tem can also be used to lower the person to the ground 
while still on the initial belay. 

Move
As a last resort, a staff person might have to climb or 
rappel to the participant. The rescuer may help the 
participant verbally while allowing the participant to 
remedy the problem, or the rescuer might have to offer 
physical assistance to release a jammed rappel device.

Pickoff and cutaway rescues add additional risk 
because they remove the participant from the primary 
belay system. These procedures are reserved for profes-
sional rescue personnel and should not be taught as 
part of the COPE program.

Evaluate
After the resolution, debrief the situation with staff 
members. Were procedures in effect that were over-
looked? Would a change in procedure help prevent this 
situation from happening again?
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Rehearse
Once you have evaluated the incident and deter-
mined its resolution, you might need to change your 
procedures. Any changes should be documented and 
rehearsed by the entire staff so they become familiar 
with the updated procedures.

Almost all rescues could be avoided with bet-
ter course design and/or procedures implementation. 
Planning, smart setups, and proper preparation could 
have helped prevent a large percentage of rescues.

Step-by-Step
Treat those injured in climbing or rappelling mishaps 
the same way you would treat victims of any accident, 
by performing the following steps in order.

1 	 Evaluate the situation and the alternatives for a 
rescue and how they relate to the possible injuries or 
needs of the victim.

2 	 Approach with care. Is the scene safe? Are you 
using proper technique to lower the victim to the 
ground or to rappel down to the victim? Guard against 
being injured yourself.

3 	 Treat hurry cases. Hurry cases are conditions that 
threaten a victim’s life:

•	 Stopped breathing	 •	 Severe bleeding

•	No heartbeat	 •	 Internal poisoning

As you begin, send someone to call for help.

4 	 Treat every accident victim for shock.

5 	 Examine every victim for further injuries that may 
require first aid.

6 	 Plan what to do next. If help is coming, keep the 
victim comfortable. Watch for any changes in the vic-
tim’s condition and treat accordingly.

Summoning Aid
Put this in your first-aid kit for ready reference.

Reporting Aid
When calling for outside assistance, either by dialing 
911 or by sending responsible individuals to summon 
help, inform authorities of the following.

■	 Identify the exact location and community or coor-
dinates where the incident occurred, and determine 
how to direct emergency units to the accident site, 
including mileage from a known location.

■	 Give a description of the injured parties, including 
name, age, height, weight, and vital signs if they can 
be easily determined.

■	 Explain that there has been an accident and that 
you need help with a rescue.

■	 Describe what happened.

■	 Describe the height of a fall.

■	 Tell how many persons need help and give a brief 
summary of their situations.
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■	 Write down an accurate record of the treatment 
given an injured person and the overall handling of 
the incident. Get names, addresses, and phone num-
bers of eyewitnesses. As soon as it is appropriate, 
ask each witness independently to write down his 
or her account of the event.

■	 If injuries were serious, contact your local council 
Scout executive.

What to Do If a COPE Accident Results  
in a Fatality
■	 Ensure the safety of the rest of the group. Do not 

allow the stress of the situation to compound  
the emergency.

■	 Do not disturb the body. Investigating authorities 
will determine when and how it will be moved.

■	 Do not disturb the area immediately around the 
body. Legal authorities will make a careful inves-
tigation of the site. Leave all ropes, anchors, and 
hardware as they were at the time of the accident.

■	 Notify the council Scout executive who will, in 
turn, contact other appropriate authorities and 
report what has happened.

■	 Make an accurate written record of the incident. 
Get names, addresses, and phone numbers of eye-
witnesses. Have every willing witness immediately 
write a longhand narrative report describing the 
specifics of the incident. Be sure each person signs 
and dates the report.

■	 Immediately complete the necessary paperwork 
(Report of Serious Injury or Illness folder,  
No. 680-147) and deliver it to the local  
council Scout executive.

What to Do in Any Accident or Emergency 
Situation
■	 Do not contact news media.

■	 Do not make any statements to news media. Refer 
all inquiries for comment to the local council  
Scout executive.

■	 Give vital signs (body temperature, pulse rate, respi-
ration rate, blood pressure if known).

■	 Describe responsiveness and sensation to touch. 
Do not move a person who has fallen (wait for 
emergency medical service personnel).

■	 Explain what is being done for the victim(s).

■	 Indicate whether an ambulance is needed.

■	 Tell who is presently with the victim(s) and what 
you know of their general level of first aid and  
rescue training.

■	 If you have called in the report, don’t hang up until 
help arrives or those you have called give you other 
instructions. Be sure to give a call-back phone num-
ber when you do hang up.

What to Do If a COPE Accident Results  
in an Injury
■	 Make certain no one else is in danger.

■	 Administer first aid. Treat for shock.

■	 Assess the situation and, depending on the serious-
ness of the injury, do one of the following:

■	 Call for assistance (police, fire department, 
rescue team, etc.).

■	 Arrange for safe transport of the injured to a 
local medical facility or the victim’s home.

■	 Have the injured person sit out the remainder 
of the day’s activities and return home with  
the group.

■	 Allow the person to resume participation in 
climbing/rappelling activities.

■	 Keep an accurate log of an injured participant’s 
condition, starting at the time of the accident. 
Include pulse, respiration rate, skin color, and level 
of consciousness, and note any changes in the vic-
tim’s status.

After an Emergency

At the conclusion of a rescue or the treatment of an injured person, it may be wise to discuss the events with the other partici-
pants and allow them to ask questions and share their feelings. Arrange for a post-traumatic debriefing by a capable  
provider for the benefit of youths and adults who were present during any phase.

Instructors and directors who have witnessed close calls or who have been involved in rescue efforts, especially if the injuries 
were severe or the scene was traumatic, may benefit from further discussions with qualified adults who can  
help them understand and deal with the emotions they are experiencing.

Soon after the incident, the climbing director, instructors, and other appropriate personnel of the camp, district, council, or 
council high-adventure base should review the events, determine the cause of the accident, and develop strategies  
for preventing a recurrence.
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•	Have had a relatively trivial injury

•	Have not lost consciousness

•	Have been unconscious for less than 30 seconds 
before regaining a full and normal level of alertness

•	Have no history of bleeding disorders or the use of 
medications such as aspirin or blood thinners that 
might increase the risk of bleeding

Candidates for delayed evacuation must be constantly 
monitored for any change in symptoms that would 
indicate the need for urgent evacuation.

Urgent evacuation employing an ambulance, heli-
copter, or other rapid medical response is mandatory for 
anyone who has suffered a blow to the head or face that 
results in one or several of the following symptoms.

•	Loss of consciousness for more than two minutes or 
of responsiveness

•	Debilitating headache

•	Drowsiness

•	Disorientation

•	Unusual irritability

•	Persistent nausea or vomiting

•	 Bruising behind and below the ears or around the eyes

•	Loss of coordination

•	Abnormal vision

•	The appearance of clear fluid (possibly cerebrospinal 
fluid) from the nose and/or ears

•	 Seizures

•	Relapse into unconsciousness

Sprains and Contusions
When a person suffers a sprain or contusion as the 
result of a fall, it is always proper to use the RICE tech-
nique of management: Rest, Immobilize, Cold, Elevate. 
If pain is severe, enhance resting the limb by using a 
splint. When a long bone is involved, extend the splint 
to immobilize the joints above and below the injury. If 
a joint is injured, apply the splint so that it immobilizes 
the bones immediately above and below the joint.

Avoid undue manipulation and splint an injured 
limb as it lies (except when the injury results in angu-
lated deformity of a limb; in that case, gently straighten 
the limb to reduce the possibility of circulation or 
nerve damage). Monitor circulation before and after 
splinting by comparing the pulse in the injured limb 
with that of an uninjured limb. Checking the capillary 
refill capacity on the side of an injury furthest from the 
heart may also prove useful for evaluating circulation.

Mock Rescues Practice
Practicing rescue techniques is an important part of 
training instructors to deal competently with challenging 
situations. Using one or more volunteer “victims,” mock 
rescue scenarios can introduce instructors to a variety of 
incidents and problem-solving situations. Here are some 
pointers for conducting successful mock rescues.

•	Encourage instructors to consider a variety of solu-
tions such as talking a victim down, using a belay to 
lower a victim to safety, and going to the victim.

•	Take into account all the resources at hand for use in 
a rescue—for example, rope and hardware for a sec-
ond belay system, an extension ladder, a sharp knife. 
Other resources may include the option of calling in 
a fire department or search-and-rescue unit.

•	 In rescue practice as in real rescues, ensure the safety 
of everyone involved. Stop a practice session if you 
observe unsafe procedures. Check the “victims” 
often to be sure they are comfortable and not in  
any danger, especially if they are suspended on the 
climbing face.

•	 Be as realistic as possible, including “victim” behavior.

Evaluate a mock rescue for the following:

•	Was the rescue effective? Was the victim safely 
returned to the ground? Was appropriate first aid 
provided in the correct sequence?

•	Was it safe? Did the rescuers monitor their own secu-
rity and that of others in the area?

•	Was the rescue prompt? Without jeopardizing safety, 
how could it have been done more quickly?

•	Was it sufficiently simple and well-considered?

•	Was it organized? Did everyone involved, including 
the “victim,” know what was going to happen?

Finally, instructors should give serious consider-
ation to what they will do differently the next time 
they are confronted with a mock or real emergency.

First-Aid Emergencies
Head Injuries
Anyone who suffers an injury to the head should be 
taken to a medical facility for evaluation and treatment 
as soon as possible. Depending on the symptoms, some 
evacuations are urgent, while others can be delayed.

A delayed evacuation means the person is taken 
to a medical facility expeditiously but without the use 
of an ambulance or helicopter. In this category are 
patients who fit the following description.
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Wild Woosey
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Two participants standing at the apex of two cables 

set in a “V” configuration must walk out on the 
cables as far as possible, each helping the other 
maintain balance.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed
	 Two helmets

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Inspect all cable connections for security.

2.	 Check cables for broken strands.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to each cable.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Participants may not touch the ground.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 Spot participants as they climb onto  
the cables.

2.	 Spotters move with participants, spotting 
them throughout the challenge. Two spotters 
move underneath the participants to provide 
support in case a participant loses balance.

3.	 Participants must keep their  
bodies upright.

4.	 Participants may grasp each other’s hands, 
but should not interlace their fingers. 
Interlacing could lead to injury in a fall.

5.	 Helmets are recommended to help  
prevent injuries.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

G.	 Closing the Event

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event
		  Use a 11⁄4-inch dowel between couples for 

easier grip.

Wild Woosey
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High-Course Events
This manual shows one way of constructing these  
elements. It may not be the only acceptable method. 
For other approved methods of construction, see the 
current Association for Challenge Course Technology 
(ACCT) standards. To purchase a copy, telephone  
209-685-0670.

Belaying
Safe operation of high-course activities is based upon 
constant and conscientious belaying to protect par
ticipants if they slip or fall. Correct setup of a belay 
system and good technique in using that system are 
important for insuring the safety of each belayer.

Commercial Seat Harnesses, Diaper Slings,  
and Tied-Seat Harnesses
Commercial seat harnesses, diaper seats, or  
tied-seat harnesses are used on high-course events  
to connect event participants (climbers) and  
belayers to belay systems. 

●	 Commercial Seat Harnesses
	 Commercially made seat harnesses are highly 

recommended for COPE courses. They should be 
adjustable and easy to use. Reliance on commer-
cial seat harnesses eliminates the time instructors 
would otherwise spend teaching participants to tie 
diaper slings or tied-seat harnesses, and ensures 
that the harness is correctly tied.

●	 Diaper Sling
	 A diaper sling is made with a piece of webbing 

about three times as long as a participant’s hip 
measurement. Form a loop by tying the ends of the 
webbing with a water knot. Next, center the loop 
behind the back at waist height, then pull a bend 
of webbing forward between the legs. Secure that 
bend with the others in front of the body with a 
locking carabiner.

	 An oversized diaper sling can be formed with a 
larger loop of webbing. The bend pulled forward 
between the legs is divided in half, and each bend is 
tucked through the corresponding sides of the loop. 
Secure the carabiner through the resulting bends.
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How to Tie a Seat Harness
Tie the seat harness using a piece of webbing 24 to  
30 feet long.

	 Drape the center of the webbing behind your neck.

	 Step over the ends of the webbing and bring them 
around the sides of your hips, taking care not to 
allow any portions of the webbing to twist. Pull the 
webbing snug.

	 Pass the webbing ends behind and then through the 
lengths of webbing lying against your lower torso.

	 Slip the webbing off your neck.

	 As you pull out the slack, the bend that had been 
around your neck will become the horizontal band 
between the loops of webbing that have formed 
around your legs.

	 Going first behind your back, wrap the  
remaining lengths of webbing around your  
waist in this fashion:

	 a. �The piece originally in your right hand  
goes clockwise.

	 b. �The piece originally in your left hand  
goes counterclockwise.

	 Continue wrapping until only about 3 feet remains 
at each end of webbing. Keep the webbing flat and 
snug against your body.

	 Tuck the end of the counterclockwise webbing 
beneath the sling on your left hip. (You will need  
it in a moment to finish tying a water knot.)

	 With the end of the clockwise webbing, tie a loose 
overhand knot (1⁄2 of a water knot) around the 
wraps of webbing on your right hip.

	 Retrieve the other end of the webbing and use it to 
trace back through the loose overhand knot, thus 
completing a water knot.

	 Tighten the water knot. Check the harness to be 
sure it fits securely and that there are no unnecessary 
twists in the webbing. Wrap any remaining length of 
webbing around your waist and tuck the end under 
the previous wraps.

	 Use a locking carabiner (double locking preferred) 
to clip together all the webbing between the knots in 
front of your body.

FIG. 28. �Tying a 
tied-SEAT harness
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How to Tie a Knotted Leg-Loop Harness
Form the knotted leg-loop harness using a piece of webbing 
24 to 30 feet long.

	 a. �Holding one end of the webbing, measure off a length 
that stretches from your nose to your outstretched 
hand. Keep that length marked with one hand while 
you tie the first leg loop.

	 b. �Form the first leg loop. Just beyond the measured piece, 
wrap the webbing around your thigh to size it to your 
leg. Add another 4 to 6 inches to allow for a knot, and 
form a leg loop with an overhand-on-a-bight knot.

	 c. �Move about 6 inches further along the webbing and 
repeat step 1b to form a second leg loop.

	 With the shorter, measured piece of webbing on your left 
side, put on the leg loops as you would a pair of pants. 
Pull the loops all the way to your crotch with the knots 
toward the front. For the sake of comfort, be sure there 
are no twists in the webbing. Each loop must be snug, but 
not tight enough to restrict circulation. You should be able 
to easily slip two fingers between a leg loop and your leg.

	 Let the shorter, measured piece of webbing hang down on 
your left side. Bring the longer piece of webbing clockwise, 
behind your back, and wrap it several times around your 
waist. Bring the end of it across your belly to your right side.

	 Tuck the webbing end up and behind the wraps of webbing 
on your right hip, leaving enough slack to form a bend.

	 Pass the webbing end through the bend to form an over-
hand knot. Work any slack out of the webbing so that the 
harness fits snugly around your waist and the overhand 
knot is secure.

	 Wrap the remainder of the longer piece of webbing a final 
time around your waist, going clockwise, as before. To keep 
it out of the way, tuck the end behind the webbing above 
the right leg loop. (You will need it in a moment to finish 
tying a water knot.)

	 Turn your attention to the shorter, measured length of 
webbing on your left side.

	 With the measured length of webbing, tie a loose over-
hand knot (1⁄2 of a water knot) around the wraps of web-
bing on your left hip.

	 Retrieve the other end of the webbing and use it to trace 
back through the loose overhand knot, thus completing a 
water knot.

	 Tighten the water knot. Check the harness to be sure it fits 
securely and that there are no unnecessary twists in the 
webbing. Wrap any remaining length of webbing around 
your waist and tuck the end under the previous wraps.

	 Use a locking carabiner (double locking preferred) to clip 
together all the webbing between the knots in front of 
your body.

FIG. 29. �TYING A KNOTTED 
LEG-LOOP HARNESS
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Chest Harnesses
On a few COPE events where there is a chance of the 
participant inverting, such as the Flying Squirrel, or 
when there is a risk of slipping out of the seat harness, 
participants should wear a chest harness in addition to 
a seat harness. Clipped to the belay rope, the chest har-
ness will keep a participant from flipping upside down.

Knots Used on COPE Courses
A small number of knots are used with frequency for 
high-course events on COPE courses. COPE directors 
and instructors should certainly be able to tie each of 
these knots easily, and understand when and how each 
should be used. Depending upon the goals of a group, 
instructors can teach some or all of these knots to 
COPE participants.

●	 Water Knot
	 Use a water knot to tie together the ends of a piece 

of 1-inch seamless tubular webbing to make a loop 
sling for use as a runner in an anchor system, or 
when tying a harness. Once it has been tightened, 
the water knot seldom slips and can be difficult  
to untie.

	 (Also known as an overhand bend or a sling 
knot, the water knot should be used only with 
webbing. To form loops in rope, use the double 
fisherman’s knot.)

	 Begin tying a water knot by forming an overhand 
knot in one end of the webbing, leaving a tail at 
least 6 inches long. With the other end of the web-
bing, trace the first end all the way back through 
the overhand knot (steps 2 and 3), again leaving at 
least a 6-inch tail. Dress the knot (step 4) so that 
the webbing lies flat, then cinch it tight (step 5). 
Back it up with safety knots.

●	 Figure Eight on a Bight
	 The figure eight on a bight forms a secure loop at 

the end of the belay rope so that it can be attached 
with a carabiner to the climber’s seat harness.

FIG. 31. �figure eight  
on a bight

FIG. 30. Water Knot

–
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●	 Bowline

●	 Barrel Knot (Grapevine Stopper Knot)
	 This knot is used to prevent a figure eight on a 

bight from becoming untied.

●	 Double Fisherman’s Knot
	 Use this knot to tie two ends of a rope together.

FIG. 33. Barrel knot FIG. 34. �Double  
Fisherman’s Knot

FIG. 32. BOWLINE
1 2 3

4 5 6

1 2

3 4

5
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●	 Triple Fisherman’s Knot

●	 Triple-Wrap Prusik Knot

FIG. 35. Triple Fisherman’s Knot

FIG. 36. Triple-Wrap Prusik KNOT

1 2

3

4

1 2 3
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●	 Killik Hitch Knot

BEGINNING THE KILLIK WITH A CLOVE HITCH

FIG. 37. Killik Hitch KNOT

1 2



112

Setting Up a Belay
The belay can be set up by attaching the friction device 
directly to the anchor with a carabiner. The belayer 
stands to the same side of the belay rope as the feeler 
hand so that the braking hand moves away from the 
belayer and toward the backup belayer. The belay rope 
should run in a straight line from the anchor toward the 
direction of a climber’s potential fall. The figure eight 
or friction device should be as close to the anchor as is 
practical to prevent the possibility of the system being 
pulled from the belayer’s hands in case of a fall.

An advantage is that the belayer is not anchored in 
and thus receives no pressure on the body while stop-
ping a fall. In addition, because of greater freedom of 
movement, this tends to be less fatiguing for someone 
belaying over long periods of time.

Belay Anchors
●	 Stationary Anchor

1.	 Use a water knot to tie a piece of webbing into 
a loop.

2.	 Wrap the loop around a sturdy tree or pole 
(minimum of 8 inches).

3.	 Pull one end of the loop through the other end.

4.	 Pull the loop tight and clip a carabiner into the 
free end.

5.	 Rig the belay device and the rope to  
the carabiner.

●	 Moveable Belay

1.	 Hook the climbing rope to the belayer with the 
belay device and carabiner.

2. 	Ensure that a carabiner is in the back of the 
anchor person’s belayer harness.

3. 	Have the belayer and anchor person keep  
parallel with the climber to reduce the amount 
of rope between climber and belayer. The  
combined weight of the belayer and the anchor 
person should exceed the climber’s weight.

Fig. 38. Belay System Anchor

WATER KNOT

1

2

3

4
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Fig. 39. Specialized belay devices

StiCHT plate

tube device

grigri
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BELAYING SIGNALS

V  erbal signals allow a climber and a belayer to com-

municate and work together as a team even if they 

cannot see each other. Get in the habit of using ver-

bal signals every time you are climbing or belaying. If the day 

is too windy or the area to noisy for climbers and belayers 

to hear each other clearly, postpone your climbs or move to 

another area.

Climber	 Belayer	 Meaning

“On belay?”		�  “Is the belay ready?”

	 “Belay on!”	� “All set. Your belay is ready.”

“Climbing.”		  “Here I come.”

	 “Climb on.”	 “Come ahead.”

“Up rope.”		�  “Take up the loose rope.”

“Slack.”		�  “I need some slack in the 

rope.” (The climber should 

indicate the resumption 

of the ascent by shouting 

“Climbing.”)

“Tension.”		�  “Hold the rope tightly and 

brace yourself in case I fall.”

“Falling!”		�  “I’m falling! Secure the belay 

rope to stop me!”

“Rock!”	 “Rock!”	  �“Look out for falling rocks.”

“Rope!”	 “Rope!”	� “Rope being thrown down.”

“Off belay.”		�  “I’m in a safe place and no 

longer need a belay.”	

	 “Belay off.”	� “I’m no longer belaying you.”

Rappelling Signals

The verbal signals rappellers use are a little different 

from those used by climbers, but the basic informa-

tion they share is the same.

Rappeller	 Belayer	 Meaning

 “On belay?”		  “Is the belay ready?”

	 “Belay on.”	 “I’m ready to belay.”

“Rappelling.”		� “I’m ready to start.”

	 “Rappel on.”	� “Go ahead.”

“Tension.”		�  “Hold the belay rope tightly. 

Brace yourself in case I fall.”

“Falling!”		�  “I’m falling! Brake the rope!”

“Off belay.”		�  “I am done rappelling and am 

in a safe place.”

	 “Belay off.”	� “I’m no longer  

belaying you.”

“Off rappel” 		  “The rope is free of  

or “Off rope.”		� hardware and is ready for  

the next rappeller.”
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Fig. 40. Moveable belay team

The Moveable Human Belay

A simple moveable belay for climbers uses a person rather than a tree or pole 

as the anchor point. Someone stands behind the belayer and firmly grasps a  

locking carabiner clipped into the back of the belayer’s seat harness. The 

combined weight of the belayer and the anchorperson must exceed the weight of  

the climber being belayed. The belayer and anchorperson move in unison, positioning 

themselves to stay in a direct line with the potential fall of the climber.

An optional method to using a carabiner is to secure a piece of webbing to the  

belayer’s harness.
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To take up slack as a climber ascends:

	 Grasp the rope with both hands and feed it 
through the belay device, pulling the guide hand 
toward the body and moving the brake hand away.

	 Holding the rope firmly with the brake hand, slide 
the guide hand out along the rope, away from  
your body.

	 Use the fingers and thumb of your guide hand to 
clasp both sections of the rope firmly, then slide 
your brake hand back toward your body. Begin the 
sequence again. (Remember—the brake hand must 
never leave the rope!)

To let out rope as a rappeller descends:

	 Feed the rope through the belay device, pulling the 
rope away from your body with your guide hand 
and pulling the brake hand toward your body.

	 The guide hand releases rope to the rappeller a 
little at a time as you allow the rope to slip through 
the brake hand. (Remember that the fingers of the 
brake hand are always curled around the rope, 
ready to clamp down.)

	 Whether you are letting out rope or taking up 
slack, stop a fall by grasping the rope tightly  
and pulling it back toward the hip on your  
brake-hand side.

To climber

Guide 
hand

Braking 
hand

To rappeller

Guide 
hand

Guide 
hand

Braking 
hand

To rappeller

Braking 
hand Braking 

hand

To climber

Guide 
hand

Guide 
hand

Braking 
hand

To climber or rappeller

To climber

Guide 
hand

Braking 
hand

Fig. 41. Belaying

1

2

3

4

5

6

1 2 3

4 5 6
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The brake hand must never leave the rope. The 
fingers must always be curled around it, ready to arrest 
a fall by bending the rope across the belay device. 

When a rappeller is descending, the belayer’s guide 
hand feeds rope out through the belay device. To lock 
off the rope and arrest a fall, the belayer uses the brake 
hand to bend the rope sharply across the device.

The ability to arrest a fall with a belay device 
depends on smooth, practiced handling of the rope and 
a constant focus on the climber or rappeller. Belayers 
must be alert to any changes in the situation and aware 
of the security of anchors, equipment, and the belay 
stance itself.

How to Belay
Belay devices should be used only with kernmantle 
rope. A belay device will bend the rope in such a way 
that the belayer can smoothly take in or feed out line. 
The belayer can also arrest a fall by bending the rope 
more sharply, creating friction and locking the rope 
in place. The devices are especially helpful if a small 
belayer is protecting larger rappellers or climbers. As 
with other climbing and rappelling skills, handling a 
belay device efficiently requires instruction and practice.

Use a locking carabiner (double-locking carabiner 
preferred) to clip a bend of rope and the keeper loop 
of the device to the belayer’s harness or directly to 
an anchor system. The keeper loop will prevent the 
device from migrating along the rope and beyond the 
belayer’s reach.

Arrange the rope so that the belayer’s stronger 
hand (usually the right hand for people who are right-
handed) will be the brake hand—the hand closest to 
the free end of the rope. The other hand will be the 
guide hand, resting on that part of the rope leading to 
the climber or rappeller. (Specialized belay devices such 
as the Grigri are set up a little differently. Refer to the 
manufacturer’s guidelines.)

When a climber is moving, the belay process 
requires coordination between the guide hand and  
the brake hand.

•	 The guide hand extends down the rope away from 
the belay device, grasps the rope, and pulls in 
slack. At the same time, the brake hand pulls the 
rope away from the belayer’s body and draws the 
slack through the belay device.

•	 While the brake hand tightly holds the rope, the 
guide hand slides back down the live part of the 
rope, then reaches across beyond the brake hand 
and grasps both parts of the rope.

•	 The brake hand slides back to the belay device 
and again grasps the rope securely. The process is 
repeated each time slack forms in the rope.
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Fig. 42. FIXED BELAY POINT AND ANCHOR
Belay 
cable Dynamic belay 

attachment

GUY 
WIRE

Guy wire

Foot cable

Giant’s Ladder

Belay line should be at 
a 45-degree angle or 

less with the ground.

Belayer

Anchor

Anchor point 
needs to be 
kept low.

Belayer must be in line 
between anchor and 
direction of pull.
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Fig. 43. Dynamic belay attachment

TO MOVEABLE BELAY TEAM

BELAY DEVICE 

BELAY ROPE

LOCKING D 

SHEAR REDUCTION DEVICE OR  
TWO LOCKING CARABINERS 

BELAY CABLE PULLEY ASSEMBLY 

3/8-INCH GAC 

RAPID LINK BACKUP 

ONE RAPID LINK OR CARABINER 

TO SEAT HARNESS AND PARTICIPANT 

STOPPER OR 

FIGURE EIGHT  

LOCKING D 

KNOT 

SAFETY KNOT 
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fig. 45. Cable Attachments

Correct Placement of cable clamps

Incorrect

Incorrect

Cable clamps should be spaced 21/4 inches 
apart for maximum holding strength.
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F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event
	 Secure the belay device and disable the  

balance beam.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event
		  N/A

Balance Beam
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Participants cross a beam secured between two 

poles or trees.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Belay system

2.	 Gloves

3.	 Helmets

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Rig the belay system.

2.	 Check the belay system and balance beam 
for condition, stability, and proper rigging.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to the belay system and 

balance beam.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Do not use the belay line for support  

or balance.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 The belayer must be anchored.

2.	 The participant must wear a helmet and a 
tied-seat harness or commercial harness.

3.	 A belay must be maintained until a partici-
pant returns to ground level or is attached 
to other protection and says, “Off belay.”
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F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the belay system.

2.	 Disable the Burma Bridge.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event

A.	 Step foot over foot instead of sliding feet along 
the cable.

B.	 Walk backward across the cable.

C.	 Hold the cable with only one hand.

Burma Bridge
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Cross the bridge from one platform to another.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Belay system

2.	 Gloves

3.	 Helmets

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Rig the Burma Bridge for use.

2.	 Rig the belay system.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to the Burma Bridge 

and belay system.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Participants may not use the belay line for 

support or balance.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 The participant must wear a helmet and a 
tied-seat harness or commercial harness.

2.	 The belayer must be anchored.

3.	 A COPE staff member on the platform must 
ensure that participants hook up their belay 
lines correctly.

4.	 In a multievent course where participants 
switch from one belay line to another, each 
participant must always be attached to 
at least one belay. The belay must follow 
the participant to avoid a pendulum effect 
should the participant slip off the element.
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Cargo Net
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Climb to the top of a cargo net and then be  

lowered to the ground by a belayer.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Belay system

2.	 Cargo net and rigging hardware

3.	 Gloves

4.	 Helmets

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Rig the cargo net for use.

2.	 Rig the belay system.

3.	 Check the belay system and cargo net for 
their condition, stability, and proper rigging.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to the belay system  

and cargo net.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Participants may not use the belay line for 

support or balance.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 The climber must wear a helmet and a  
tied-seat harness or commercial harness.

2.	 The belayer must be anchored.

3.	 Place two spotters at the base of the cargo 
net until a participant has climbed above 
their reach, or have someone steady a ladder 
for the climber to access the net, protected 
by separate spotters.

4.	 If it is necessary to stabilize the cargo net 
by holding it, have someone other than the 
spotters do that task; the two spotters must 
maintain full attention on the climber.

5.	 Keep others away from the area beneath  
the cargo net.

6.	 Minimize any pendulum effect by keeping 
the belay ring centered over the participant 
as the climber ascends.

7.	 Don’t use tension on the belay line to help  
a participant.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event
	 Disable the cargo net and secure the  

belay system.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event

A.	 Use the cargo net as an access to the  
next event.

B.	 Go over the top of the net and climb down  
the other side.

C.	 Climb the net with eyes closed.
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F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the belay system.

2.	 Disable the caving ladder.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event
		  N/A

Caving Ladder
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  One person at a time, climb to the top of a  

caving ladder, or climb down from a previous 
high-course event.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Caving ladder and rigging hardware

2.	 Belay system

3.	 Gloves

4.	 Helmets

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Rig the belay system.

2.	 Rig the caving ladder.

3.	 Check the belay system and caving ladder 
for condition, stability, and proper rigging.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to the caving ladder 

and belay system.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Participants may not use the belay line for  

support or balance.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 The climber must wear a helmet and a  
tied-seat harness or commercial harness.

2.	 The belayer must be anchored.

3.	 Be sure the ladder is not twisted at the start 
of the climb.

4.	 Do not allow a climber to climb faster than 
the belayer can take up slack.

5.	 Give extra attention to climbers nearing the 
top of the ladder and attempting to dismount.
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Fig. 49. Caving Ladder
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Centipede
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Starting at the bottom of the Centipede, climb as 

high as possible.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Belay system

2.	 Gloves

3.	 Helmets

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Rig the belay system.

2.	 Check the Centipede for proper rigging.

3.	 Visually inspect the Centipede for cracks  
and splinters.

4.	 Check staples for security and condition.

5.	 Clear the surrounding area of any debris or 
overhead hazards.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to the Centipede and 

the belay system.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Do not use the belay line for support or balance.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 The climber must wear a helmet and  
tied-seat harness or other climbing harness.

2.	 The belayer must be anchored.

3.	 The climber must be belayed throughout  
the climb.

4.	 Spotters should wear helmets while  
spotting a climber on the first section of  
the Centipede.

5.	 Spotters must be aware of swinging  
Centipede sections.

6.	 Avoid sticking toes or fingers under staples 
or between sections of the Centipede.

7.	 Avoid catching clothing on staples.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the belay system.

2.	 Disable the Centipede.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event

A.	 Have the participant keep eyes closed.

B.	 Use the Centipede as an access to other  
high-course events.

C.	 Instruct climbers to attempt the  
event one-handed.

Commando Climb 
	 The Commando Climb is designed to enable  

participants to access other high-course events.  
It should be made easy to accomplish so that  
participants are willing to try it.
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Fig. 50A. Centipede

Fig. 50B. CentipedE Detail
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Confidence Pole
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Using a rope, a ladder, or pegs, climb as high as 

possible up a confidence pole, then jump from the 
pole and slap a hanging rope.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Belay system

2.	 Rope ladder with rigging hardware or  
other device

3.	 Chest harness with carabiner

4.	 Helmets

5.	 Gloves

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 The confidence pole has one belay system, 
attached to a cable suspended above the 
pole. The belay system is threaded through 
a shear reduction block, the other through 
two rapid links. One end of the belay rope 
is secured to the participant with a locking 
D carabiner attached to the tied-seat har-
ness or commercial harness and clipped 
to the carabiner on the chest harness. The 
other end of the rope is routed through a 
Just-rite Descender.

2.	 Set the belay system.

3.	 Climb up and down the entire event and 
check its condition.

4.	 Check the belay system for condition  
and security.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply entire body weight to each belay system.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Participants may not use the belay rope for 

support or balance.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 Have two spotters at the base of the confi-
dence pole until a participant has climbed 
above their reach.

2.	 If a ladder must be stabilized by holding it, 
have someone other than the spotters do 
that task; the spotters’ full attention should 
remain on the climber.

3.	 Keep other people clear of the area beneath 
the confidence pole.

4.	 Belayers must lower participants in a slow, 
controlled manner to ensure a safe landing.

5.	 Do not allow a participant to jump from  
the pole if less than halfway up it, since the 
climber may hit the ground before the belay 
system fully stops the descent.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the belay system.

2.	 Disable the event.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event
		  Instruct climbers to use only one hand.
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Flying Squirrel
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Participants use a belay rope to pull a team mem-

ber off the ground to a predetermined height. This 
event can be accomplished with a participant who 
has a mobility disability.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Static rope (1⁄2-inch preferred, not a climbing 
rope, which, because it is dynamic, would 
stretch too much for this event)

2.	 Pulley

3.	 Carabiners

4.	 Loops of webbing, approximately  
2 feet long

5.	 Helmets

6.	 Gloves

7.	 Webbing for tied-seat harness,  
or commercial harness

8.	 Chest harness

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Rig the event.

2.	 Check the pulley, rope, carabiners, and 
webbing for condition, stability, and  
proper rigging.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to rope.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants

1.	 All but the last puller attach themselves to 
the rope approximately 6 to 8 feet apart by 
tying loops of webbing onto the rope with 
Prusik knots, then clipping each to the back 
of a puller’s seat harness. The last puller 
uses a carabiner to clip the back of the seat 
harness to a figure eight on a bight tied at 
the end of the rope.

2.	 The participant to be pulled up (the ascender) 
clips the carabiner in front of the harness 
into a figure eight on a bight at the end of 
the rope, then uses another carabiner to clip 
the rope to the chest harness.

3.	 The puller closest to the pulley positions the 
body under the pulley.

4.	 The ascender positions the body approxi-
mately 10 feet in front of the forward 
puller, facing the puller. The pullers and the 
ascender should all be on the same side of 
the wire and facing each other.

5.	 Given the signal to go, the pullers run 
away from the pulley, pulling the ascender 
toward and past them. When the ascender is 
directly below the pulley, the ascender will 
become airborne.

6.	 Once the maximum ascent has been 
achieved, the pullers should gently lower the 
ascender to the ground.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 All pullers must wear gloves.

2.	 The ascender must keep slack out of the 
rope while on the ground.

3.	 Tie a figure eight knot in the belay rope 
several feet above the ascender’s head to 
prevent the ascender from being pulled 
against the pulley.

4.	 Do not attempt this event unless the puller’s 
climbing harness is attached to the rope. 
Holding the rope with only the hands can 
be very hazardous.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the belay system.

2.	 Disable the event.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event
		  N/A
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Gap Step
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Step across a 4-foot gap from one elevated  

platform to another.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Static belay system

2.	 Helmets

3.	 Gloves

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Rig the event.

2.	 Rig the belay system.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to the event and  

belay system.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Participants may not use the belay line for 

support or balance.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider
	 Check all attachments.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the belay system.

2.	 Disable the event.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event
		  N/A
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Giant’s Ladder
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Two participants work together to climb to the top 

of the ladder.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 A separate belay system for  
each participant

2.	 Helmets

3.	 Gloves

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Rig the giant’s ladder for use.

2.	 Set up the belay systems.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to both belay systems 

and the Giant’s Ladder.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Participants may not use side cables or belay 

ropes for support or to pull themselves higher.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 If more than one person uses this element 
simultaneously, each participant must have 
an independent belay system.

2.	 Spot participants until they are standing 
safety on the first rung of the Giant’s Ladder.

3.	 Belayers must give tension to the partici-
pants to preload the belay systems so that 
climbers will not hit the ground in a fall 
from the first rung.

4.	 If a ladder must be stabilized by holding it, 
have someone other than the spotters per-
form that task; the spotters’ full attention 
should remain on the climbers.

5.	 Before they dismount, instruct participants 
to keep their hands ready to prevent injury  
if they swing back toward the Giant’s Ladder 
while being lowered to the ground.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Lead a group discussion on the strengths 
and weaknesses of the group’s method.

2.	 Have the group explore the possibility  
of a better or different way to achieve  
the challenge.

G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the belay systems.

2.	 Disable the event.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event

A.	 Complete the activity in silence.

B.	 Have climbers keep their eyes closed.

C.	 Have participants climb the Giant’s  
Ladder individually.
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F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the belay system.

2.	 Disable the event.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event

A.	 Grab only every other vine.

B.	 Install an occasional bungee cord vine.

Multivine Traverse
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Climb a ladder or other device to a cable. Use a 

series of hanging rope “vines” to traverse the cable 
to a platform.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Belay system

2.	 Helmets

3.	 Gloves

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Rig the multivine event for use.

2.	 Rig the belay device.

3.	 Check the multivine event and belay system 
for condition, stability, and proper rigging.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to event and  

belay system.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Participants may not use the belay line for  

support or balance.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 Use an acceptable belay device and a locking 
carabiner attached to the belayer’s harness.

2.	 Use the moveable human belay—attach the 
anchorperson to the belayer with a cara-
biner clipped into the back of the belayer’s 
harness. The anchorperson must follow as 
the belayer moves.

3.	 The combined weight of the belayer and 
the anchorperson must equal or exceed the 
weight of the participant.

4.	 Both the belayer and the anchorperson  
must take care not to step on the rope as 
they move.

5.	 Observers may not be under the cable or 
near the belay rope.

6.	 The participant must climb up to the cable 
on the same side of the cable as the belay 
rope falls.

7.	 Keep light tension on the belay rope 
throughout the challenge.
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Mush Line
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Walk across two semislack cables while using a 

suspended rope for balance.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Belay system

2.	 Helmets

3.	 Gloves

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Inspect the cables and attachment points.

2.	 Inspect the balance rope.

3.	 Rig the belay system.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to the event and the 

belay system.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants

1.	 Walk across the two cables while balancing 
with the overhead rope.

2.	 Depending on the weight placed upon  
them, the cables will sink or rise beneath  
the participant’s feet.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 Ascend to the event on the same side as the 
belay rope.

2.	 Maintain near equal weight on both cables 
and move by sliding the feet along.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event
	 Secure the belay system.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event

Traverse the event while walking backward.
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Pirate’s Crossing
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objective
		  Walk across a taut lower cable while using crossed 

cables for hand support. The hand cables decrease 
in usefulness as the participant approaches the 
midway point of the traverse.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Belay system

2.	 Helmets

3.	 Gloves

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Inspect the cables and attachment points.

2.	 Rig the belay system.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to the event and  

belay system.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Participants may not use the belay rope for 

support or balance.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 The participant must climb up to the event 
on the same side of the cable as the belay 
rope falls.

2.	 Keep light tension on the belay rope 
throughout the challenge.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event
	 Secure the belay system.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event
		  Use crossover steps instead of sliding the feet  

along the cable.
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Rappel Line
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Climb to the top of a platform, then rappel  

to the ground.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Rappel ropes and rigging hardware

2.	 Helmets

3.	 Gloves

4.	 Belay system

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Rig the rappel ropes.

2.	 Rig the belay system.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element

	 Apply full body weight to rappel  
ropes and the rescue system.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 N/A

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 COPE staff sending participants down  
the rappel system must be secured to  
the platform.

2.	 Every participant on the platform must  
be secured to the platform until attached  
to the rappel rope.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the belay system.

2.	 Disable the event.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event
		  N/A

LOCKING GATE CARABINERS.

DOUBLE-LOOP FIGURE EIGHT
OR BOWLINE ON A BIGHT,
OR FIGURE EIGHT ON A BIGHT,

TIED OFF WITH A SAFETY KNOT,

IS PUT INTO CENTER OF
THE RAPPEL ROPE AND THEN

ATTACHED TO BOTH REVERSED

WITH GATES REVERSED.

TWO LOCKING CARABINERS 

NOTE:  IN THE ABSENCE OF A SEPARATE BELAY ROPE, 
A FIREMAN'S BELAY FROM BELOW MUST BE USED.

DETAIL

TWO COPPER SWAGES

FOUR CABLE CLAMPS OR

SAFETY CABLE LOOP—

BACKS UP FOR BOLT FAILURE.

(SEE DETAIL ABOVE.)

SAFETY CABLE LOOP

FIGURE EIGHT DESCENDER
IN RAPPEL MODE

Fig. 62. Double  
Rappel Line
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G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the belay system.

2.	 Remove and store the climbing rope.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event

A.	 Use the climb as an access to another high-
course event.

B.	 Climbers may use the hands only for support.

Rope Climb
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Participants grasp the rope with their hands, then 

lift their legs around the rope and climb as high as 
possible or until they reach the next event.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Large-diameter rope for climbing

2.	 Belay system

3.	 Helmets

4.	 Gloves

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Inspect the connection for security.

2.	 Inspect the condition of the rope.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to the rope.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Participants will ascend the rope by climbing 

hand over hand. They will be lowered by the 
belay rope, or will continue with the next  
high-course event.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 Spot the climber while on the lower portion 
of the rope.

2.	 Climbers must ascend the rope head first.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss the importance of setting  
personal goals.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.
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F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the belay system.

2.	 Disable the event.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event
		  N/A

Sky Walk
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Using swings, walk from one platform to the next.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Belay system

2.	 Helmets

3.	 Gloves

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Rig the event.

2.	 Rig the belay system.

3.	 Check the sky walk and belay system for 
condition, stability, and proper rigging.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to the sky walk and 

belay system.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Participants may not use the belay system for 

support or balance.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider
	 Climbers must be on belay before leaving  

the ground.
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Slack Line Traverse
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Traverse the length of the slack line, using a static 

line for balance.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Belay system

2.	 Gloves

3.	 Helmets

4.	 Static line

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Rig the event for use.

2.	 Rig the belay system.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to event and  

belay system.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Do not use the belay line for support  

or balance.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider
	 Instruct the participant to let go of the static 

line in the event of a fall.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the belay system.

2.	 Disable the event.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event

A.	 Have participants keep their eyes closed.

B.	 Challenge participants to walk forward  
or backward.

C.	 Upon reaching the other end, have participants 
return to the starting point.
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Vertical Playground
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objectives
		  Starting at the bottom of the vertical playground, 

climb as high as possible.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 Belay system

2.	 Helmets

3.	 Gloves

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Rig the vertical playground for use.

2.	 Rig the belay system.

3.	 Check the vertical playground and  
belay system for condition, stability,  
and proper rigging.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test of the Element
	 Apply full body weight to event and  

belay system.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Do not use the belay system for support  

or balance.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider
	 Climbers must be on belay before leaving  

the ground.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the belay system.

2.	 Disable the event.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event
		  N/A
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3.	 Ensure that members of the unloading team 
are clear of the zip wire’s path.

4.	 Ensure that no webbing, clothing, or long 
hair will be caught on the platform or  
zip wire.

5.	 Participants must wait for the instructor’s 
permission before they begin climbing up to 
the event or sliding down the zip wire.

F.	 Facilitation/Debriefing of Participants

1.	 Discuss reasonable and unreasonable fear.

2.	 Instill a feeling of accomplishment.

G.	 Closing the Event

1.	 Secure the climbing belay system.

2.	 Remove and store the zip pulley and static 
belay system.

3.	 Secure and store the unload equipment.

4.	 Disable the ascent to the event.

	III.	 Variations for Accomplishing the Event
		  Do not allow participants to use hands for balance 

when leaving the platform.

Zip Line
	 I.	T he Challenge and Objective
		  Slide down the zip line from the high end to the 

low end. Depending on the system, either gravity 
or a bungee brake will slow the participant at the 
end of the event, and a static belay system will pro-
tect participants as they slide.

	 II.	T asks of the Instructor

A.	 Equipment Needed

1.	 A double-wheeled zip pulley

2.	 A static belay system for front attachment 
to the harness

3.	 Trapeze and/or hand loops for balance

4.	 Bungee brake (if the system requires it)

5.	 Ladder system to unload participants  
from the cable if the system uses gravity  
for deceleration

6.	 Helmets

7.	 Gloves

B.	 Setup and Inspection of the Event

1.	 Attach the zip pulley to the zip cable.

2.	 Secure the unloading equipment.

3.	 Rig the dynamic belay system participants 
will use to reach the zip platform.

4.	 Inspect the event and safety line for proper 
rigging, condition, and stability.

C.	 Instructor’s Weight Test
	 Apply full body weight to all phases of the zip 

line system and belay system.

D.	 Issuing the Challenge to Participants
	 Participants will apply their weight to the zip 

line and ride down the cable until they come to 
a stop. There they will unhook from the static 
belay system and attach a pullback line to the 
zip line pulley, then use it to walk the pulley 
back to its starting point.

E.	 Safety Precautions to Consider

1.	 The angle of descent should not exceed  
10 degrees.

2.	 Climbers must be secured to the zip wire 
before removing the safety line.
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Site Considerations
Location
Selecting a location for a new COPE course can be 
affected by many variables. Each event must be placed 
in an appropriate setting. The impact the course will 
have upon the environment and upon future camp 
developments must be evaluated. For these and other 
reasons, a COPE director trained by the National 
Camping School as well as members of the council 
COPE/climbing committee, properties committee, 
camp ranger, and an arborist should be involved in all 
phases of selecting a COPE course site. If your council 
does not yet have a trained COPE director, your area 
director or regional office can put you in contact with 
someone who is properly qualified.

COPE course sizes vary greatly with terrain, avail-
able space, and number of events. In general, a 1-acre 
field should be set aside for warmups and games,  
and each COPE event will require a space equal to a 
circle with a radius of approximately 30 feet. Some 
activities, particularly high-course events, may need 
more room. Allowing for a separation of at least  
100 feet between events, a typical COPE course with 
twenty events will require a minimum space of about 
10 acres.

COPE courses can often be placed on land that 
does not lend itself to other developments. Use of natu-
ral contours or features can add to the beauty, intrigue, 
and challenge of some COPE events. An area that may 
in the future be needed for intensive development such 
as family camping should be passed over in favor of 
property expected to have fewer demands placed  
upon it.

Basic environmental considerations also come into 
play as a council determines a suitable COPE course. 
Power lines, vehicular traffic, and ridges exposed to gusts 
of wind or lightning should be avoided. Ecologically 
fragile areas such as wetlands, stream banks, and loca-
tions critical for wildlife should also be ruled out.

Different factors involved in choosing a site for a 
COPE course may be weighted according to their rela-
tive importance. The general requirements for a COPE 
course location are these:

●	 The course should be situated where it will receive 
maximum use throughout as much of the year  
as possible.

●	 A well-designed trail system must be planned to 
connect events as well as to allow for the partici-
pant’s access to and from the COPE course.

●	 The area must be accessible by construction equip-
ment, and by service and emergency vehicles.

●	 The area should be located so that it can be 
monitored by a camp ranger or someone who lives 
nearby to deter unauthorized use of the course.

●	 The area should be large enough to allow good 
visual and audio screening between events.

●	 Soil and vegetation should be sturdy enough to 
withstand heavy use.

●	 The course should be set apart from other camp 
activities, but placed where it can be monitored.

●	 COPE events should be designed so that they can 
be made inaccessible for unauthorized use. Make 
sure the cables, nets, and ropes of low-course 
events can be dismantled when the course is closed. 
High-course events should be constructed in such 
a way that access to them can be gained only by 
climbing ladders. With the ladders removed and 
locked away, and without any pegs or staples 
lower than 12 feet on poles and trees, climbing to 
high-course events should be virtually impossible 
even for one person “boosting” another. Install 
turnbuckles on cables for low-course events so that 
those events can be disabled.

Project COPE Course Layout
Goal
The Project COPE course layout should allow each 
group to have an individual experience without intru-
sion by other groups.

Suggested Spacing
There should be at least 100 feet between each event.

Course Design and Construction

Chapter 4
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Ideal Screening
Participants should not be able to see adjacent events. 
However, hearing the sounds of excited success from 
somewhere else in the woods is a motivating and  
welcome sound.

General Guidelines
Project COPE courses may be laid out in a variety of 
ways. Your first objective is to choose a site where 
access can be monitored and where there is no inter
ference from other program areas. Individual events 
should be spaced far enough apart so that several 
groups can participate on the course at the same time 
without affecting the experience of other groups. The 
more groups that will use the course at the same time, 
the more important it becomes to provide visual and 
audio screening between individual elements.

A well-designed trail system can help move groups 
to and from events without interfering with other 
groups and events. A group passing through one event 
on its way to another might disturb the participants 
at that event. For this reason, it is wise to have at least 
two ways to get to and from each event.

To some extent, the terrain may dictate where the 
course will go. If trees are to be used, the advice of an 
arborist in selecting suitable trees at this point in time 
can prevent you from having to make changes in the 
future. The availability of healthy and appropriately 
spaced trees can help you plan where your events will 
be placed. As part of the COPE National Standards, 
a document must be on file certifying that trees used 
for COPE elements have been inspected by a certified 
arborist or professional forester. If poles are to be used, 
the availability of suitable sites for digging holes will 
dictate where individual events are to be constructed.

Be aware of exposed rocks, natural habitats, and 
the direction and intensity of the sun. Use of natural 
shade can be quite refreshing during the hot summer 
months. Check local contacts for the frequency and 
direction of high winds. Orient your course to provide 
for the best line of sight and prevent belayers from 
looking directly into the sun.

Every COPE course also requires an activity area 
large enough to accommodate several different group 
activities at the same time. Make the activity area large 
enough to avoid significantly affecting the natural 
ground cover. If this cannot be accomplished, wood 

chips, pine needles, or some other form of ground 
cover will be necessary.

Determine the layout of the entire course before 
constructing the first element. A good way to accom-
plish this is to tentatively place a stake in the site for 
each element. Then if two sites are inadvertently placed 
too close together, one or more suitable alternative sites 
can be located and the stakes repositioned.

For a random scattering design, low and high ele-
ments are randomly dispersed throughout the area 
where suitable terrain is found for each element. 
Normally this is not the best way to lay out a COPE 
course, but some random scattering may be necessary 
to find suitable locations for each element.

The wheel design has a distinct advantage because 
the Project COPE director or instructor can choose 
the order of doing events. By assessing the needs of the 
group, the instructor can take the group to the element 
that best meets its needs at the time.

The loop design (not straight lines) can be modified 
to incorporate a main trail that winds through all of 
the elements along with spur trails or loops that lead to 
each individual element.

Random Scattering

	 Element	 Element

	 High	 High

Activity area	 Element

	 Element	 Element

Wheel

Activities

Event

Event

Event

Loop
High

Low

Start

Games
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The daisy design can help curb expenses by linking 
several elements to the same pole or tree. Each petal  
of the daisy can incorporate elements with a similar 
degree of difficulty. When several groups use the  
course at the same time, instructors can rotate groups 
between petals.

The segmented area’s design is usually a good idea 
to incorporate into any of the other designs so that 
group initiative games, low-course activities, and high-
course events are separated from one another.

Environmental Considerations
If a COPE course is constructed in a natural area and 
utilizes trees as attachment points, care of the trees will 
be both an environmental consideration and a safety 
concern. Damage to root systems can weaken and kill 
trees. Compaction of the soil around trees can severely 
hamper their ability to draw water from the earth, and 
that may also weaken or kill them. Girdling caused by 
poorly placed cables or ropes can injure the branches 
and trunks of trees and endanger COPE participants 
because of weakened anchor points and falling limbs.

Minimize soil compaction by spreading hardwood 
bark mulch (a minimum of 3 inches, and more if 
another kind of mulch is used) on all areas that will 
receive foot traffic, especially within a 30-foot radius  

of each tree. Delineate the trails between events, then 
encourage participants to stay on the trails rather  
than trampling the rest of the landscape. Limit motor 
vehicle use in the area of a COPE course to an  
absolute minimum. 

COPE course builders can further protect trees by 
painting wound dressing on any gashes in the bark 
or fresh scars from limb removal, by avoiding the use 
of tree climbing spurs, and by properly installing any 
through-bolts that will be used as anchors.

Trees used as anchors on a COPE course must 
be inspected within the past two years by a certified 
arborist or a professional forester for root damage, rot, 
insect infestations, and other developments that may 
affect their health and strength.

For the construction of most COPE events, utility 
poles can be used instead of trees. Poles are durable, 
and they can be placed exactly where they are needed. 
Like trees, periodic inspections are important to deter-
mine any changes in the condition of COPE course 
poles. BSA standards require that critical applications 
use class 1 or class 2 poles.

Laying Out a COPE Course
There are as many ways to lay out a COPE course as 
there are courses to be laid out. Each course must be 
designed to fit the surrounding terrain. The general 
considerations are:

●	 There should be an open area at the start of a 
course for warmup activities and initiative games.

●	 Consider the order of events, install those that are 
more easily accomplished at the beginning of the 
course and place those that are most difficult  
at the end.

●	 Allow at least 100 feet of separation between 
course events.

●	 Build trails at an 8 to 10 percent grade and 
install switchbacks as needed. (For information  
on building and maintaining trails, see The 
Conservation Handbook, No. 33570, or 
Fieldbook, No. 33104.)

A COPE program should provide opportunities 
for every participant to succeed as an individual and 
as a team member. When designing and constructing 
a Project COPE course, avoid the temptation of mak-
ing it bigger or more complicated than necessary. The 
higher and longer an event, the greater the construction 
and maintenance costs, and the longer participants will 
take to complete the activity. Less ambitious events 

Daisy

1

2

3 4
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Segmented Areas

High-course events

Low-course events
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often provide just as much challenge and satisfaction as 
those that are overbuilt. Effective facilitation of COPE 
events will achieve a better result than adding to the 
dimensions of the elements.

Innovations in course construction should also be 
considered with utmost care. Any activity or event  
not described in this Project COPE manual must be 
approved by the Boy Scout Camping and Conservation 
Service at the national office. Generally speaking, 
innovations should serve some new objective that can-
not be achieved with the activities described in this 
Project COPE manual. Departures from recommended 
Project COPE events could raise questions should an 
accident occur.

COPE Course Construction
The failure of any structure on a COPE course can 
have serious consequences for participants, staff mem-
bers, and observers. It is imperative, therefore, that 
strict attention be given to construction details and 
specifications. The construction of a BSA COPE course 
must follow Challenge Course Standards of the ACCT. 
The terminations (the way that the rope or cable is 
attached to the pole or the tree) fall into two catego-
ries: critical application and noncritical applications. 
Critical applications must have a backup.

To ensure high standards, it is recommended that 
councils select a qualified professional challenge course 
builder to construct the elements.

However, after considering the construction 
challenges, available time, and the personalities of 
council volunteers and staff members, it might be more 
prudent to hire a professional ropes course builder to 
install your COPE course. Investigate the background 
and experience of a potential installer, and be certain 
that the one you choose is reliable, honest, and well-
regarded. Some of the factors to check on are:

●	 If the installer is a member of ACCT

●	 If the installer is a professional challenge 
course builder

●	 Number of years in business

●	 Experience building ropes courses

●	 The names of other customers you can contact 
as references

●	 Proof of general and product liability insurance

●	 Proof of coverage by workers’ compensation 
for employees

●	 Proof of any contractor or builder licenses that 
may be required in your area

●	 A warranty guaranteeing the quality of the 
finished job

Anyone building a COPE course must strictly 
follow the Challenge Course Installation Standards 
written by the Association for Challenge Course 
Technology (ACCT). These standards have been 
adopted by the Boy Scouts of America as the standard 
by which BSA COPE courses are to be built.

In addition to using the Challenge Course 
Installation Standards, COPE course builders should 
follow these additional guidelines:

●	 All belay anchor lines (stretched above COPE 
course elements, these are the overhead cables to 
which a belay is attached) must be a minimum of  
9 feet above the traversing wire or beam.

●	 All tires used in elements on COPE courses should 
be bias-ply. If a steel-belted radial tire is used, make 
sure that there are no exposed metal fibers. Use a 
rubber sealant to cover exposed metal fibers.

●	 Tires used for the Porthole or Vertical Playground 
should be 20- to 22-inch truck tires. Tires used  
on the Tire Traverse should be 14- to 16-inch  
automobile tires.

●	 All anchor bolts used on a COPE course must be at 
least 5⁄8 inch, drop-forged, and rust-resistant, with a 
breaking strength of at least 51 kiloNewtons (about 
11,500 pounds).

Tools and Hardware for COPE 
Course Construction
Builders working with the cables, ropes, and bolts of 
a COPE course will encounter certain tools and hard-
ware not always found on general construction sites. 
Among the most useful are the following:

Construction Tools
	 1.	 Cable Cutter. A quality cable cutter will cleanly 

sever a cable so that it can be used with cable 
fittings. For COPE course construction, select  
a cable cutter made to cut 3⁄8-inch 7 x 19 
aircraft cable.

	 2.	 Swaging Tool. The swaging tool joins two pieces 
of cable by compressing a swage onto them.
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	 3.	 Chain Puller. A chain puller is used to tighten 
cables. A cable ratchet winch can also be used for 
this purpose.

	 4.	H avens Grip. A camming device used to secure a 
cable or rope to a second cable. The Havens grip 
is often used along with a chain puller or ratchet 
winch to tighten a cable.

	 5.	H ook. A dead-end puller for tightening a cable 
running through a strandvise.

	 6.	 Power Auger. A power auger with an 11⁄16-inch bit 
is a must if course construction requires drilling 
holes through trees or treated poles.

Construction Hardware
All hardware must be rust-resistant.

	 1.	A ngled Thimbled Eyebolt (ATEB). An ATEB is 
designed with an angled eye to carry the weight 
of loads pulling downward from an anchor point 
at a 45 degree angle. This is a good choice for 
attaching guy cables to poles or trees.

	 2.	T himbled Eyebolt (TEB). Developed to carry 
straight loads in trees or on poles, the TEB has 
a contoured head that prevents a cable running 
through it from kinking, bending, or spreading.

	 3.	 Nut Eyebolt. Placed all the way through a tree 
or pole, the nut eyebolt provides a dependable 
anchor for a belay or element connector.

	 4.	 Machine Bolt. Machine bolts have many uses 
on COPE courses, including fastening together 
beams for low-course events and securing the 
components of platforms.

	 5.	R ound Washer. This basic or oversized washer is 
used on many of the bolts incorporated in COPE 
course structures.

	 6.	 Fishplate. If a round washer is not large enough, 
the 21⁄4-by-21⁄4-inch fishplate may be just right.

	 7.	T unaplate. The 4-by-4-inch tunaplate washer fills 
in where fishplates are too small.

	 8.	 Curved Square Washer. The slight curve of this 
21⁄4-by-21⁄4-inch washer fits against the contour of 
a power pole.

	 9.	T wo-Coil Lock Washer. This galvanized, 5⁄8-inch 
coiled washer ensures the tightness of a nut 
installed on a utility pole or on lumber. It is not 
necessary for installing bolts through trees.

	10.	 Copper Oval Sleeve/Swage. These metal sleeves 
are installed with a swaging tool to join two 
pieces of cable. Only copper sleeves are allowed. 
Zinc-plated copper is preferred. The land sur-
face area of the swaging tool will determine the 
required number of crimps. Follow the manu-
facturer’s recommendations for the number of 
crimps required on each swage.

	11.	 Serving Sleeve. The metal serving sleeve fits over 
the end of a clamped cable to prevent the cable 
wires from fraying. A serving sleeve should be 
used wherever the cable end might be touched by 
the hand or foot of a participant.

	12.	 Fist Grip. A fist grip is a clamp for joining 
together two sections of cable without damaging 
the cable. Fist grips are a good choice for cables 
that must be adjusted periodically because they 
reduce the stress on a cable.

	13.	 Cable Clamps (Crosby Clips). These drop-forged, 
galvanized U-bolt clamps, also called wire rope 
clips, securely clamp together two pieces of cable. 
They should not be confused the less expensive 
malleable type of clamp that is not acceptable for 
use on COPE courses.

		  Always follow the manufacturer’s recommenda-
tions. Two cable clamps are required for 3⁄8-inch 
7-by-19 GAC (galvanized aircraft cable).

	14.	 Strandvise. The strandvise is a strong, easily 
installed end connection for cables. To prevent 
the cable from accidentally slipping, a strandvise 
must be backed up.

	15.	 Staples. Staples used on COPE courses come in a 
variety of sizes: 3⁄8-inch diameter staples are used 
for light attachments such as a Spider’s Web, a 
maze, or to keep loops from drooping; 1⁄2-inch 
diameter staples come in 6-inch and 8-inch lengths 
and can be used for a staple climb on a tree or a 
pole. Staples must not be used in place of through 
bolts to secure belay, foot, or activity cables.

	16.	 Shoulder Lag Eye Screw. This galvanized, forged, 
threaded eye screw can be used as an anchor that 
does not support a person’s weight.

	17.	 Lag Screw. A 1⁄2-inch hex-headed screw used for 
attaching sections of lumber for platforms or hori-
zontal wall supports to tree trunks or utility poles.

	18.	T urnbuckles. As connectors between cables and 
anchors, turnbuckles make it easy to put up, 
tighten, and dismantle many COPE course events.
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	19.	R apid Links. Rapid links are strong, inexpensive 
connectors with specific uses in setting up COPE 
course elements.

	20.	T himbles. A thimble shields from abrasion the 
inside of an eye formed in a rope or cable. For 
cable, use the same size thimble as cable size. 
(Find the dimension stamped inside each thimble.) 
For rope, use a thimble one size smaller than 
the rope’s diameter. Keep in mind that there are 
heavy-duty and light-duty thimbles. The heavy-
duty thimbles have thicker walls and work better 
on challenge courses. Light-duty thimbles will 
deform under tension.

	21.	 Cable Drops. The cable drop allows a vertical 
swing rope to be fixed at a point on a horizont- 
al cable.

	22.	 Universal Snaps. These steel snap link devices 
are primarily used on a COPE course to attach a 
spider’s web to its anchor trees or poles.
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Ropes

Specifications
All cordage used for climbing (climbing ropes, acces-
sory cord, and webbing) must be designed for climbing 
and used according to the manufacturer’s recommen-
dations. All dynamic climbing ropes must be UIAA- or 
CE-approved. All static ropes used for rappelling must 
have a tensile strength (breaking strength) rating of at 
least 22.2 kiloNewtons (5,000 pounds) when new. A 
diameter of 7⁄16 inch or 11 millimeters is recommended 
for static rappelling ropes; every climbing rope must 
have a minimum diameter of 10.5 millimeters. All 
ropes and nylon webbing must be new when procured. 
Use of three-strand rope is prohibited. Webbing must 
be designed for climbing and must have a minimum 
breaking strength of 15.6 kiloNewtons (3,500 pounds) 
when new.

Both dynamic and static ropes are acceptable for 
most dynamically belayed elements. Dynamic rope or 
another shock-absorbing system is recommended for 
reducing the force generated during diving activities 
such as jumping from the confidence pole.

Care and Maintenance
●	 Rope Inspection
	 Before each day’s use, perform an inch-by-inch 

hand and eye inspection of every rope. Search for 
cuts or abrasions, puffs of fiber, soft or hard spots, 
lumps, dirt, petroleum or chemical contamination, 
or fused areas that are smooth and slick. Retire any 
rope that is of questionable reliability. Tie a figure 
eight on a bight at one end of the line to indicate 
that the rope has been inspected. 

●	 General Rope Care
—	To prevent them from fraying, fuse the ends of a 

new rope by holding them above a flame. Take 
care not to apply heat to any other portion of 
the rope. Perform an inch-by-inch hand and eye 
inspection of every belay rope before each day 
of use.

—	Never step on a rope. Dirt ground into the 
fibers can damage and weaken the rope.

—	Never drag a rope along the ground. Rock crys-
tals can work into a rope and slowly damage 
the fibers.

—	Never allow a rope to run over any sharp edge, 
especially if the rope is bearing a load.

—	Never run a rope over another nylon rope  
or webbing. Friction between the two may 
generate enough heat to melt the fibers.

—	Never leave a rope stretched or under tension 
for an extended period of time.

—	Keep rope dry, if possible, and air-dry wet rope 
before storing it. Wet ropes have a lower mini-
mum breaking strength.

—	Nylon itself will not mildew, but organic mate-
rials such as lichen and mosses may become 
attached to the rope and produce mildew, which 
deteriorates rope.

—	Prolonged exposure to ultraviolet rays will 
cause a rope to deteriorate. While normal use in 
sunlight will cause some harm to nylon ropes, 
they should not be stored in direct sunlight.

—	Keep rope away from acids, alkalines, oils,  
spirits, gasoline, and lacquer thinners with the 
potential to destroy rope fibers.

—	Rope can be washed to remove dirt and rock 
crystals that might shorten its useful life. Wash 
a soiled rope in warm water with a mild soap 
such as Woolite or Ivory, then thoroughly rinse 
the rope and air-dry it before storing it or using 
it again.

●	 Examining the Rope
	 Thoroughly examine a rope immediately after any 

of the following occurs:
—	It has held a fall more severe than that  

associated with normal belaying of the  
high-course elements.

—	It has been hit by a falling rock, branch,  
or other object.

—	It has been subjected to sudden strain while 
passing over a sharp edge.

Equipment

Chapter 5
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Storing Ropes
Remove any knots from a rope. If it is dry, coil the 
rope for storage using the mountaineer’s coil or  
a rope bag. If the rope is wet, hang it loosely and  
let it air dry.

Do not hang a rope over sharp nails, near sources 
of heat, close to petroleum products or chemicals, or in 
a dirty area such as the trunk of a car.

Avoid battery acid. Don’t transport ropes in the 
trunk of an automobile where a battery has been 
stored or transported.

Webbing
Nylon webbing may be used for seat harnesses and  
for tying belayers into anchors. Anchor systems must 
have a breaking strength of at least 22.2 kiloNewtons 
(5,000 pounds). Webbing may be doubled to meet this 
requirement. Webbing will generally be subjected to 
less force in a belayed fall than will the rope, but the 
amount of force to which the webbing is subjected can 
still be considerable.

Treat webbing with the same care as you do rope. 
Keep it clean, don’t step on it, and avoid prolonged 
exposure to sunlight. Soiled webbing can be washed 
with mild soap and allowed to air dry.

When to Retire Climbing  
Rope or Webbing
Climbing rope, webbing, and harnesses should  
be retired when any one of these circumstances  
has occurred:

●	 You do not know the history of a rope, or the rope 
was used by persons you suspect may not have 
taken proper care of it. Ensure that ropes are prop-
erly identified and logs are current and complete.

●	 The rope shows obvious signs of excessive sheath 
abrasion. Damage from carabiner gates, sharp 
edges, and rough rock surfaces, and glazing from 
fast rappels and sheath slippage should also be 
watched for. If the rope’s sheath is badly glazed, 
excessively abraded (more than half of the outer 
sheath yarns are broken), or showing through to 
the core, it is time to retire it.

	 It is important to take measures to protect the 
rope, especially where it is prone to abrasion. 
Always take care to rig the rope safely and pad 
any places where it could be cut or abraded. Avoid 
dragging the rope from side to side under tension 
as the rock may abrade or saw through it. Dirt 

and mud also contribute to shortening the life of a 
rope. A rope under tension will abrade much more 
quickly than one that is not.

●	 Soft, hollow, or lumpy spots can be felt on the 
rope. This is a sign of internal core damage. If  
any of these are found, the rope should be retired. 
Lack of uniform diameter or a visible change in 
diameter resembling an hourglass shape is also a 
sign of damage.

	 Often the 10 or 20 feet of rope on either end will 
wear out before the rest of the rope. It is acceptable 
to remove these damaged ends and continue to use 
the rest of the rope. Remember that repeated falls 
take a toll on the entire rope, so removing worn 
ends is not the same as replacing the rope.

●	 The rope is excessively stiff from use and age. 
This can make a rope difficult to knot and handle.

●	 The rope has come into contact with any com-
pounds containing acids, alkalis, oxidizing agents, 
or bleaching compounds. Unless the chemical is 
specifically known to be harmless, it should be 
considered a contaminant. Be especially careful to 
avoid battery acid or fumes.

●	 The rope has been subjected to the kind of over-
load for which it was not designed. 

●	 The rope was used for purposes other than belay-
ing or rappelling.

●	 The rope has reached the life expectancy as indi-
cated by the manufacturer. It is simply worn out 
from use.

●	 It has been used for more than 400 jumps or 
stressful challenge events, such as the Confidence 
Pole and Flying Squirrel.

●	 Puffs of internal fiber can be seen protruding 
from the cover (mantle) at any point along a 
kernmantle rope.

Commercial Seat Harnesses  
and Tied-Seat Harnesses
Commercial seat harnesses are recommended for  
use on COPE courses. (For more on commercial  
seat harnesses and tied-seat harnesses, see the section 
on Belaying in chapter 3.)

●	 Avoid contact with sharp objects.

●	 Double-check the condition and security of anchor 
rings, water knots, and any stitching.
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●	 Before use, inspect visually and by touch the 
condition of each harness and the webbing to  
be used for tied-seat harnesses.

●	 After being put on, harnesses, slings, and tied-seat 
harnesses must be checked by at least one COPE 
instructor, and again by the belayer at each high-
course event.

●	 One-inch webbing is suitable for seat harnesses.

Pulleys
Pulleys used to support a participant on a COPE 
course must have a rated breaking strength of at least 
5,000 pounds and be backed up. Any pulley used on  
a cable must have a steel sheave. Inspect pulleys before 
and after each use for signs of wear.

Carabiners
A carabiner is a device used to secure a COPE partici-
pant to a belay rope, or to attach a belay rope to an 
anchor or belay cable. COPE specifications require that

●	 Only locking or multiple-locking carabiners be used.

●	 Carabiners or rapid links that will be used on a 
steel cable must also be made of steel. Aluminum 
carabiners are acceptable for other uses.

●	 Carabiners and rapid links must have a minimum 
breaking strength of at least 22.2 kiloNewtons 
(5,000 pounds).

Care and Maintenance
●	 Do not drop carabiners or throw them on the 

ground or any hard surface. Impact could cause 
stress cracks not noticeable to the naked eye.

●	 Inspect carabiners for excessive wear, cracks, rust 
formation, deformities, and improperly closing 
gates or locking mechanisms.

●	 When in use, carabiner gates should always be 
locked and each carabiner positioned so that  
the gate is turned down and away from the  
participant’s body.

Belay Devices
Appropriate commercially made belay devices are all 
acceptable devices as long as instructors are knowledge-
able and experienced in their use.

●	 Avoid dropping belay devices.

●	 Use of three-strand rope is prohibited.

Lobster Claws
A dynamic belay is much preferred over these static 
belay devices. In some cases, a static belay may be 
necessary, however.

The device referred to as lobster claws consists of 
1⁄2-inch or larger multiline (stronger and adjustable) 
with prusik knots.

A shock-absorbing device must be used for self-
belay applications, and should be used only by a 
Project COPE staff member.

Helmets
For high-course activities, UIAA-, CE-, or ASTM- 
quality climbing helmets, designed to protect a climber 
from falling objects and swinging impacts, must be 
used. They must have a chin strap that is secured when 
in use by participants. A distinctive color used for the 
helmets of staff members will help provide immediate 
identification.

Any helmet that has been exposed to impact should 
be inspected.

Color-Coding Equipment
Color-coding the equipment to be used on each high-
course event will assure that gear is not mixed up while 
in storage or on the course. Establish a distinctive 
color for each event—red for Giant’s Ladder, blue for 
Balance Beam, yellow for Two-Cable Traverse, etc.

Use colored tape or paint on the sealed ends of 
belaying ropes and a stripe of paint on pulleys, carabi-
ners, and other hardware used on an event. An inven-
tory of the items needed for each event will ensure that 
nothing is forgotten when gear is moved to and from 
the course.

Rope, hardware, and other items too worn for 
further use must be retired from the COPE course and 
removed from inventory and the COPE storage area. 
Some of this gear—rope, in particular—can be used 
elsewhere in camp. Retired equipment including web-
bing should be destroyed, and retired rope should be 
cut into lengths of 12 feet or shorter.

Storage
Proper storage and handling of equipment will 
substantially increase the life span of that equipment. 
All items on the COPE course that are potentially 
dangerous and can be easily reached by an unsuper-
vised person should be removed from the course daily. 
For most low-course elements, this can be accomplished 
with a turnbuckle that is removed when the COPE 
course is closed. These items must be stored in an 
orderly fashion in a secured area. Ropes,  
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webbing, and climbing hardware should also be stored 
in a neat, orderly fashion in an area where they will  
not be contaminated by dirt or grit or be exposed to 
direct sunlight.

A separate area for storage of COPE equipment 
should be established in a camp storage building. Only 
the COPE director and instructors should be allowed 
access to this room. The room should have no windows 
and it should be in a dry area. Provisions should be 
made for hanging coiled ropes and webbing. Individual 
ropes should be tagged or color-coded according  

to the event for which they are used. Tubs, tote boxes,  
or plastic garbage cans for sorting and transporting  
the equipment to and from the course will help control 
equipment loss and keep the equipment in the best 
possible condition.

A permanent display of worn equipment (ropes, 
carabiners, figure eights, webbing, etc.) permanently 
secured to a display board in the storeroom will help 
the instructors know what to look for as they inspect 
equipment for daily wear. Any equipment in the same or 
worse condition as that in the display should be retired.



175

Program Equipment
●	 Carabiners
	 Check for:

—	Excessive wear
—	Cracks
—	Sharp edges
—	Rust
—	Deformities
—	Improperly closing gates or locking mechanisms

●	 Belay Devices
	 Check for:

—	Cracks
—	Sharp edges
—	Signs of crushing or bending
—	Excessive wear
—	Intact self-anchor cord

●	 Seat Harness
	 Check for:

—	Intact buckles, connections
—	Cuts
—	Ripped seams
—	Discoloration from chemicals
—	Hardening or stiffness
—	Excessive wear
—	Older than seven years

●	 Webbing and Belay Systems
	 Check for:

—	Security of fixed knots
—	Cuts, fraying, abrasions
—	Excessive wear
—	Chemical damage or exposure
—	Soft or hard spots
—	Lumps, dirt, and fused areas
—	Older than five years

●	 Ropes
	 Check for:

—	Cuts, fraying, and abrasions
—	Excessive wear
—	Chemical damage or exposure
—	Soft or hard spots
—	Lumps, dirt, and fused areas
—	Older than five years

●	 Helmets
	 Check for:

—	Intact suspension systems
—	Secure chin straps
—	Cracks
—	General sanitation (use the sniff test)
—	Manufacturer’s expiration date

●	 First-Aid Equipment
	 Check for:

—	Complete medical contents
—	Emergency and Rescue Procedures sheet
—	Accident/“Close Call” Report
—	Emergency communication means

Course Events and Structures
●	 Hardware
	 Check for:

—	Broken, loose, or rusted lag screws, nuts, bolts
—	Loose cable clips
—	Missing cable clips

●	 Cable and Chains
	 Check for:

—	Splinters, barbs, or jagged edges
—	Kinks
—	Excessive rust
—	Signs of wear
—	Slippage at connections
—	Stretching

●	 Intermediate Attachments
	 Check for:

—	Excessive corrosion or rust
—	Looseness 
—	Damage

●	 Ladders
	 Check for:

—	Rungs solidly secured
—	Splintered, cracked, or cut rungs
—	Bent or jammed steps, rails, or extension 

mechanisms
—	End loops solidly secured

●	 Ground
	 Check for:

—	Rocks
—	Adequate ground cover
—	Fallen branches
—	Debris, garbage
—	Pine cones
—	Glass
—	Other dangerous objects
—	Insects

●	 Trees
	 Check for:

—	Inspection by a certified arborist or professional 
forester within the past two years

—	Signs of decay

Safety Inspection
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—	Cracks
—	Cuts
—	Overhanging branches that could fall or 

interfere with COPE activities

●	 Wooden Structures
	 Check for:

—	Signs of decay
—	Cracks
—	Splinters
—	Sounding test using a 2-pound hammer
—	Cuts
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Maintenance of a  
Challenge Course
Proper maintenance of the Project COPE course is 
critical to the safe operation of the challenge  
course program.

The COPE course maintenance schedule is divided 
into two levels of safety inspections to ensure against 
acute problems that have arisen since the last use of the 
event, and from the long-term wear and deterioration 
caused by program use and exposure to stresses such 
as weather.

Daily Inspection
The first level for safety inspection must occur just 
before the use of an event or apparatus, and is done by 
the COPE director or instructor who will facilitate a 
group through a challenge. This investigation reviews 
the conditions of the environment around the event, 
the soundness of the structure, and the condition of 
the equipment to be used during the activity. The event 
and apparatus must pass both a visual inspection and 
a leader’s weight test to ensure that the activity will be 
safe for participants.

COPE instructors or the director should follow 
a written checklist that includes specific points to be 
inspected on each event. The instructor or director 
does not open an event until every item on the checklist 
has been found to be in satisfactory condition.

Committee Inspection
At least twice a year the council COPE/climbing com-
mittee must inspect the entire COPE course for safety 
and maintenance concerns, as well as program needs.

Annual Inspection
The second level of safety inspection is composed of 
semiannual course inspections made by an NCS-trained 
COPE course inspector who is not a staff member of 
the course being evaluated. These inspections should 
identify gradually developing problems that might not 
be noticed by regular staff members.

The COPE inspector making the semiannual 
inspection should be accompanied by the director of 
that COPE course and by other members of the council’s 
COPE/climbing committee. Following the inspection, 
the Project COPE director and the committee members 
will ensure that the inspector’s suggestions are followed 
in order to maintain the course according to National 
Standards for Project COPE Courses developed by the 
Boy Scouts of America. The inspector, director, and 
committee members should prepare a report docu-
menting any needed repairs, and then add written 
confirmation when each repair has been made.

The semiannual inspection reviews a course against 
National Standards for Project COPE Courses in the 
following nine areas:

●	 Program site

●	 Construction and environment aspects

●	 Program equipment

●	 Program administration

●	 Staff qualifications and training

●	 Participant perquisites

●	 COPE course orientation

●	 Program safety procedures

●	 First-aid and emergency procedures

Professional Challenge Course  
Builder Inspection
Project COPE course installations must be inspected 
immediately following construction by volunteers and 
at least once every four years by a professional chal-
lenge course builder. Documentation must be available 
that specifies that all newly constructed courses or ele-
ments were built to ACCT standards.

Course Maintenance, Inspection, 
and Record Keeping

Chapter 6
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Record Keeping
Records must be kept on all aspects of a Project COPE 
program. These records can provide valuable informa-
tion for future program planning, and for accurate 
management of equipment and maintenance of the 
course. One format for keeping COPE records is a 
loose-leaf binder divided into sections for various types 
of information. Pages can be added over time. Councils 
may also be able to draw upon the skills of computer-
literate volunteers to set up computer programs for 
maintaining COPE course records.

Project COPE records have three major sections:

●	 The first section tracks the use of expendable 
supplies such as ropes, carabiners, figure eights, 
and webbing. For each item, write down the size, 
type, brand name, supplier, and date of original 
purchase or initial service. Maintain usage records 
monitoring how long an item has been in use,  
how often it has been used, how many hours it  
has been exposed to sunlight, and how many 
stresses it has sustained.

●	 The second section contains the outcome of each 
semiannual inspection, noting results, maintenance 
recommendations, and the verification that recom-
mended maintenance has been completed.

●	 The third section contains records relative to 
participants and staff members. It is made up of 
rosters and dates of participants, records of acci-
dents or close calls, Medical Information/Informed 
Consent forms, evaluations of and suggestions for 
participants, staff debriefing records, and a log of 
maintenance performed on course elements.

The record keeping procedures for a Project  
COPE program should be reviewed during each  
semiannual inspection, and a written report of the 
inspector’s evaluation filed with the council’s COPE/
climbing committee.

Proper use, care, and storage of COPE course 
equipment will ensure the longest useful life. Even  
so, some materials and structures must be replaced  
at set intervals. Follow the established replacement 
schedule developed by the Association for Challenge 
Course Technology and in the national standards for 
Project COPE.
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Selection of Staff Members
A Project COPE director/low course director (lead 
instructor) must be at least 21 years old and hold a 
current training card from a National Camping School 
(within five camping seasons) as a Project COPE direc-
tor/low course director (lead instructor). A low course 
director (lead instructor) manages the low course in 
the same way that a director manages the entire COPE 
program. A COPE director/low course director (lead 
instructor) must have been an active participant on a 
Project COPE course at least once within the past six 
months. If the COPE director/low course director  
(lead instructor) has not been an active COPE course 
participant within the last six months, the person should 
participate on a COPE course under a currently certi-
fied director to refresh expertise and to be retrained.

Project COPE instructors must be at least 18 years 
of age and should be safety-conscious, capable teachers. 
They must exercise good judgment and dependability, 
and relate well both to youth and adults. By fulfilling 
the requirements below under the supervision of a  
current NCS-trained COPE director or low course 
director (lead instructor), a candidate will be certified 
for two years as COPE instructor in the local council. 
The candidate must be retrained every two years in 
order to continue as a COPE instructor, and do  
the following:

1.	 In the role of a participant, complete all COPE 
activities and events the candidate will be asked  
to instruct.

2.	 Observe a trained COPE director supervising a group 
of participants going through a COPE program.

3.	 Take part in a simulated rescue exercise on each 
high-course event before instructing participants 
engaged in that event.

4.	 Under the supervision of a currently trained COPE 
director/low course director (lead instructor), lead 
a group of participants through a COPE program at 
least once.

5.	 Be a registered member of the Boy Scouts of America.

Project COPE instructors in training (IIT) must be 
at least 16 years of age, graduates of a Project COPE 
program, and have received Project COPE program 
training. Whenever they are assisting participants, 
instructors in training must be under the direct super
vision of a trained Project COPE instructor or director.

Leadership Skills
A COPE course is a series of trust-building activities 
and individual events. Each activity and event chal-
lenges a group to work as a team in order to achieve 
results based upon concrete, preplanned objectives. 
Staff members do not participate in activities or events, 
but function as facilitators. Their goal is to assist each 
group in becoming a cohesive, effective team.

The style and attitude of staff members has a great 
influence on how participants perceive their experience. 
Every effort must be made to keep participants relaxed, 
comfortable, and involved, and to maintain a setting 
that is pleasant and enjoyable.

The team concept is the central focus of any COPE 
course activity. Staff members should repeatedly 
encourage the development of teamwork. An effective 
way to do this is to take all conflicts, criticisms, and 
decisions directly to the entire team, and to assist the 
group in working out solutions to these issues. COPE 
staff members should avoid imposing their own deci-
sions on a group, instead leaving it to the group to 
come up with its own solutions. Staff members should 
also avoid using nonverbal cues to influence a group’s 
decision-making process, and take care not to put 
people on the spot.

The COPE program of learning is structured so a 
group completes an activity or event and then takes 
time to reflect on what it has learned. This action-
reflection model proceeds through the following steps:

1.	 Facilitators clearly explain an activity or event and 
its objectives, giving specific instructions for any 
belaying or spotting that may be required. If pos-
sible, facilitators will also demonstrate how to do 
the activity or event safely.

2.	 The group begins the activity or event.

Staffing and Leadership

Chapter 7
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3.	 Facilitators observe passively, watching especially 
for safety concerns.

4.	 The group finishes the activity or event, or a facilita-
tor calls time.

5.	 Facilitators help group members discuss the feelings 
they had about themselves and one another while 
they were participating in the activity or event.

6.	 Group members summarize what they have learned 
about themselves and the team, and how their new 
knowledge can be applied to other events.

Staff Training
The National Standards for Boy Scout Camps specifies 
that when Project COPE is offered in a camp, a mini-
mum of three days of specialized training are required 
for COPE instructors and instructors in training. This 
training is usually incorporated into the camp’s nor-
mal summer camp staff training with a specific COPE 
training schedule developed around the general needs 
of the camp.

In a program of such high excitement and high 
morale, the COPE director must avoid the dangers 
that can arise when the COPE staff members consider 
themselves to be elite members of the camp staff. To 
avoid this, the COPE director might coordinate with 
the camp director for an opportunity for all camp staff 
members to participate in the COPE experience to help 
foster teamwork and staff morale within the entire 
camp staff. Wearing of carabiners or webbing around 
camp should be strongly discouraged.

Each COPE instructor and instructor in training 
should complete all parts of the training to ensure an 
understanding of the aims, methods, procedures, and 
philosophy of Project COPE. Care should be taken 
when training the COPE staff to avoid any shortcuts 
that could jeopardize anyone’s understanding and 
respect of safety guidelines and procedures. Each local 
BSA council that conducts year-round Project COPE 
programs should provide regular COPE training ses-
sions to ensure adequate staffing for the program.

The schedule that follows may be altered to fit 
specific situations facing each council, but every com-
ponent must be conducted in the sequence suggested 
and be covered during a three-day training program.

Learning Objectives
By the end of training, each instructor should be  
able to

●	 Explain the purpose of Project COPE and how it 
relates to the aims and methods of Scout camping 
and the personal development of a Scout.

●	 Understand instructor responsibilities as a COPE 
staff member before, during, and after the use of 
the COPE course.

●	 Demonstrate a mastery of each activity and event 
the instructor will be qualified to instruct.

●	 Identify each item of equipment used on the COPE 
course, and show how each one is inspected, put 
into kits, rigged, used, disassembled, inventoried, 
and stored.

●	 Tie the knots, hitches, and Swiss seat used on the 
COPE course.

●	 Rig each activity or event for daily use, inspect 
standing gear, make any necessary minor 
adjustments, and secure each activity or event  
at day’s end.

●	 Demonstrate the safety precautions to be used with 
each COPE course activity or event.

●	 Explain the need for organizing participants into a 
buddy system.

●	 Explain the methods, procedures, and techniques 
used to motivate a participant or group in a non-
competitive manner through each activity or event.

●	 Explain how variations of an activity or event 
can be used to make it more suitable for certain 
groups.

●	 Explain the significance of the fantastic tales asso-
ciated with each COPE activity and event, and 
relate the stories with conviction.

●	 Demonstrate an ability to work with the rest of the 
COPE staff as a team.

●	 Acting as instructor, lead a team of participants 
through each activity and event on the COPE 
course, applying the skills learned during training.

●	 Evaluate one’s own performance as an instructor 
on the course, make corrections where needed, and 
recognize his or her limitations and operate within 
his or her capabilities.

●	 Recognize his or her limitations and operate within 
his or her level of ability and comfort zone.
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Day One
1.	 Discuss the COPE philosophy.

a.	 COPE is not a form of obstacle course. There 
is no time limit for an activity or event, and the 
pass-fail concept does not apply. Each individual 
or group should decide how far to go with any 
activity or event. If a participant decides not to 
proceed, that is always all right. It is the individ-
ual’s decision, and it must be respected by COPE 
staff members and by all other participants.

b.	 Each activity or event involves a series of deci-
sions on the part of an individual or a group.

c.	 Each participant is guided through an activity 
or event with a series of supportive questions 
such as, “Why don’t you at least stand on the 
platform and see what you think?” or “Why 
not start up the ladder and go only as far as you 
want to?” or “How about taking the first step 
on the ladder?” For some participants, simply 
attempting an activity or event will be a great 
success for them, even if it means nothing more 
than touching the equipment. Acknowledge all 
successes, regardless of the level.

d.	 There is nothing wrong with being afraid. A goal 
of COPE is to help participants recognize what 
they fear and then deal with it by understanding 
it and proceeding in spite of it. Count every bit 
of progress by a participant in a fearful situation 
as a success.

e.	 All team members must be fully supportive of 
one another. Every success should be encouraged 
and applauded by the team. “Way to go!” and 
“Look how far you got!” or “Good effort!” and 
similar responses are appropriate. COPE staff 
members can help a team understand that no 
one is ever a chicken, a quitter, or a failure.

f.	 Explain that the buddy plan for Project COPE 
is not unlike that for an aquatics program. Each 
buddy is responsible for a partner. The buddy 
offers encouragement and help, and looks out 
for a partner’s best interests.

g.	 Scouting is charged with promoting courage, 
initiative, and self-reliance. COPE activities and 
events form an ideal framework for this task.

h.	 Use the Scout Oath and Law as the basis for 
establishing an appropriate attitude toward 
participating in COPE events. Participants may 
approach events with the idea that “On my 
honor I will do my best . . . ” Team members  

can be encouraged to support one another 
because a Scout is . . . helpful, friendly, kind, 
cheerful, and brave.

2.	 Discuss the responsibilities of the COPE staff.

a.	 The COPE staff is responsible for conducting a 
safe, rewarding experience for COPE participants 
in accordance with the goals and standards for 
Project COPE and the BSA. All training is aimed 
at preparing every staff member to fulfill this 
duty to the best of the individual’s ability.

b.	 COPE staff members maintain safety and fol-
low safe procedures. Staff members must be on 
guard for any unsafe situation and never assume 
that someone else will take care of it.

c.	 COPE staff members reinforce the COPE philos-
ophy among the participants. Instructors guide 
participants in seeing how the philosophy can 
help them deal with problems, build self-esteem, 
and foster group spirit. Be a role model for them.

d.	 COPE staff members present information,  
ideas, and opportunities to participants using 
good communication skills and a thorough 
understanding of the program and its activities 
and events.

e.	 COPE staff members set up and take down the 
course, inspect course events and equipment 
before each day’s use, log equipment use, repair 
events and equipment, and report any problems 
to the COPE director. While these tasks may 
sometimes seem tedious, they are an essential 
means for staff members to ensure the safety of 
the program.

f.	 COPE staff members give aid in an emergency 
(accident or injury).

g.	 Staff members know each day what their specific 
duties are. They keep the day moving without 
having to stop and ask, “Now what do I do?”

	 Each COPE staff member will have different 
strengths and weaknesses. By recognizing these, 
the staff member can help run the program while 
developing personal skills. No one is expected 
to be an expert in all areas, but all members are 
expected to help to the best of their abilities.

	 This training is only the start. All the skills and 
procedures must be practiced and used repeat-
edly to build proficiency and confidence. Staff 
members are responsible for improving their 
own skill level.
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3.	 Review methods for evaluating participant health 
histories and medical exams.

	 Explain how staff members should ask each indi
vidual how the person feels the day of the COPE 
program. Any participant who is not feeling well  
or has a condition that might limit performance 
should be cautioned to participate only in what the 
individual feels capable of attempting. Remember, 
however, that make-believe illness or injury is a sign 
of fear. If the condition is not obvious, the partici-
pant should stay with the group on the course but 
only participate where the individual feels comfort-
able. In the case of make-believe illness or injury,  
a miraculous “cure” often takes place as the par
ticipant becomes interested and feels challenged by 
the program.

4.	 Tour the course if staff members are not already 
familiar with it. Be sure each staff member knows 
the location of every event and of the equipment 
associated with it.

5.	 Review COPE equipment.

a.	 Review the contents of the first-aid kit. Discuss 
common injuries and how they should be han-
dled. Review the emergency evaluation plan.

b.	 Explain and demonstrate the use of each piece  
of COPE equipment: carabiners, figure eight, 
belaying rope, webbing, pulleys, helmets, gloves, 
pliers, wire clamps, wrenches, etc.

c.	 Demonstrate how each piece of equipment should 
be checked out at the beginning of a COPE pro-
gram and checked back in at its completion.

d.	 Explain how certain items used for high-course 
events are color-coded.

e.	 Demonstrate how to assemble kits for each 
activity and event by using a checklist. Each staff 
member should make up one or more kits to be 
used on the second day of training.

f.	 Demonstrate how rope is measured, cut to 
proper length, heat-sealed, and marked for an 
event. Explain how rope use is logged, when 
a rope must be retired, and how a retired rope 
should be marked or cut up.

g.	 Discuss how, under the supervision of the COPE 
director, staff members are to prepare new rope.

h.	 Organize the equipment for transport to the 
COPE course for the next training session.

Day Two
1.	 Move the staff and equipment to the COPE course, 

and organize the group into buddies.

2.	 Ask participants to remove rings, jewelry, wrist-
watches, bulky items from pockets, and anything 
else that might catch on the equipment or cause 
injury to a participant. Have a system in place for 
secure storage of these possessions until participants 
finish the COPE course. Provide elastic bands for 
those who wear eyeglasses and for those who need 
to secure long hair or loose clothing that could 
become entangled in a belay system.

3.	 Teach and practice several stretching and warm-up 
exercises. Explain the purpose of these exercises.

4.	 Explain the principles of spotting and the standards 
outlined in this guidebook. Teach one or two spot-
ting games and point out their importance in pre-
paring participants to spot properly.

5.	 Teach and play one or two initiative games such 
as Tangle Knot or All Aboard to encourage physi-
cal contact. Teach and play Trolley to demonstrate 
cooperation and unified action. Teach and play 
initiative games between each low-course or high-
course event. Ask staff members to think of initia-
tive games that might be included in the course and 
note the games for later evaluation. Caution the 
staff members that only games, activities, and events 
that have been evaluated and approved may be used 
on the course.

6.	 Move the group from station to station in the low-
course events. With the director/low course director 
(lead instructor) acting as instructor, staff members 
can assemble and disassemble the equipment, rig 
each event, and then participate in it. Emphasize the 
importance and correct technique for spotting in 
each of the events.

	 For a COPE staff member to be able to instruct  
for an event, the person must have participated in 
the event, watched others attempt the event, and 
understand the mechanics of the challenge. The  
staff member need not personally solve the entire 
problem, but must understand the objective, have 
insights to the key to the solution, understand  
the value of the experience, and recognize any  
safety concerns.

7.	 The final station on this tour should be at a high-
course event so that the principles of belaying can 
be taught and practiced. If the COPE director is 
conducting the training, a low course director (lead 
instructor) may give a tour of the course.
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Day Three
1.	 Have the participants inspect and assemble the 

equipment for the events that will be used during 
day three, and move the equipment to the  
COPE course.

2.	 Allow as many participants as time will permit  
to lead the group in stretching and warm-up  
exercises or initiative games to prepare them for  
the day’s activities.

3.	 With the course director serving as instructor, rig 
and practice any high-course events that were not 
addressed the previous day. See that each staff can-
didate has had an opportunity to go through the 
entire course.

4.	 When all participants have completed the course, 
discuss the tales associated with each activity or 
event. These tales not only add fun and color, they 
also give groups added incentive to take part. “Why 
try to get all those people on the little platform in 
the All Aboard Event? So you won’t be drowned 
in a great green sea of decomposing asparagus tips, 
that’s why.” Participants can enjoy staying clear of 
the “spiral-spined sickle spooks with an appetite for 
left earlobes.” Somehow the Nitro Crossing is more 
interesting if a group has to get the nitro across a 
“raging river of sauerkraut juice in time to blow up 
the logjam so the town won’t be flooded.”

	 If fantasy tales have not yet been worked out for 
each activity, encourage staff members to start 
thinking about suggestions and ideas. The tales 
must be in good taste and offensive to no one.

5.	 During the balance of the day, have staff members 
and the director/low course director (lead instruc-
tor) change roles so that each staff member can act 
as principal instructor for as many events as pos-
sible. The director/low course director (lead instruc-
tor) serves as an observer or coach.

	 As principal instructor, a staff member should:

●	 Inspect an event, the environment around 
it, and the equipment just prior to use to be  
sure the event is set up correctly and is free  
of hazards.

●	 Describe the event to the group and explain the 
objective, including any rules or variations.

●	 Review safety concerns, set up any required 
spotting and/or belaying, and point out the rules 
of safety that must be followed.

●	 Observe as the group participates in the event, 
and enforce all rules of safety. Stop the action if 
it in any way becomes unsafe (poor spotting by 
group members, for example).

●	 Promote the COPE spirit of support and coop-
eration among group members.

●	 Facilitate problem solving, using a nondirective 
instructive technique as needed.

6.	 As staff members learn how to instruct the COPE 
events, allow them time to evaluate their own per-
formances. Apply the COPE philosophy of success 
during staff training by making all suggestions in a 
positive, supportive manner.

7.	 Discuss a routine for progressing through the 
course. In what order should events be conducted? 
What group initiatives are appropriate at what loca-
tions on the course?

8.	 Discuss how the staff works as a team, just like  
the COPE participants, to accomplish the goals of 
the day. Each day the Project COPE director/low 
course director (lead instructor) makes the final 
decision of what happens, though the entire staff 
has input.

	 Other examples of working as a team:

●	 As principal instructor for an event, get in 
the habit of double checking safety by asking, 
“Is there anything else we should be concerned 
about?”

●	 Share responsibilities among all members of a 
COPE staff so that no one does all the labor or 
all the talking.

●	 Watch one another for signs of nervousness 
and fatigue. Notify the COPE director/low 
course director (lead instructor) of any concerns.

9.	 Different groups of participants will have different 
needs and levels of ability, and should be given chal-
lenges according to their level. Discuss ways that the 
presentation of events can be modified to meet the 
specific needs of various groups. For example:

●	 A group of search and rescue Venturers could 
attempt a high-course event with eyes closed.

●	 In a troop that needs to develop leadership 
among younger members, no one above the 
rank of First Class may talk during an event.

●	 A group of smaller Scouts may use a piece of 
webbing to help members get over the wall.
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Resources
Councils with existing Project COPE courses or plans 
to build a course should become familiar with the 
National Standards for Project COPE, No. 430-008 
(current year); this Project COPE manual; and ACCT 
Standards acquired by joining the Association for 
Challenge Course Technology.

Project Adventure Inc. and Cradlerock Outdoor 
Network are excellent resources for course construction, 
technical advice, training books, and challenge course 
equipment. Their experience and technical expertise 
can help a council build a COPE course correctly the 
first time. Regional Scouting offices and the Boy Scout 
Outdoor Programs Team can also recommend volunteer 
COPE authorities who can help guide a council in estab-
lishing a new COPE course or expanding an existing one.

ACCT Professional Vendor Members
The ACCT membership office maintains a list of pro-
fessional vendor members at its Web site: http://www.
acctinfo.org. This office also provides membership 
services, conference coordination, and general office 
duties for ACCT.

Association for Challenge Course Technology
P.O. Box 47
Deerfield, IL 60015
Telephone: 847-325-5860
Fax: 847-325-5864
E-mail: info@acctinfo.org

Appendix
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Project COPE
Answers to Frequently  

Asked Questions

Q	What constitutes COPE (Challenging 
Outdoor Personal Experience)? Is 
Challenge Valley (at the jamboree) or an 
obstacle course considered COPE?

A	If it looks like COPE, or involves COPE-like 
elements, it is COPE and must be visited by a 
regional/area visitation team.

Q	Is it true that trees are prohibited from 
being used for Project COPE elements?

A	No, either trees or poles may be used. There are 
advantages and disadvantages with each. For 
high-course elements, use poles located near trees.

Q	Does the zip line need to be backed up 
with a second cable?

A	No, the zip line needs to be inspected twice 
annually. Long before the cable breaks, one of the 
19 individual strands will break and probably will 
slow or impede the progress of the pulley. The 
break or fraying of individual wires should easily 
be detected during a gloved-hand inspection.

Q	What are the alternatives to clipping into 
staples when a staff member ascends to 
rig the high course?

A	ACCT has determined that staples should not be 
relied upon to ascend a high course using a static 
belay. Here are some alternatives:

	 1.	 Place a Maillon link on the belay cable and  
	 run a P-cord through it. The P-cord is used to  
	 set up a dynamic belay.

	 2.	 Install eyebolts up the center of the pole to  
	 clip into.

	 3.	 Install a vertical belay cable. Attach a cable  
	 grab to the cable and directly to the staff  
	 member’s harness while climbing the staples.

	 4.	 Install large 5⁄8-by-8-inch lag screws or 
	 machine bolts that go through the pole.

	 5.	 Use a pole/tree wrap when climbing. The staff  
	 member will need two wraps to get around a  
	 cable or tree limb.

Q	What is a movable belay, and when can it 
be used?

A	A movable belay may be used for any traversing 
event (where the participant travels parallel to the 
ground). The belayer is “anchored” by a person 
holding on to a carabiner attached to the back of 
a belayer’s harness. The weight of the belayer and 
the anchorperson must exceed the weight of the 
participant. The belayer manages the belay rope 
and walks along the ground as the participant 
traverses the event. The anchorperson walks along 
with the belayer, never letting go of the carabiner 
until the participant signals “off belay.”

Q	What are the qualifications for a climbing/
rappelling instructor?

A	The Project COPE program operates under the 
supervision of a National Camping School–
trained Project COPE director (or low-course 
director if only low-course elements are to be 
utilized). A Project COPE director may also 
supervise a climbing/rappelling tower as part of 
the Project COPE program, but only climbing 
directors and lead instructors are qualified to train 
climbing instructors or teach climbing.

The Project COPE director (or low-course director) 
is at least 21 years of age, is a currently registered 
member of the Boy Scouts of America, and holds 
a current (within five camping seasons) National 
Camping School certificate of training as a BSA 
Project COPE director (or low-course director).

Q	Can a Project COPE director 
supervise climbing?

A	A Project COPE director may supervise any 
climbing/rappelling tower.

Q	When can a static belay be used?

A	Static belays should be avoided in favor of dynamic 
belays. A high-course event such as the Gap Step 
may necessitate a static belay. A dynamic belay 
enables a participant to be quickly lowered to the 
ground when he or she loses balance or requires 
first aid.
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The following Project COPE games and events were discontinued in the 
fall of 1996. Existing COPE courses that have these events may continue to 
use them, but these events should not be included in new facilities.

Discontinued Project COPE Activities and Events
Initiative Games	R ationale for Discontinuation
Body English	 Not used much, serves little purpose
Carabiner Walk	 Not used much, serves little purpose
Four-Way Tug-o-War	 Not used much, requires lots of rope
Frantic	 Serves little purpose
Texas Big Foot	 Can’t spot effectively; serves little purpose
Ultimate Challenge	 Difficult to spot

Low-Course Events	R ationale for Discontinuation
Cobweb	 Not used much, serves little purpose
Fidget Ladder	 Serves little purpose, difficult to spot
Hickory Jump	 Serves little purpose, difficult to spot
Mantle Post	 Not used much, serves little purpose
Human Ladder	 Serves little purpose
Incline Log	 Not used much, serves little purpose
The Meuse	 Boards may warp or crack, cinder blocks 

may be unstable
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CHALLENGE COURSE and CLIMBING/RAPPELLING 
HEALTH HISTORY AND CONSENT FORM

NON-SCOUT ADULT OR CHILD

You are about to take part in a challenge (“ropes”) course experience and or climbing/rappelling (“activity”) offered through the 
_______________________ Council BSA (“local council”) on _________ (date).

While participating in the activity you will undertake a wide variety of physical and mental challenges that are comparable  
to activities with which you may be more familiar. Much of the time, you will be engaged in activity of “moderate exertion,” which 
is comparable to normal walking, golfing on foot, raking leaves, calisthenics, or slow dancing. For short periods of time, you will be 
engaged in activity of “vigorous exertion,” which is comparable to fast walking, slow jogging, heavy gardening, or shoveling snow.  

If any of the above activities are difficult for you, discuss your participation in the activity with your physician. If these are activities 
in which you regularly engage without difficulty, you should be fit for participation in the program.

Following are specific medical conditions about which participants should always seek the advice of a physician before 
participating in the activity:

•	 Pregnancy (climbing harness can injure uterus)
•	 Kidney or liver transplant (climbing harness can injure transplanted organ)
•	 Healing fracture or joint injury (should be cleared by treating physician)
•	 Recent surgery (should be cleared by treating physician)
•	 Down syndrome (should have x-ray check for neck instability, as per recommendation of the Special Olympics)

If you or your physician has any questions about the physical requirements of the activity, feel free to contact the local council. 

Health History

Name:
	 First	 Middle	 Last

Telephone:
  Home   Work

Personal physician Telephone:
Name

In case of emergency, please contact: Telephone:
Name

Special dietary considerations:

List known allergies:

List required medications:

If you are allergic to insect stings, do you have an insect sting kit (e.g., EpiPen)?

Do you wear contact lenses? Are you pregnant?

Have you had or do you now have (circle if yes): Heart attack Diabetes Asthma

Angina Epilepsy Chest pains Drug reactions High blood pressure Heart murmur

If you answered “yes” to any of the above, explain and include date:

Do you have any other medical conditions that we should be aware of?
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Hold Harmless Agreement

I understand that participation in the activity involves a certain degree of risk that could result in injury or death.  
In consideration of the benefits to be derived, after carefully considering the risk involved, and in view of the fact that  
the Boy Scouts of America is an organization in which membership is voluntary, I have carefully considered the risk  
involved and have given consent for myself (or my son or daughter) to participate in the activity, and waive all claims  
I or we may have against the Boy Scouts of America, the local council, the activity coordinators, and all employees,  
volunteers, related parties, or other organizations associated with the activity.

I am not under the influence of any chemical substance, including alcohol. Understanding that any physical activity involves 
a risk of injury, I understand that my participation in the activity is entirely voluntary. I release the Boy Scouts of America, the 
local council, the activity coordinators, and all employees, volunteers, related parties, or other organizations associated with 
the activity from any and all claims or liability arising out of this participation. This release does not, however, apply to any harm 
caused by negligence or willful misconduct of the local council or its employees.

In case of emergency involving my child, I understand every effort will be made to contact me. In the event I cannot be reached, 
I hereby give my permission to the physician selected by the adult leader in charge to secure proper treatment, including 
hospitalization, anesthesia, surgery, or injections of medication for my child.

Participant’s signature* ___________________________________________ Date____________________________
*If the participant is under age 18, his or her parent or guardian must also sign below:

Parent’s or guardian’s signature ____________________________________ Date____________________________
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SAMPLE LETTER OF AGREEMENT FOR CAMP USE

This letter of agreement is for the purpose of establishing the use of Camp _____________________________  by 
_______________________________  for the purpose of ___________________________________ . This is a Boy Scout 
camp and is used first and foremost by members of the Boy Scouts of America.

1.	 	_______________________  is to use the ______________________  Scout Reservation from _______________ beginning 
at _____________________ a.m./p.m. to ______________________ at ___________________________________  a.m./p.m.

2.	Agrees to provide the __________________________  Council with the following documents by ___________________ .
a.	 A certificate of liability insurance with a minimum of $2 million CSL (combined single limit) with the  

___________________________________  Council BSA and Boy Scouts of America named as additional 
insured, 10-day written notice of cancellation, and the period of time involved.

b.	A hold-harmless agreement (copy attached).
c.	 A certificate showing nonprofit and/or tax-exempt status.
d.	A roster showing the names of all youth and adults participating in this activity.

3.	Agrees to pay $_________________ for the use of Camp _______________ , which sum is payable by _______________ .

4.	A deposit of $50.00 is required to be paid at the signing of this agreement. This is nonrefundable, but is a part of the 
total fee.

5.	Be responsible for any and all damages to camp property that may be reasonably attributed to the actions of the said 
group and agrees to properly pay any and all reasonable damage claims when presented.

6.	While Scouting makes every effort to accommodate persons with disabilities, it is a charitable, private organization 
not subject to the Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA), and any group that uses the property is responsible for 
ADA compliance and any accommodations necessary for its participants and visitors.

7.	No alcoholic beverages or illegal drugs of any kind are permitted to be used on the premises.

8.	Agrees that you will provide at least one adult leader (defined as 21 years of age or older for purposes herein) for 
every 10 members of the party present in camp below the age of 21 years; that at least one of the said adult leaders 
must be present with the group at all times while the group is in camp.

9.	Agrees that the group will abide by any and all of the camp operating rules and instructions of the camp ranger.

___________________________________________________________________________  Council, Boy Scouts of America

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________
	 Organization

_____________________________________________________  _________________________________________________
	 By	 By 

_____________________________________________________  _________________________________________________
	 Title	 Title 

_____________________________________________________  _________________________________________________
	 Date	 Date 

Note: Please return the original and one copy of this form, along with other required documents and the deposit, to 
_____________________________________________________________________  Council, Boy Scouts of America.

Scout Oath
On my honor I will do by best 
To do my duty to God and my country
And to obey the Scout Law;
To help other people at all times;
To keep myself physically strong, mentally awake, and morally straight.

Scout Law
A Scout is trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent.
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ORGANIZATIONAL HOLD-HARMLESS Agreement 
for NonScout Groups 

________________________  shall indemnify, hold free and harmless, assume liability 

for, and defend the Boy Scouts of America, _ _______________________  Council, 

or Scouting’s chartered organizations, and any of their affiliates, agents, servants, 

employees, officers, volunteers, and directors, from any and all costs and expenses, 

including but not limited to attorney’s fees, reasonable investigative and discovery 

costs, court costs, and all other sums that the Boy Scouts of America, _____________

Council, or Scouting’s chartered organizations, and any of their affiliates, agents, 

servants, employees, officers, volunteers, and directors, incur as a result of any 

demand for claim or assertion of liability under any municipal, state, or federal law 

or cause of action, including any action under the Americans With Disabilities Act, 

arising or alleged to have arisen out of any act or omission of, or any use of real or 

personal property belonging to the Boy Scouts of America, ______________________

Council, or Scouting’s chartered organizations, and any of their affiliates, agents, 

servants, employees, officers, volunteers, and directors.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________
	 Organization 

_____________________________________________________  ________________________________________________
	 Title	 Date

Property and period to be used: ___________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________
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NON-SCOUTING RELEASE AND  
INDEMNITY/HOLD-HARMLESS AGREEMENT

I understand that use of facilities on _ __________________________  owned by 

__________________________________________  Council, BSA, involves a certain 

degree of risk that could result in injury or death. In consideration of the benefits to 

be derived, after carefully considering the risk involved, and in view of the fact that 

the Boy Scouts of America is a not-for-profit organization.

Release and Indemnification
I hereby release and waive any and all claims that I may have against the Boy Scouts 

of America, _______________________________ Council, and Scouting’s chartered 

organizations and any of its affiliates, agents, servants, employees, officers, directors, 

and volunteers.

_________________________________  shall indemnify, hold free and harmless, 

assume liability for, and defend the Boy Scouts of America, _____________________

_____________________ Council, or Scouting’s chartered organizations, and any 

of their affiliates, agents, servants, employees, officers, volunteers, and directors, 

from any and all costs and expenses, including but not limited to attorney’s fees,  

reasonable investigative and discovery costs, court costs, and all other sums that  

the Boy Scouts of America, _______________________________________________  

Council, or Scouting’s chartered organizations, and any of their affiliates, agents,  

servants, employees, officers, volunteers, and directors, incur as a result of any 

demand for claim or assertion of liability under any municipal, state, or federal law 

or cause of action, including any action under the Americans With Disabilities Act, 

arising or alleged to have arisen out of any act or omission of, or any use of real or 

personal property belonging to the Boy Scouts of America, ______________________ 

Council, or Scouting’s chartered organizations, and any of their affiliates, agents,  

servants, employees, officers, volunteers, and directors.

Property and period to be used: ___________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________
	 Organization 

_______________________________________________  ________________________________  _ ____________________
	 Signature	 Telephone No. 	 Date

If signatory is less than 18 years of age, this must also be signed by a parent or guardian.

_______________________________________________  ________________________________  _ ____________________
	 Parent's Signature 	 Telephone No. 	 Date

_______________________________________________  ________________________________  _ ____________________
	 Signature 	 Telephone No. 	 Date
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EXAMPLE OF Daily Use Checklist 
(Convert to site-specific to course)

Date _____________________  Group name __________________________________________________________________

Size ________________  Low course director (lead instructor) ___________________________________________________

Instructors and staff members 	____________________________________________________________________________

	 ____________________________________________________________________________

Paperwork

__________	 Release forms completed and signed (if applicable).

__________	 Medical information on participants reviewed for potential problems, allergies, restrictions.

Emergency Resources

__________	 Emergency access roads are clear.

__________	 First-aid kit complete and at site.

__________	 Emergency communications working.

__________	 On-site emergency vehicle available.

__________	 At least one staff member with current CPR and first-aid certificates.

Equipment Checklist

(Each item should be checked for soundness before use.)

__________	 Helmets

__________	 Harness or webbing for Swiss seats

__________	 Lobster claws

__________	 Carabiners

__________	 Rope for belay

__________	 Caving ladder

__________	 Rescue bag (rope, etrier (14’ rope ladder), two pulleys, two slings, four carabiners, lobster claws, shears)

__________	 Utility ladder

__________	 Water jug, full

__________	 Items for each event as needed (See setup instructions.)

Remove any item that fails inspection. See attached list of events setup and inspection.

__________	 Warm-up area clear of ground hazards (holes, rocks, etc.).

__________	 Attach slack wire rope.

__________	 Untie nitro rope (let it hang to the ground).

If necessary

__________	 Set up slack wire (wire on blocks, no kinks in cable, tighten!).

__________	 Set up porthole (tie off securely).

Close any event that fails inspection.

Participant Safety

__________	 Rules of the course are understood by all participants.

__________	 Long pants are worn by participants.
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__________	 Jewelry, neckerchiefs, watches, sharp objects in pockets, large buckles, and any other object which can 
catch or strike should be removed before participation on course.

__________	 Long hair and loose clothing should be securely tied.

__________	 Safe spotting is taught participants prior to the use of the low course.

__________	 Proper belay technique and use of safety equipment are taught and practiced by each participant before  
use of the high course.

__________	 Staff members watch for effects of heat, cold, rain, exhaustion, hunger, bothersome insects on  
participants. If hazardous conditions prevail (including any sighting of lightning), the course will be  
closed until conditions improve.

__________	 The buddy system is to be used whenever possible, especially with large groups or in poor weather 
conditions.

Course Activity

__________	 Introductions, goals of Project COPE, and Project COPE philosophy are discussed with each group at the 
start of its Project COPE experience.

__________	 Stretching and warm-up precede more strenuous physical activity.

__________	 Initiative games, low- and high-course events are done in accordance with guidelines from the Project 
COPE manual and from the BSA national office.

Take-Down

__________	 Secure nitro rope by tying the end at least 12 feet off the ground.

__________	 Take down slack wire rope.

If the course will not be used:

__________	 Take down slack wire. (Do not twist cable.)

__________	 Take down porthole.

__________	 Put tire or pole tire in storage.

__________	 Disable all low-course elements.

Equipment Check-in

__________	 All equipment taken down is returned to storage. (Use the checklist.)

Daily Summary

Description of the day (including weather conditions, type of group, problems, comments from participants, etc.) 

_______________________________________________________________________________	

_______________________________________________________________________________	
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PROJECT COPE PARTICIPANT Evaluation

Please take five or 10 minutes to help us evaluate the Project COPE course. On the blanks below, mark “Y” for yes, “N” 
for no, “S” for somewhat, or leave blank if it does not apply. Then fold in thirds, staple or tape together, stamp, and 
drop in a mail box. Thank you.

Project COPE course leader’s name(s) ______________________________________________________________________

Group name __________________________________________________	 Project COPE course date _________________

During the Project COPE course, I experienced

__________	 Laughter	 __________	 Fear

__________	 Physical challenge	 __________	 Trust in others

__________	 Friendship	 __________	 Mental challenge

__________	 Confidence in myself	 __________	 A safe feeling

__________	 Group support	 __________	 Boredom

		  __________	 Other: __________________________________

The Project COPE course leaders were

__________	 Effective	 __________	 Caring

__________	 Encouraging	 __________	 Competent in leading the group

__________	 Competent in using the equipment	 __________	 Other: __________________________________

What was the best thing you got out of the Project COPE course?

What do you see as the values of the Project COPE course?

How could your experience have been improved?

Additional comments:

Your name (optional) _ ________________________________________________ 	 Circle one:	 Male	 Female

Age (circle one):	 13–18	 19–25	 25–35	 36 and over
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Accident/Close Call Report
(For internal use only.)

Important: Complete all sections of this form with specific facts only.

To be filled out whenever
●	 A medical problem has had a significant effect on an individual’s participation.
●	 An individual receives medical attention.
●	 An incident occurs that does not result in injury, but which reveals a potential safety problem (a “close call”).

Staff member supervising the activity (full name) ______________________________________________________________

Date ____________________   Time _____________________  a.m./p.m.  Site/Name __________________________________

Weather (circle):	 Sunny	 Foggy	 Hail	 Light wind	 Overcast

	 Strong wind	 Rain		  Other  __________________________

Activity involved _________________________________________________________________________________________

Participant’s name ________________________________________________________________________________________

(If more than one participant, attach additional forms with complete victim information.)

Street address ____________________________________________________________________________________________

City _______________________________________________  State ___________________  Zip code ___________________

Phone No. _____________________________  Age _______  Sex _______  Type of clothing ___________________________

Participant’s size (circle one):	 Small (up to 100 lbs.)	 Medium (100–140 lbs.)

	 Large (140–180 lbs.)	 Extra large (180 lbs. and over)

Other physical conditions __________________________________________________________________________________

Pertinent medical information (check “Informed Consent”) _____________________________________________________

Full name(s) of primary witness(es) __________________________________________________________________________

Description of incident ____________________________________________________________________________________

Resultant injury (if any) ___________________________________________________________________________________

First-aid treatment given ___________________________________________________________________________________

Other medical treatment action taken (Transported to a hospital? Where? With whom? etc.) _________________________

List possible safety rules or procedures that were not followed today _____________________________________________
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List possible safety rules or procedures that the participant did not follow _______________________________________

Describe the participant’s previous level of participation (behavior and attitude) __________________________________

__________________________________________________	 __________________________________________________ 	
	 Signature of staff member filing report	 Signature of leader

__________________________________________________	
	 Date filed
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Project COPE Maintenance Request

Date _______________________________________

Name ______________________________________

A.	 Specific concerns/ideas, etc.

B.	 Element/Location

C.	 Description/Diagram

For Maintenance Committee Use Only

Reviewed by ___________________________________________________________________ 	 ______________________
	 Name	 Date

Action taken ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Maintenance
Proper maintenance of the Project COPE course is  
absolutely critical to safe operation.

There are actually two phases of the Project COPE 
maintenance schedule. First, the course operator checks 
critical elements before each day of use to make sure the 
course is safe on that day. The second phase is a semian-
nual checkup made by a person who is not on the course 
daily to check for more gradually developing problems. 
These problems may not be noticed by the course opera-
tor. A written checklist should be prepared for each 
phase of the inspection. The inspector should check off 
each item and record any needed repairs. On the semian-
nual inspection, a written record should be made of each 
repair needed and a written confirmation made when 
the repair has been completed.

Some parts of the course should be replaced regularly. 
Develop a replacement schedule. Multiline rope should

be replaced every second or third year depending on the 
amount of use and stresses, which may dictate an earlier 
retirement. Nylon ropes left exposed to the sun should 
be replaced about every six months. Galvanized cable 
will normally last many years; however, if any fraying 
or rust appears it should be replaced. Broken wires will 
normally appear first at connectors. To inspect, loosen 
the connector and pull it back a few inches to expose the 
cable. If one or more strands of wire are broken, replace 
the cable. The condition of inner strands of the cable 
is impossible to determine from a visual inspection. 
Therefore, the one broken strand rule is critical.

The life of a wooden structure is determined mostly by 
the local environment. In any case, it is definitely a finite 
number of years. The design life of a COPE course should 
be determined and a replacement schedule established.

The checklist on the previous page gives items that must 
be checked in each inspection. Local conditions may 
determine additional items to add to this list.
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anchor. Ropes, runners, and other pieces of equipment 
set up to secure a climber, rappeller, or belayer to an 
anchor point.

belay. The protection provided a climber or rappeller 
tied to a belay rope. The rope is managed by a belayer 
in such a way that the fall of a climber or rappeller will 
be arrested almost immediately.

belay device. A piece of hardware used for belaying; 
it simplifies the process of locking the rope to stop the 
fall of a climber or rappeller.

belay plate. A mechanical device used to provide fric-
tion for belaying.

bight. A bend in the rope. A bight is important for 
tying certain knots used for belaying and for securing 
ropes into rappel or belay devices.

’biner. Short for carabiner.

booty bag. Padded seat to allow for disabled partici-
pants to access high events.

cable. Another term for wire rope.

cable clamp. A wire clip used to join two pieces of wire 
cable or fasten a cable to itself after passing through an 
eye bolt or other connector. Also known as a U-bolt.

cable drop. A carabiner or rapid link attached to a 
cable with a cable clamp.

carabiner. A steel or aluminum ring with a spring-
loaded gate. Carabiners are used to connect pieces of 
climbing equipment and to secure rope to webbing, 
anchor points, and protection devices.

chest harness. A loop of webbing fitted as a tie-in 
around the upper torso. Also, a ready-made climbing 
chest harness.

come-along. A mechanical device used for tightening 
ropes and wire cable.

cow’s tail. Frayed end of a rope.

dynamic rope. Rope that significantly stretches to 
absorb the energy of a fall.

eye loop. A loop in the end of a rope, usually made 
permanent by splicing or seizing.

eye splice. Interweaving the three strand fibers of the 
working end of a rope back into its standing part to 
form an eye.

fid. A smooth, carrot-shaped wooden tool used to 
separate rope strands in splicing, untying jammed 
knots, etc.

flake. Sailor’s term for coiled rope. On the course, it 
means to lay out a belay rope in such a way that it is 
neat (so it doesn’t get stepped on) and flows smoothly 
through the belay device.

harness. Webbing either tied or commercially sewn to 
fit around the hips and legs. Harnesses allow climbers, 
rappellers, and belayers to attach themselves to belay 
systems and rappel ropes.

haven’s grip. A hefty, one-way action, wire-gripping 
device that facilitates tightening a cable or strand wire.

initiative. An individual or group problem whose 
solution depends upon physical and mental effort from 
the individual or group. Success is clearly defined and 
ways to achieve it are many.

kernmantle. Strong, synthetic rope composed of 
a woven outer sheath surrounding an inner core. 
Kernmantle rope is the only rope that should be used 
for BSA climbing, rappelling, or belaying activities.

kiloNewton. Commonly used to measure the impact 
force and breaking strength of climbing ropes (1 kilo-
Newton = 224.8 pounds).

lobster claws. Carabiners and sling attached to a staff 
member’s harness with a local limiting device to provide 
static protection.

locking carabiner. A carabiner fitted with a mechanism 
that can be screwed or set to hold the carabiner gate 
closed. A multi-locking carabiner is preferred for BSA 
climbing and rappelling activities.

loop. A simple bend in a rope in which the rope 
crosses itself.

multiline. A type of laid rope with synthetic fibers.

nylon tubular webbing. Flat material used for many 
purposes. Nicknames include sling amd webbing.

parachute-type harness. A full body harness.

protection. A piece of equipment used as an anchor 
point. Sometimes shortened to “pro.”

rapid link. An oval steel locking device that is 
permanently attached.

Glossary of Terms
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rappel device. A piece of hardware such as the figure-
eight descending device that helps rappellers control 
the speed of a rappel.

rappelling. Descending by a controlled slide down a 
rope that is anchored at the top of an event.

running end. The free rope end that is being used for 
tying in, knot tying, pulley use, etc. (Opposite end  
from the standing part.) Also called working end.

safety knot. A knot tied in addition to the main knot 
to keep the main knot from untying or slipping. Also 
called a “backup” knot or “stopper” knot.

seat harness. A waist and leg loop tie-in for climbing 
and rappelling.

sling. Nickname for nylon tubular webbing that is tied 
or commercially sewn in a loop.

splice. To join lengths of rope together by interweaving 
the strands of the rope. Same as eye splice.

spotter. A person on the ground who provides protec-
tion to help prevent injury in case of a fall.

standing part. The end of the rope which is fastened 
(e.g., to a tree, anchor point, belay point, etc.) or is  
not being used to tie a knot. (Opposite from the 
running end.)

static rope. Rope with minimal stretch. Static kern-
mantle rope can be used for top-rope belays and  
for rappelling.

Strandvise®. A strand wire and cable connecting device 
that employs a one-way cam action.

swage. The process of crimping an alloy sleeve over 
two pieces of cable placed parallel to one another in 
order to form a permanent loop or splice in the cable.

Swiss seat. A waist and leg loop tie-in for rappelling 
and harnessing. Usually tied with webbing.

tail. The free end of a rope or piece of webbing after a 
knot has been tied. A safety knot is often tied in the tail 
to help protect the primary knot.

thimble. A metal or plastic device that can be spliced 
into the eye of a rope to increase the longevity of the 
rope. Also used with cable to keep the cable from 
flattening out under pressure.

thimble eyebolt. An eyebolt available in various 
diameters and lengths, with the convenient feature  
of having a thimble configuration cast into the eye 
portion of the bolt.

tuber device. A mechanical device used to provide 
friction for belaying.

tying in. Attaching a rope to a climber’s harness with 
a knot.

whipping. Generally the binding on the end of a rope 
to prevent fraying.

wire rope clip. A cable clamp or wire clip used to join 
two pieces of wire cable or fasten a cable to itself after 
passing through an eyebolt or other connector.

working end. The free rope end which is being used for 
tying in, knot tying, etc. The opposite of standing part. 
Also called running end.
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Resources
American Rescue Systems, Box 1776, Zephyr Cove, 

NV 89448.
Association for Experiential Education, CU Box 249, 

Boulder, CO 80309.
Bry-Dan Corp., P.O. Box 295, Moraga, CA 94556.
Carolina Chain and Cable, P.O. Box 127, Aberdeen, 

NC 28315.
Cradlerock Outdoor Network, P.O. Box 1431, 

Princeton, NJ 08542.
Crosby Clips, Box 3128, 2801 Dawson Road, Tulsa, 

OK 74101.
Great Pacific Iron Works, Box 150, Ventura, CA 93001.
Joslyn Manufacturing and Supply Company, 2 North 

Riverside Plaza, Chicago, IL 60606.
Liberty Mountain, 9326 SW Barber St., Wilsonville, 

OR 97070; telephone 503-685-9600.
Lirakis Inc., 18 Sheffield Ave., Newport, RI 02840.
Mar-Mex International, P.O. Box 723126, Atlanta,  

GA 30339.
Mountain Safety Research Inc., South 96th St. 

at Eighth Avenue South, Seattle, WA 98108.
National Supply Division, Boy Scouts of America, 

2109 Westinghouse Blvd., P.O. Box 7143, 
Charlotte, NC 28241-7143.

PMI-Petzl Distribution Inc., P.O. Box 803, LaFayette, 
GA 30728; telephone 706-764-1437.

Project Adventure Inc., P.O. Box 100, Hamilton,  
MA 01936; telephone 508-468-7981.

Rescue Systems Inc., Route 2, Box RSI, Little Hocking, 
OH 45742.

Safeco Inc., P.O. Box 37025, Charlotte, NC 28237.
Seattle Manufacturing Corporation, 12880 Northrup 

Way, Bellevue, WA 98005.
Wire Rope Corporation of America, P.O. Box 288,  

St. Joseph, MO 64502.
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