Controllers Corner (March 2009)

(Editor's Note: Due to a formatting difficulty this article has been retained as a Word file, linked from the Controllers Corner Archive.  Related information on the topic of this article may be found on the OT website Policy page links Control Description Symbols IOF and Control Symbol Learning Tool.)

Control Descriptions

At the moment I’m busy course setting for the TOS event for the long weekend at St Helens.  One of the crucial aspects of course setting is to accurately describe each control sits for the competitors, and that at times can be quite difficult, especially in complex terrain.

Also, with the Easter ’09 carnival not far away now, for quite a few Tasmanian orienteers, this will be their first opportunity to compete in national level events, and may find they are faced with using the international control descriptions “language” for the first time.  With these events, you will not be getting your control descriptions until a couple of minutes before you start – too late to ask someone about what a certain symbol might mean.  You will need to know them. So now seems a good time to look at a few aspects regarding control descriptions.
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The above diagram compares the textual descriptions with the international codes.
(Sorry about all the criss-crossing arrows — a bit like some of the courses for TOS1 1)

Let’s focus on the international format. There are eight boxes for each control
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Most of these are pretty straight forward – but a few need a bit of thought:

C
The symbol in this box is to assist you in locating the feature that is in the middle of your control circle on your map, and there’s been a bit of a change of thinking in regard to this.  In the past (when we used to hand draw our master maps) it was difficult to be precise.  As a result, course planners (when setting in complex areas) generally had to choose a feature that was pretty unambiguous.  This generally required avoiding the most complex of the detail (especially in places like the St Helens granite) just so the control could be properly placed and described.

Now when most course planning is done on computer using programs such as Condes, it is possible to place the circle so that the control feature is precisely in the centre of the circle, and to describe a boulder (for example) simply as the “middle” boulder – even if there are quite a few boulders in the circle.  Of course the control must still be fair and properly located and described, but when you approach that control, you need to be linking the circle on the map with the control description.  You can expect the circle to be accurately placed, while the description will provide the best information possible (within the limits of the codes).  

I’ll be interested in some feedback after the TOS 1 event where some complex boulder areas have been used (although please remember to simmer down before venting your wrath – if you have to).

F
Remember when dimensions are provided, they are the course planner’s and controller’s estimates of the size only – i.e. they are reasonable ‘guesstimates’.   On problem in St Helens granite is that rock faces (cliffs) are often on sloping boulders and it can be difficult to determine the actual height of the feature being used.

G
How often have you been ‘in the circle’ but not been able to locate the control
 flag – until you look at this box on your control descriptions and realise you have been looking on the wrong side of things!  The information in this box is most important!  As a general rule, course planners will place the flag on the “approach” side of a feature for easy (and maybe moderate) courses, but the guideline for hard navigation courses is that the feature should be visible before the flag can be seen – i.e. the flag is placed on the “away” side of the feature.  But not always!  So always check the information in this box!

By way of final comment – controls should be placed fairly and described in such a way that you should be able to identify the feature when you are there.  After all, the important aspect of orienteering is how you choose to navigate from one control to the next.  The control flag should not be hidden, but findable give the information on the map and on your control descriptions.

But then – from a course planner’s perspective, when there is nice intricate terrain to set courses through, why not challenge the competitors to really read that detail on their maps?

John







