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Introduction 

Obtaining a relevant weather forecast and acting 
on that information plays an important part in the 
safe management of all outdoor activities, ranging 
from a summer’s day outing for Beavers up to 
technical weather forecasts used in aviation.  

Weather can present hazards and a number of 
risks associated with them. This fact sheet aims to 
be a starting point for sources of weather 
information, and looks at certain hazards, risks 
and prompts as to measures that may be 
incorporated in a checklist. 

Getting started 

There are many sources of weather information 
for general use as well as for specific activities. In 
this fact sheet we set out some of those under the 
following headings: 

 General Outdoor Activities 

 Mountains and moor land activities 

 Winter activities on land 

 Caving 

 Canoeing 

 Inland Sailing 

 Inshore, coastal and marine 

 Air activities 

General Notes:  

 Obtain a forecast on the day, for the day. 
Those forecasts that extend beyond 24 hours 
should be treated as an outlook even though the 
information given may seem quite 
comprehensive. If, for example, you are on a 

weekend remote area activity, or even a camp, 
then using your eyes and a weather report from 
a local radio station can help you adjust the 
more detailed forecast with a simple question: Is 
the weather changing and how will this effect 
the planned activity 

 In certain activities e.g. those in remote areas, 
in winter or on rivers, the weather should be 
monitored in the week leading up to that event. 
It should give you a picture on things like rising 
water levels, deposit of snow with wind direction 
(and melt-water) 

 Before undertaking an activity, check Policy 
Organisation and Rules (POR) or the Scout Led 
Activities fact sheet to see if an Authorisation is 
required and any other Rules and guidance that 
may apply. If you need clarification or help, 
speak to your Group Scout Leader or District 
Commissioner who may be able to put you in 
contact with a relevant adviser 

 In some forecasts times are expressed as 
UTC (Universal Time Coordinated). This is 
another term for Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) 
and, therefore, adjustment needs to be made for 
day-light saving 

General Outdoor Activities 

 The Met Office 

They produce a web-based five day weather 
forecast which can be obtained by selecting the 
region on the UK diagram of their main page on 
www.met-office.gov.uk 

Their site also includes a variety of other 
information including resources to help learn more 
about weather. The Met Office sponsor the Scout 

http://www.met-office.gov.uk/
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Meteorologists Badge, and a downloadable 
pocket guide to meeting the requirements of that 
badge can be obtained by visiting 
www.scouts.org.uk  

 BBC 

They produce a web-based five day weather 
forecast for many towns, cities and regions. Apart 
from general information, it also contains an air 
pollution rating and sun index. Web site 
www.bbc.co.uk/weather  

If you are visiting an area outside your own, it may 
pay to make a note of the frequency of the BBC 
local radio station, and listen to a morning and 
evening forecast given with the hourly news. 
Frequencies may be obtained by visiting 

For England 
www.bbc.co.uk/england/radindex.shtml 

For Scotland 
www.bbc.co.uk/scotland/radioscotland 

For Wales 
www.bbc.co.uk/wales/radiowales 

For Northern Ireland 
www.bbc.co.uk/northernireland/radio  

Mountains and moor land activities 

Apart from taking a forecast for the day of the 
activity, the weather should be monitoring for the 
week leading up to it. In the mountains rivers will 
rise after a prolonged period of rain and wind 
direction affects the deposits of snow and the 
identification of the lee slopes, navigational errors 
made due to poor visibility and strong winds/rain 
lead to deterioration of a person’s ability. 

 The Met Office 

Their ‘Mountaincall’ service operates for West 
Highlands, East Highlands, Lake District and 
Snowdonia. It operates on premium rate 
telephone and fax numbers, details of which are 
available by visiting 
www.metoffice.com/loutdoor/mountainsafety/mou
ntaincall.html Although a paid-for service it allows 
for early and daily up-dates to be taken. 

A free service operates for Brecon Beacons and 
Snowdonia National Park, in association with the 

Welsh Tourist Board. Visit the website stated 
above. 

 MetCheck 

Seventy-two hour web-based forecasts covering 
most of the mountain and hillwaking areas of the 
United Kingdom.  Go to the weather menu and 
jump to…Mountains www.metcheck.com  

 The Mountain Weather Information Service 

This is a trial project seeking funding for 
development of their service. They currently 
produce reports for Eastern Highlands, Western 
Highlands, Lake District and Peak District. 
Forecasts cover a 72 hour period and available 
through their web-site 
www.btconnect.com/geoffmonk/mountain/ 

 Local Information 

The quality of information varies. Some are quite 
specific whilst others useful as supplementary 
information. Being a regular visitor to an area (or 
knowing someone who is!) usually brings a list of 
sources. Here are just some starting points for 
you to look for: 

 National Park Information Centres. Location 
and contact details can be obtained by visiting 
the Association of National Park Authorities 
www.anpa.gov.uk . Depth of information will 
vary and you may need to visit the centre. 

 Equipment/clothing suppliers 

 If staying at an activity centre or youth hostel, 
ask if appropriate weather forecasts is available 
for the activity 

Understanding more about weather on 
mountains and moor lands 

There are two main publications relating to hill 
waking that include chapters on weather 

 Mountaincraft and Leadership by Eric 
Langmuir (ISBN 1 85060 295 6) 

 Hillwalking (Official handbook of the Mountain 
Leader and Walking Group Leader schemes) by 
Steve Long (ISBN 0-9541511-0-0) 

An easy to read and recommended book is 

http://www.scouts.org.uk/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather
http://www.bbc.co.uk/england/radindex.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/scotland/radioscotland
http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/radiowales
http://www.bbc.co.uk/northernireland/radio
http://www.metoffice.com/loutdoor/mountainsafety/mountaincall.html
http://www.metoffice.com/loutdoor/mountainsafety/mountaincall.html
http://www.metcheck.com/
http://www.btconnect.com/geoffmonk/mountain/
http://www.anpa.gov.uk/
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 Weather for hillwalkers and climbers by 
Malcolm Thomas (ISBN 0-7509-1080-1) 

Winter activities on mountains and moor 
land 

 To undertake hillwalking in winter conditions, 
your Authorisation must specifically include this.  

 Snow sports Authorisations are only for on-
piste. Off piste you will require a Hillwalking 
Authorisation assessed to Winter Standards. 

 Ice-climbing. Your Authorisation must 
specifically include this. 

Much of the information needed is contained in 
the above section dealing with mountains and 
moor lands. However, and certainly in Scotland, 
there is the additional risk of avalanche. 
Information can be seen on the web site of the 
Scottish Avalanche Information Service 
www.sais.gov.uk, although this only operates 
during the winter months. 

Caving 

A large number of serious underground incidents 
are as a direct result of rising water levels. Caves 
are nothing more than natural drain systems 
where sudden, or the effects of prolonged, rain fall 
will not be visible from underground, and the 
consequences may be very serious. 

Apart from taking a forecast for the day of the 
activity, the weather should be monitoring in the 
week leading up to it. There should be a very 
clear understanding of the effects to the specific 
cave system being used. 

Visit the Met Office or BBC website mentioned in 
General Activities to obtain an area specific 
weather forecast 

 Local Information 

Sources and quality of information varies. Some 
are quite specific whilst others useful as 
supplementary information. Being a regular visitor 
to an area (or knowing someone who is!) usually 
brings a list of the sources. Here are just some 
starting points for you to look for: 

 Local caving clubs 

 Local caving equipment suppliers 

 If staying at an activity centre ask if weather 
forecasts are made available for the activity 

Canoeing 

The weather can be a major influencing factor in 
deciding what canoeing is undertaken by a group. 
It is imperative that the person in charge of the 
activity is well aware of the weather conditions 
likely to be encountered and prepared to make 
changes. Below are some of the main weather 
related problems. 

 Rapid changes in water levels 

Rainfall is by far the most likely cause of a rapid 
change in water level of inland water, the extent of 
which will vary with the properties of the river’s 
drainage basin. A sudden deluge can cause a 
rapid increase in speed and volume and is 
particularly true in hilly and mountainous areas. It 
is not uncommon for a simple Class B2 water to 
be transformed into a Class A in a matter of 
minutes. Other causes are snow melt and release 
from upstream dam. 

Local knowledge is the best source of information. 
Paddlers tend to know how their rivers will react 
and dangers. They may also be able to give an 
idea regarding the drop-off rate. 

Some good sources of local knowledge 

 British Canoe Union Local Access Officer 

 Local Scout canoeing advisor 

 Local canoe clubs 

 Local canoeing shops 

Other sources include guides and web-sites 

 http://www.ukriversguidebook.co.uk/ 

 http://www.canoewales.com 

 The Welsh Rivers: The Complete Guide to 
Canoeing and Kayaking the Rivers of Wales by 
Chris Sladden (ISBN 0-9516147-2-X) 

 English White Water: The British Canoe Union 
Guidebook edited by Franco Ferrero (ISBN 0-
9531956-7-8) 

http://www.sais.gov.uk/
http://www.ukriversguidebook.co.uk/
http://www.canoewales.com/
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 Scottish White Water: The SCA Guidebook by 
Andy Jackson (ISBN 0-9531956-4-3) 

 Strong winds 

Likely to cause difficulty in handling and keeping a 
group together. On sea and on large lakes boats 
can get swamped and strong gusts can capsize 
paddlers (remember the Lyme Bay tragedy!). 
Larger freeboard of open canoes is particularly 
susceptible although kayaks and canoes can be 
affected. 

 Thunderstorms 

Sitting on the water holding a wet paddle poses a 
danger 

Inland Sailing 

Viable access to inland sailing waters usually 
means that they are owned by clubs, water sports 
centres and occasionally by local water 
authorities. 

You should consult the officer in charge or senior 
instructor to discuss the suitably and possible 
restrictions for that day. 

Inshore, coastal and marine 

 The Met Office 

Their ‘Marinecall’ service operates for a number of 
inshore and coastal areas. It operates on premium 
rate telephone and fax numbers, details of which 
are available by visiting www.met-
office.gov.uk/leisuremarine/marinecall/html  
Although this is a paid-for service, it allows daily 
up dates to be taken. 

 BBC 

Their web-site provides forecasts for inshore and 
coastal, surf reports, sea temperatures, tide tables 
as well as the famous Shipping Forecast. Details 
on these, and transmission times for the shipping 
forecast on Radio 4, are on their web-site 
www.bbc.co.uk/weather/coast  

 Metcheck 

Forty eight hour web-based forecast for inshore 
waters and sea temperatures. Go to weather 

menu and jump to… By inshore waters and Sea 
Temp. 
www.metcheck.com  

 HM Coastguard 

Maritime Safety Information (MSI) is broadcast at 
various times and frequencies, and with certain 
routines. Information is on their website 
www.hmcoastguard.co.uk/weather/shedule.php  

 Local Information 

Sources and quality of information varies. Some 
are quite specific whilst others useful as 
supplementary information. BBC local radio 
stations are likely to give inshore forecasts for the 
area within their range. 

Being a regular visitor to an area (or knowing 
someone who is!) usually brings a list of the 
sources. Here are just some starting points for 
you to look for: 

 Harbour and Marina offices 

 Chandlers 

 If staying at an activity centre ask if weather 
forecasts are made available for the activity 

Understanding more about weather in inshore, 
coastal and marine areas. 

A variety of publications are available. As a 
starting point visit the website of the Royal 
Yachting Association and go to ‘Shop’ in their 
menu.  Publications available are: 

 Interpreting Weather at Sea (CD, DVD, video) 

 RYA Weather Handbook 

 Weather at Sea 

 Weather Companion 

In addition: 

 Reeds Nautical Almanac (ISBN 033390821X). 
Sets out broadcast times for weather forecasts 
and provides a comprehensive chapter on 
weather. 

Air Activities 

Air activities are a highly regulated area, where 
the standards relating to obtaining weather 

http://www.met-office.gov.uk/leisuremarine/marinecall/html
http://www.met-office.gov.uk/leisuremarine/marinecall/html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/coast
http://www.metcheck.com/
http://www.hmcoastguard.co.uk/weather/shedule.php
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forecasts are usually embedded in those 
requirements. 

For assistance, visit the Met Office website on  
www.met-office.gov.uk/avaition/services/uk 
nationalairnavigation.html 

Information specific to a single type of air activity 
may be available through various associations, for 
example: 

 Popular Flying Foundation (PFA) on 
www.pfa.org.uk/clubroom/flight_planning/index.
php  

 British Hand gliding and Parascending 
Association (BHPA) on 
www.bhpa.co.uk/links/weather.htm 

Understanding more above weather in air 
activities 

The publication GET MET 2004 is available free in 
hard-copy or as a downloadable file (quite large!) 
by visiting the Met Office website mentioned 
above.

Weather forecasts in activities – hazards, risks and measures 

There is no intention to give a comprehensive treatment for each activity. This is a broad 
appreciation as to what could be hazards, certain risks and prompts as to measures for your checklist.  
Weather is a very mobile friend, or enemy!

What could be hazards? Which risks could you 
associate with any of them? 

What measures could you take in your 
checklist? 

 Hill fog/poor visibility. 

 Low cloud base. 

 Sudden rain. 

 Prolonged rain. 

 Wind and rain. 

 High winds. 

 Snow. 

 Warm/hot weather. 

 Thunderstorms. 

 Sun 

 Hypothermia. 

 Heat exhaustion/ 
Hyperthermia. 

 Navigation problems 
leading to dangerous 
areas. 

 Getting cut-off/stranded. 

 Difficulty in managing a 
group. 

 Drowning. 

 Increased slips/trips. 

 Damage to equipment. 

 Inability of equipment to 
deal with the weather. 

 Fatigue leading to poor 
judgement/ morale. 

 Taking a weather forecast and keeping an 
eye on it 

 Not doing the activity. 

 Having an alternative plan in advance. 

 Escape routes. 

 Shelter points in your route or activity. 

 Briefing the group. 

 Tighter supervision of the group. 

 Checking personal clothing. 

 Carrying spare clothing. 

 What safety equipment is required? 

 Emergency equipment. 

 Specific training. 

 Sufficient fluid (hot or cold). 

 Food plan (before you start, what to take, 
emergencies) 

 Checking that young people are physically 
able to undertake the activity. 

 Parental consent to include list of medical 
conditions that might be affected. 

 

http://www.met-office.gov.uk/aviation/services/uknationalairnavigation.html
http://www.met-office.gov.uk/aviation/services/uknationalairnavigation.html
http://www.pfa.org.uk/clubroom/flight_planning/index.php
http://www.pfa.org.uk/clubroom/flight_planning/index.php
http://www.bhpa.co.uk/links/weather.htm

