Qualifications for professionals in the outdoor industry
By Andrew Friedemann of Adventure Qualifications Network cc

Freedom to get out there and “play” is the call of everyone who enjoys the outdoors, writes Andrew Friedemann of Adventure Qualifications Network cc. Freedom from restrictions, and the ability to go where they like, and do what they want. We all want to get out there and climb, hike, paddle, bike, fish, crawl through caves, jump off cliffs and search the sea beds, and to a large degree we have that freedom, within reason and so long as we take due care.

However, as soon as we start to earn a living, (even a small living), from these activities, there are other considerations and regulations that come into play just as in most other professions.

Some people shout loudly that the concept of qualifications is an abomination and how dare Government regulate their freedom to take part in an activity in a professional manner. On the other hand, the clients deserve to know that the person they are paying money to, does actually know what they are doing, and can efficiently deal with the risks involved in the envisioned outdoor activity. In the last year or so there have been a number of deaths of visitors whilst under the care of inexperienced or unqualified ‘professionals’.

When it comes to children, the stakes are even higher, as “Our society tolerates less in terms of exposing children to risk”1. An inquest report in South Africa has clearly shown that leaders of groups of children should hold suitable qualifications. 2.
The difference between a recreational participant in a group (even if they are acting
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The difference between a recreational participant in a group (even if they are acting always the guides’ primary concern” 1. Guides must be prepared to act on their own and make immediate decisions based on the clients’ needs, abilities and the hazards being faced, using their own experience and the knowledge gained through intensive training. Guides will never, through experience alone, gain the broad knowledge required in these instances. So even a person with thirty years of experience, may not necessarily be a competent guide. It is only through formal training and assessment by peers to a definable standard that guides can hope to be able to meet the required competence at which point they can expect clients to fully put their trust in them. After all, why should clients just trust your word that you know what you are doing?

In terms of South African Law, who is a Guide, and what certification is available?
The 2nd Tourism Amendment Act defines a guide as, “…any person who for reward, whether monetary or otherwise, accompanies any person who travels within or visits any place within the Republic and who furnishes such person with information or comments with regard to any matter.” 3. That is an extremely broad definition, so we need to look at other factors to see if this includes professional climbers, hikers, scuba divers, cavers etc. The South African Qualifications Authority, through whom all ‘workplace’ qualifications are registered in South Africa, has many registered qualifications that fit into the definition of a guide, and as such reinforces the notion that the Act3 also intended for adventure based activity guides to fall within the definition.

In mountaineering specifically, there are eight presently registered unit standards (mini qualifications), these being:

9283 Conduct a guided single pitch abseiling experience of less than 60 meters

9282 Conduct a guided single pitch abseiling experience of more than 60 meters but less than    150 meters

9285 Conduct a guided single pitch rock climbing experience

9286 Conduct a guided rock climbing experience

9284 Conduct a guided Mountain walking experience in a limited geographical area

9288 Plan & conduct a guided mountain walking experience

9287 Conduct a guided canyoneering experience

9289 Conduct a guided mountaineering experience

There are many other areas that have qualifications such as guided Paddling, Fly Fishing and Scuba diving (Marine Guiding) as examples. The Standards Generating Body which covers this sector is at present carrying out a scoping exercise to determine what othervqualifications are required. All in order to, “provide safe, quality and positive experiences to tourists and thus strengthen the profession and tourism in general.” 4.
Non-professionals are able to attain the standards for their own benefit. Clubs and other non-professional organisations could well use the existing (and proposed) standards to cover themselves legally in terms of their club leaders’ actions.

So where is this training and assessment available in SA?
Providers of SAQA based qualifications have to be registered and accredited with a relevant Sector Education Training Authority (SETA). In the case of all sport & recreation as well as Guiding this SETA is known as THETA. (Tourism Hospitality Sport & Recreation Education Training Authority). It’s interesting that gambling is included in THETA, but then some people think all adventure activities are a gamble.

At present in SA, one accredited organisation that offers SAQA qualifications is the Adventure Qualifications Network. AQN is a countrywide network of qualified trainers and assessors who offer qualifications for Abseiling, Climbing, Hiking, Kloofing, Paddling and Marine Guiding. It is interesting to note that almost all of these Assessors are also affiliated to the SA Mountaineering Development & Training Trust (MDT) or African Paddling Association (APA). 

Many people get confused between the MDT program and the SAQA qualifications. The difference is quite substantial from a legal sense but very similar in content. 

The SAQA based qualifications are legally required for anyone who earns remuneration from their guiding activities and these are recognised by the South African Government.

The MDT on the other hand is an industry award recognised as a standard of competence for anyone who may need to show they have the required minimum skills for these activities. (Club leaders, non-professionals, adventure racers, and the recreational participant). The MDT also has five awards that are recognised by the World Mountaineering Federation (UIAA) as meeting the minimum standards for these activities. These standards are either fully or partially recognised by the other (68) UIAA member countries. So in short, professionals in SA must hold a National Qualification registered with SAQA, but holding the MDT awards also gives the user recognition overseas in UIAA member countries.

As a purely recreational user, not leading others, and not being paid to do your favourite activities, there is no requirement to hold any sort of qualification. You still have the freedom to do as you please, although it is still recommended that fundamental training courses are done with a professional. After all it is your life, and at least it is hoped that through a professional you will not be taught any bad habits.

As a professional – Get Legal! The fines are high and as of 01 June 2006, the Provincial Registrars (DEAT) have started to clamp down and a number of people have already been prosecuted countrywide.

If you want to be a professional, be professional.  

1. Technical Handbook for Professional Mountain Guides.
2. Inquest 15/97 – Magistrates court of Melmoth
3. 2nd Tourism Amendment Act of 2000
4. Extract from a Unit Standard 

For further details or information:
Adventure Qualifications Network
www.aqn.za.org

info@aqn.za.org

031 767 2160 

South African Mountaineering
Development & Training Trust
www.mdt.za.org

admin@mdt.za.org

THETA
Tourism Hospitality Sport & Recreation Education Training Authority

www.theta.org

mummy@theta.org

011 803 6010

SAQA
www.saqa.org.za

saqainfo@saqa.org.za

086 010 3188

UIAA
www.uiaa.ch/index.aspx
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