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There are a number of things you need to know about orienteering maps. 
 
1. Magnetic north 

Maps are drawn to magnetic north  (not geographic north). 
This makes it easy to align the map to north with a compass 
 

2. Map symbols 
Special orienteering symbols and colours, defined by the International Orienteering 
Federation  (IOF),  are used. 
(eg)  Runnable forest is white, open farmland is yellow. 
A legend is often not printed on the map.  You are expected to know what the colours and 
symbols mean. (See following page.) 
  

3. Accuracy and Detail 
Although orienteering maps are drawn to a scale they are also drawn from the "eye of the 
runner".  Features obvious to a runner may be shown bigger than they really are. 
An orienteering map will show a lot more detail than many other maps.  When running a 
course you need to "simplify" the map in your mind. 
 

4. Scale 
Standard scales of  1:15,000  or  1:10,000  are most commonly used,  with 1:7,500 often 
used for novices.  Short course sprint event maps can use bigger scales of 1:5,000 or 
more.  The scale of the map will be printed on the map. 
 

5. Contour interval 
Standard contour interval is 5m,  with a thicker contour line every 25m.  Maps with 
complex contours are sometimes drawn with 2.5m contour intervals.  Form-lines can be 
used between the contour lines to show the shape of the land.  The contour interval used 
will be printed on the map. 

 
 
(The above notes do not apply to maps used in rogaining or mountain marathons.) 
 
 
The standard IOF mapping symbols are shown on the next page. 
Note: 
 The most common symbols are shown, some symbols are missing. 
 The symbols shown on the map are not the same as the symbols used on the control 

description sheets for your course. 
 Ignore the symbol numbers, they are only used by fieldworkers and cartographers. 

 
 
 
The definition of all IOF mapping symbols is available from the IOF website,  (follow the 
link on the club website.) 




