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MOBILE PHONES
If you have coverage and battery power then a 
mobile phone is a great device, but consider 
how often you have both in the outdoors. While 
NZ’s mobile phone coverage network is good 
in urban areas and improving elsewhere, it’s 
unlikely you’ll have coverage in the backcountry 
unless you have a compatible satellite 
messenger device. You may choose to carry 
your mobile phone ‘just in case’, or for communication at the 
start/end of your trip, but never rely on a mobile phone as your 
only form of communication.

IF YOU HAVE TO USE YOUR DEVICE, 
WHAT INFO SHOULD YOU PROVIDE?
This will depend on the nature of your incident or reason for 
communication. Write down this information before you call:

 ▲ Reason for communication (i.e. to get updated weather 
report or request emergency help)

 ▲ Your location. Use the map number and six-digit grid 
reference plus any notable features such as hut name, 
stream name or obvious terrain feature

 ▲ Names and number of party members
 ▲ Situation-specific information – medical details, urgency, 

terrain.

Remember that some devices will not allow you to 
communicate this information and some will not provide  
two-way communications, so consider your device carefully.

A gUIDE TO COMMUNICATINg IN THE OUTDOORS

SUMMARY
A suitable communication device is one of the most important 
pieces of equipment you can carry in the outdoors. Whether 
it’s a day, overnight or week-long trip, you never know when 
you’ll need one. Consider the options available to you and 
select a device that works best for your specific situation – 
this may alternate depending on the nature of your trip. Don’t 
forget the most important communication is ‘telling someone’ 
and leaving your intentions before you go. 

The Outdoor Safety
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Plan your trip

Tell someone

Be aware of the weather

Know your limits

Take su�cient supplies

OUTDOOR 
COMMUNICATIONS

Visit: www.mountainsafety.org.nz

 AdventureSmart 
www.adventuresmart.org.nz

   Avalanche Advisory 
www.avalanche.net.nz

  Department of Conservation 
www.doc.govt.nz

  Federated Mountain Clubs NZ 
www.fmc.org.nz

  Leave No Trace 
www.leavenotrace.org.nz

  MetService 
www.metservice.co.nz

  National Incident Database 
www.incidentreport.org.nz

  NZ Land Search & Rescue  
www.landsar.org.nz

  NZ Walking Access Commission 
www.walkingaccess.govt.nz

USEFUL CONTACTS

RESOURCES
Mountain Safety Council
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Order from: www.mountainsafety.org.nz/resources

PAMPHLETS
 Avalanche Rescue

 Avalanche Safety

  Firearms Safety

  Going Bush?

 Going Hunting?

 Hypothermia

 Outdoor Communications

 Selecting a Firearm

 Whakatu-pato

DVDs
 On Target 

 Outdoor Safety Code

 River Safety

DOWNLOADS
 Mountain Radio Contacts

 Plan to Survive

 River Safety

 Snowsports

EQUIPMENT

 Avalanche cards

 Chamber safety device

 MSC packliner

 MSC pocket survival bag 

 MSC safety whistle

 MSC survival bag

MANUALS
 Abseiling

 Alpine Rescue Techniques

 Alpine Skills

 Avalanche Accidents

 Bushcraft

 NZ Firearm Handbook

 Outdoor First Aid

  Outdoor Safety: Risk Management



OVERVIEW
There are a number of communication devices suitable for people 
heading into the outdoors. Selecting the most appropriate device 
for your specific activity, and knowing how to use it should the 
situation arise, are key factors to consider when planning a trip. 

WHEN SELECTINg A DEVICE YOU SHOULD CONSIDER:

 ▲ If something went wrong, what device would give me the 
best possible chance of contacting outside help?

 ▲ How long will I be away for – will battery life be an issue?
 ▲ How many people are in the group – will one device be 

enough?
 ▲ How easy is the device to use – can I set it up and use it 

myself?

After you have answered these questions, you should consider 
how each device works, their advantages, disadvantages and 
availability to you. 

All communication devices have their limitations. You may find 
more than one device would be suitable for your intended trip.

MOUNTAIN RADIOS

WHAT IS IT AND HOW DOES IT WORk?

A mountain radio is a portable device that 
often comes in two parts; an aerial and 
a radio transceiver (hand unit). Mountain 
radios require some setup time; the aerial 
must be extended in full, in a straight line 
and attached to the transceiver. The centre 
of the aerial needs to be as high off the 
ground as possible.

Daily schedules (known as ‘scheds’) allow 
users to listen to the weather forecast and 
update the base on their intentions. Radio 
operators often listen in throughout the 
day so emergency calls can be made at any time. Some field 
sets have the ability to make direct phone calls to any number 
in NZ.

ADVANTAgES

 ▲ Two-way communication 
 ▲ Obtain updated weather forecasts
 ▲ Works almost anywhere in the backcountry, fairly reliable 

service
 ▲ Relatively inexpensive to hire
 ▲ Available from multiple locations.

DISADVANTAgES

 ▲ Relatively heavy and bulky when compared with other 
communication devices

 ▲ Setup time required
 ▲ Large operating area required (for aerial setup)
 ▲ Difficult to set up if injured and solo
 ▲ Call quality can be affected by atmospheric static (storms).

FOR MORE INFORMATION VISIT:

www.mountainradio.co.nz (Canterbury MRS)
www.wmrs.org.nz (Wellington MRS, with contacts to other 

North Island services)
www.cnimrs.org.nz (Central North Island MRS)

SATELLITE PHONE

WHAT IS IT AND HOW DOES IT WORk?

Satellite phones are similar to mobile phones but use orbiting 
satellites (as opposed to mobile phone coverage towers) to 
connect to phone networks. A satellite phone can be used 
anywhere in the world to connect to domestic and international 
numbers, provided you have satellite coverage. Coverage will 
vary depending on your location; for example, being on top 
of a mountain with a clear view of the sky will give you better 
coverage and call quality when compared to calling from the 
bottom of a valley.

ADVANTAgES

 ▲ Can be used by a solo, injured person
 ▲ Two-way communication
 ▲ Some models allow text/email communication
 ▲ Can be used in multiple countries
 ▲ Easy to use with little or no training.

DISADVANTAgES

 ▲ Require batteries that can’t usually be charged in the field
 ▲ Batteries have a limited lifespan
 ▲ Call quality can be affected by location, terrain and weather
 ▲ Expensive to buy and use compared to other devices.

PERSONAL LOCATOR BEACON (PLB)

WHAT IS IT AND HOW DOES IT WORk?

A personal locator beacon is a portable 
device that can be activated in an 
emergency to request immediate outside 
emergency assistance, usually in the form 
of a helicopter search and rescue. When 
activated, the device sends a signal via 
satellite to the Rescue Coordination Centre 
of NZ (RCCNZ).

ADVANTAgES

 ▲ Small, compact and lightweight
 ▲ Once registered, no setup is required
 ▲ Can be activated by a solo, injured person
 ▲ Readily available for purchase or hire
 ▲ Detection by the RCCNZ is available 24 hours
 ▲ Extremely accurate, making search and rescue more effective.

DISADVANTAgES

 ▲ Requires line-of-sight to the sky
 ▲ Does not allow for two-way communication
 ▲ Must only be used in emergency situations
 ▲ Battery has a limited shelf life

If activated by mistake, contact RCCNZ on +64 4 577 8030 or  
NZ Police on 111 as soon as possible.

FOR MORE INFORMATION VISIT:

www.beacons.org.nz

The most important communication of your trip starts 
before you leave! Make sure you leave detailed intentions, 
so those staying behind know where you are going. If you 
have to contact outside help in an emergency, or don’t 
return when planned, this could make the time required to 
assist you much shorter. 

Visit www.adventuresmart.org.nz for info and tools.

SATELLITE MESSENgER DEVICES

WHAT ARE THEY AND HOW DO THEY WORk?

Satellite messenger devices use the earth’s orbiting satellite 
systems to send messages or emergency distress notifications. 
Various devices offer differing services, which can include: 
distress/emergency signals; pre-programmed text/email 
messages; free form text/email messages; and route tracking 
using GPS capabilities. Some devices allow you to use your 
mobile phone to send texts/calls using the satellite technology.

Each device is different, so it is important that you research 
their specific functions and select one that meets your needs.

ADVANTAgES
 ▲ Small, compact and lightweight
 ▲ Can be used by a solo, injured person
 ▲ Some devices allow two-way communication
 ▲ Some devices can be used in multiple countries.

DISADVANTAgES
 ▲ Requires line-of-sight to the sky
 ▲ Some devices have additional service fees or annual 

subscription fees over and above the purchase price.

FOR MORE INFORMATION VISIT:

http://international.findmespot.com
http://www.alwaysinreach.co.nz


