Cairns & Track Markings – Do they enhance or spoil the wilderness experience?
One of the main reasons most people walk in the bush is to enjoy the pristine environment – to get away from the urban sprawl, and back to nature. So is it appropriate that in untracked terrain, leaders sometimes mark the route, using cairns, tape or other markers? Does this spoil or enhance the experience? Certainly, this topic has over the years led to much debate. People tend to come down on one side or the other – there seems to be no middle ground.

What are the arguments in favour of marking routes in wilderness areas? The biggest thing in most people’s mind is safety. Using markers on some off-track sections simply helps prevent hikers from getting lost. Getting lost is not fun for most people. What’s more, it can result in the need for call-outs of bush rescue personnel, which in turn puts searchers at risk, and is costly. 
So marking a route provides an element of security. It means that many people who might otherwise not risk going off track, or may not be confident in their navigational skills, can enjoy the wilderness. Using markers results in many beautiful but remote areas becoming safely and more easily accessible to bushwalkers, without detracting from the experience for most people – after all, you still have to be prepared to bush-bash and rock-hop your way to your objective.

But on the other hand, what about the principle that we are in the wilderness, and part of that experience is the challenge to the bushman of successfully navigating a route, with no artificial aids? Is it not an essential part of bushcraft to be able to find your way?  Some would maintain that anyone who has not learned to master this ‘basic’ task should not be out there anyway. 
This belief leads some ‘purists’ to go out of their way to remove markers from off-track walks, after someone has gone to much trouble to put the same markers in place, either for their own future benefit, or to help others. Isn’t this potentially dangerous? Does the purist have the right to do this? Especially when ignorant of who put the markers in place, and their reasons for doing so. 
There may be very valid reasons for the markers. One of the writer’s favourite walks is to the bottom of Gerringong Falls, in the Southern Highlands’ Budderoo National Park. Having heard about this place, his first couple of trips were exploratory, and it took a long time to pick out the best route. By the third trip, the time needed to complete the trickiest section of the journey was half that of the first visit, meaning there was more time to spend at the base of the falls and a more relaxing day. 
Someone at some stage marked the route with white tape and red strips of wool. This allowed others to enjoy the walk for themselves. But someone later went to considerable trouble to remove all of the markers, and it is now very difficult for someone who has not visited the area before to find the way down the cliff line, even when armed with a detailed description. 

And while it may not be a true wilderness experience, the writer can recall the 100km Sydney Trailwalker charity walk one year being spoiled for many participants when the reflective markers, designed to help walkers find their way by torchlight during the night, were all removed from a 10 km section, after being painstakingly put in place, a process that had taken the best part of a day to do. The tags were to be removed after the walk, but someone decided to take them down for their own reasons before the event, which made route finding difficult during the night for many participants.
OK, so who is right? Should wilderness, off-track routes markers be used, and left in place, or not? I think you will have gathered by now that, while the writer appreciates the challenge of finding a route unaided, on balance, he firmly believes that markers have an important role to play. They allow more people to enjoy the experience, safely. Who has the right to judge that only the skilled or those with local knowledge should be ‘allowed’ to go off-track? 
The purist should not be able to dictate the terms of entry into the bush, or put lesser mortals at risk as a sop to his own arrogance. And if you are that much of a purist, then what are you or anyone else doing in the bush at all, markers or no markers?!
If walkers rely on markers, it might not be because they don’t know how to navigate. Haven’t we all been very glad to come across a cairn which reassures us we are in the right place, especially in inclement weather, such as mist or fog? So as long as the tagging is discrete, and so doesn’t spoil the pristine environment – preferably by using natural materials, such as cairns or tree blazes, or small neutrally-coloured tape, then in the writer’s judgement markers have a valid role to play and are appropriate tools for use in the wilderness by even the most experienced bushman. 
Here are a couple of photos of the bottom of Gerringong Falls in the Southern Highlands of NSW, which can only be reached by a little-known, hard to find off-track route,  which the uninitiated are not able to enjoy due to the difficulty in finding the way down unaided. 
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