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Note: 
 
This guidance is intended to assist all those involved with ropes courses to 
comply with EN: 15567 which sets out the standards to be met for the installation 
of new ropes courses and the operation of both new and existing courses.   
 
This guidance will be updated on the 1st January every year.  Comments on the 
content are welcome. The procedure for submitting comments can be found at 
the end of this document. 
 
This guidance has been compiled by: 
 

The Health and Safety Executive  
The Adventure Activity Licensing Service  

The European Ropes Course Association – Nick Moriarty 
Adventure Activities Industry Advisory Committee – John Cousins 

Go Ape! – Jerome Mayhew 
 

Compliance with this guidance does NOT infer approval, endorsement or similar 
compliance with any of the named contributors to this guidance and does not 
entitle any organisation to use their logos or similar identification. 
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1. Foreword 

 
Following the inception of the new European Ropes Course Standard (EN15567) 
in March 2008 and Working at Height Regulations, the Adventure Activities 
Industry Advisory Committee AAIAC requested the European Ropes Course 
Association (represented by Nick Moriarty), to coordinate the production of a 
single document for operators, trainers, builders, inspectors and constructors of 
ropes courses. 
 
Although the first ropes courses were established in the UK sixty years ago, the 
industry has only flourished in the last twenty years. Unlike most adventure 
activities, ropes courses did not evolve as a sport or a pastime; instead they were 
developed as a tool for personal and team development. In this respect they 
remain one of the most powerful tools for outdoor experiential learning and are 
used to this end the world over.  The use of ropes courses as a recreational 
activity is a recent development in the UK and whilst this is a rapidly emerging 
industry their use as a developmental tool still prevails. 
 
Initially the fastest development in the ropes course industry occurred in the 
United States; however, since 1995 the greatest advancements have occurred in 
Europe. In 2003 the European Ropes Course Association (ERCA) was formed 
and its membership has increased rapidly.  The forerunner to ERCA was the 
German Ropes Course Association.  
 
In the UK the Advisory Association for Ropes Courses and Initiatives (AARCI) 
was inaugurated in 1995; however, after producing the first set of useful UK 
guidelines it had served its purpose and fizzled out of existence a few years later.   
 
The Association for Challenge Course Technology (ACCT) was formed in the 
United States in the early 1990’s.  ERCA and ACCT cooperate in sharing 
information in the interests of the wider ropes course community.  
 
Despite the high potential for risk, the ropes course industry remains largely 
unregulated; however, through the new European Standard a successful attempt 
was made to collate good working practice from across the European Union.  
ERCA too has been instrumental in collating good ropes course practice and 
actively collates accident data and remains at the forefront of industry 
developments. 1 
 
 

 
 

                                            
1 Other ropes course associations include the Professional Ropes Course Association (PRCA) in 

the USA and the International Adventure Parcs Association based (IAPA) in Germany 
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2 Abbreviations: 
 

Solely for the ease of reading the document the following abbreviations have 
been adopted. 
 
Full Name Abbreviation 

 
Adventure Activities Industry Advisory Committee 

 
AAIAC 

 
Adventure Activities Licensing Regulations 2004 

 
AALR 

 
Adventure Activities Licensing Service 

 
AALS 

 
European Ropes Course Association 

 
ERCA 

 
European Ropes Course Standard EN:15567 (generally) 
 
European Ropes Course Standard EN:15567 Part 1    
                     Construction and Safety Requirements (specifically) 
 
European Ropes Course Standard EN:155677 Part 2 Operation                  
                     Requirements (specifically) 
 
European Ropes Course Standard EN:15567 Part 1 and Part 2 

 
EN  
 
EN 1 
 
 
EN 2 
 
 
EN 1 & 2 

 
Health and Safety 

 
H&S 

 
Health and Safety Executive 

 
HSE 

 
Health and Safety at Work 

 
HSW 

 
Lifting Operations and Lifting Equipment Regulations 

 
LOLER 

 
Personal Protective Equipment  

 
PPE 

 
United Kingdom 

 
UK 

 
Work At Height Regulations 2005 (as amended) 

 
WAHR 
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3. Introduction:  
 

It is intended that those applying this document do so in conjunction with 
reference to:  
 

• European Ropes Course Association (ERCA) Standards (revised addition 
due Spring 2009) 

• EN:15567 parts 1 & 2 (EN) 

• Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 (HSW) 

• Work at Height Regulations 2005 (as amended) (WAHR) 
 
The document seeks to summarise key information for: 
 

• Construction 

• Inspections & Maintenance 

• Operation  
 
 
Explanatory Note: EN General 
 
The EN was initiated by the French and Germans in an attempt to formalise the 
standards of the ropes course industry. UK representation, on the committee of 
experts, was poor initially but by the end of the process UK interests were 
representative of our industry.    
 
When the process of drafting the EN commenced (2005) the ropes course 
industry, across Europe, was very well established. Significantly the evolution of 
recreational ropes courses in France resulted in very different methods of 
operation to those typically found on traditional ropes courses. Furthermore the 
inevitable conflict between the commercialisation of ropes courses and traditional 
approaches to operation was frequently an issue. It is fair to say therefore that 
the resulting EN consists of some very significant compromises. 
 
As with all European Standards the EN will be reviewed after 5 years (2012). 
Given the rapidly changing nature of our industry it is probable that this will be 
reflected in future changes to the EN.   
 
There was broad agreement amongst experts in the compilation of Part 1 of the 
EN (relating to construction and safety requirements).  Part 2, relating to the 
operation of ropes courses, was a great deal more contentious.  Interestingly it 
was the first time that any European Standard had sought to “define” how 
something should be used. As a general rule European Standards define how 
products are built and tested.  These tend to be very measurable processes and 
consequently are well suited to standardisation.  How a ropes course is best 
used is a very subjective matter and therefore it was the operational matters that 
created the most debate. 
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Issues relating to construction and inspection standards were often more 
advanced elsewhere in Europe than in the UK.  This can probably be attributed 
to the fact there has been more “formal” intervention in these processes.  
Independent inaugural inspections, for example, have been the norm in France 
and Germany for a long time; whereas, in the UK constructors have historically 
“passed” their own work.   
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4. General: 
 
Constructors and operators have duties under general health and safety 
legislation.  This guidance document does not deal with these general duties and 
competent advice should be sought regarding these and other general legal 
obligations.   It should be noted that under the terms of AALR, ropes courses are 
not licensable (in Great Britain). 
 
Compliance with the EN is not a legal requirement.  However, it may be referred 
to by the health and safety enforcing authorities when considering how a 
constructor or operator has discharged their health and safety duties.  Therefore 
it is important that operators are familiar with the standard.   
 
Ropes Course Definition 
 
The EN defines a ropes course as a “constructed facility consisting of one or 
more activity systems¹, support systems² and, if needed, belay and/or safety 
systems³.  A ropes course is distinct from playground equipment in that it has 
restricted access and requires supervision” (see below for notes ¹-³).  
 
EN does not seek to differentiate between high and low courses.  As a general 
rule a high ropes course will rely on some form of belay system (see key and 
diagrams below). A low ropes course is considered the generic term for elements 
close to the ground (rarely more than 2 metres). Therefore the term low ropes 
course may also include an assault/obstacle course and initiative exercises.  An 
assault/obstacle course is a series of free standing or linked elements where the 
emphasis is normally placed on it being a physical challenge (team or individual). 
Initiative exercises are generally single challenges that require team participation 
and, as the name implies, the emphasis placed on participants using their 
initiative. 
 
 
Key to diagrams below (overleaf): 
 

• ¹ Activity Systems Include: 
 
  A1 Elements 
  A2 Platforms 
  A3 Access 
  

• ² Support Systems include: 
 
  S1 Poles, trees, buildings, rock or other supporting structures 
  S2 Foundations, anchors 
  S3 Guy Lines 
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• ³ Belaying Systems include: 
 
  B1 Assisted belaying System 
  B2 Continuous belaying system 
  B3  Self Belaying System 
                      

      
                
 

                  Example of an Assisted and                         Example of a Continuous  
                  Self Belay Ropes Course   Belay Ropes Course 
 
 
 
Key Terms Identified in EN: 15567 Part 1 (Construction) 
 
 
Self-Belaying System (formerly a cow’s tail course) - Belaying system that is 
operated by the participant him / herself; 
 
Assisted Belaying System (formerly a top rope / bottom rope system) - 
Belaying system where the participant is secured by at least one person; 
 
Continuous Belaying System (may utilise rails or cable) - Belaying system that 
enables participants to progress from one activity system to the next and that 
does not require participants to undo or change the connection to the belaying 
system. 
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Assisted Belay Ropes Course  
 
 

 
Continuous Belay (rail system)  

 


