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What is a Buddy System During Hiking?

Recce trip at Janda Baik

Jimmy Chew (jcstar@gmail.com)

In my last article Getting Lost in the Forest - Can It Be Avoided? in Pencinta Alam newsletter, I had 
mentioned ‘buddy system’ as one of the practical pointers for not getting lost.
 
We hear the term often during hikes - day or overnight trips. It is easy to understand, and it means 
during the hike, to walk alongside with a buddy. However, we still hear cases of people and friends 
who got lost during hikes irrespective of distance, in a community park or large, raw forest and even 
during broad daylight. In a recent incident, two hikers got separated during their hike at a mountain 
above 7,000 feet high. The buddy system was not followed and little attempts were made to rejoin.

So what is the real deal with buddy system? Who is a buddy?

A buddy does not necessarily mean it has to be a friend. It may be an acquaintance, another hiker 
from the group not yet introduced, or even a complete stranger. In fact, anyone can be a hiking 
buddy. A family member is usually a buddy, but we can be a buddy with somebody else - it does not 
matter as long as the person is NOT alone. A buddy system is made up of two persons or more and 
it can be even made up of a team of five persons, for example. 

A buddy does not mean the person must be physically right next to you; it can some five metres 
away as long as the person is visible and is aware that you are in front or at the back. A person who 
is entirely on his own is deemed not to be in a buddy system. 
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Why do we need a buddy system?
There are many hikers who are capable to do solo hikes. There are even 
more hikers who think they can do solo hikes but in reality they are not 
yet up to par in terms of experience. 

We need buddies to look out for each other as accidents and injuries 
may happen (trips, falling branches), wildlife attacks (snakes, bees), and 
health issues (heart attack, heatstroke). And, not forgetting one more 
big reason - getting LOST! This means, by trekking solo and not 
informing anyone, no one will know your whereabouts, and you may 
also not know of the whereabouts of the others. 

In most cases, trekking solo without a buddy does not present an 
immediate dangerous scenario. There are many local, solo hikers who 
trek at their regular hills in their vicinity and on their usual routes.

Types of buddy system

From my years of trekking experience, I observed a couple of styles. 
One assigned, and one natural. 

Assigned means a buddy is automatically assigned or paired i.e. they 
are teamed up as a sub group, and this is very useful in long hikes e.g. 
multiday camping trips. Family members are automatically buddied up; 
members from the same personal transport too, so that when they exit 
together, no one needs to wait to access the vehicle for change of 
clothes and so on. They can also be paired based on food sharing and 
rations - there are various styles. Assigned does not mean it has to be in 
written form. Mutual understanding is sufficient. 

Natural selection is the other. Friendship sometimes is formed naturally 
through hiking with people. During trekking, in their communication, 
they may find a common interest and before you know it, you have hiked 
the entire journey with a buddy! At a long trail, many sub groups are 
common. It is a valid buddy system.

Why is buddy system sometimes difficult to follow? What complicates 
it?

Hiking ego is always present - overestimation of self capability that he or 
she is self sufficient and is able to trek alone independently irrespective 
of trekking skill levels. The thinking must be set right before the hike. The 
right thinking must stem from the fact that hiking is never a competition 
and there is no reason not to stick along with buddies - there is no prize 
for reaching the finishing line first.

Another reason is level of fitness. For example, when pace is significantly 
different. It is difficult for someone who is always trekking fast to slow 
down and vice-versa it is difficult for the slow hikers to cope with the 
quick ones. A breakaway may be necessary; and ideally the person 
reattaches to another buddy whose pace is rather similar. This too is a 
common behaviour. In some cases, many would think being very fit, they 
can be anywhere. But this is a misconception. Fitness is only a fraction of 
survival experience, which encompasses skills like building shelter, 
looking for water and food, creating heat, overnight in the raw, and 
navigational skills, and most of all, teamwork and cohesiveness.

Miscommunication and wrong assumption about the location. A couple 
of things can go wrong here, from giving wrong turning directions or 
bearing, to assuming the buddy is on the right route. This usually 
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happens during a breakaway transition (moving out of the existing pair to 
join another pair) and during intermittent breaks and rests. When the 
person is tired, the checks are often missed out. Calling out is the 
simplest way to gather up as a matter of ensuring the team sticks 
together. A whistle is a great tool for team movement, and for survival 
and emergency [this will be covered in the next write-up].

Physical terrain: Many times hikers are misled (while they are indeed in a 
buddy system) and they think that they are on the right trail. A person is 
‘lost’ as soon as he or she misses the sight of the person in front or at the 
back and took a wrong direction, for example, supposedly to take a right 
turn but instead hiked straight ahead, and no call to broadcast position 
has been made. A safe distance in a buddy system is one where visibility 
is maintained. If this visibility is broken, the buddy system is impaired and 
wrong trekking decisions may be made. 

In many professionally organised events, the organiser requires 
everybody to start together although they may not end together. The 
hike is preceded by a safety briefing. Some simple rules require no one to 
overtake the guide or leader, the assigned or volunteer sweeper ensures 
he or she is the last person or team, and facilitators/crew members are in 
between, depending on overall team size. When one batch has rested 
enough and the next batch arrives to rest, the earlier batch can start off, 
with buddy system intact in this team movement technique. 

How to improve on the buddy system? Is it awkward to request a 
buddy? What can you do?
Buddy system is more of common sense and not a cast-in-stone 
instruction. There are no rules and it is always in a flux. It is for us to 
adapt to it. It is more psychology than mechanical. There are several 
ways we can do to encourage and improve upon the buddy system.

1.If you are alone and are not feeling safe, simply request to tag 
along. Usually, fellow hikers do not reject. I had been asked few 
times if they could follow me (peaks and waterfalls) - they were 
first timers to the area.
2.If you are ahead and needed to hike alongside someone, you 
can wait for those behind to arrive and then join them. 
3.If you want to break away from the current team and join 
another, be sure to make it visibly known so that that both 
parties are aware; or just announce it.
4.Always be observant of who is in front of you and who is at the 
back. This is part of situational awareness. One critical capability 
is the ability to focus and not get distracted where there are 
other groups in the trail - if you lose that focus, you may detach 
from your buddy or team and instead go with others!
5.When your sub group leaves, always do a quick check on the 
headcount and the buddies in the team before moving out to 
ensure no one is left behind.
6.As soon as you loose visibility of your buddy either the one in 
front or at the back, you will need to catch up or wait, or call out 
/ whistle to broadcast your position and call for attention.
7.If you are tired, you can join the sweeper as the last team. 
There are many instances the last team comes out late at night 
with their headlamps on and yet they are all in one piece.
8.If you are an experienced trekker, and you have a beginner in 
your group, it is then time for you to educate the person on the 
buddy system.

So there you go. The more you practise the buddy system, over 
time, it becomes second nature. I will leave with this quote - "In 
hiking, the journey is primary, destination is secondary."

3





GREEN LIVING COLUMN

5Continued on next page…

A Japanese cargo ship struck a reef off the coast of Mauritius in late July, and 
has now leaked more than 1,000 metric tons of oil into the pristine waters 
and unique ecosystems of the island nation.
Mauritius has declared a state of environmental emergency, and the French 
government has sent technical support to assist with the disaster response. 
Oil is one of the most abundant pollutants in the oceans. About 3 million 
metric tons of oil contaminates the oceans annually. 
Many major oil spills have taken place in recent years– the Exxon Valdez in 
1989, the Prestige in 2002, and the Deepwater Horizon in 2010. Oil spills will 
continue to be a pressing problem and source of pollution as long as ships 
move most of the petroleum products around the world, and exploration of 
oil from oceanic resources is steadily on the rise.
Nevertheless, oil spills mostly end up occurring accidentally, and thus it 
becomes increasingly important to employ various clean-up methods for 
tacking the menace they could pose to the marine ecosystem. Since the 
density of oil is lesser than water, it floats on the water surface when it leaks 
or spills (saltwater or freshwater), and this can facilitate clean-ups. 

Here are some of the oil spill clean-up methods currently in use:
1. Using Oil Booms
Equipment called containment booms acts like a fence to prevent the oil from 
further spreading or floating away. Booms float on the water surface and 
have three parts –
A ‘freeboard’ is the part that rises above the water surface, containing the 
oil and preventing it from splashing over the top; 
• A ‘skirt’ is placed below the surface and keeps the oil from being squeezed 
under the booms and escaping;
• A kind of cable or chain that connects the parts to strengthen and stabilize 
the boom.

Connected sections of the boom are placed around the area of the oil spill until 
it is totally surrounded and contained.
This method is effective only when the oil is in one spot. It works when the spill 
is accessible within a few hours of taking place, otherwise, the area of the spill 
becomes too large to manage. It cannot be successfully employed under rough 
sea waves, high wind velocities or fluctuating tides.
2. Using Skimmers
Once the oil has been confined by using oil booms, skimmers or oil scoops can 
be deployed onto boats to remove the contaminants from the water surface. 
Skimmers are machines specially designed to suck up the oil from the water 
surface like a vacuum cleaner. They are used to physically separate the oil from 
the water so that it can be collected and processed for re-use.
3. Using Sorbents
Sorbents are materials that soak up liquids by either absorption (pulling in 
through pores) or adsorption (forming a layer on the surface). Both these 
properties make the process of clean-up much easier. Materials commonly 
used as oil sorbents are hay, peat moss, straw or vermiculite.
Sorbents after absorption become heavier (3 to 15 times their weight), and as 
a result, may sink, making them difficult to retrieve and also pose a risk to 
aquatic life in the sea bottom. Sorbents are most effective in small spills or to 
manage the leftover traces of a larger spill.
4. Burning In-situ
In this method, the oil floating on the surface is ignited to burn it off. This in-
situ burning of oil can effectively remove up to 98% of an oil spill, which is 
more than most of the other methods.
However, the toxic fumes released from the burning can cause significant 
damage to the environment as well as marine life.
The procedure works on spills that are relatively fresh before the oil spreads to 
a larger area and decreases in thickness.

Contributed by Wong Ee Lynn 
wongeelynn@yahoo.com / 

gl.mnselangor@yahoo.com
CLEANING UP AFTER AN OIL SPILL
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5. Using Dispersants
When the spilled oil cannot be contained by using booms, the only option left 
is to accelerate the disintegration of oil. Dispersal agents, such as Corexit 
9500, are chemicals that are sprayed upon the spill with the help of aircraft 
and boats, which aid the natural breakdown of oil components.
They allow the oil to chemically bond with water by increasing the surface 
area of each molecule. This ensures that the slick does not travel over the 
surface of the water, and is easier to degrade by microbes.
However, the use of dispersants can create tarballs. As the oil combines with 
water, it also gets mixed with sand and debris present in the water. This 
results in the formation of large tar balls floating on the surface of the water, 
which often find their way to the shores.
The toxicity of dispersants can affect marine organisms, especially the non-
mobile ones such as corals and seagrass.
6. Hot Water and High-Pressure Washing
This procedure is mainly used in situations where the oil is inaccessible to 
methods of mechanical removal such as using booms and skimmers. It is used 
to dislodge the trapped and weathered oil from locations which are generally 
inaccessible to machinery.
Water heaters are used to heat up water to around 170°C, which is then 
sprayed by hand with high-pressure wands or nozzles. The oil is thus flushed 
to the water surface, which can be collected with skimmers or sorbents.
However, organisms falling in the direct spray zone have a high chance of 
being adversely affected by the hot water.
7. Using Manual Labour
As the name suggests, the method requires hand-held tools and manual 
labour to clean up the contaminants. It involves the use of manual means like 
hands, rakes, shovels etc. to clean the surface oil and oily debris and place 
them in special containers to be removed from the shoreline.
Sometimes, mechanized equipment may be employed for providing any 
additional help and reach out to any inaccessible areas.
This method is applicable only for cleaning up the slick in shorelines. The 
process is more economically viable, as volunteers or unskilled workers with 
minimal training can be employed for the process.

Contributed by Wong Ee Lynn 
wongeelynn@yahoo.com / 

gl.mnselangor@yahoo.com8. Bioremediation
Bioremediation refers to the use of specific microorganisms to remove 
any toxic or harmful substances. There are various classes of bacteria, 
fungi, archaea and algae that degrade petroleum products by 
metabolizing and breaking them into simpler and non-toxic molecules 
(mostly fatty acids and carbon dioxide). Sometimes, reagents and 
fertilizers may be added to the area. These phosphorus-based and 
nitrogen-based fertilizers provide adequate nutrients to the microbes 
so that they are able to grow and multiply quickly.
This process is generally not used when the spill has happened in the 
deep seas and is gradually put into action once the oil starts to 
approach the shoreline.
This process is slow and time-consuming, and may even take years, so 
quicker solutions like using booms and skimmers or sorbents may be 
used if any urgent action is required.
The fertilizers have an equally high chance of aiding the growth of 
unwanted algae, which consume much of the available oxygen and cut 
off sunlight from going to the deeper water levels. This can negatively 
impact marine life, and prove to be counter-productive.

9. Chemical Stabilisation of oil by Elastomizers
Right after an oil spill, the immediate concern is to prevent the oil from 
spreading and contaminating the adjacent areas. While mechanical 
methods like using oil booms effectively contain the oil, they have 
certain limitations to their use.
Quite recently, experts have been using compounds like ‘Elastol’, which 
is basically poly iso-butylene (PIB) in a white powdered form, to confine 
oil spills. The compound gelatinizes or solidifies the oil on the water 
surface and thus keeps it from spreading or escaping. The gelatin is 
easy to retrieve, and this makes the process highly efficient.
While PIB is non-toxic and commonly found in foodstuffs, the gelatin 
may pose a risk of entangling or suffocating the aquatic animals.

Continued on next page…



10. Natural Recovery
The simplest method of dealing with the oil spill cleanup operation is to make 
use of the vagaries of nature like the sun, the wind, the weather, tides, or 
naturally occurring microbes. It is used in certain cases when the shoreline is too 
remote or inaccessible, or the environmental impact of cleaning up a spill could 
potentially far outweigh the benefits.
Due to the constancy of these elements, the oil generally evaporates or is broken 
down into simpler components.
This is a highly time consuming and unreliable process and thus needs constant 
and close monitoring. It should not be confused with ‘sitting down and doing 
nothing’.
The treatments follow a general rule: (All distances measured from the 
shoreline)
200 nautical miles and beyond – No treatment is used, unless the case is very 
severe.
Between 20 and 200 nautical miles, booms and skimmers may be used.
Between 20 and 10 nautical miles, dispersants are used.
For areas very close to the shoreline, biological agents are used.
These are only general rules and can be altered based on the type of oil that has 
been spilt and the prevailing weather conditions. No two oil spill cases are the 
same, so each one is evaluated individually based on its own merit.
Oil spills such as the latest incident in Mauritius underscore the need for the 
world to do two things: (1) To take better measures to prevent oil spills in the 
first place; and (2) To phase out fossil fuels and replace them with renewable 
energy. 

(Compiled and edited by Wong Ee Lynn. 

Sources:

https://www.marineinsight.com/environment/10-methods-for-oil-spill-cleanup-at-sea/

and 

https://www.npr.org/2020/08/11/901251277/the-oil-spill-at-mauritius-is-a-disaster-and-it-could-
soon-get-worse) Photo by Aaron Ulsh from Pexels.com
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By Ng Zhang Hui

Sheldon (14), Emerson (12), Zhang En (16)  
and Zhang Hui (13),  came together to 
make a change in the heavy metal pollution 
in river. They came together in March to 
brainstorm and create a project to save 
the rainforest.

 Zhang En came across Paul Staments’s 
TED Talk. Greatly inspired by him, she 
continued searching for more information 
about river pollution and mycelium. She 
found Radical Mycology and also a video of 
Maya Elson explaining more about how 
fungi and mycelium work. That helped to 
generate some ideas and the search came 
to the Wandle Trust website. The Wandle 
Trust showed how mycelium can clean 
rivers. With that knowledge, they decided 
to try to experiment with it at a selected 
river in Malaysia. 

While trying to grow mycelium themselves, 
they found out that the used mushroom 
spawn which contains mycelium was thrown 
away after mushroom harvesting at a 
farm.  With the help of their father, they 
collected the used mushroom spawn to be 
used in the project.

Continued on next page…

From left to right: Sheldon, Emerson, Zhang Hui and Zhang En with MushClean

Here are the materials to build the mycelium bags:
● Used Mushroom spawn 
● Dried leaves
● Used Coffee grounds
● Sawdust
● Recycled grocery Jute bags 

We named the bags “MushClean”.

Purifying Rivers The Natural Way
Four teens and their journey to build a filter made from waste
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On 19 July, the MushClean team installed 
MushClean within the University Malaya 
campus and conducted tests on the water. 
The heavy metal in the water was found to be 
lower after installing MushClean. Both Copper 
and Iron content had been reduced to zero, 
while Lead was significantly reduced. 

The two photos on the right show the team 
installing MushClean and testing for heavy 
metals in the water.

For detailed information, MushClean is on 
Instagram @mushclean

ECO KIDS
By Ng Zhang Hui
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Missed out our 2019’s Night Walk? No worries, Night Walk Programme is 
back!

Have you ever walk in the rainforest during the night? Do you know what 
animals can be found at night, and what do they do? Come and join our 
programme namely “Night Walk in FRIM Forest”, and experience the sights 
and sounds of the FRIM forest at night.

This night walk is a wonderful opportunity for families with children (min. age 
of 13) to witness the nocturnal species that only come out at night! This 
programme is organized by NEC and experts from MNS SIG Herp group and 
will be held on Saturday of 8th August 2020 and 19th Dec 2020.

You will need to dress up warmly, wear a long sleeves t-shirt as mosquitoes 
will hunt for your blood. Wear a long stocking as well for leach protection and 
wear your sport shoes. Bring your raincoat or waterproof jacket, as the tours 
proceed rain.

Participants will get the opportunity to learn about the rainforest biodiversity 
and animal behaviours, and thus, to foster a great sense of appreciation 
towards our Mother Nature. 

Date              : 8th August 2020 or 19th Dec 2020

Time              : 8.30 pm-11.00 pm

Age                : 13 years old & above

Venue           : FRIM-MNS Nature Education Centre (NEC), FRIM Kepong

Fee                : RM85/pax

**Fee includes MNS facilitators, insurance and FRIM entrance fee. 

For registration, please fill in the google form:
https://forms.gle/xtzshcdk2t8rMDUv9 

Let’s join us now as the seats are limited! Don’t miss the chance again!
10



“Kids Night Walk @ FRIM” is back again this year! Join us this time 
and together we will discover and experience FRIM forest at night. This 
night walk is a wonderful opportunity for families with children (min. age 
of 7) to learn about nocturnal animals, the animals that active at night. 
By learning about their adaptations, we become more sensitive to their 
traits and potentially develop our own senses further and not only rely on 
our sense of sight. Participants will get the opportunity to learn more 
about the rainforest biodiversity and animal behaviour, and thus, foster a 
great sense of appreciation towards our Mother Nature. 

Date   :18th Sept 2020 (2nd Session)

Time  : 8.30pm – 10.30pm

Venue: FRIM-MNS Nature Education Centre, FRIM Kepong        

Age     : 7 to 12 years old

Fee     : RM85/pax for 1st child registration, 
              RM65/pax for next child registration 
              RM45/parent

**Fee includes MNS facilitators, certificate, insurance and FRIM 
entrance fee

For registration, please fill in the google form:
https://forms.gle/xMqL4sVfAeEgwdDW8 
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PENCINTA ALAM is a monthly newsletter made  
possible by dedicated volunteers and contributors  
from the Malaysian Nature Society. Accuracy is the  
contributor’s responsibility. The Editor reserves the  
right to edit for length and content.

The Malaysian Naturalist Facebook page is now available with current articles and  
other interesting news. Do like the page at this
link https://www.facebook.com/MalaysianNaturalist

Submissions: Articles including the author and photographers’ 
names (max.  800 words), advertisements, digital images (100 dpi & 
no larger than 640 x  480 pixels & separately from the article), etc. 
must reach the Editor by the 13th of each month (unless noted 
otherwise) via the following e-mail address: tapir2005@gmail.com.

Advertising rates:
Classifieds : RM5 per column inch  
Quarter page ad : RM30
Half page ad : RM60

Payments:
-All payments must be made to ‘Malaysian Nature Society Selangor Branch’.
-Please bank in cash or cheque to Maybank MBB account no 014150307352.
-After banking in, please scan the slip and e-mail it with your advertisement  
to tapir2005@gmail.com and berniechin118@yahoo.com.

Discount rate for ads paid in advance:
3 adverts paid in advance – 5% off published rate;  6 
adverts paid in advance – 10% off published rate;  9 
adverts paid in advance – 15% off published rate;  12 
adverts paid in advance – 20% off published rate.

Computer Recycling Collection Centre
The MNS Penang, Nature Information Centre (NIC) is a  
designated recycling collection centre for old computers  
and computer parts by the Penang City Council.
Please send your unwanted computers and parts to the  
NIC to be sent for recycling by DOE approved recycling  
establishment.
Contact Kanda at 013-4537992 for more information or  
check out Penang Branch web pages.

Editor for this issue: Khor Hui Min
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