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This guide is based on the assumption of a one-day trip or trip during a week-end camp-out, not multi-day, "high-adventure" trip.  It is derived from our experiences which several successful trips with Troop 719 and personal rides.  The trips with the Troop tended to be large with 2-3 dozen youth riders and 8-10 adults, so there tended to be lots of adult support available, a wide range of age and skill level on the ride and an extra focus on safety and adult participation.  You may need to adjust some of the guidance/roles below to reflect a smaller gathering, including youth/adult roles described herein.  The best approach to safety should be evident, though.

1. Planning the trip

1.1. Deciding where to go

There are many places to go biking.  Often they can be combined with another activity such as camping.  So first decide if there are other goals that are an objective of the trip.  For example, on one trip we wanted to try to get another segment of the C&O Canal patch.  That helped define the trip location and also put the constraint that it would be a camping trip and that there would be a shorter hiking activity available for the non-bikers.  Characteristics of the group going will also help determine the trip.

1.1.1. Variance in skill levels

On bike trips, there tends to be two major groups of people:  the "average" group (A group) and the "driven" group (D group).  The A group tends to be occasional bikers, youth typically in middle school, youth in high school that are not bike-crazy and/or many adults.  The D group tends to be seasoned bikers, youth typically in high school, able middle schoolers and/or adults who are physically active.  Any collection of people will have elements of both A and D groups.  If you try to plan for one type, you will generally alienate the other.  Too long or strenuous makes the trip unappealing or grueling for the A group and too short or easy makes the trip boring for the D group.  So, one key aspect of planning a trip is to set something up that will work for both.
1.1.2. Same route, overlapping routes or different routes?

Using the same route for both will usually not be productive.  Alternatives are to construct a trip that allows both groups to find what they want.  One way of doing that is overlapping routes.  Here everyone starts the same but either one group stops sooner or does a slightly different route that is shorter while the other group goes on for a more demanding ride.  Ways of doing this are:

· Out-and-backs - where you out a route and then return the same route; one group goes out further than the other before turning around
· Out-and-pickups - where you go in one direction and then one groups stops at a shorter endpoint while the other group continues on to a further endpoint

· Loops - where a circular route is chosen where the start and ending routes are the same but the looping segment varies depending on the length of the trip desired.
Another way is to have two different trips, one for the A group and one for the D group.  This allows you to maybe stay at the same campground but go your separate ways for the ride.

The advantage of the overlap is to be able to leverage the same support people since part of the trip is over the same ground.  The advantage of the different trips is that you can design a route that is optimal for each group's interest.
1.1.3. How far can people go?

Probably not as far as they think they can.  There are some factors to take into account when planning the time for a trip.  Whether you are camping and have to deal with breakfast and clean-up and getting ready to go or you are on a day trip and have to travel to the starting point, chances are you won't be on the bike trail until 9 or 10 a.m.  And given you have to drive home or back to camp and recoup for a while before starting dinner and you want to end the ride in the daylight and you have to transport the bikes back (which may involve multiple trips of a few vehicles), chances are you will be ending the riding portion by 4 or 5 p.m.  Take an hour for lunch, and then time for rest stops especially for the A group, time for general camaraderie, sightseeing, snacking, etc. and you end up with less than 4-6 actual cycling hours.  The A group will be averaging about 4-6 mph and the D group 8-10 mph.  So an average day trip for the A group works out to be 15-25 miles on a good, relatively level path and about 35-50 miles for the D group.  Hilly terrain, dirt paths, pavement, weather etc. will affect this.  For example, the flat ground of the Eastern Shore typically has a significant headwind half of the time which slows even the best riders way down.
1.1.4. Roads vs. trails
There are many bike trails, i.e., trails that are for biking (and maybe other recreation like hiking) but not motor vehicles.  These may be paved (e.g., Western Maryland Trail), crushed stone (e.g., NCR Trail) or dirt path (e.g., C&O Canal) or are mixtures (e.g., Great Allegheny Trail).  These remove the problem of cars but do limit you in places to go.  They can also be crowded on week-ends.
Roads offer more options but also more problems.  Training on riding with traffic is important.  Mishaps obviously can be more dangerous.  Many states have roads that have been improved to allow better interaction between bikes and cars.  Maryland's Eastern Shore is a great place for rides given the flat terrain.  See the resource guides for maps of suggested routes.
1.1.5. Different bike types
There may not be much you can do about the bike types, but there is some consideration.  There are road bikes, mountain bikes, hybrid bikes and then general fooling around bikes.  If the route chosen is a dirt path like the C&O Canal then road bikes or those built for racing/speed tend to be more fragile and may be more susceptible to damage from tree roots and other obstacles found on the trail.  Doesn't mean you can't do the trail, just that you may have to be more careful.  Riding mountain bikes on paved roads may also prove to be less than desirable as they are not geared and set up for speed.  So if the majority of the group has certain type of bike, you may want to structure the trip accordingly.
1.1.6. Resources
A recurring theme in this paper is to connect up with your local bike shop.  They are a great resource for trails and interesting routes.  They also can give you ideas of degrees of difficulty for various routes.  Here in Maryland the Maryland Department of Transportation has maps of bike routes on Maryland highways and books on safety.  Many bike shops have them.  And clubs like the Baltimore Bicycling Club publish information and their members can also provide insights.  BikeWashington.org is a web site that links you into many trails and related information in our area from Pennsylvania to Virginia and out to West Virginia.
1.2. How to transport bikes
One thing to remember is that the bikes are in addition to all the other gear you would normally carry on a trip.  So you need to plan on their transportation as well as the other gear.  Basically there are two methods: bike racks or carrying the bikes "in bulk" via a trailer or a dedicated truck.
1.2.1. Trailers or Truck Beds
This is an ideal way if you have access to a trailer or enough trucks to haul all the bikes.  It leaves the rest of your vehicles available for the other "normal" gear for your trip.
1.2.1.1. Protecting bikes from damage
When you put the bikes en masse into a trailer or truck, they will be close together and subject to rubbing, falling, scratching, etc. unless properly lashed down.  Also, some people are pretty uptight about keeping their bikes looking good.  We suggest that if you are transporting bikes this way that each person provides a blanket or other cover for their bike to protect it.  There should also be sufficient tie downs, ropes and cords to allow the bikes to stand-up (no kick stand use in this situation) in the truck/trailer and not move around during transport.
1.2.1.2. Protecting from theft
Bikes carried like this can be a target for theft.  If you are going camping or staying overnight, plan for being able to keep the bikes close by the camp or in an otherwise secure area.
1.2.2. Bike racks
These carry 2-4 bikes depending on the type and fit on individual vehicles.  That means you need enough cars available to transport the bikes, so plan accordingly if this is the method you are using.  If the bikes are being dropped of at say a campground, plan on a space to collect the bikes and secure them for the night.
1.3. Food

1.3.1. Snacks
Easy to store items such as energy or protein bars, power gels, etc. should be carried by the riders. Apples, bananas, oranges, fig newtons, bagels with cream cheese, peanut butter, muffins and raisins are all good snack items that can provide energy. Some of these things are better carried by the “SAG” wagon which is mentioned later in more detail. If several rest stops are planned that have vehicle support, things like apples and oranges could be cut up to make it easier for the riders to quickly grab a light snack.
1.3.2. Lunch
Lunch is an important item that can be a jointly planned event. Lunch could be carried by the riders if they have a pack or could be sent ahead if another vehicle is available, and the riders are planning to travel light. Sandwiches are usually easy to carry. Rolls, various lunch meats, cheese, peanut butter, jelly, etc. can all be utilized. If facilities are available for cooking, pasta is always a good choice and will provide carbohydrates for energy or cold pasta could be sent ahead. Fruit and/or vegetable salads are also a good choice if the riders do not have to carry the items. Fried and greasy items should be avoided as they are harder to digest.  
1.3.3. Water
This is an important item.  Many bikes have a water bottle carrier, but one water bottle is probably not enough.  So unless you have support stops planned or know for absolute certainty that water is available along the route, each member of the group should plan on carrying additional water (a couple of quarts at least) for lunch and during the ride. If your bike only has one bottle carrier or none, they are usually easy to add. A hydration pack that is carried on your back can also work well, but may not have enough water for a long trip. These also usually have a pocket or two for carrying snacks or other items. Having enough water especially in hot weather is critical.
1.4. Leadership roles
Here are some of the roles that people will play on the trip. 
1.4.1. Adults
Obviously, the primary support group. They can have the major roll in suggesting or approving a trip along with overseeing various details.  
1.4.1.1. Bike transport
An adult or group of adults will be driving and transporting the bikes.
1.4.1.2. SAG
Usually there is a "SAG wagon" on a tip.  SAG stands for Support and Gear (though sometimes you hear "snacks and goodies" or "stop and give up" or "sore and give out").  This is a vehicle that patrols the roads nearby the route to deal with repairs, people who need to come of the ride early for whatever reason, maybe a planned water replenishment source, etc.
1.4.1.3. Pull-out and checkpoint manning
A checkpoint is a place along the route where there is a (usually) stationary adult(s) who is there to ensure that people are progressing on the ride and as a "relief valve" to go to should someone be having problems on the trail.  Checkpoint staffers will have communication with the SAG wagon in case that is needed. Checkpoints should include turns when using roads rather than bike trails where there is a possibility of easily missing the turn or getting lost.
Pull-outs are places that have been identified as having vehicle access to get a biker off the trail.  If you have enough adult support, they can be manned and may also be checkpoints.  In case of emergency, people should know where the pull-out points are and plan on getting there if possible.
1.4.1.4. Front people, middle people, sweepers
These are the people who are riding with the group.  The front-man is the lead cyclist.  No one goes ahead of the front-man, period.  This helps bound where the group members are along the ride.  The middle people riders spread throughout the trip to provide assistance along the ride in between checkpoints.  They can help with minor repairs if necessary or give other encouragement to keep the group members going.  The sweeper is the last cyclist.  No one gets behind the sweeper, period.  The sweeper is the other boundary of the group.  And in case of emergency, the sweeper is sure to come on to that rider.  When the sweeper hits the end point, then that means all riders are off the trail.  These riders are described in more detail in the section on Executing the Ride.  If you plan on multiple routes for A group, D group reasons, then plan on having a set for each route.  The above assumes the group will spread out.  If your group is known to be one that stays together, then the roles can still be assigned as a precaution, but are not as mandatory.
1.4.2. Youth

1.4.2.1. Buddies/group leaders
Hiking or biking or swimming, the buddy rule is the same.  Bike in groups of 2 or people; no biker should be by themselves.  You may have youth versions of the lead, middle and sweepers working in concert with the adults.
1.4.2.2. Separated skill group leads
Though adults may be present, it is our opinion that youth leaders should be identified and active during the ride.  If there are split skill groups, then each group should have a youth leader in addition to any adult support.
2. Getting the group ready

2.1. Equipment checks

2.1.1. Pre-trip check
The bikes that people will use will be in various states of repair.  If a bike is in a bad enough state, the time spent dealing with it on the ride will be a major pain to the boy and to the various adults supporting the trip.  So we recommend that you do a bike "inspection" at a Troop meeting before the trip to identify those bikes that need attention. This needs to be performed several weeks, or months, in advance to allow time for bike repairs to take place. A local bike shop might be able to help out with the details and tell you exactly what to look for.  They can also help out with the safety checks mentioned below. 
2.1.2. Safety checks
Items like brakes, chain, cables, gears/shifting, tires, wheels/spokes, handlebars, loose parts, etc need to be reviewed. Tires should be inflated to the proper pressure that is noted usually on the tire sidewall. Chains need to be cleaned and lubricated. Wheel spin needs to be checked as a wheel might be “out of round”. In this case it might rub against the brakes. There could also be problems with the axle if the wheel does not spin correctly. A wheel “out of round” needs to have the spokes adjusted usually by the bike shop as this takes some experience to do. Shifting should be checked for all of the gears. If the shifters do not work correctly and you do not understand how to adjust them, your bike shop should be consulted for proper adjustments. Handlebars are checked by holding the front tire between your legs and attempting to turn the handlebars. If they are loose the stem bolt needs to be tightened. Brakes need to be checked to make sure each pad correctly contacts the wheel and not the tire. Your brake levers should not be able to be squeezed all the way to the handlebars. A road test is also required for the brakes.

Bike “fit” should also be checked. Many times a bike that does not fit the rider or that has improper seat height adjustment can make things uncomfortable or worse.  Often the seat is too low which is not good for the knees. 
2.1.3. Helmets
The single most important piece of gear is the helmet.  Everyone, with absolutely no exceptions, wears a helmet.  The helmet should be relatively new (not the 20 year hand-me-down from your uncle) and should fit properly.  Get an expert to show you how the helmet should fit; an improperly worn helmet will not afford the protection you want.  We can attest from first hand experience (including a precautionary helicopter trip to Shock Trauma) the value and protection that a proper seated helmet affords.  Even the most experienced biker in the most innocuous of situations can have a mishap.
2.1.4. Repair kits
Tube patch kits, spare tubes, tire changing levers and a portable pump should be carried by the riders. Some of this can be shared by a group of riders although it is a good idea for each rider to have a spare tube. It is usually easier, quicker and more reliable to change a tube than to patch the tube. Many times the tire levers are not needed, however some wheels and tires have a very tight fit and levers are required. Do not use a screw driver for this and be very careful with the levers not to pinch the tube. Heavy duty tubes might be a good idea also. Recently there seem to be a lot of bad tubes on the market so spending a little more on quality tubes and tires is highly recommended. Several other items that should be brought along include adjustable wrenches, Allen wrenches, chain tool for removing a bad link, etc. Some of these things could be carried by the SAG wagon as wrenches can add a lot of weight and bulk. Extra chain lube should also be brought along. A quality lubricant especially designed and manufactured for chains is recommended.
2.1.5. Getting help from local bike shops
A great resource for explaining about safety and gear is your local bike shop.  They typically are glad to come out and talk and even help with some of the checks if you approach them.  Most importantly, they can tell you how to wear a helmet properly.  They contribute to the community and become known to potential clients in return, a win-win situation for all.
2.2. Safety and rules of the road while biking
Biking has rules, bike trails have etiquette and biking on auto roads has additional rules and precautions that riders should be aware of, including traffic laws that apply equally to bikes. Safe Bicycling in Maryland is a small booklet and is available from many bike shops or from the Maryland Department of Transportation, Bicycle and Pedestrian Coordinator, Maryland State Highway Administration, 707 N. Calvert Street, Baltimore, MD 21203. Plan on a night of training at a Troop meeting to ensure all are aware of the rules of the road.
2.2.1. Pre-trip talks
Your trip coordinator and/or bike shop can provide assistance here.
2.2.2. Maryland guides
The booklet mentioned above is one of many resources. The Maryland Bicycle map is also available from SHA at the above address. The following web sites may help also: www.pgparks.com/places/parks/anacostia.html
www.nps.gov/choh/
www.ddot.dc.gov
www.aacounty.org/RecParks/Parks/aacotrails_park/bandamap.cfm
www.dnr.state.md.us/greenways/ncrt_trail.html
www.carrollcountytourism.org
www.delmarvalite.org
www.ahtmtrail.org/
www.wicomicotourism.org
www.dnr.state.md.us/publiclands/central/fairhill.html
2.2.3. Scouting guides
The biking merit badge book is an excellent resource. 
2.2.4. Talks from local bike shops
Again, these guys are experts and can talk about riding first hand. They can go over many safety and maintenance items during a troop meeting.
2.3. Other gear

2.3.1. Weather-related
Wear clothing to match the weather.  Keep in mind that if it rains, you probably want rain gear.  Ponchos can be a nuisance on a bike, so, if possible, rain jackets and pants (use clips to keep pants legs out of chains and gears) are recommended.  It usually is cooler when you start and gets hotter as you exercise and as the day warms up.  Thus, layers that can be easier put on and taken off and carried are recommended. Sunscreen is recommended and small containers can be carried for re-applying during the day..
2.3.2. Day packs
Lunch, food, water, rain gear, repair kits, first aid kit, clothes you have shed while biking- you need somewhere to carry all this.  Bike racks and panniers tend to be bulky and difficult.  Using a day pack on your back is a simple and convenient way to handle this.
3. Executing the trip

3.1. Starting out
The trip should begin with a quick refresher of the main points of the trip.  You can do this at camp or at the ride start point.  Keep it short and to the point as everyone is chomping at the bit to get riding.
3.1.1. Trip plan, cue sheets, starting point meeting, gear check
Confirm that everyone has their proper gear (or they don't ride).  Water, helmets, repairs kits, cue sheet, etc. should be with each rider.  Review the route and the turns, emphasizing use of the cue sheet to avoid getting lost.  Review the emergency procedures and the rules about leads and sweepers and general good bike etiquette.
3.1.2. Front persons
These people will be setting the fastest pace for the ride.  So they must be in good shape and able to set a pace that works for the D groupers who typically will be the fastest.  But they should not set too fast a pace that does not fit the group.  Pumps that fit both types of valves found on tires should be carried.
3.1.3. Middle persons
These people will most likely be spread throughout the total group.  They need to be vigilant and aware of potential issues and able to encourage groups to keep moving at a reasonable pace. The ride is not a forced march, but it also cannot be allowed to drag on forever.  They should also be able to deal with break-downs and emergencies.  Pumps that fit both types of valves found on tires should be carried.
3.1.4. Sweepers
These must be very special people.  They must be good riders but willing to cycle at the slowest pace.  They will most likely be with slow/non-accomplished riders or with people who are having trouble (or both).  This requires patience and perseverance.  These people are the last resort on break-downs too, so repair skills and equipment come in handy.  Also, these people may be the ones who come upon emergency situations and should have the skills to deal with them.  Pumps that fit both types of valves found on tires should be carried.
3.2. Getting spread out
We already talked about A and D groups.  Even within those groups there will be variations and a group of any size will tend to spread out.  Some approach this by insisting that the entire group stay together.  Our experience is that this can only be enforced under certain conditions.  So rather than fight the nature of boys of wide age spreads, the approach described here takes this into account and is geared to allow spread to occur with appropriate safeguards.  Riding on bike trails helps this immensely for all experience levels.  Riding on roads, the group should be experienced and well-rehearsed about looking for road signs and turns.
3.2.1. It was planned, cue sheets
There is a trip plan, a route map, turn indicators, leader locations, checkpoints, etc.  Everyone on the trip should know this and it should have been reinforced at the starting point meeting.  Everyone should have a cue sheet/map and know who the lead, middle and sweepers are.  Everyone should know where the check points and pull-out points are and should know the procedures in case of an incident.  The key item is the cue sheet/map.  This tells each rider where to go, where to turn, etc.  By the way, we recommend the cue sheets be in plastic bags so they can be read in the rain and attached to the bike for easy reference while riding.
3.2.2. Bike buddies/groups
These should have been set already like tent or swim buddies.  They should be enforced because they have the same benefit as hiking buddies in case of a problem.
3.2.3. Check points
The checkpoints should be keeping tabs on the number and general time of riders going past.  If they get indications that the ride is going slow or know of hazardous trail conditions ahead, they can try to get this information out to see if anything must be done to adjust the ride.  They also can letting passing riders know.  The riders should also know where the checkpoints are so they have an idea of the nearest assistance if needed.
3.2.4. Emergency plan
Each rider should know this and where the pull-out points are.  They should also know what to do if there is a need to go for help.
3.3. Communication
It is helpful for the adults to be able to communicate, especially in case of emergency.
3.3.1. Cell phones
Probably the easiest way, but they do not always work in remote regions of some trails or down in valleys.  Check before you rely on these.  Another interesting occurrence is that different cell providers have different coverage in remote areas.  So you may be able to see a tower, but not get service because you use the wrong provider.
3.3.2. Walkie-talkies/Radios
Another alternative, though range is often limited, you typically only have a few and getting connections to the SAG wagon may be difficult due to distance.  Don't forget to agree on the channel or frequency you intend to use.
3.4. SAG wagon

3.4.1. Pre-planned route
The route of the SAG wagon should be pre-planned so that it will be close to the group as it rides during the day.  If it needs to meet the group for water or whatever, then the timing must of course be coordinated.  It can also help with relaying communication between the adults spread out along the ride.
3.4.2. Air
It may be helpful to have compressed air or an electric pump for air to correct tire inflation issues that may arise. A small portable pump can be carried along and attached to the bike frame. Most road bikes have tires pressures of 100 psi or more, so make sure your pump is capable of providing these high pressures if that is what your tires call for. You might have trouble reaching this type of pressure with a small portable pump. A good quality full size hand pump with capability for both Schrader and Presta valves should be brought along. Tires should be checked prior to starting out since they can loose pressure in just a few days.
3.4.3. Repair tools
The SAG wagon can carry a lot of these. Usually a patch kit is all a rider needs to carry. Please see earlier section 2.1.4 for details
3.4.4. Repair parts
Please see earlier section 2.1.4 for details. Not too much is normally carried along except for those items previously mentioned for flat tire repair. Some people carry chain repair items, spare spokes, etc. 
3.5. Break points 
People will want to break along the way.  These can be pre-planned and coordinated with checkpoints or the SAG wagon.  Or they can be left to the buddy groups to decide along the way.  The only caution is to keep them from getting to be too long and/or too frequent to avoid dragging the trip beyond the planned stop times.
3.6. Weather
The riders should have gear for the weather and know about procedures if the weather gets rough (like thunderstorms).  Additionally, if the ride needs to end, the checkpoints and pull-out points become meeting places.  If there are good communications, then the adults on the ride and at the checkpoints will know to clear the trail of bikers and the SAG wagon and other support can get to the pull-outs.
And last but not least, plan on enjoying the ride!
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