Colour co-ordinates
Peter Bylett, BOF development officer, originally posed the question in the Winter Focus magazine. He suspects that there might be more orienteers with colour blindness than we realise and is interested to know what difficulties this causes with regards maps, overprints and locating controls and competing generally.
If 8% of European males and 0.5% of females are colour blind then there will be 200 participating UK orienteers who may feel disadvantaged. Perhaps the activity of orienteering pre-selects and is so visually difficult as not to be pursued by the colour deficient. In which case there could be considerably less than 200. Whatever the number do they experience problems and if so, what?  It would seem prudent to ask the questions and collate the answers.

A recent minor pilot survey confined to the South West region did not receive much response.  In the hope that orienteers with known colour blindness will respond, I wish to conduct a survey. I should be pleased to hear from anyone who is prepared to complete a questionnaire and/or take part in some simple tests.  I can make myself available at events throughout the summer for the tests and the questionnaires can be completed by post or e-mail.

My own credentials are that I am a recently retired optometrist and generally active orienteer. My colour vision is normal. 

You may ask why should we bother? I believe that in an endeavour to further ensure fair competition we should asses the difficulties created by colour blindness. I do not wish to pre-judge the issue but if this means some adjustment to the standardisation of the colours that we use either in the forest or in the printing of the map then should we not do so?

I know that this has been visited before and in other countries as well as the UK. One result was the adoption of the orange rather than red and white kite.

Apart from an understanding of the problems experienced by the colour blind in general, I have recently received information specific to orienteering, both from individuals and from observing correspondence through Nopesport. I will wait until this project is completed before reporting on this but common difficulties are emerging and it is the tricks or other clues that are used that we need to know about.

It is important at the outset to make it clear that colour blind as an expression is expedient but not accurate. Total colour blindness in which the individual sees in monochrome is so very rare as to be discountable, as indeed for our purposes are any but the two major categories. The majority, Protan, subjects have difficulty with reds, and confuse other colours. A smaller group, Deutan, subjects confuse green or purple with grey. A very good test to determine these is the Ishihara colour plate well known to us all with the coloured numbers on different colour background. Most Optometrists will use this to assess colour vision.  

For those with normal colour vision it is important to realise that the colour deficient do not experience a general reduction of colour in the way that clarity reduces with poor or uncorrected vision but there is a genuine confusion of colours. I don’t think one can do better than to quote a gentleman called Dalton who in 1792 commented that he saw the visible spectrum as varying shades of blue and yellow with purple alone as a possible third colour. Reds and greens were frequently confused by him; he describes blood as being not unlike a bottle green colour. He did not see holly as having red berries. It was he who recognised and documented the condition of red-green inherited defects-Daltonism and it is within this grouping that the majority of the one person in twelve will fall.

We should determine how this affects orienteers in two areas. Firstly in the forest or competition area and secondly in distinguishing colour when reading the map.

Just in case anyone comes up with the ubiquitous, ‘I orienteer to the feature’, consider how confident you would be if there were no kite present when you thought you had found the feature and conversely how sometimes you see the kite from a distance before the feature. Only if the kite is equally discernable to all can we say we have a level playing field? 

If you have a colour vision defect and prepared to take part in this survey, please contact me. Names will be confidential to me and will not be divulged to any other party.  Thank you for your help.

Contact: Keith Henderson.(WIM). Phone: 01425 476568.    E-mail: keith-kate.alwayslate@virgin.net
