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According to the World Health Organisation, Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is an infectious disease caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus. (World Health Organisation, 2023) The disease is communicable, being spread from an infected person’s mouth or nose in small liquid particles when they cough, sneeze, speak, sing or breathe. The disease first gained prominence in early in 2020, before local, national, and international travel restrictions were implemented in an endeavour to mitigate proliferation. The UK announced its first lock down on March 23rd, 2020, with repeated isolation periods enforced throughout 2020 and 2021. These globally enforced restrictions greatly affected the traditional tourism industry. In 2019 the global adventure tourism market was valued at $657.8 million. By 2021 the industry had fallen to $374.2 Million. (Globe Newswire, 2021) It is widely perceived that that the pandemic gave rise to the term Micro-adventure but according to (Mackenzie and Goodnow, 2020) the term was first coined in 2014 by Alastair Humphreys in his book Microadventures: Local discoveries for Great Escapes, however Alastair Humphreys himself first mooted the concept in a 2011 blog in which he set out his manifesto for microadventure (Humphreys,2012)

Adventure tourism as characterised by (Muller and Cleaver, 2000) describes an ability to provide the tourist with relatively high levels of sensory stimulation, usually achieved by including physically challenging experiential components within the tourist experience.” The United Nations World Tourist Organisation (UNTWO) states that ‘adventure tourism can be domestic or international, and like all travel, it must include an overnight stay, but not last longer than one year.’ (UNWTO, 2014, P.10) The term adventure tourism can be further split into two categories, hard and soft. Hard adventure refers to activities with higher levels of risk and therefore commensurate skill sets. Examples being climbing, caving, and trekking. Soft adventure encompasses lower risk activities such as hiking, camping, and kayaking as these are deemed to require minimal commitment and experience and which are generally led by professional guides. (UNWTO, 2014, P.12) These can be considered consumable activities and therefore attract a greater variety in demographic.

‘A microadventure is an adventure that is short, simple, local and cheap; yet still fun, exciting challenging, refreshing and rewarding’ (Humphreys,2012). In 2019, a year before the pandemic took hold, Humphreys published an article in the National Geographic magazine listing the top five microadventures to experience in the UK. These included a Scottish bothy adventure, exploring your home town, wild camping, tubing, and cycling to the sea. (Humphreys,2021) 

Microadventures gained popularity in response to three common blockers posed by traditional adventure tourism, those being access, time, and money (Euromonitor International, 2016). Microadventures are deemed more inclusive, encompassing solo adventurers through to multi-generational family groups and are considered less damaging with regards to carbon emissions, eco systems degradation, social and economic disruption, especially economic leakage as tourist revenue brought into a community will generally stay within the local economy. (Roberts, 2018)

Post Covid, the market analyses report by Grand View Research on adventure tourism market size, share and trends analysis by activity type (hard & soft) (Grand View Research, 2023) projects the expansion of the industry at an annual compound growth rate of 15.2% from 2022 to 2030 achieving a potential value of $1,518.7 Million. Soft adventure tourism is forecasted to account for the majority share of this growth. This increase, in part, is recognised to stem from the partial recovery from the global recession in 2009 (Adventure Travel Trade Association, 2013), and a pre covid belief that this left adventure travellers with more disposable income to spend whilst travelling.  However, the research does delineate microadventure as an entity and as such by its very nature, microadventure will encompass both ATTA classifications comfortably. More so it has not considered the effects of war in Ukraine and the rise in the cost of living being experienced by most countries.

In 2014, the UNWTO affiliate members global report, volume 9, Global Report on Adventure Tourism painted a picture of a resilient and risk-taking and exponentially growing sector that attracted high value customers predominately spending significant sums of money on soft adventure tourism. According to the Adventure Travel Trade Association (ATTA) 2013, the only documented hard activities were caving, climbing, and trekking. (UNWTO, 2014, P.12) Excluding air fare and gear, a typical adventure spending trip in North America totalled $1,152 and $875 for soft and hard activities respectively. Hard adventure tourism was not deemed a significant commercial entity as those who partake in such activities were generally well equipped and prepared to be self-sufficient and would be consciously distant from hospitality revenue making environments associated with soft adventure tourism hubs. Therefore these types of travellers are considered more sustainable as they are less dependent on consumerism. 

In an adventure tourism market study conducted by ATTA in 2013 (Adventure Travel Trade Association, 2013), the profile of an adventure traveller was predominately a degree educated single never married male with an average age of 36. International travel was recorded as being much valued with 79% of hard adventurers holding a valid passport. Destinations of choice in for 2014 included Norway, Greenland, New Zealand, and Slovenia as well as the more mature North Americas, Europe and Asia. It is interesting to note that Russia was identified as an emerging country of interest at this time.

Whilst sustainability is referenced within the body of adventure tourism literature from the period, it concentrates more on socio economic and environmental aspects as opposed to carbon reduction and the relationship between global warming potential and adventure tourism. When qualifying the support given to local communities via the majority of tourist packages of the time, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) cited that for each $100 spent on a trip by a tourist from a developed country, only $5 remains within the developing countries economy. (UNWTO, 2014, P.11) Conversely ATTA estimated that 65.6% of the total trip cost for an adventure package stays within the local economy. (Adventure Travel Trade Association, 2013) However a 2014 paper by (Higham et al, 2014) stated that tourism at that time in general accounted for 5% of global carbon emissions, 40% of which being attributed to air travel (Gossling et al, 2010). Unfortunately, the authors concluded that society was sceptical of climate change and therefore generally unwilling to look at alternative travel options or to engage with schemes such as carbon offsetting. 

As the beginning of 2020, the scalability and extensibility of global outdoor adventure tourism was reaching new heights in both revenue generation and accessibility, COVID-19 struck and then ensued an intermittent near two-year period of travel and non-direct family group interaction restrictions and the conventional adventure tourism industry stalled.  A government debate pack calculated that 2,197,800 tourism related employments were furloughed during the pandemic realising claims for £6,623 million (Keep and Ward, 2020). This effected the entire gambit of the industry from discipline specific guides to through transportation and the hospitality sector to beverage and food service activities.

An early 2020 research paper by (Rice et al, 2020) concluded that urban outdoor enthusiasts were disproportionally impacted by recreational restrictions as opposed to those that lived in rural areas as access routes had been removed. However, as the pandemic settled into a status- quo of normality the effects of the pandemic on health, economies and environment were studied in earnest. The authors of the adventurous tourist amidst a pandemic: Effects of personality, attitudes, and effect (Torres et al, 2021) were able to identify a relationship with sensation seekers and risk takers being able to influence consumer habits with regard to travel and commercial hospitality during a pandemic as opposed to risk adverse individuals with negative dispositions.  It could be deemed that these individuals that really embraced to concept of micro-adventures and hyper local tourism and brought it to the fore.

However, those that had a predilection for microadventure during lockdown became a cause for concern on many fronts. For example, at the height of the pandemic BBC Wales (Jones, 2020) reported on unprecedented scenes of Snowdonia national park being gridlocked with cars and mountains and trails congested with people. Not only did this increase the risk of spreading the disease within the local community, an exponential rise in litter deposition, erosion to tracks and paths and other wildlife inclusive of farm animals and environmental concerns were recorded. In the main this was attributed to individuals not conversant with or not prepared to adhere to Country side code (BBC, 2020) and or being unprepared for the activity they were undertaking. Furthermore, Mountain Rescue England and Wales (Mountain Rescue England And Wales, 2023) recoded a circa 25% increase in callouts as restrictions eased in early summer 2020 as there was an ‘increased public recognition of the benefits of time spent in outdoors.’ Such scenes led to local authorities promoting their immediate microadventure opportunities as means of discouraging travel further afield. Initiatives included back garden camping and exploring paths that connect green and blue spaces.

An international study led by Le Quere of the university of East Anglia determined that at the pandemics peak, daily global Co2 emissions decreased by 17% when compared to mean averages of the same period from 2019. Surface transport accounted for 43% for this decease but only 10% was attributed to aviation. Economically the aviation sector was the industry was most impacted by the pandemic but it only accounts for 3% of total global emissions. (Le Quere et al, 2020) However, those communities and economies dependant on foreign tourism suffered greatly. Similarly, local adventure tourism and outdoor education endured significant detriment. By 2021, global emissions had bounced back to 2019 levels. Transportation accounted for a lot of this increase. (Cripper et al, 2022)

The pandemic has positively challenged perceptions of adventure tourism. In enforcing travel restrictions individuals have had time to validate both the opportunities and benefits afforded by hyper local approaches to adventure. (Mackenzie and Goodnow, 2020, P.6) use the term of going ‘deeper’ not further, qualifying that retention of social, psychological, and financial capital is more rewarding when exploring local communities as opposed to investing said in far flung places.

Although (Humphreys, 2021) suggests that anyone in the UK is no more than 70 miles from the coast and therefore one could cycle as part of the adventure, the reality is that such a plan would only appeal to a few. To maintain accessibility, inclusivity, and parity there will still remain a need for surface transportation to enjoy the eclectic array of UK outdoor experiences over and above hyper local activities and as such carbon emissions will still factor. In reality the relationship between carbon emissions and sustainable travel is just the tip of the iceberg. To fully benefit from microadventure I believe there remains a need to educate those who partake in such activities on what sustainable tourism is and how there is direct correlation between their actions and the environment around them. (Lawton, 2021) states that surfing and scuba diving can damage coral reefs, camping can compact soil, walking off trails can erode and damage ecosystems and how littering is endangering farm animals and wildlife alike. 

The microadventure is here to stay but everyone has a responsibility to account for future social, economic, and environmental impacts of their activities so that they do not undermine the opportunities of the generations to come through actions today.
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