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The Race for Sustainability

Elite runner Kipchoge is now a household name after he recently ran a sub 2hr marathon in Vienna. Thousands of spectators lined the streets to witness this historic moment in sporting history. Events such as this, particularly high-profile ones such as New York and London marathons, draw in athletes from all over the world; there is a huge interest in these major events attracting a massive following. Their popularity continues to grow worldwide. But what is their environmental cost? In a time where climate change and sustainability are in the headlines almost daily, is it time to question the challenges and responsibilities of such sports events. The need to minimise the environmental impact of such events, both local and international, has never been as strong as it is today. 

Closer to home the Cardiff Half Marathon (CHM) has become the UK’s third biggest race, after the London Marathon and the Great North Run. The event is claimed to create an economic boost of than 2 million GBP in 2018[footnoteRef:1]. This year over 25,000 people signed up for CHM, and spectator numbers were estimated at around 50,000. It is claimed to be Wales’s biggest mass participation sporting event. This is unsurprising considering the rise of running events in the last decade.  The number of marathons has increased by approximately 49%[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  BBC News Article, October 2019]  [2:  Data from Run Repeat, Jens Jakob Harrison, lead researcher – the study looked at 3,446 races worldwide, 32,335 events in total over 11 years between 2008 and 2018 with a total of 19,614,975 participants] 

Half-marathons have experienced similar growth, with the Great North Run (the largest half marathon in the world) having 41,615 finishers in 2018, in comparison to their first event in 1981, which had some 12,000 runners on the starting line. The Cardiff course has become increasingly popular, with 5000 early bird entries for 2020 selling out in only 4 hours, leaving only general entries left to fill. A sure win for Welsh tourism. The boost to Welsh tourism is certainly welcomed, but the sustainability of such events also needs to be managed.

“If exercise were a pill, it would be one of the most cost-effective drugs ever invented”[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Dr Nick Cavill, a health promotion consultant] 

Marathons, half marathons, 10ks, 5ks all have something in common; they encourage health and wellbeing. The events are very inclusive; athletes range from power walkers to elite runners, and most events welcome everyone and anyone, until the maximum number of entries is full.  Whether it is a couch to 5k walker, or a sub 3-hour marathon runner, and wheelchair races, there are events to suit all needs. This is important plus in society where physical activity has shown many positive impacts on life “whatever your age, there is strong scientific evidence that being physically active can help you lead a healthier and happier life”[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  NHS Website] 


Every year more than 3 million has been raised for charities and good causes through the 2018 Cardiff event alone[footnoteRef:5], and this is a common trend in mass-participation events in general.  [5:  Cardiff Half Marathon Website] 


There are a variety of sustainability challenges, both large and small, which businesses need to address. This includes the issue of plastic bottles, a big problem in mass participation events across the board. Athletes need to be provided with water to avoid dehydration, a real danger, especially in warmer weather. In their 2019 race, CHM supplied smaller water bottles, and in 100% recyclable material, along with more waste drop zones on the route. These are all initiatives Run 4 Wales (the company who runs CHM) are have implemented and are improving on year on year in an attempt to reduce their environmental impact. CHM is also supporting Recycle for Wales’ ‘Run, Refuel, Recycle’ campaign in association with Brecon Carreg Water for the fourth year running, encouraging athletes to dispose waste in the correct manner on race day. Even when water bottles are recyclable, they are still one-use plastic. Activity Wales Events (AWE) has trialled no plastic bottles on course, by asking participants to bring a flat pack cup. On fuel stations this can be used to fill up with water - minimising litter and single use plastics on course. 

Single use number tags are used for most, if not all, mass participation races. They are necessary to identify people on race day should the worst happen where something goes wrong or if someone needs help. The numbers are attached to their name and details, with emergency contacts and medical information. Without numbers the race would go against health and safety guidelines. Hosting a race without these would not only be very difficult, but also quite dangerous. There is yet to be a viable solution to this problem.

Signage used on course is often left or dumped after race day. AWE store and reuse their signage for events year on year, intentionally not dating signs so they can be used repeatedly. They also remove the signs as soon as possible after the event. 

More medals are produced than participants themselves, which is a wasteful issue. This year, for the first time, CHM introduced medals that are made of recycled zinc. But are medals even necessary? We are yet to see an option to opt out of receiving medals at the end of a race. This could be tricky to implement but a different coloured number could signify to volunteers at the end of race they have opted out of receiving a medal. Organisers have pointed out though that this could be seen as “shaming” the ones who want to receive a medal.  

Food left over on fuel stations is an issue, however there are a number of solutions which could take the form of using only compostable food like bananas. Or, for shorter events perhaps not supplying food and asking participants to bring their own food, if needed.

But is it enough? We often see the physical evidence lining the streets the day after race day… left over bottles, clothes, food and number tags to name just a few items. For the last few years, any unwanted clothes that were left behind have been donated to charity after the event. In CHM last years race saw a 96% recycle rate[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  Statistics supplied by Cardiff University] 


Sending and receiving paperwork is not only harmful to the environment but also logistically very difficult. By digitising for example your registration forms, race manuals and any other information, efficiency is increased and at the same time dramatically reduces paper waste. If the use of paper forms is unavoidable, opting for recycled paper products where possible is the best option. Run 4 Wales are phasing out plastic goodie bags, and replacing with paper bags. However, replacing them with online rewards might be an ever better option. 

I spoke to Race Director Matthew Evans, who is the co-founder of AWE and the Tenby Long Course Weekend (LCW- now run as a global tourism event), whose aim is to work with the athletes prior to the event to ensure their sustainability guidelines are adhered to. Matthew Evans stated that they couldn’t work solely on this, to make the most impact they need the participants to work with them on race day. AWE were one of the first Welsh sporting companies to implement rules and regulations of littering on course. During LCW, Pembrokeshire National Park is part of the course, and athletes caught littering in this section are immediately disqualified, regardless of circumstances. AWE says it is imperative to keep to these strict guidelines to ensure their races, and future races, work with their surroundings, leaving as little impact as possible. 

“The idea of these events is to showcase the country and promote the area as a destination to visit”[footnoteRef:7]. Economically, the Tenby event brings in over 160,000 bed nights to the local economy, with Pembrokeshire hotels selling out over the weekend. For local businesses this is a real boost, with over £9 million in revenue streaming into the area[footnoteRef:8]. AWE are now replicating this event in Majorca, Jervis Bay Australia and Holland. [7:  Matthew Evans, Founder and Owner AWE and LCW]  [8:  AWE Statistics ] 


In CHM statistics show over 70% of runners arrived by car, even though runners were urged by the organisational committee prior the race to be more environmentally friendly. Last year’s race saw a 49% decrease in C02e travel related emissions[footnoteRef:9]. Communications were sent from the organisational team to ‘go green’ and either cycle to the start, with free lock ups for bikes, or car share. In future, perhaps extra buses and trains could be organised at reduced rates or even free of charge. This could be of significant importance to more deprived areas to further encourage inclusivity.  [9:  Statistics supplied by Cardiff University] 


CHM said it “has recognised the need to alleviate some of the negative impacts” of what has become one of the UK’s biggest running events to date. 

There is also the issue of travelling athletes. London Marathon 2019 states 66,292 applicants applied in the overseas ballot. LCW had over 40 nationalities represented in this year’s event. With 42% visiting the area before the race weekend or returning after[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  Statistics supplied by Activity Wales Events, through a mandatory questionnaire filled in during the entry process] 


It is now becoming imperative businesses implement sustainability plans. Run 4 Wales, alongside their title partner Cardiff University, have introduced their own environmental policy, you can see their full objectives on their website[footnoteRef:11]. [11:  Cardiff Half Marathon website] 

Their Green Action Plan was launched this year; it aims to ensure their impact on the environment is kept as low as possible without compromising the event itself. Some objectives are ambitious, but ambition is what is needed in this challenging time.

To summarise the main issues facing these sporting events are:
· Plastic bottles
· Paper communications and physical goodie bags
· One use number tags
· Litter left on course including discarded clothing
· Travelling athletes and spectators
· Food wastage 
· Signage 
· Over production of medals 

Given the nature of mass participation sporting events, participants have often made a large emotional investment with many taking part for a charity of which they can have a personal connection. One of an athlete’s desired personal outcomes is to come away with a memento of the event, which is often shared on social media or with family and friends. So how do you set the limits between the personal expectations of the participants and the very real priority for the event to be as sustainable as possible? It is important to encourage these prestigious events, and they must be commercially viable to continue. Close collaboration is required between businesses, participants and local authorities. Run 4 Wales works closely with Cardiff University to make their business as sustainable as possible. Matt Newman, Run 4 Wales Chief Executive, “we are seeing improvements year on year as the public awareness of these environmental issues increases, and we are looking forward to working closely with all partners and stake holders to continue our mission to make the Cardiff Half Marathon the most sustainable event it can be”. The Welsh Assembly is also one of the first to pass the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Bill 2015 - defining sustainable business practice. 

“The marathon is not really about the marathon; it is about the shared struggle. And it is not only the marathon, but the training”[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Bill Buffum, international marathon runner ] 

The struggle is to produce ethical, sustainable, inclusive events. It is shared with all the stakeholders – the runners, spectators, organisers, local authorities, suppliers and local communities. The training would be the preparation, which would involve all parties working towards a shared goal and shared values – races which are as sustainable as they can possibly be which continue to be profitable but also memorable and inspirational.
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