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Abstract.
The Afan Forest is a highly regarded area for mountain biking, attracting local, national and international visitors all year round, while mountain biking is becoming more and more popular as an outdoor sport. Research states that mountain biking has a significant impact on the environment, as well as triggering changes for development, preservation and management of the land. This study uses data from interviews with mountain bikers at the Afan Forest that illustrates individuals’ experiences, reasoning and characteristics of those who choose to mountain bike specifically in this area. In line with previous survey findings, mountain biking was found be a predominantly male activity attracting individuals of all ages who appreciate the combination of challenging trails and stunning valley views in the Afan Forest. Initially, visitors are mainly attracted to the Afan Forest due to the online reputation while later returning for additional visits due to the quality of their experience. Understanding the various aspects of mountain biking should influence how the local council and National Resources Wales manage the land in addition to advancing the environmental and economic impact of such tourism at the Afan Forest. 
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Introduction.
I have lived on the edge of the Afan Forest for almost my entire life, it is where I have always walked my dogs, where we went on school trips to learn about nature and where I continue to go to clear my head on a regular basis. Throughout my life the appearance of sections of the forest have changed, for example several years ago many trees were cut down due to disease, and other parts of the forest have been utilised for new walking and cycling paths. The paths through and around the forest have been maintained for years as they provide an attraction for people visiting the area from both local communities and even those who travel across the country. While I use the paths for walking, jogging and leisurely cycling, I have never attempted any of the designated mountain biking trails. I have also worked in the area for several years and had many conversations with those who use the forest for mountain biking, yet I have never directly discussed the activity with them and would like to develop more understanding of the area and how it connects the bikers to the forestry. Traditionally, the attraction for tourists in the Afan Valley relates to both mountain biking and the mining history such railways tunnel entrances visible along one trail or the old railway station on another path which used to be the old railway line for the mines. Over time I have witnessed more and more people venturing into the Afan Forest as both individuals and groups, taking advantages of the many bike trails throughout the valley, and with this increase it has been evident that the forest has been developed with more trails, information signs and the paths are more closely maintained. From this study, I wanted to find out who uses the Afan Forest for mountain biking and why they choose to visit the Afan Forest.

Literature Review.
Much research involving mountain biking across the world explores the importance of management of the land. Spink (1994) explored the role of ‘leisure action spaces’ which can range from local to international and provide individuals with a choice of leisure activities; this may include the countryside, heritage sites or resorts. Spink also argued that most leisure activities that take place in the United Kingdom are located in urban areas such as foot paths, country parks and bridleways. This may be useful for the context of my research as the Afan Forest is situated in close proximity to the towns Neath and Port Talbot in addition to other large communities such as Cymmer and a short drive to the city of Swansea.
Research by Williams (1998) demonstrates that there is a large collection of evidence to suggest that there are significant negative impacts from unplanned tourist attractions and destinations. By understanding what individuals enjoy specifically about mountain biking in the Afan Forest, organisations such as National Resources Wales can provide and maintain suitable and safe paths  which can inevitably reduce serious injuries and damaging of other areas of the forest; therefore the study by Williams illustrates how research such as this in the Afan Forest may be used outside of anthropology.
Chavez et al (1993) also studied management and planning related to mountain biking, finding that many areas used by mountain bikers lacked designated paths and trails separating bikers from other people in the area which resulted in many cases of conflict. Ruff and Mellors (1993) also found that hikers in British countryside often complain that mountain bikers intrude and “make the countryside too much like the town” (p.104) and concluded that the increase of mountain biking can have a significant impact on the overuse of the countryside. These studies may be used to explain aspects of the social experiences of mountain bikers in the countryside and forests; while the Afan Forest has several different paths and trails designated for cyclists – including various skill levels – many individuals and groups use the main shared paths to travel to different areas of the valley therefore creating opportunity for conflict.
Carr and Williams (1992) studied recreational activities in the national forests of Southern California with the specific focus on the ethnicity of participants. While this research provides a link to exploring who uses forests for recreation, the Afan Forest is not located in an area of high ethnic-diversity; therefore the study by Carr and Williams may be more useful for research covering a larger areas which encompasses a more significant range of ethnicities. 
Further profiling of mountain bikers in national forests by Hollenhorst et al (1995) identified that the majority of mountain bikers were young wealthy males who were well educated and travelled from urban areas; additionally the bikers tended to travel to the forest in groups of friends for day visits. This research may be useful to compare findings from different areas, although the growing popularity of mountain biking may mean that comparison with studies from several yeas ago may be inaccurate. Additionally, while this research attempts to profile mountain bikers at the national forests like my own research, it includes education and social class which I did not explore.
Moreover, the Forestry Commission produce reports formed by a collection of surveys and interview results from visitors to forests across the United Kingdom; findings include gender statistics, how far visitors had travelled, reasons for visiting the forest and average spend during a visit. The findings in these reports may be used to monitor the popularity of mountain biking in relation to other uses of the forest such as walking but provides statistics and profiles on overall visitors; therefore, statistics for issues such as gender may not accurately portray mountain bikers specifically. Results from the Forestry Commission Survey Report (2008) state that the popularity of mountain biking in the Afan Forest had increased from the previous year and was the most popular reason for visiting the forest (4 out of 10); this research may be used to provide a clear context for the wider use of the Afan Forest.

Methodology.
I chose to conduct my research in the Afan Forest because the area is well known to me, therefore I felt that I was confident in knowing which areas are the busiest or the “hub” for mountain bikers and people may be more inclined to talk to a local rather than an outsider. While this area is familiar to me, I would not consider this to necessarily be native ethnography as I am not experienced in mountain biking.
To carry out my research I decided to go to a popular area of the forest where many people park their cars to use the bike trails – there is also a lodge and campsite next to this car park where people can stay who travel to the area, so before I started my research I discussed my interest with the owned and had permission to be there. 
While I see much value in participant observation for anthropological research, I decided not to use this method. Bernard (2006) states that through participant observation a researcher can be immersed in a culture, for example his study on Greek sponge fishermen in the Mediterranean where he “lived in close quarters with them, ate the same awful food as they did, and generally participated in their life” (Bernard, 2006:347). However, I did not feel comfortable using the biking trails as they are designed for more experienced riders than myself. While I could not experience the same adrenaline rush that may accompany the difficult trails, I decided to cycle the easier paths often used by walkers which allowed me to experience the area including some of the amazing views across the valley; while this did not greatly influence the validity which comes with participant observation (DeWalt and DeWalt, 2000), I feel that it did help to build the context of my research.
I initially decided to conduct my research and interviews over the period of a week which I thought would give me enough time to talk to people and collect enough data; however, I then decided that I would allow myself a two week period to make sure that I could be sure that my data would not be restricted by things such as bad weather stopping people from cycling at the forest or simply very quiet days with few visitors. I also decided to conduct the interviews between 12:00 and 14:00 on weekdays and then between 12:00 and 15:00 on the weekends; I based these times on my experiences of the busiest times at the forest. I was lucky with the weather for my study and was able to collect enough data in the first eight days before the rain started to come in the second week. I conducted my interviews from December 9th to 17th 2019, a period where schools were still open so I could expect the vast majority of visitors to be adults. 
I chose to keep my participants anonymous for this study as we discussed their routines for visiting the forest as well as the value and cost of some of their belongings. Additionally, in line with research ethics I did not interview any children but some parents did choose to talk about them and include their experiences in our interviews – in these cases, I specifically asked the parents at the end of the interviews if they would prefer me to not mention sections about the children in my research, and all gave me permission to use the full interviews.
I decided to conduct semi-structured interviews as they provided detailed information and allowed me to use open-ended questions, resulting in both qualitative and quantitative data. While Adams (2015) states that semi-structured interviews can be very time consuming and are reliant on the competence of the interviewer, I decided that the interviews would be my best method and I did not expect to have very long interviews to analyse or large volumes of data. According to Fylan (2005) semi-structured interviews can be used to find out ‘why’ in addition to ‘who, how much or how many’ due to the flexibility of the questions; therefore, semi-structured interviews allowed me to adapt questions throughout the interviews based on responses and allow me to explore the different experiences of the mountain bikers.
Additionally, I chose to use a diary for the research in order to log interview responses as well as my experiences, feelings and ideas in a structured and clear chronological format. Using a diary allowed me to easily look back on findings from previous days for quick comparison and help me to locate weaknesses throughout the research such as confidence conducting interviews or ineffective questions. Having all of my ideas and data together made comparisons and locating pattens more efficient and less stressful. 
The method I used for the research proved effective as individuals and groups were able to open up during the interviews and I believe they were more confident in their responses since they were in the environment we were discussing. However, I did identify weaknesses of my method during the study as I found that some people did not want to stand around speaking to me after their bike ride as it was very cold or they were tired from their ride, while others simply wanted to get on with their day; more people may have been interested in being interviewed if the research was conducted during warmer weather or in an indoor space with heating.
Each day that I arrived at the car park at the Afan Forest I made sure to tell the owner of the lodge that I was there before making my way towards the entrance for the public walking and cycling paths. I decided to approach people after their bike rides as their experiences would then be fresh in their minds and would be more likely to speak to me if they were not waiting to go onto a trail and getting impatient. I introduced myself to people, as they re-entered the car park, as a university student and explained that I was attempting to conduct research about mountain biking in the Afan Forest before asking if they would be interested in answering a few questions; in all interviews I asked for the individuals’ preferred gender, age, how far they had travelled and whether they spend a lot of money to participate in mountain biking while also discussing the enjoyment and draw of mountain biking when I felt prompted by the responses. Most interviews lasted between 10 and 20 minutes per person, with some interviews being conducted with groups of up to 3 people who were visiting together. I repeated this routine for 8 days altogether until I felt confident that I had enough data to analyse, comprising of both qualitative and quantitative findings. At the end of my last day interviewing people, I informed the lodge owner that I had finished and he asked me if I could discuss my findings with him once I had organised and analysed them; I shared my findings with him in February and together we also mapped out some ideas for the area based on what I had found about the mountain bikers in the forest.
If I had the chance, I think that conducting this study in the winter and the summer would have produced a wealth of data to analyse and compare to note any changes or patterns based on weather and the closure of schools.
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Findings.
When analysing my data, I wanted to find any themes or patterns in what had been discussed. The main point that stood out to me instantly was that, out of the 26 people I interviewed 22 of them were male; the four women who I interviewed were at the forest to go mountain biking with their partners and 2 of them were also with children. This data suggested, to me, a link to gender performativity as explained by Butler (1990); this theory states that gender roles and characteristics are socially constructed, and men and women are taught from birth to ‘act’ according to the expectations of their gender. From what I saw during the study, mountain biking was a fast paced, physically challenging, sometimes dangerous, muddy and sweaty sport which traditionally you would associate more with men. From observing my surrounding I did notice many other women at the forest, but most were walking with their children or dogs, while others were jogging. From my interviews I also found that some of the men saw it as a chance to mountain bike with their friends then catch up afterwards at one of the picnic benches. One man who was with 3 of his friends said that “we like to meet up every Saturday, have a ride, blow off some steam from working all week, then have a chat before we go back home to the families” while another man who was with a friend said “we don’t come up here that often to be honest, maybe once a month. We’ve got busy lives but it’s nice to get together now and again… plus it’s better than catching up at the pub”. The interviews showed me that mountain biking here was often a social event for the men, and often used as a better alternative to going out drinking. From interviewing the 4 women I found that the 2 of them that were with children and partners both enjoyed going to the forest every Sunday as a family when the area is a bit quieter; one explained “it’s nice because there’s not as many people here so we can take [our son] on some of the trails and he can take his time a bit more and build his confidence”.
Another aspect that interested me from the data was the age range of visitors to the forestry for mountain biking; ages were quite evenly distributed between 20 and 60 (not including a total of 7 children accompanying them or the groups of young boys I could not interview) which suggests that there is no significant age range for visitors at the Afan Forest although age may have an affect on which trails they ride as most of the people under 40 years old mentioned the trails being “a challenge” or described their rides as an “adrenaline high” while one man specifically detailed his love for the difficult trails as an experience of “flying down the mountain 100 miles an hour, the wind’s screaming in your ears, you’re holding onto your bike for dear life and random rocks in the ground are just throwing you in the air. It’s mad…Can’t think of anything better honestly”. This pursuit of danger or thrill may provide a further link to Butler’s gender performativity theory as men follow the ‘masculine’ idea of being tough and less fearful.
Through open-ended questions I was able to find out why individuals chose mountain biking, such as adrenaline seeking and being able to have views across the valley from the bike trails; one man I interviewed said that “you don’t get views like this anywhere else, it’s fab” while another said that “walking’s boring and I hate running with a passion, this gets me outside, I can have fun and it’s amazing when you get to the bits that just open out…it’s like you’re on top of the world”. Most people that I spoke to enjoy the mixture of the thrill with the views from the trails across the valley.
The Afan Forest has been noted as one the best places in the United Kingdom for mountain biking for many years, but I wanted to know why the people I interviewed choose this area specifically. 4 of the men I interviewed were from outside of Wales, 1 was from Scotland and the other 3 travelled together from England; I decided to ask these men why they chose the Afan Forest. One of the men from England explained that “we’ve been here before, there’s a bunch of different trails to choose from. Plus it’s not too busy here when it’s not summer so you don’t have to stress about finding a place to stay cheap or having loads of traffic on the trails” while the man from Scotland said that he was in Swansea (approximately a 20 minute drive) for work for a few days and read about the forest online so “thought I’d bring my bike and kit with me so I could check the place out for myself”. These interviews demonstrated to me that people go to the Afan Forest for mountain biking for a variety of reasons, with some travelling for the trails alone. 
Lastly, from my interviews I found that mountain biking, as a hobby, is quite consuming and takes a significant large role in people’s lives. Whether they go a few times a week or twice a month, the majority of people interviewed felt the need for good quality kit for the difficult trails which subsequently made mountain biking a very expensive hobby.  One man said that “I saved up for a year to get a new bike, ended up spending about 5 grand…the wife was definitely not impressed” while another admitted that he spends “probably over 500 quid a year, get new gloves, pads, tyres, plus more if you count travelling and replacing clothes that get ruined”. This cost astonished me, so much money for a hobby, yet for the people I spoke to the benefit of mountain biking and the enjoyment was well worth the cost; at the  end of an interview one of the women stated “look, it’s a hell of a lot of money but at the end of the day we’d rather do this than go out every weekend or buy fancy clothes and a proper expensive car. I think you’ve just got to prioritise what you enjoy the most”.
Individuals responded best when asked about their favourite experiences of mountain biking and what draws them back on a regular basis; one man said that “one time I stopped for a drink at the end of one of the trails, I was sat on the floor next to my bike when I saw something in the trees. Probably only 20ft  in front of me, there was a deer just standing there staring at me. Then it ran off” while another described how “my Dad used to bring me up here as a kid and we used to ride our bikes for hours and hours. We stopped when I grew up but when he died a few years ago I decided to come here again. I don’t really think about him when I’m here, but somehow it still makes me feel pretty close to him”. The range of responses to this section of the interviews was very interesting, there did not appear to be a single emotional connection that all individuals shared; the variety demonstrates the unique experiences that draw individuals to areas such as the Afan Forest and activities such as mountain biking.
Findings from this study can be used to demonstrate how individuals interact with the forestry on  a regular basis through mountain biking; this may be of interest to ecological anthropologists as it explores the relationship between people and the environment. Within this branch of anthropology, functionalism may be considered useful to explain this interaction and relationship further; according to Hughes (1989) functionalists believe that the ecosystem works to preserve a careful balance of its components which is necessary for our survival. As more people use and maintain the trails in the Afan Forest, it increases the importance of also preserving the surrounding area to maintain the experience; this balance allows healthy and non-destructive activity for individuals without compromising ecosystem in the forest.

Conclusion.
Overall, the recreational activity of mountain biking in the Afan Forest can be seen as a male dominated sport yet age does not appear to be a significant factor for participation. Additionally, the majority of people visiting the Afan Forest for mountain biking do not travel far and are from the local areas, while a small number travel from further away specifically for the Afan Forest’s reputation. From interviews, individuals demonstrated that mountain biking is a vey expensive activity and therefore those who choose to take part regularly are committed and truly enjoy the sport. The enjoyment and experience of mountain biking in the Afan Forest was the most important aspect of the interviews as it demonstrated that while people may mountain bike in groups with family or friends, the connection between the individual and the environment that is created is unique to each person; mountain biking in the Afan Forest can be considered not only an outdoor sport or leisure activity but also a method for building a positive relationship between a community and the ecosystem around them.
I feel that there is a large amount of research still required around both mountain biking in the Afan Forest and the use forest as a whole; from the start of this year, the appearance of parts of the forest have changed greatly with mass felling as the trees were deemed as risk of falling and dangerous to the public, so it would be interesting to explore how this has impacted the use of the forest and the overall attraction for tourists. Additionally, further research may explore how the use of the Afan Forest has been affected in 2020 by the coronavirus or compare how adults and children experience the forest.
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