Ascending Heights, Descending Impacts: Revealing the Ecological Harmony in Trad Climbing Practices 

Introduction and Rationale
There are many benefits to climbing (Gassner et al., 2023) and being in the outdoors (Carpenter and Harper, 2015) that are known and perhaps influence climber’s perceptions and considerations towards the natural environment, yet there are also the impacts on those environments that are directly linked with trad climbing (Attarian, 2002). Attarian (2002) has detailed some of the impacts on the flora and fauna in different locations around the globe and has also demonstrated some of the actions that can be implemented as a measure of protection. Research suggests that erosion to soil and rocks are one of the highest impacted areas for trad climbing areas (Attarian, 2002), one of the other recognised impacts is that of nesting sea birds (BMC, 2023) in coastal environments in the UK, as a result of this there are limitations around specific times of the year that climbing is allowed in certain venues, this demonstrates some of the impacts and measures that can be put into place, though through this research I shall try to better understand if there are any trends that are key considerations for climbers. With statistical data gathered from contacting Mountain Training Association, it is apparent that since 2017, with the exception of 2019-2021 as a result of COVID-19, there has been a steady increase of qualified rock-climbing instructors here in the UK, some other data provided by MTA also demonstrates a steady seasonal increase in people completing ‘Rock Skills’ courses. The ‘Wildlife and Countryside Act, 1981, updated CROW Act, 2000’ (Participation, 2000) sets the basis for rights and access to outdoor spaces and within has restrictions, limitations and guidelines that should be followed, however as part of my research I intend to establish how many climbers follow and adhere to these. Councils also produce their own guidelines for climbing in specific areas as a method to informing climbers on the best practices and restrictions in key areas (Pembrokeshire Outdoors, 2011, 2023). The BMC’s Environmental & Sustainability Policy (2022) outlines that the largest environmental cost of climbing is undoubtably transport to and from venues, therefore, this will be included into my questionnaire to see if people have this as a consideration for when they go climbing. The reasoning I feel this is relevant to today is due to the increased interest on climbing and the growing demand on the natural environments upon which trad climbing happens. As a result of this increased usage of outdoor spaces there could be negative consequences for the image of trad climbing and the locations used. 


Main Aims of the Research Question
The main aim of this study is to add to the current data that exists surrounding the environmental impacts of trad climbing. This study will gather the existing data to develop an understanding of what the current impacts of climbers and how effective they are in their efforts of protecting the environments they climb in. With this data I can then assess to see if there are any trends that become apparent that will influence the questionnaires that will be distributed to gather new data. Using the data gathered will help inform my questionnaires on the types of questions to understand climbers’ perceptions and behaviours towards environmental protection. Three key questions that have arose from my research have been identified and shall be foundations that the rest of my research will build from.
Q1: What are the current practices employed by trad climbers in an effort to reduce their environmental impact?
To discover climbers’ understanding of the impact their actions have on the environments that they climb in.
Q2: What are the trends in the practices of trad climbers’ actions when considering their environmental impacts and is there truth in their effectiveness?
To begin to understand the bigger picture of actions, if there are similarities between social groups from different backgrounds and then to establish if these actions have a real-world effective impact.
Q3: Are there any trends from the primary data that highlight the disparity between perceived environmental protection and the true environmental damage that can be addressed? 
Raising awareness of the direct impact’s individuals have and recognizing the potential harm caused, as contrasted with their beliefs about the consequences of their actions.

Methodology to Discover
My research proposal will target trad climbers in and around South Wales including all age groups and genders, this proposed method will be inclusive as these will be posted on social media within specific rock-climbing groups; I will also be distributing these amongst students at University of Wales Trinity Saint David; and throughout climbing centres located in South Wales. Some of the limitations to this method could be the uptake of participants, as a remedy to this I shall generate a QR code and try to display this at various outdoor and indoor climbing venues. These questionnaires will contain scaling, dichotomous and open-ended questions with an option to expand further. There will be a combination of open and closed questions, also I will supply the option for participants to take a follow up interview if they feel there is something else, they wish to discuss allowing for broader data collection. My research will take in sources from councils, environmental agencies, climbing organisations and centres that offer climbing as activities to gather a wide range of secondary data that when synthesized paints the picture of the true environmental impacts on climbing venues. I feel this split method for data collection will through the interviews give me qualitative date on people’s perceptions around the impacts of trad climbing in the outdoors, then the comparison can be drawn from the quantitative data that will be gathered from pre-existing data through my literature review and contacting councils, environmental agencies and climbing organisations. This comparison will ultimately highlight if there is a difference in the consequences of people’s actions and behaviours vs the reality of the impacts on the environments.
Attarian (2002) has highlighted the impacts on environments that trad climbing takes place and has informed me in a way that I can develop questions that will begin to understand the correlation between this reality and climber’s perceptions of their considerations towards outdoor environments they climb in.


Hypotheses – there is a difference in the perceived environmental protection of climbers.
Null hypotheses – there are no differences between climbers perceived environmental impacts and the real impacts on the environments of trad climbers.

Literature review – What is Already Known
Huddart and Stott (2019) clearly look and evaluate all the impacts on the environments and have developed potential management plans as well as exploring pre-existing ones globally and in the UK. A study by Couper (2016) tried to examine how an OAE program can be used to develop pro-environmental awareness into students through their participation on the degree, however it was mentioned that there was a small intake of pupils and only followed over the course of one module giving a lack of credibility to the results. In 2021 Porter and Couper did a similar study again looking at students on an OAE degree program to further explore the links between pro-environmental attitudes and taking part in rock climbing. Sharp, Maples and, Gerlaugh (2018) showed a direct connection between raising awareness of ‘Leave No Trace principles then showed greater care for the environments they climbed in. Attarian (2002) has done extensive work across the globe looking into various outdoor activates and their impacts on the natural environment. Within the research conducted there has been the recognition of many impacts on flora, fauna and geology, there has been the identification of issues that have arisen from footfall on areas, erosion of pathways, pressure on some vulnerable ecosystems and so many more. This particular research though slightly old will be used as a baseline for which further research will build on throughout my literature review.

Data analysis methods:
Quantitative analysis from certain questions e.g., Age, gender, location, etc, due to the types of questions there will also be qualitative analysis of the information provided in the open questions. In addition to the mentioned, cluster analysis and thematic analysis will be used to better add context from any trends discovered as a result from all data collected from the literature review. Together these methods I feel will be best suited considering the data I shall be gathering. There are potential issues that could arise from using thematic analysis through my own biases, however I feel that the combined methods shall limit this. 
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