MTBO - More Orienteering with Less Work!

A record of an NZOF seminar for innovators and anyone who wants to spread orienteering.

Presented on Wed 12 January 2005 at Helensville, by Michael Wood of MAPsport Services under the NZOF Silva Development Programme.

Summary
MTB-Orienteering is much easier to run than traditional orienteering. It attracts new people. They are prepared to pay more. And these people are capable of running events.

Discover how MTBO helped save a club from going under. NZ MTBO pioneer Michael Wood presents the facts:

· Sizes and shapes of MTBO events

· Who comes, event finances

· Maps and areas (emphasis on club events)

· Volunteer requirements

· Spin-offs for other club events

MTBO is so easy to organise that other groups can and do. Why restrict your club to the labour-intensive forms of map-sport? Spread orienteering through MTBO.

Footnote

Presenter’s notes have been turned into prose with some updates and editing.  There’s a companion publication on Rogaining which follows a similar form. The author also contributes significantly to traditional orienteering.

30 May 2005
Introduction – Why This Document?
This report is aimed at NZ orienteering clubs, not at mountainbikers themselves, and especially not at MTB-orienteers. 

We start with a bit of business planning methodology.

What’s your club’s main goal in life?

Most people would agree it’s running orienteering events

Are there any constraints?

Most people would agree the biggest one is shortage of volunteers

So we’d better say, running orienteering events within the available resources

Or (thinking a bit more widely) while having fun(
Surprised? Do we run events at all costs? Doesn’t enjoyment come into your goals?

A club exists to serve its members, and its members are there because they enjoy the club activities. No-one makes them join up.

OK now let’s make an objective for this – an objective is a specific and measurable form of a more general goal.

What’s the measure of the year’s orienteering? If we exist to run orienteering, it’s the amount of orienteering we run. Number of events is a start, but more people is presumably better than less people. This leads to person-starts as a measure.

How much did you achieve in 2004?

My club Orienteering Hutt Valley counted 1800.  (The national figure is 27,668.) So we’re above average, although at 80 members we’re right on the average club size.

This has steadily risen from 900 since 1998 when the club held an SGM to consider winding up.

How?

We certainly didn’t do it by putting in lots more volunteer work!

We did it by concentrating on types of events which require less work. It was workload – volunteer tiredness – lack of enjoyment - that led to moves to wind up.

Low workload events have included

· Urban event developments

· Small to medium rogaines

· MTBO

The advantages of MTBO are:

1. MTBO maps take one third of the time per sq.km 

2. Planning is a tabletop exercise

3. An  MTBO event can be put out, run and taken in by three people, all on the day.

If we use business-speak, MTBO has a better benefit/cost ratio, where benefit is person-starts and cost is volunteer-hours.

And that cost (volunteer hours) is not something you can just get on the open market. When volunteers feel the weight of obligation on them, it takes the fun away, and they clam up, or even leave.

We don’t actually measure our volunteer-hours, because that takes away from the enjoyment. We just keep well within our resources and ask people what they are prepared to run before we schedule events. (How many clubs do it the other way round?) 

If we could measure fun, our objective would be to maximise fun!

OHV isn’t the only club which runs MTBO. Let’s look at MTBO throughout the country.

A Brief history of MTBO in NZ

1990s - Isolated initiatives:

· Shaun Collins and Darren Ashmore run some events in Woodhill

· Brent Hoy (Muddy Trails) includes MTBO in his Wgtn race series

· RKOC runs MTBO event at Otawhao

· Some clubs offer bike options in street-o, and in rogaines

1995 – First Cyclic Saga

Ground Effect runs first Cyclic Saga on Banks Peninsula (MTB rogaine) Annually to the present, growing to 300 riders

2000 – Start of sustained activity within NZOF

· Wgtn Series of 4 (OHV)

· First NZ Champs at Hanmer (PAPO)

2001 – Consolidation by pioneers

· PAPO club events

· Wgtn series of 4 plus separate Wgtn Champs (OHV)

· Second NZ Champs at Ngaumu (OHV)

2002 – More clubs, Map sharing, Dabbling in International Competition

· Events in Auckland, Otago, Southland

· OHV trail events and 3hr rogaines use maps prepared for MTBO

· Third NZ Champs in Woodhill (WACO)

· Unofficial ANZ Challenge, Waitarere (OHV)

· NZ represented at World Champs in France (Greg Barbour)

2003 – Consolidation

· Trailquests in Woodhill back-to-back with rogaines (Lactic Turkey)

· First official ANZ Challenge, Victoria

· No NZ Champs

2004 – More expansion, Real International Competition

· NWOC (series of 5), ROC (2), EgOC (foot/bike rogaines), PAPO resume

· Wgtn series expands to 6 plus area champs (OHV)

· Fourth NZ Champs at Waiuku (CMOC)

· Full attendance (12 riders) at World Champs in Victoria

Sizes and Shapes of MTBO Events
The Rules of the Game include - STICK TO TRACKS

(Actually the IOF rules say “unless otherwise specified”)

This has huge advantages for mapping, course planning, and it’s better for novice navigators.

If  you are tempted to think tracks are not challenging enough, think: do we want to

· attract bikers to orienteering, or

· convert foot-orienteers to MTBO. 

The second would only create MORE work for the same amount of orienteering!!!

(Actually, reading a map while riding unmaintained tracks is far from easy.)

We divide events into those using off-the-shelf maps, and purpose-made maps.

Off The Shelf Maps

Street-O 

· 1hr or so score event, city map or orienteering version showing lanes and parks

· Several clubs ran occasional events in the early days

· Got a few bikers, but small impact

Trailquest 

· English term for 3-5hr score event on public roads and walkways using standard maps

· Muddy Trails, Dunedin OC, Lactic Turkey, EgOC have run these

· Attracting up to 100 riders

Cyclic Saga 

· NZ term for 2-day rogaine with compulsory overnight campout, 6-7hrs/day, standard maps

· Run in Canterbury initially by cycle clothing company Ground Effect, now by a professional organiser

· Often reaches the maximum of 300 

· EPIC Navigation (Bruce McLeod) is also doing similar events in Otago

Events on Purpose Made Maps
Standard maps have limitations for fair competition:

· Poor accuracy, can only do limited corrections

· Don’t show speed of tracks (compare with runnability for foot-o)

Maps are usually made from scratch, areas are not necessarily the same as foot-o areas. (Although after logging stops foot-o, forests often gain extra tracks and can be suitable.)

Courses are sometimes score but usually sequence, generally 1-2hrs winning time. 

Mostly 3 courses, 6 classes, course length up to 30km depending on area available, 20km most usual. Distances are measured as you ride, since off-track is no-go.

Typical MTBO Course Structure

C1
20km
Open Men

C2
12-14km
Open Women, Vet Men (40-), 

Jnr Men (-18)

C3
6-8km
Vet Women (40-), Jnr Women (-18)

NWOC, ROC, OHV, PAPO doing more than occasional events. They are regularly getting 30-70 riders. There are individual events or run as a series like an OY; some area and NZ champs.

Mostly it’s enter on the day - copy your course from master maps, join the controls (map printed with all circles). The occasional championships are pre-entry with fully pre-marked courses.

The ANZ Challenge 2005 attracted 90. The Australian World Champs got 100 riders to public events midweek (besides the 160 elites)

Who Comes to MTBO?

The main thrust is attracting new people, not converting foot-orienteers.

Obviously existing mountain-bikers are the target – but not necessarily regular cross-country race competititors – just as harriers don’t provide many foot-orienteers. They are more likely to be “social” riders

There’s a large additional market among adventure racers who need the navigational skills.

We analyse the Wellington series points table as an example; there may be some minor double-counting.

WHO MTB-ORIENTEERS?

92 names in the 2004 Wgtn Series

75% are not foot-orienteers



Class Breakdown
Number
Percent





Open Men
25
27%

Open Women
13
14%

Vet Men (40+)
26
28%

Vet Women (40+)
6
7%

Jnr Men (-18)
2
2%

Jnr Women (-18)
2
2%

Rec Men
10
11%

Rec Women
8
9%





Total Men
63
68%

Total Women
29
32%





Total
92
100%

Two-thirds are men as in foot-O. Numbers are strong in the vet men, juniors are under-represented.

75% are not recognisable as current foot-orienteers. So this activity is attracting new participants in the main. They come from (subjectively, in decreasing order):

· Mountainbikers (not necessarily competitive biking)

· Multisporters and Adventure Racers

· Former foot-orienteers eg bad knees and can no longer run

· Current foot-orienteers

Bikers are starting to run events and make maps

· 5 out of 6 planners for the Wgtn Series 2004: Trevor Knowles, Marco Renalli/Tom Clarkson, Steve Meeres, Graeme Silcock, Julian Cox

· Kent Dixon ROC (mapping and planning)

· Claire Heppenstall PAPO (mapping and planning)

Event Finances

An interesting “problem” has been what to charge.

Foot-o event fees are seen by most other sporting participants as ludicrously cheap; especially when they see the quality of orienteering maps.

So, how to reconcile the expectation to pay $20 by  mountain-bikers, with the feeling of many foot-orienteers that $10 is too much for an OY?

A significant club discount is the answer – a premium for non-members as the bike race/adventure race culture is one of “pay and play”. 

$20 senior/$10 junior with $5 member discount seems to be quite acceptable. 

Areas  and Maps

The emphasis here is on club events, not championships.

Off-the-shelf maps

· Photocopied street map HVMBC Petone

· Trailquest on topo map DOC Waikouaiti

· Cyclic Saga on topo map Ground Effect Banks Peninsula

Purpose Made Maps

· Half-day fieldwork maps ROC Punaruku or NOC Rabbit Island

· One-day fieldwork map OHV Whitby

· Very restricted track network OHV St Pats Forest

· Successively extended map OHV Tunnel Gully

· Professionally made map: OHV Poroporo or NWOC Riverhead

Other maps with interesting features

· Mountainbike Park: OHV Makara Peak

· Dense track network: OHV Waitarere (but in forest with lots of walkers it is difficult to define what is a track and what isn’t)

· Very steep area: OHV Long Gully, OHV Belmont Regional Park

Criteria for Choosing Areas

We are not trying to attract foot-orienteers so think like a biker – areas must be at least 95% ridable (who wants to push or carry their bike?) But some riding challenge is welcomed, this is more important than navigational challenge.

Obviously a track network for navigation and route choice is good. But it’s amazing how one new track (which you can create) and going round the area the opposite way will change things enough from one year to the next. Then you can run a score event and its 3 yrs before you’re doing the same thing again.

Ways to augment the track network.:

· Make new tracks. Spurs are the best bet, sometimes no-exit forest tracks can be pushed through.

· We have used the (non-IOF) green line to mean an “allowable route with no visible track”. This opens up routes from one side of a paddock to another. They should preferably follow linear features such as fences or forest edges.

· Put out tape on the day through ridable forest. 1km of blue carton tape costs only $25 plus a hose-reel to keep it on (you should have it for string courses anyway() Virgin forest is more ridable if course direction is downhill. 

Avoid busy roads for safety reasons. Country roads are OK with due warning to competitors.

Mapping Issues 

The IOF specification is in ISOM2000, there are some updates on the IOF website (Mapping Information Centre).

Forest is shown as white or light green, I think green is more intuitive for newcomers to orienteering, others prefer white. Open land is shown as yellow. Other detail off-track is irrelevant and shouldn’t be there unless it’s right beside the track. The existence of a prior foot-o map in OCAD may actually be a nuisance as so much has to be deleted.

The contour interval isn’t laid down and most OHV maps have used 20m contours from the topo map. A good mapper can interpolate 10’s quite easily especially since they are only really impotant for slope along tracks. Many tracks are visible on the LINZ website photos, so the basemap material is free.

The most important feature is the track network. There are 6 classes of track: 2 widths and 3 speeds (plus brown roads). Junction angles are important, the shape between doesn’t matter nearly as much. Junction distinctness is also important: the joining or not joining of the lines. There’s a symbol for obstacles which cause a rider to dismount; such as a gate or fallen tree.

Depending on the area an initial mapping can be done by car, then continuing on bike or foot. It’s very fast because you only have to cover the track network.  Events can be run on a few sq.km.

Volunteer Requirements

The OHV series started with two people and one unskilled helper. Events have been run by one person and two unskilled helpers (school students).

The mapping and course planning visits are one and the same. Some work might go into cutting the odd new track or clearing fallen branches. You can often drive much of the area.

The rest of course planning is table-top. Everything is on tracks – basically you are setting up route choices and making things different from the previous event. 20-30 controls is enough. There are no control descriptions to prepare as everything is on a track.

Map preparation – I recommend one version with all controls marked – they join the circles at a master map – 2min is enough for this. Control codes are used but printed on the map.

On the day two people set out the controls mostly by vehicle (2-3hrs) while the third puts up tents and guards the gear. Except at championships there is no independent check. The risk of errors - wrong code, wrong bend – is low and not usually fatal.

Initially OHV like all clubs was wary of volunteer demands, and agreed to pay a school student $1 per competitor. When the income history was established, the two instigators were also paid $1 per competitor “in lieu of small expenses”. This is affordable.

A fairly restricted start window of 1hr is plenty for 50 riders. All starters are gone before finishers start returning. Two people are easily enough for registration and timing, leaving one for emergencies.

Safety – an accident is more likely than in foot-o but there hasn’t been one yet. We rely on competitors to report an incident, and reconciling clipcards with starters. An emergency plan considers how to get to most of the course by vehicle. This may require teeing up the use of a 4WD, and definitely requires deciding who will control an emergency from base and who will go to the scene. 

Spin-offs for other club events

The maps are effectively “improved topos”. They are suitable for 3-hr rogaines or low-effort park/trail events where you start at say a park (white and yellow courses on a small park map) and the longer courses use the track network.

You can even run MTBO on Saturday, and a park-trail event can use the same controls on Sunday!

Conclusion

Volunteer resources are limited. We must be as productive as we can.

Hence we need forms of orienteering that minimise effort – and MTBO is genuine orienteering, with a World Championship.

In NZ MTBO participation is higher than rogaining at a similar stage in its development. One swallow doesn’t make a summer but 2004 saw a big jump.
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MTBO is about 4% of all club orienteering now.  That’s from only 6 clubs, if 12 were to have similar activity that’s 8%, if all clubs were to do it that’s 12%. And with less effort than the same amount of foot-o.

If you don’t do it, others will – EPIC Navigation, Lactic Turkey, and MTB clubs will see the opportunity. Do you want to stick to the most labour-intensive form of orienteering and let others do the easy stuff?

We are here to run orienteering events within our volunteer resources. 

And to have fun(
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		Year (Rog)		Rogaine Starts		Rog (3hr units)		Rog (Hours)		MTBO Starts		Year (MTBO)

		1991		34		34		102		101		1999

		1992		153		197		591		222		2000

		1993		65		88		264		309		2001

		1994		37		55		165		396		2002

		1995		211		847		2541		378		2003

		1996		30		80		240		1116		2004

		1997		168		662		1986

		1998		230		810		2430

		1999		563		1683		5049						101

		2000		861		4838		14514						222

		2001		664		2418		7254						309

		2002		1138		3058		9174						396

		2003		1998		4739		14217						378

		2004		2019		3960		11880						1116
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