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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The popularization of mountain races has grown so rapidly that it may imperil the conservation 
of some of the natural areas they run through. The tendency to carry out these activities in 
attractive landscapes has, on many occasions, led to the use of protected natural areas as the 
setting. The authorizations granted by the environmental administrations adapted to the 
different proposals submitted as no task of common reflection had been undertaken. 
For all these reasons, the administrative bodies currently managing natural areas, the sports 
federations and other collectives broadly coincide on the need to regulate these events with the 
aim of maintaining both the benefits this sporting activity produces and the conservation of the 
environment in which these events take place, and which constitutes the fundamental purpose 
of their existence as protected areas. In this respect, EUROPARC-Spain has noted the concern 
this phenomenon is producing among its members, precisely those responsible for managing 
these protected areas. The FEDME also expressed its concern about the negative repercussions 
these events might be triggering in the Spanish mountains. Finally, at its meeting in June, 2015, 
the Assembly of EUROPARC-Spain proposed the creation of a working party to tackle this 
problem. This group received funding from the Barcelona Provincial Council and the Regional 
Government of the Basque Country, and also counted on the collaboration of the FEDME. 
The aims of this working party were: 

¶ To analyse the current dimensions of the phenomenon of mountain racing in protected 
natural areas in Spain. 

¶ To identify initiatives, already under way, related to the regulation, monitoring and 
evaluation of the possible environmental and economic impacts these races produce. 

¶ To draw up a guide to good environmental practice for holding mountain races in 
protected areas. 

According to the data provided by the environmental administrations belonging to EUROPARC-
Spain, protected natural areas host over 1,100 mountain races and other organized collective 
activities in which the participants go on foot through a route decided by the organization 
(rambles, hikes, marathons, cross-country races, mountain triathlon/duathlon) and the number 
of participants in these events exceeds 246,000. There are certainly many more events in our 
natural spaces, and the number of participants is much greater, but a percentage of these are 
not recorded or counted by the environmental administrations. 
In this context the key words are planning and regulation. This is precisely the purpose of this 
guide, not to ban mountain races but to make holding them compatible with the conservation 
of the heritage values of the areas the events take place in and applying for the purpose 
objective criteria for monitoring the events as well as a set of conditions which, should it be 
necessary, might be restrictive when it comes to authorizing events of this kind. 
The purpose of this document is to provide the organizing entities, environmental 
administrations and participants in these events with a set of guiding criteria to drive the growth 
of this kind of event and establish the bases for suitable regulation of these sports events 
through recommendations, application of rigorous criteria and timely constraints that, taken 
together, will make it possible to: 
V Make the holding of mountain races and other sporting activities compatible with 

the conservation of the heritage values of the protected areas. 
V Contribute to the conservation and dissemination of the objectives and values of 

the protected areas. 
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V Make the organizers, participants and those accompanying them, the local 
population and society in general aware of the importance of the protected areas 
as places that are essential for our health and quality of life, because they provide 
us with a whole range of environmental services (drinking water, clean air, 
regulation of climate change, control of floods and erosion, etc.), as well as cultural 
and spiritual services. 

V Serve as a basic requirement for the approval of the regulations governing these 
sporting events in protected natural areas (PORN, PRUG, public usage plans and 
other documents). 

V Minimize the potential impacts on the natural and cultural resources of the 
protected areas where these event take place. Also, assess the possibility of not 
authorizing an event when its impacts are ascertained to be incompatible with the 
conservation of the resources (zero alternative). 

V Help achieve a more satisfactory experience for practitioners and organizers of 
these events in protected areas. 

V Contribute to making the holding of sporting events in a protected natural setting 
being seen as an added value, in terms of involvement in policies pertaining to the 
rural economy and conservation and through association with the image of a nature 
reserve or national park. 

V Ensure compatibility between holding these events and the legitimate exercise of 
ownership rights, economic activities and the enjoyment of other users. 

V Take advantage of this movement of people and resources so that it has positive 
repercussions for the sustainable development of local populations linked to these 
territories. This will allow for greater collaboration between practitioners of these 
sports and the local population. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Since the beginning of time, human beings have always run, for different reasons: the need to 
improve hunting techniques, travel about, bear news, enjoy the effort. The first Olympic Games 
date from 776 BC, and the events held included the pentathlon, which, among other disciplines, 
involved cross-country running. At that time, athletes shared, in addition to an important set of 
values like cultivating their bodies, a special psychological preparation for the competition as 
well as ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎƻŘǎΦ wƻƳŀƴ ŎƛǾƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άǎǇƻǊǘέ derives, attributed 
ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƘǊŀǎŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άmens sana in corpore sanoέ ƘŀǾŜ 
come down to the present day. The physical and mental benefits of sport have been widely 
acknowledged throughout history, and simply practising a sport has meant that every day more 
people from different cultures, races and ages practise it in all kinds of places. 

According to the Survey of Sporting Habits in Spain 2015 (Ministry of Education, Culture and 
Sport, 2015), more than half of the population aged 15 years or older (53.5%) practised sport in 
the last year. Among those who practised sport, a clear preference can be seen for activities 
carried out in the open air. The kinds of sport most often practised are not football, basketball 
or tennis but rather cycling (38.7%), swimming (38.5%), hiking and mountaineering (31.9%) and 
foot races (30.4%). This trend towards carrying out sport in the open air re-directs the promotion 
of sports facilities towards those that provide sport in a natural setting (hiking, racing, cycling) 
and will improve the health of the population, saving costs for the health system. Along the same 
lines, interest in competitions held in the open air and, more specifically, in the natural 
environment, has increased. Since 2000, the number of mountain races held in Spain has 
continued to grow. This phenomenon is viewed favourably by the tourism and rural 
development administrations and by town and district councils as these races have been useful 
in highlighting overlooked areas which, thanks to these events, have now regained a certain 
dynamism through a sporting activity that becomes a unique tourism event, spreads the name 
of the territory area and leads the inhabitants themselves to rediscover it. There is no doubt that 
mountain races drive rural tourism: as well as mobilizing the organizers and runners, they also 
attract a significant number of spectators (many of them relatives), who move around the 
country in order to follow the events. On occasion, they even become permanent training 
circuits. 

Trend in the development of mountain racing in recent years 

- Choice of venues that are ever more spectacular, natural, remote, Χ 
- Increased number of events, greater diversity and larger numbers of participants. 
- Longer and more difficult events: these increase particiǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ 

the territory further, stay for longer and generate more impacts. 
- Increase in the involvement of private initiative in the organization of the events 

(business opportunities). 
- The administrations and other bodies, including the FEDME, have begun to 

regulate and evaluate this phenomenon by drawing up criteria, terms and 
conditions, surveys, actions, etc., intended to structure and improve the holding 
of these events. 

- Interest on the part of the local administrations in holding such events because 
of their economic repercussions and because they make their venues better 
known, thus framing them in the context of rural development. 

 

According to the most recent data available, around 1,900 mountain races, in their multiple 
variants (end-to-end races, Trails, Ultra trails, Vertical Km, etc.) are held in Spain. A significant 
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number of these take place in protected areas. For example, Tenerife Island Council recorded 
around 60 sporting events in protected areas in 2014, of which 43 were mountain races. Some, 
like the Tenerife Blue Trail, covering a good part of the Teide National Park, have more than 
2,000 participants. In the Sierra de Guadarrama National Park alone (only declared a National 
Park in 2013), more than 40 races were run in 2014. The average number of participants in these 
races approaches 500. 

It is calculated that around 700,000 people run annually through unique natural spaces. This 
gives an idea of the importance of this phenomenon. The Spanish Federation of Mountain Sports 
and Climbing (FEDME), by itself or through the regional federations that belong to it, oversees 
23% of these races. This means that 77% are organized by town councils, associations, business, 
etc. which do not fall within sports structures but still have an interest in holding these meetings 
(photo 1). 

 

Photo 1. The number of mountain races and the number of participants in these events have risen 
significantly in recent years. Photo by: Cano_Fotosports. 

However, it should also be considered that the popularity of these races has grown so much that 
it is endangering the conservation of some of the natural areas they are held in, since the 
tendency to hold events in ever more attractive landscapes has on many occasions led to 
protected natural areas being chosen as their venues. The authorizations granted by the 
environmental administrations were based on widely differing proposals since there was no 
prior effort at a shared reflection. 

For all these reasons, the administrative bodies currently managing natural areas and the sports 
federations broadly coincide on the need to regulate these events with the aim of maintaining 
both the benefits this sporting activity produces and the conservation of the environment in 
which these events take place, and which constitutes the fundamental purpose of their 
existence as protected areas. In this respect, EUROPARC-Spain has noted the concern this 
phenomenon is producing among its members, precisely those responsible for managing these 
protected areas. The FEDME also expressed its concern about the negative repercussions these 
events might be triggering in the Spanish mountains. Thus, at the CIMA-2015 International 
Mountaineering Congress organized by FEDME, the idea arose of creating a working party on 
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Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ ǊŀŎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ά/ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƻǳƴǘŀƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
нмǎǘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅέΣ ŜƴǎƘǊƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΦ 

Finally, at its meeting in June, 2015, the Assembly of EUROPARC-Spain proposed the creation of 
a EUROPARC-Spain working party to tackle this problem. This group received funding from the 
Barcelona Provincial Council and the Regional Government of the Basque Country, and also 
counted on the collaboration of the FEDME. 

The aims of this working party were: 

¶ To analyse the current dimensions of the phenomenon of mountain racing in protected 
natural areas in Spain. 

¶ To identify initiatives, already under way, related to the regulation, monitoring and 
evaluation of the possible environmental and economic impacts these races produce. 

¶ To draw up a guide to good environmental practice for holding mountain races in 
protected areas. 

 

1.1. Concept of mountain racing applied in this good practice guide 

The Spanish Federation of Mountain Sports and Climbing (FEDME) defines mountain racing in 
article 1 of its regulations as: a sporting speciality embodied through races in low, medium and 
high mountains, whether in summer or winter, with the route being followed on foot in the 
shortest time possible and the greatest respect for the natural environment. 

Mountain races are included in article 3 of the FEDME Statutes approved by the Higher Council 
for Sport and published in the Official State Gazette (BOE) on November 4th, 2013 (latest 
version). 

In other FEDME documentation, other characteristics are added: 

- Races will have a minimum of 21 km. 

- The minimum climb will be 1,000 metres in competitions of less than 34 km. 

- The minimum climb will be 1,500 metres in competitions of more than 34 km. 

- The race may have only 10% of its course on tarmac, pavement or cement. 

- The race may only have 50% of its course on a wide trail (transitable by vehicles). 

However, the reality is that the types and variety of events and physical or sporting activities 
that take place in protected natural areas are much broader than those included in this 
ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ ǊŀŎŜǎ Ŧŀƭƭ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άaƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ 
wŀŎƛƴƎέ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƴƻǊ Řƻ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳ ƻŦ 
FEDME. For this reason, it is deemed necessary to extend this concept to the objectives of this 

guide, so that its criteria may serve as guidance for applying them to any kind of organized 
collective activity taking place in protected natural areas in which the participants go 
on foot along a route fixed by the organization, regardless of the distance or difficulty 
due to the slope of the route. This will include, in addition to the races the FEDME takes into 
consideration (end-to-end races through mountains, vertical races up mountains, Ultra trails), 
rambles, hikes, marathons, cross-country, mountain triathlon/duathlon and other sporting 
specialities. In this way orienteering events and adventure raids with undefined routes are 
excluded, although the importance of knowing their impact on the natural environment should 
be known. 
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1.2. Why produce a guide to good environmental practice? Principles inspiring the guide 

Although the first people to go into and explore the mountain spaces, through narrow pathways 
and local routes were explorers and scientists, sporting practices in these areas, known today as 
mountaineering, gradually became established, and attracted more supporters wishing to 
overcome new physical challenges and know their history, their culture, and grow closer to the 
rural population. 

The connection between mountaineering, down the decades, and the conservation of these 
enclaves and also its contribution to the declaration of certain mountains as protected natural 
area, are today recognized by everyone. However, it should be remembered that what justifies 
the special protection of specific natural spaces is their emblematic character, because they are 
home to areas identified as the most representative and best preserved of our Nature and 
frequently contain landscapes, ecosystems and endangered species of high environmental 
value. Any activity which takes place inside these, including mountain races, must ensure their 
conservation. The prevention or mitigation of impacts is crucial for the conservation of these 
protected areas. 

Each category or concept of protected area entails conservation objectives and a set of 
regulations and measures to achieve them. In the specific case of national parks, mountain races 
would be considered as extraordinary, since they are not specifically regulated in the Network 
Master Plan. In this context the key words are planning and regulation. This is precisely the 
purpose of this guide, not to ban mountain races but just the opposite, to make holding them 
compatible with the conservation of the heritage values of the areas the events take place in 
and applying for the purpose objective criteria for monitoring the events as well as a set of 
conditions which, should it be necessary, might be restrictive when it comes to authorizing 
events of this kind. 

It is generally accepted that protected natural areas fulfil important functions. They maintain 
biological diversity, give a place to human communities with traditional cultures, they protect 
quality landscapes, conserve areas that produce water and fertile soils, and are a refuge for a 
multitude of animal and plant species. But also from a social point of view, they have been 
shown to be fundamental enclaves for the relaxation of the body and the mind, enriching our 
health, spirit and quality of life. Spaces for leisure, relaxation, culture and sport, all activities 
included in these services rendered to society by these protected areas. 

During recent decades the number of people who flock to protected areas to carry out all kinds 
of activity has risen considerably (according to recent estimates the protected areas of the 
planet receive 8 billion visitors a year, Balmfor et al., 2015) and sports activities are increasingly 
important in these areas. In the specific case of mountain races, for some years now they have 
become a massive phenomenon which might be having a negative impact on these unique 
enclaves (photo 2). For example, the Mont Blanc Ultra Trail brings together 7,000 runners and 
30,000 spectators every year 
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Photo 2. Massification of a high mountain path in the course of an event. Photo by: M. Oñorbe. 

The impacts may vary considerably, and the number of participants is not always the main 
indicator to consider. Other factors must also be borne in mind in estimating the magnitude of 
these impacts: frequency of use, type of activity, types and degree of awareness of those 
participating in the activity, environmental characteristics (climate, altitude, gradient, conditions 
and type of substrate, plant and animal communities, sensitive elements), seasonality, spatial 
and temporal distribution of use, the administrationΩǎ management abilities (resources, staff, 
regulatory instruments), etc. However, we must not forget that these spaces were designated 
as such with the specific aim of conserving their natural and cultural resources (photo 3). For all 
these reasons, the purpose of this document is to provide the organizing entities, environmental 
administrations and participants in these events with a set of guiding criteria to drive the growth 
of this kind of event and establish the bases for suitable regulation of these sports events 
through recommendations, application of rigorous criteria and timely constraints that, taken 
together, will make it possible to: 

- Make the holding of mountain races and other sporting activities compatible with 
the conservation of the heritage values of the protected areas. 

- Contribute to the conservation and dissemination of the objectives and values of 
the protected areas. 

- Make the organizers, participants and those accompanying them, the local 
population and society in general aware of the importance of the protected areas 
as places that are essential for our health and quality of life, because they provide 
us with a whole range of environmental services (drinking water, clean air, 
regulation of climate change, control of floods and erosion, etc.), as well as cultural 
and spiritual services. 

- Serve as a basic requirement for the approval of the regulations governing these 
sporting events in protected natural areas (PORN, PRUG, public usage plans and 
other documents). 

- Minimize the potential impacts on the natural and cultural resources of the 
protected areas where these event take place. Also, assess the possibility of not 
authorizing an event when its impacts are ascertained to be incompatible with the 
conservation of the resources (zero alternative). 
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- Help achieve a more satisfactory experience for practitioners and organizers of 
these events in protected areas. 

- Contribute to making the holding of sporting events in a protected natural setting 
being seen as an added value, in terms of involvement in policies pertaining to the 
rural economy and conservation and through association with the image of a nature 
reserve or national park. 

- Ensure compatibility between holding these events and the legitimate exercise of 
ownership rights, economic activities and the enjoyment of other users. 

- Take advantage of this movement of people and resources so that it has positive 
repercussions for the sustainable development of local populations linked to these 
territories. This will allow for greater collaboration between practitioners of these 
sports and the local population. 

 

 
Photo 3. Parc Nacional de Aigüestortes i Estany de Sant Maurici (Catalonia). Photo by: J. Gómez-Limón. 
 

1.3. Mountain races in protected natural areas of Spain. 

1.3.1. General information about mountain races and other events 

This analysis has been made with information provided by 20 environmental administrations 

belonging to EUROPARC-Spain, who have sent information about more than 1,800 sports events 

encompassing all kinds of disciplines. However, many of these events are not analysed in this 

document (BTT races, cani cross, pilgrimages, adventure raids, races on snow) and so have not 

been included since their characteristics do not match the definition included in the guide nor 

meet its objectives. For the same reason, urban races have not been included either. Therefore, 

the only data to be analysed will pertain to mountain races, hikes and other collective organized 

events following a specified route established in advance, in which participants go on foot. 

This category encompasses different disciplines, like trails, end-to-end races, ultra trails, half 

marathons, marathons, races, cross-country, vertical kilometres, rambles, hikes, etc. (Table 1). 
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The allocation of different disciplines to the events being analysed has been done with attention 

to the commercial names of the event, and if various disciplines coincide in one meeting (trail, 

marathon, vertical kilometre), it has been given the name of the discipline involving the greatest 

distance. 

Table1. {ǳƳƳŀǊȅ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ƻƴ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǊŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƻǊ ǎǇƻǊǘǎ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎΣ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ {ǇŀƛƴΩǎ 
natural areas. Source: EUROPARC-Spain. Data for 2015 provided by environmental administrations that 
belong to EUROPARC-Spain. 
 

Name of the race or 
discipline1  

Total nº of 
races 

Total nº of 
races in 

protected 
areas 

Total nº of 
races 

outside 
protected 

areas 

Total nº of 
races in 

protected 
areas with 

data 

% of races in 
protected 
areas with 

data 

Nº of 
participants 
in protected 

areas 

Mean nº of 
participants 
per race in 
protected 

areas 

Trail 459 411 48 327 79 124,584 381 

Marathon 45 41 4 38 93 20,691 545 

Media Marathon 24 13 11 8 62 2,350 294 

Race 183 147 36 106 72 35,607 335 

Cross country 33 27 6 25 93 6,804 272 

Vertical kilometre 35 32 3 28 88 6,860 245 

Hiking 324 313 11 160 51 49,570 309 

Total 1.103 984 119 692 76 246,466 356 
1Trail (ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άUltraέ by the FEDME): distances above 42 km through mountains; marathon: distance of 42 km through 
mountains; half marathon: distance of 22 km through mountains; race: maximum distance of 10 to 12 km through 
forests or tarmacked trails; cross country: distances less than 10 to 12 km though mountains; vertical kilometre: 
competition with a positive climb of 1,000 metres from start and finish (+/- 5% tolerance) through steep mountains, 
with courses not exceeding 5 kilometres; hiking: unlimited distances, walking. 

As can be seen in Table 1, the total number of events exceeds 1,100. It is certain that many more 

events are held in our natural areas, but there is a percentage that environmental 

administrations do not record or count, because the organizers, perhaps due to ignorance, do 

not make contact with the administrations or request the appropriate permits. These events 

ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ Ǝƻ ǳƴǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŎŀǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ΨǇƛǊŀǘŜΩ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǘƘat take place under the 

radar and without receiving the corresponding authorization. Generally speaking, there is scant 

systematization in data collection by environmental administrations, when it comes to listing 

the mountain races held in natural areas. Furthermore, it should be borne in mind that: 

¶ There is no data available for the region of La Rioja. 

¶ In the case of the Canary Islands, the data come from only three islands: Tenerife, Gran 
Canaria and La Gomera. 

¶ For the Balearic Islands, the data pertains to the islands of Majorca and Minorca. 

¶ Some administrations have provided data for events that have taken place in protected 
areas with active management (parks, reserves, landscapes, monuments), which 
frequently do not include spaces in the Natura 2000 Network, and might imply only 50% 
of the total number of events held. 

If we consider all these implications and some recently published data on mountain racing in 

Spain, we can state that the total number of sports events held in protected natural areas in 

Spain comes close to 1,900 per year (Farias et al., 2016). Extrapolating these numbers to the 
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data provided by the members of EUROPARC-Spain with respect to the average number of 

participants per event, we think the total number of runners moving through natural areas 

would be close to 700,000 a year. 

Taking as a basis the data provided by the members of EUROPARC-Spain, a high number of 

events recorded by the administrations (984) are held inside protected areas. We might be 

talking about 89% of the total number of events (Figure 1), with a total number of participants 

of, at least, 246,500. However, given that no data are provided in 24% of cases and bearing in 

mind the considerations mentioned above, we could estimate 700,000 participants a year. 

 

Figure 1. Number of races and other events inside and outside protected areas (including spaces belonging 
to the Natura 2000 Network). Source: EUROPARC-Spain. Data for 2015 provided by the environmental 
administrations belonging to EUROPARC-Spain. 

After analysing the data and verifying that the number of events held inside protected areas is 

much higher than those held outside, all the following data provided below will correspond to 

authorized events held in protected areas, for which complete data are available (kind of event, 

date when held, number of participants, organising entity, etc.). 

Total number of participants in the different disciplines considered in this guide 

LŦ ǿŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǇŜǊ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΣ ǿŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘǊŀƛƭΩ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 

ǊǳƴƴŜǊǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ мнпΣлллΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴƻǘ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅΣ ōȅ άƘƛƪƛƴƎέ, with more than 

49,000 (Figure 2). 

Races and other 
events inside 

protected areas 
89%

Races and other 
events outside 
protected areas 

11%
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Figure 2. Number of participants by discipline inside protected areas. Source: EUROPARC-Spain. Data from 
2015 provided by the environmental administrations belonging to EUROPARC-Spain. 

 

Mean number of participants by discipline 

As regards the mean number of participants, in each of the different kinds of events, the 

marathon stands out, with an average of around 545 participants per race, followed by trail 

(381) and races (335) (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3. Mean number of participants by discipline (inside protected areas). Source: EUROPARC-Spain. 
Data from 2015 provided by the environmental administrations belonging to EUROPARC-Spain. 
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Distribution of events throughout the year 

Another interesting aspect for analysis is how these races are distributed throughout the year. 

This will have a significantly influence on the natural resources of the protected area. As is well 

known, spring and the beginning of summer include the months in which the fauna, mainly 

certain species of birds of prey that are unique or endangered, are in the middle of their 

breeding season. When runners pass close by their nesting sites this may endanger the viability 

of the brood and future chicks. The flora may also be affected, since these periods coincide with 

the moments of greatest flowering and growth. Because of this, it is recommended to 

programme events bearing in mind the periods of the year with less or no impact on the flora 

ŀƴŘ ŦŀǳƴŀΦ DŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎΣ ƛƴ {ǇŀƛƴΩǎ ǇŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀǊ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǳƭŀǊ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜ ƛǎ 

between August and February, but it will vary for each space depending on the biological cycles 

and their geographical location. 

According to the data obtained, most of the events in protected areas are concentrated in spring 

and the beginning of summer, the months from March to June. These months concentrate a 

total of 321 events, which means 47% of the total (Figure 4). These results would be in keeping 

with other studies that have been carried out, which also analyse the holding of races in natural 

spaces throughout the different months of the year (Farias et al. 2016). 

 

Figure 4. Number of events held in the different months of the year inside protected areas. Source: 
EUROPARC-Spain. Data from 2015 provided by the environmental administrations belonging to 
EUROPARC-Spain. 

Who organizes events? 

Another equally interesting question concerns who organizes these events. As can be seen in 

Figure 5, 24% are organized by town councils, another 24% by sports clubs and federations, 23% 

by associations, 16% by companies and 7% by other local or regional administrations (island 

ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭǎΣ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎƛŀƭ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭǎύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ άƻǘƘŜǊǎέ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ т҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƭudes 

NGOs, private individuals, etc. 
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Figure 5. Breakdown of types of organizers for races and other events inside protected natural areas. 
Source: EUROPARC-Spain. Data from 2015 provided by the environmental administrations belonging to 
EUROPARC-Spain. 

 

1.3.2. Mountain races and other events: situation by region 

Catalonia is the community where the greatest number of events were held during 2015, with a 

total of 360, representing 35% of the total number of events held in Spain. It is followed by 

Andalusia, with 143 events (14%). Other regions appear further behind: Madrid Region (97), the 

Basque Country (87), Aragon (65) or the Valencian Community with 64 events (Table 2). 

Table 2. Number of events carried out in each region. Data from 2015 provided by the environmental 
administrations belonging to EUROPARC-Spain. 

Region 
Total 

number of 
events 

Nº of 
events 
within 

protected 
areas 

Nº of 
events 
outside 

protected 
areas 

Nº of 
events in 
protected 
areas with 

data 

Nº of 
participants 
in protected 
areas with 

data 

Mean nº 
participants 
per event in 
protected 
areas with 

data 

La Rioja1 2 0 2 0 0 0 

Principality of Asturias 11 11 0 11 3,700 336.36 

Castilla-La Mancha 
14 8 6 3 2,850 950.00 

Navarre 
20 3 17 3 1,850 616.67 

Cantabria 
23 14 9 4 1,250 312.50 

Extremadura 
23 23 0 4 1,050 262.50 

Galicia 
26 19 7 16 4,223 263.94 

Castilla y León 
30 29 1 9 4,150 461.11 

Balearic Islands2 
33 33 0 30 10,894 363.13 

23%

23%

24%

16%

7%
7%

Club / Federation Associationn
Town Council Company
Administration Others
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Murcia 
49 40 9 39 16,670 427.44 

Canary Islands3 
56 53 3 53 19,560 369.06 

Valencian Community 
64 64 0 55 25,508 463.78 

Aragon 
65 46 19 33 7,655 231.97 

Basque Country 
87 87 0 39 18,698 479.43 

Madrid 
97 97 0 80 24,060 300.75 

Andalusia 
143 112 31 107 34,765 324.91 

Catalonia 
360 345 15 206 69,583 337.78 

Total 1,103 984 119 692 246,466 356 

1 No official data; 2 only data from Majorca and Minorca; 3 Only data from Tenerife, Gran Canaria and La Gomera. 

We can try to analyse why more events take place in some regions than in others. This might 

have to do with the population. The three regions with the largest number of inhabitants, and 

also where most events are held, are Andalusia, Catalonia and Madrid, with 8.3, 7.5 and 6.4 

million, respectively. Catalonia, however, holds more than double the number of events as in 

Andalusia, despite having almost a million inhabitant less, although it is true to say that most of 

the events held in this region take place in peri-urban areas in the province of Barcelona (5.5 

million inhabitants) very close to densely populated cities, as we shall confirm by analysing the 

data shown in Figure 8. In this case, we can see how proximity a large urban centre with several 

million inhabitants has a direct influence on the number of events held and on the number of 

participants in these events, almost 70,000 participants in Catalonia, double the figure for 

Andalusia. It is also true that there could be other variables that might be influencing this datum, 

such as, for instance, the percentage of mountainous territory, the number and surface area of 

protected areas, the custom of practising sports in nature or the existence of emblematic 

protected areas (Sierra Nevada, Cazorla, Aigüestortes, Montseny, el Cadí, Guadarrama, etc.) that 

are very attractive venues for holding these sports events. 

As indicated above, 89% of all these events take place in protected areas. Figure 6 shows the 

number of events in each region and whether they take place inside or outside protected areas. 

The cases of Navarre and Castilla - La Mancha stand out, as most of the events take place outside 

protected areas. The opposite case can be found in the Valencian Community, Madrid, Castilla 

y León, Asturias or the Basque Country, where all of the events take place in protected areas. 

Similarly, in Catalonia, Andalusia and the Canary Islands, a high percentage of events are held in 

protected areas. 
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Figure 6. Number of events held inside and outside protected areas by region. Data from 2015 provided 
by the environmental administrations belonging to EUROPARC-Spain. 

Castilla La Mancha is the region where the man number of participants per event is highest, with 

averages in excess of 900 participants. The mean number of participants is also high in Navarre 

and the Basque Country, with means of 616 and 479 participants per race, respectively. The 

lowest means are from Aragon, Extremadura and Galicia, with averages of less than 300 

participants per race (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7. Number of races and mean number of participants per race, by region. Data from 2015 provided 
by the environmental administrations belonging to EUROPARC-Spain. 

1.3.3. Mountain races and other events: situation by protected natural space 

If we analyse the number of events by protected area, using only those spaces with 20 or more 

events per year (15), we can see there is a wide difference between spaces. The space hosting 

the largest number of events is the Regional Park of the Upper Manzanares Basin in Madrid 

Region, with a total of 96 events held in 2015, followed by several spaces in Catalonia and 

Andalusia (Figure 8). These figures are in line with those reported for the number of events by 

region, as this explains the total data for these three regions. 
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Figure 8. Total number of events held in different protected natural areas. Data from 2015 provided by 
the environmental administrations belonging to EUROPARC-Spain. 

 

We can also analyse which protected areas attract the largest number of participants in the 

various events held in the course of a year (data for 2015). According to the information 

available, the Sierra de Grazalema Natural Park and the Sierra de Guadarrama National Park are 

the ones with the largest numbers of participants, with 10,580 and 10,050 participants 

respectively. In this case, the data analysed come only from the 16 parks with a number of 

participants equal to or greater than 3,000. Once more, the protected areas of Catalonia, Madrid 

and Andalusia present a larger number of participants per event, with a few exceptions, as in 

the case of some spaces in the Valencian Community, the Balearics or the Canaries (Figure 9). In 

all these cases, given these high participation levels, it would be necessary to reflect on the 

suitability of holding events of this type with such masses traipsing through a protected area. 

 

Figure 9. Number of participants in some events held in different protected natural areas. Data from 2015 
provided by the environmental administrations belonging to EUROPARC-Spain. 

For the specific case of races, we can analyse the mean number of participants per race in 

different protected areas. Those protected areas with the largest mean number of participants 

per event correspond, above all, to parks in Catalonia, Andalusia, the Canary Islands and the 

Valencian Community, with a few exceptions, as in the case of the Calares del Mundo Natural 

park in Albacete, which has very few races but with a very high volume of participants in each 

one, thus giving an average of 1,350 participants per race (Figure 10). In this case, the data are 

only shown for parks with averages equal to or greater than 600 participants per race. 
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