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Orienteering Comes Out of the Woods

August 3 through 9: a week marked in red — by many and in many different ways.
Seven days representing the pinnacle of the 2003 season for the top athletes competing
in the World Orienteering Championships. Swiss O Week as a sporty vacation for the
recreational orienteers. Or simply a few hours spent at an entertaining event in the
outdoors for the general public.

The Organizing Committee for the 2003 World Championships (OLWM 2003) set out
to provide all three — concurrently — in the Swiss town of Rapperswil-Jona (population
25,000) to those taking an interest in orienteering. To thousands! 323 athletes from 41
nations entered the eight official WOC 2003 events in men’s and women'’s sprint, middle
distance, long distance and relay. 3,000 registered for Swiss O Week, which, despite
its name, turned into a gathering of “hobby orienteers” from 30 different countries. Add
to that the combined event staff of 1,500 officials and volunteers, a full battalion of
helpers courtesy of the Swiss Army, plus a few people coming out to watch — or to walk
the dog — and you end up with thousands, a crowd in the forest.

Introverts

Breaking down attendance figures along such lines and narrowing their scope to
“competitors and staff only!” empirically applied to nearly all major events in orienteering,
elite or popular, at least to all those held outside of Nordic countries. More, orienteering
appeared to outright foster introversion. The athletes respecting the sport’s code of
honor and staying away from designated competition areas for years — an embargo
is imposed to keep anyone from gaining an advantage over the opponents — must
spend the moments prior to a race in quarantine, away from everybody who just might
compromise sporting fairness. That includes spectators! Once on course, the athletes
must navigate through unknown terrain, following their map, using their compass,
selecting their own route from one control point to the next. Even though these controls
form a pre-set course — control # 6 needs to be reached after # 5 — every athlete is
bound to find his or her own way from # 5 to # 6. Spectators are kept out of the woods
as well. After all, they could influence the outcome of a race with shouts of “Left!” and
“Right!”, “Hot!” or “Cold!”".

to the public

When the world championships were awarded to the Swiss organizers in 1998, the
latter chose to adopt a more extroverted approach and stage it in formats which were
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to transgress some of the barriers.
Much like the 2001 edition in
Tampere, FIN, OLWM 2003 was to
be an orienteering festival, bringing
out the crowds, generating media
interest and relying on sponsorship
income. During its Extraordinary
Congress in Tampere, the
International Orienteering Federation
(IOF) had issued a brief and
prescribed “a holistic approach in
ensuring an overall successful event
in terms of location, appearance and
attractiveness for everybody involved,
including media, sponsors and other
external partners” and amended
some of the rules accordingly.
The OLWM 2003 Organizing
Committee was thus encouraged to
carry out its particular vision of
“orienteering to the public”. WOC
2003 President Sonken Bandixen:
“Orienteering has become a mature
sport with a steady or decreasing
participant base and a surplus of
veteran runners. | am aware of the
orienteers’ introversion. New
initiatives and novel ways of doing
orienteering should be put in place
as countermeasures. We have to
overcome the ‘just-for-us’ mentality.”
Bandixen is more explicit in the pre-
event bulletin: “OLWM 2003 shall be
the place where thousands of
enthusiastic spectators cheer and
celebrate the stars. Therefore we
allow the spectators as close as
possible to where the action is and
we have the electronic media as our
partners”.

Warming Up to Orienteering

As a warm-up to OLWM 2003 — and
in pursuit of targeted audiences most
likely to help converting vision into
reality — the same organizers signed






