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Irish Mountain Running Association

High Performance Strategy 2008-2010

The purpose of this document is to agree the strategy and actions necessary to make Irish mountain runners competitive at international level.

The Irish Mountain Running Association (IMRA) is affiliated to the Athletics Association of Ireland (AAI). IMRA were formed in 1980 The Association funds its own activities and has full responsibility for the preparation and selection of international teams.

1.  High performance goals

The high performance goals for 2008-2010 are to place senior and junior teams in the top ten teams in the Europeans and World Trophy races, and masters in the top six teams in the Europeans and Worlds.

The last time these standards were achieved was in 1999 for junior women (9th) and senior men (10th), 2002 for senior women (10th), and 2007 for junior men (9th). The table below summarises our best team performances, both ever and since 2000, in the European and World Trophy races.

Category
1985-2007 Worlds and Europeans
2000-2007 Worlds
2000-2007 Europeans

Senior men
3rd / 1991
15th / 2006
13th / 2002

Senior women
6th / 1987
13th / 2005
10th / 2002

Junior men
6th / 1996
10th / 2003
9th / 2007

Junior women
9th / 1999
15th / 2001


Significant improvement is needed for teams to move into the top 10. This can be achieved by a combination of further improvement in the performances of existing team members, improvement by existing runners just off the top standard (development), and by the recruitment of new runners from cross-country and other sports. Particular attention needs to be given to the recruitment, support and retention, into senior level, of underage athletes.

Finishing in the top 10 teams requires having a team full of good quality athletes. Examples of the kinds of standards required to achieve these high performance goals are given in the table below.

Category
Level
10 km
Half-marathon
National senior cross-country

Senior men
International
<32
<71
  1-24


Development
<35
<77
25-48

Senior women
International
<37
<83
  1-20


Development
<40
<89
21-40

2.  Mountain racing competitions

This section briefly reviews the international and national races situation. It concludes that small changes are needed at the domestic level to introduce a few races more appropriate to the major international races taking place in a particular year. Athletes also need to travel to some major non-championship international races ideally at a venue of a future championship race.

International
The international programme is dominated at junior and senior level by the annual World Trophy and European championship events. In the World Trophy, the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland compete as separate teams. The European championships are run under IAAF rules and Northern Ireland athletes generally compete for the Republic of Ireland rather than for Britain.

Recent initiatives such as the World long-distance challenge and the World Youths challenge are becoming more competitive, and WMRA are considering introducing a team competition into the 2009 long-distance challenge. The World Mountain Running Association (WMRA) has also developed a small series of grand prix meetings. These races encourage more regular competition between top runners, and allow developing athletes the opportunity to compete at a major international level as a stepping stone to championship events. There are also annual World and biennial European masters competitions.

Ireland competes annually against teams from England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales in underage (British and Irish) and senior (Knockdhu and Snowdon) races. A summary of the major international events that Ireland competes in are:

  1. European mountain running championships (July).

  2. World mountain running trophy (September).

  3. World youths challenge (June).

  4. British and Irish under 14/16/18 races (October).

  5. World long-distance mountain running challenge.

  6. WMRA grand prix series.

  7. World masters championships (September).

  8. Biennial European masters championships.

  9. Knockdhu (April) and Snowdon (July).

10. Other races such as the Matterhorn, and the Jungfrau marathon.

National

The Irish and provincial individual championships comprise a series of challenging mountain races in a league format on some of the highest mountains in Ireland.

Inaugural inter-club and inter-county championships were launched in 2007. These races were held in conjunction with the selection races for the Europeans and World Trophy teams respectively.

The Leinster league is a series of 13 races on Wednesday nights in the summer that attracts a high number of competitors, and is a major source of funding for the Association. An inaugural inter-club competition was held in conjunction with the 2007 league. A smaller league is also held in Munster and a forest trail league is held near Dublin in late summer.

1. European trial incorporating National inter-club championships (June).

2. Worlds trial incorporating National inter-county championships (August).

3. Individual Irish championships series.

4. Individual Provincial championships series.

5. Provincial leagues.

6. Casual and fund-raising events.

7. Irish schools (March).

8. Trials for British and Irish under-age teams (October).

Race formats

Typically IMRA races are held on up and down courses. The races vary significantly in length and generally meet the needs of the majority of athletes who like long tough races. Most courses are marked.

3.  Performance support

Listed in this section are areas of performance support that need to be in place to facilitate better individual and team performances at international level.

3.1  Competitive squads

Mountain running draws on athletes from athletics and a variety of other sports such as mountain-biking, orienteering and triathlon. There is a need to encourage members who are not already members of running clubs to join and to compete in cross-country and other races. Club membership will also give athletes greater access to the sound training and coaching methods.

It is also essential to encourage members of athletics clubs (both athletes and coaches) to become more involved in mountain running. To-date this has generally been done in an informal manner by approaching individual athletes but this approach should be supplemented with direct discussions with the AAI regarding methods of increasing the involvement of the top AAI athletes in mountain running. Basically reasonably talented athletes have the choice of running well in an endless number of road races or, of making the switch, and competing for Ireland in major international mountain races.

3.2  Training

Currently training sessions are held to familiarise athletes with the trial courses for the major international races. A training weekend was also organised by the athletes and held at Easter in 2006 and 2007.

More specific training can be provided by a training period abroad either on the course for the next major championship or at an equally appropriate venue. This training could also take in a race on the course if that option is available. One of the managers for the upcoming championship should travel to acquire information on transport, accommodation and other issues. This information should then be published on the IMRA website.

Training advice is provided to athletes on an ad hoc basis by the national coach and other members with experience and competence in training and coaching. Individual coaching of athletes is a very onerous task and is best done by athletes becoming members of running clubs and seeking advice there. More mountain running specific advice can be acquired through a number of means such as posting relevant articles on the IMRA website, making the training methods of previously successful mountain runners available, continuation of the current ad hoc advice, and exchanges of information between the athletes.

Reserved access for a small number of top performers to cross-country and middle-distance training sessions organised by the AAI would be of major practical and motivational benefit.

3.3 Racing

Athletes need to compete in some of the major races in Europe to gain experience of such competition before the major championships. Ideally these races would be similar in profile to the current or following year’s championships.

At domestic level, there is a need to encourage all of the top and development athletes to run the trial races. The introduction of national inter-club and inter-county championships in 2007 was a step in this direction. These races need to be further promoted among clubs and counties. IMRA runners also need to compete in the major AAI races to benchmark their progress and to become accustomed to competing in highly competitive races.

The European and World Trophy races alternate from year to year between up only and up & down. There is a need to ensure that a small number of IMRA races reflect the nature of international races such as laps, uphill only, hilly and short on good ground, and good quality descent while still taking some account of the preferences of the vast majority of IMRA members.

3.4  Clubs

The profile of the sport needs to be increased among athletics by increasing interaction with athletics clubs, and by providing regular information items and reports for the Athletics Ireland website.

There has been a concerted effort during 2007 to encourage members to join athletics clubs thereby giving themselves access to good coaching and training advice, and encouraging more frequent cross-over between the two sports. This policy should be continued and supplemented with the option for members to also form IMRA clubs. The emergence of a strong club system within IMRA will increase the depth of competitiveness in races. 

At some stage WMRA may initiate an inter-club championship between the national champions of each country. Such a race could be held in conjunction with a grand prix or similar race. This would mirror the situation in cross-country, road and track racing and possibly increase the level of integration between mainstream athletics and mountain running.

3.5  Elite performance funding

Senior and junior runners who achieve specified performance standards in World and European championships and other events should be able to qualify for funding and access to performance monitoring, fitness testing, physiotherapy, and dietary advice. While only a very small number of athletes may ever reach these standards, they would nevertheless be important targets for the top athletes to aspire towards. There is a need for IMRA to discuss with the AAI the setting of mountain running individual performance standards. Possible standards at senior level are finishing in the top 3 in the Europeans or World Trophy, at junior level finishing in the top 6, and at Youths level finishing in the top 3 in the Youths challenge.

At IMRA level, international competition is a significant drain on the Association’s finances. An annual budget should be drawn up to ensure that priority is given to the most important competitions and training opportunities. Consideration should also be given to holding discussions with the AAI in relation to the AAI creating a specific budget line for IMRA in its annual funding request to the Irish Sports Council.

In recent years, IMRA have largely funded the entire costs of IMRA runners competing in the major championships as well as giving a small subsidy to teams competing in other international races. Consideration should be given to collecting a small contribution from each IMRA senior athlete competing in the European championships and World Trophy to partially offset the cost to the Association, and to ensure that there is some funding left in the budget to partially subsidise a broader international racing and training programme.

3.6  A sound base of experienced team mangers

IMRA send managers to the World Trophy, Europeans, World Youths challenge, British and Irish under-age, Knockdhu (Northern Ireland) and Snowdon (Wales) races. These races provide an opportunity to develop a broad base of experienced international team managers. A strategy should be in place to encourage capable female and male members of putting themselves forward for these positions to ensure managers get experience before they are appointed to one of the major international events. Former international athletes should be encouraged to become involved in team management.

Teams travelling abroad need a considerable amount of management support especially when juniors are involved. The managers of teams should be selected at an early stage in the year so as to allow them adequate time to do research for the race, and to allow potential team members adequate time to inform the managers of any exceptional needs such as medication or diet. Ideally three managers would travel to the major international races, and they should be of both sexes.

Guidelines on the role and duties of team managers should be made available to all new managers. These would help to ensure that there was clear understanding both of the job, and of the overlap with the duties of the high performance manager. Advice should be sought from the AAI and other sources on good practice in relation to management of teams at international races. This advice should be incorporated into the managers’ guidelines.

3.7  Successful youths and masters teams

Teams were sent to the WMRA World Youths challenge in Susa Italy for the first time in 2007 based on performances in the Irish schools mountain running championships. Many of these athletes were new to the sport and they have since continued their involvement with some of them competing in the 2007 World Trophy. There is a need to continue to use the Youths challenge as a platform for giving young athletes experience before they compete at junior level. Previously prior mountain running experience was limited to the British and Irish under-age races.

At masters level, Ireland can perform well both at individual and team level. To-date participation has been solely on an individual basis. There is a need for IMRA to encourage members to enter these competitions in sufficient numbers to compete at a team level.

Ireland and Northern Ireland compete as separate teams in all competitions except the European championships where selection is open to all athletes who hold an Irish passport. At master’s level, it is difficult for each association to field strong teams of three athletes at five-yearly age group intervals. For example, in the 2007 World masters, Ireland and Northern Ireland had five incomplete teams, all were short one athlete, and only one complete team which was from Northern Ireland in the M40 category and which finished sixth. Discussion should take place between both Associations to examine whether a combined team could be sent in either all or some age groups.

3.8  High performance roles

There are two IMRA positions directly relevant to high performance: national coach and junior officer. The IMRA junior officer is elected annually at the annual general meeting and is an IMRA Committee member. The junior officer is mainly concerned with organising schools races, selection races for the British and Irish underage races, selection of the team for the WMRA Youths challenge, and encouraging juniors to compete in the trials for the Europeans and World Trophy races.

The national coach is elected at the annual general meeting by the members. It is not a Committee post although s/he may attend meetings. The national coach has a broader role and is involved in: recruiting selectors; motivating existing international and developmental athletes; recruiting new talent; organising the trials for the Europeans and World Trophy races; and organising the selection for international races when trials are not held. The national coach is a non-voting selector and cannot vote at Committee meetings.

The selectors are typically recruited by the national coach and are subject to ratification by the Committee.

3.9  Trials races

Details on the trial races for the Europeans and Worlds should be published on the IMRA website early in the year. The trial races should broadly reflect the profile of the championship races, and athletes should be encouraged to train regularly on the trial courses.

The dates for the trial races are typically 3-4 weeks before the international race. In the case of the World Trophy, the date of the trial falls around 4-5 weeks after the Europeans. A general consultation should take place with athletes to get their views on the ideal dates and locations for the trial races.

4.  Implementation

The following actions are seen as necessary to achieve our high performance goals:

1. Increased involvement of mountain runners in club athletics and of club runners in mountain races.

2. Promote participation in the European and World Trophy trial races to ensure that the best teams are selected to represent Ireland, and that development runners gain valuable performance benchmarking.

3. Agree an annual international budget with the IMRA Committee. A sub-Committee comprising the national coach, junior officer, WMRA representative, and the Treasurer should develop a budget proposal at the start of each year to be put to the Committee for approval.

4. Hold training sessions abroad in the location of a future championship race, and at home possibly in conjunction with NIMRA.

5. Negotiate access for the best mountain runners to AAI cross-country and middle-distance squad training sessions.

6. Top runners participate in the WMRA grand prix series.

7. Develop an experienced base of senior and junior team managers.

8. Provide information on important mountain running races to AAI members.

9. Negotiate mountain running performance standards with the AAI for individual grant funding and access to performance support.

10. Team participation in the WMRA Masters and Youths races.

11. Change the title of national coach to high performance officer (HPO), and make it a full Committee position.

12. The selectors should be the high performance officer, the junior officer, and two persons recruited by the HPO. They should agree and publish the method of selection of teams early in the year. The junior officer and HPO should have voting rights at selection meetings.

Appendix 1  international races, 2008 (provisional)

1. WMRA long-distance Three Peaks England (up & down)
Date: April 26th, 2008

Profile: 

2. Knockdhu, Northern Ireland (up & down)
Date: April x, 2008

Profile: 7.6 km/448m

3. WMRA youths challenge Susa Italy (up & down)
Date: June 22, 2008

Profile: Men (4.9km/200m climb, 4 laps), Women (3.3km/135m climb, 3 laps)

4. WMRA/EVAA European masters Lenzerheide Switzerland

Date: June 28th 2008

Profile: 

5. European championships Zell am Harmersbach Germany (up & down)
Date: July 12 2008

Profile: Lap race: SM 12.7km/+750m/-660m. SW & JM 8.7km/+530m/-440m. JW 4.7km/+310m/-220m

6. Snowdon Wales (up & down)
Date: July 26, 2008?

Profile: 10 miles
7. WMRA World masters Czech Republic (uphill)
Date: September 6th 2008

Profile: 11.5km/605m
8. WMRA World trophy Crans Montana to Sierre, Switzerland (uphill)
Date: September 14th, 2008

Profile: S/Men 12.7km/958m climb, SW/JM 8.5km/693m), JW 4.3km?/265m?

9. British and Irish juniors Scotland (up & down)
Date: October 5, 2008

Profile: 

� This first draft was prepared by the IMRA national coach and approved by the Committee for posting to the IMRA website for an open discussion. Please post comments to the forum or to gerry.brady@imra.ie
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