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Competition Climbing: A Debate
At the Alpine Club on 26 October 1993

The President, Michael Westmacott, introduced the three lead speakers:
Ivor Delafield, President of the UIAA's Commission of Rock-Climbing
Competitions, Ed Douglas, Editor of Mountain Review, and Hugh Harris,
British Mountaineering Council Development Officer with responsibility
for Climbing Walls, Youth and Competition Climbing.

The President said that there had always been competition in climbing,
and he recalled an incident 40 years ago, after Everest, when Alfred Gregory
was asked by a reporter how high he had got and he said well he had helped
to establish the top camp at something under 28,000ft.
'Oh, so you came fifth,' said the reporter.

The President commented drily that if there is no competition in the
normal way, it gets invented for people. But we were talking here of more
structured competition: primarily rock-climbing, but also ice-climbing and
ski-mountaineering.

Ken Wilson raised a point of order: 'It seems to me that this debate, tak
ing place in what is in fact the major club in the land, could be seminal.
People should not take it lightly. This is the first genuine debate that has
taken place in a club in this country and people should realise that what is
discussed here and the conclusions we come to could have resonance
throughout the whole country.'

Ivor Delafield opened the debate by admitting that during the past six
years he had become deeply committed to competition climbing. As
President of the UIAA's Commission of Rock-Climbing Competitions, his
present task was to co-ordinate all the UIAA federations which represent
countries engaged in competition climbing. He emphasised, however, that
he was speaking as an ordinary member of the BMC rather than in his UIAA
role. He laid a number of facts before the meeting which demonstrated the
extent to which competition climbing had already taken hold. For instance,
in 1994, competitions would be held in Germany twice, Switzerland, Austria,
Russia, the Czech Republic, France twice, Italy, United States, Japan, Spain
and Britain. We were now recognised by the International Olympic Com
mission as a sport, and there was a very good chance that competition
climbing would feature at Sydney 2000.

Ivor Delafield described the current role of the BMC in competition
climbing: to adminster the British team, to promote and develop training
co·urses for team members and others and to promote and develop youth
activities. They were also responsible for organising and running an
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international World Cup competition each year. But if the BMC were going
to continue to run competition climbing in this country it was vital that
they should do it well and not underestimate the resources, effort and energy
needed to carry out their obligations. If the BMC failed in their efforts or if
it was found that the membership did not want competition climbing, that
would be very sad but it would not be the end of the game. As with expe
ditions, enthusiasts would get the necessary money together somehow.

Ed Douglas said that he had followed competition climbing since its
inception in this country without ever really liking it very much. The history
of competition climbing was an interesting one, and of urgent importance
because it, and its attendant culture of sport climbing, was an imminent
threat to the type of climbing that most of the people in this room grew up
loving.

'We had, until the mid-1980s, been rather dismissive about competition
climbing in this country. The Russian form of the sport - speed climbing 
is not the precursor of the modern ,game, which originated more on the
sun-drenched limestone walls of southern France. Once bolted routes
became accepted there in the late seventies and early eighties, several things
inevitably happened:
• People could practise routes, thus allowing standards to rocket - which
they have, and by four or five grades in a decade.
• A lot more people would go climbing because it was now safe. And they
do. More than one research agency has claimed climbing as the fastest or
one of the fastest-growing sports in Britain.
• It would evolve from being something bearded wierdoes do into some
thing that scantily clad boys and girls do.
• This massive influx of youth would make it image-strong and ripe for
exploitation on the TV.

'All of these things have happened in the last ten years and now give
the impression that they were inevitable evolutions that could not be
resisted by the few manic traditionalists like Ken Wilson and myself who
complained. The result is that climbers are now chipping routes quite
regularly, bolting and retro-bolting widely, and even gluing on additional
holds where nature has failed to provide.

'Vast indoor crags have been, or are, in the process of being constructed
so that inconveniences like bad weather, loose rock and other tiresome
intrusions into the gymnastic ideal are expunged from the memory. It
used to be the case that climbers rock-climbed to prepare themselves for
the mountains. Nowadays, gymnasts use fibreglass panels to prepare
themselves for the rock.

'If you have a lot of people doing something all at once for the first time
together, then it builds up a tremendous energy which is very enjoyable
to share in or, if you're a journalist, to watch. It also tends to frighten
some of the older generation, like those running the BMC, into acting
quickly so that "youngsters" will think them cool and trendy and in touch.
The BMC thus found itself having to do big V-turns in the late 1980s when
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its initial distrust of competition climbing was overtaken by events. At
the 1987 General Assembly of the UIAA, a decision had been reached to
establish the current World Championships, although many "non-official"
events had already been held as a sort of crest to the wave of sport climb
ing that was rapidly spreading across Europe. The BMC registered its
opposition to the UIAA going down that road and announced that it
had no mandate to support climbing competitions. Within six months,
however, the BMC's Management Committee had done a complete volte
face and was now supporting them.

'In the intervening period a maverick organisation called the Independ
ent Sport Climbers Association had organised a speed climbing event at
Malham. The key word there, of course, is independent, that is to say some
thing beyond the control of the BMC: a youth-driven group that had no
time for committees and the old traditions. These people couldn't care less
what the BMC thought, so the Council, fearful of competitions taking over
crags and of sport climbers moving beyond their jurisdiction, held its nose,
shut its eyes and jumped in with both feet. There was nothing wrong in
adopting this point of view (although I don't agree with it) since the BMC
has always been a body representative of all climbers. But bear this in
mind:

'At no stage did the BMC consult the broad mass of climbers about what
it should do; indeed it didn't even know the questions to ask them at that
stage, beyond whether anybody minded if they went ahead and allowed
competitions to happen. So, in a frenetic six-month period, the BMC had
changed its course by 1800 and has since steamed resolutely towards that
golden land where competitions appear on the telly every month, every
body makes money and the BMC remains as a kind of benevolent uncle,
overseeing the development of all climbing into the next century.

'Except, of course, that it hasn't happened like that. What the Americans
have already discovered - and the rest of the world is rapidly finding out
- is that large-scale international competitions on custom-made walls are
monstrously expensive. There is only one way to make these work and
that is to secure formidable sponsorship deals from companies with nine
digit turnovers; and the only way you can get those boys interested is by
getting TV coverage. The problem with the World Cup is that it is even
struggling to get climbers to come and watch it, let alone persuading igno
rant TV executives that they should back this sport ahead of others that are
chasing the television dream. The upshot of this shortfall of interest has
been the regular cancellation of World Cup events. The World Champion
ship has become an ailing behemoth that blunders round the planet, too
expensive to feed and house for anyone to give it a permanent home.

'You can't get round the problem that something that does not come from
within climbing itself won't work if the climbers themselves don't want it.
The initially attractive idea of having the best climbers in the same room on
the same route, fighting it out like vertical gladiators, had some fundamental
flaws. The vast majority of the walls used in competitions mimic steep
limestone climbing, which suits those who love Verdon but makes a
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nonsense of the term "World Champion". The great appeal of climbing,
surely, is in its variety, the triumph of technique over brute strength, the
psychological challenge that each of us face. If it's just a question of how
strong you are, then interest dwindles.

'You may well be asking, what has this got to do with me? The youth of
today can do what it likes to its tendons, can spend as long as it wants in
cellars doing one-finger pull-ups. My sport - the thing I do with my friends
- is untouched by all of this. Well, you're absolutely right. You can carry on
doing whatever you want for as long as your karma allows you and you
need never clip a bolt. But - and, for me, it is an Everest-sized "but" - if you
care about the future of climbing then you will seek to change things. At
the moment the strongest impression young climbers get of mountaineer
ing is that of the competition and sport climbing world. The slow, meth
odical accumulation of experience has been abandoned in favour of a rapid
rise through the grades on bolted routes.

'We are in danger of producing fewer and fewer climbers at the cutting
edge of alpinism. Young climbers dl? not get the same exposure to adven
ture as we did when we began. They are exposed to something which is
fun, athletic, enjoyable, and what their friends are doing - but which isn't
climbing. Climbing is about uncertainty, risk, discovery, joy, doubt, fear. It
is also hugely rewarding.

'One of the sport's great strengths is its anarchy, its freedom to do as one
pleases. But remember also that its anarchy is also its great weakness. It
allows those of fixed resolve to do whatever they please and justify it,
whether that be retro-bolting or organising competitions that nobody wants
to watch.

'What I hope to do in my activity as a journalist is to try to suggest to
people that there are alternatives; that a cold February day spent in the
cloud on Ben Nevis may not do your training schedule much good but it's
a jolly good day out and there may even be sandwiches.'

Rugh Rards recalled some of the more important events which had led
to the BMC's present role in the competition climbing scene. The first
recorded BMC involvement was a paper presented by the late Peter
Boardman, then National Officer, in 1976, in which he had outlined all the
concerns about competitions on natural crags that still worry the BMC today
and form part of our policy. Peter Boardman had also made the point that
these objections did not apply with the same force to climbing walls.

'During the 1980s competition climbing grew in popularity in Europe
and many of the UK's leading climbers were taking part, mainly on outdoor
crags. In 1986, the UIAA decided to take over the organisation of world
competition climbing. Only the BMC, of the UIAA Council, opposed this.
During 1987/88, interest among UK climbers increased and plans were put
together for an "extravaganza" at Malham Cove complete with TV coverage,
sponsorship and attendant crowds - everything the BMC feared. After
strenuous objections from them, the project was dropped. The issue was
now centre stage and was discussed at the BMC's AGM in April 1988. The
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Council was almost unanimously advised by those present to take com
petition climbing on board, but only on artificial walls. On 15 June 1988,
after a long and full debate, the Committee of Management voted by 14 to
1 to accept and implement this policy on artificial structures only. This
view was accepted by the UIAA in 1990.

'The following year saw the first formalised competition in the UK in
Leeds. A month later, also in Leeds, the first ever UIAA World Cup took
place with Jerry Moffatt winning in outstanding style. The BMC received
£20,000 per annum for four years from the Sports Council in 1990 to fund
the British team. This was money which would not have been available for
other purposes.

The popularity of competition climbing increased during 1991 and the
number of good climbing walls also increased. During the autumn of 1992
the first British championships were held at The Foundry in Sheffield, at
Bristol and at the Sobell Centre in London. In December 1992 the World
Cup competition was a great success with over 7000 spectators. In January
1993 the BMC's Committee of Management voted by 15 votes to 2 for the
BMC to organise the 1993 World Cup event but this eventually had to be
cancelled owing to a dispute over international TV rights. If this dispute
can be resolved, then the BMC are confident of being able to run World Cup
events successfully and profitably in the UK for at least the next three years.
In May 1993 the BMC received funding from the Sports Council for a
Development Officer for Competitions, Climbing Walls and Youth; and
Reebok agreed to sponsor the British team, initially for a three-year period.
It is wrong to misrepresent the facts by saying we are in dire financial
straights, for this is just not true.

The actual philosophical case for the BMC being involved in competition
climbing is more difficult to argue, but the BMC does have credibility with
the vast majority of active climbers because of our policy concerning
competitions: namely, to keep them indoors, to be involved with their
organisation, to protect the crags and, hopefully, to influence some of the
younger climbers. All the leading competition climbers are, or have been,
"traditional" climbers: Jerry Moffatt, Simon Nadin, Ben Moon, Tony Ryan,
Felicity Butler, Ian Vickers and a number of the younger climbers coming
up now:

Hugh Harris then explained how he himself had become involved in
competition climbing. Originally from Northumberland, he had climbed
since 1982 and during the late eighties and early nineties he had played a
major role in developing hard bold new routes in Northumberland. At the
same time, he had found it perfectly natural to enjoy the emerging sport
climbing in Yorkshire and Wales and to practise the dubious pleasures of
winter mountaineering in Scotland. He still participates in all these styles
of climbing. Late in 1990, the Berghaus Wall opened in Newcastle and
proved an instant success. To Hugh, it seemed the ideal opportunity to
transfer a natural outdoor competitiveness to an indoor environment. He
teamed up with Stephen Porteus and between them they convinced every
one that bouldering competitions were a good idea. The 'Boulder for Fun'
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competition proved a huge success. Many other bouldering competitions
had started at the same time, encouraged by the provision of new walls and
a large demand from climbers. Hugh had also played a major part in org
anising and running introductory climbing courses on the wall. From their
inception, the courses aimed to put across all aspects of climbing including
ethics and the environment. It had seemed perfectly natural for those
people who had done one of these courses to develop their climbing in a
traditional style and yet also to enjoy taking part in bouldering competi
tions.

In March 1992 Hugh Harris had taken over the management of The
Foundry in Sheffield. This was the first permanent climbing wall suitable
for holding a major national competition and in October 1992 the first round
of the three-event British Championship was held there and proved very
popular, attracting over 100 entrants and at least 400 spectators. It had
been the most atmospheric event he had ever attended.

Hugh Harris continued: 'As an average climber who, over the years,
has accumulated many different experiences of all the myriad areas of our
sport, I feel I can sympathise with the different viewpoints and bridge the
gap between traditionalists and new-style climbers. In my opinion all areas
of the sport can co-exist. Competition climbing is just one part of the grand
tapestry.

'We must stand back and ask ourselves if we, the policy writers and power
brokers of our sport, can deny to the climbing public the opportunity to
take part in competitions. To do so would make us bigoted and selfish.
After all, if we do not want to take part in them, we don't have to. What is
wrong with enjoying one particular area of a sport? There has not been a
threatened clamour from competition climbers to bolt up every crag in sight.
Times change - what was anathema to some people in the climbing world
is now a flourishing part of the grand and ever-changing heritage of climb
ing. Providing that this emerging branch of our sport respects the existing
status quo of ecology, environment and tradition, surely we dare not act as
Luddites - for otherwise competition climbing will decide it does not need
us and we will be left as bystanders!'

Ken Wilson: 'I think that the contributions of our three colleagues have
been outstanding and I hope they are recorded in the Alpine Journal. It is
absolutely essential that we start looking at this thing under the microscope,
not only in this club but in clubs all over the land. This is what has not
happened; and this is where the BMC were fundamentally wrong in all the
decisions they took, because they took decisions without this matter being
properly debated - and we should debate it now.

'All over Europe crags are being covered with bolts, and what we have
to decide in this country is: do we want it to happen here? If you look
through the old journals, particularly the Rucksack Club journals, you'll
find that a huge debate took place in the thirties about whether or not hills
should be waymarked with paint. Just imagine what our hills would be
like now if there was paint all over them!
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'As you know, all over the Continent the hills have got paint on them.
We decided not. Some sort of subliminal debate took place in the Wayfar
ers and the Rucksack and the SMC or wherever, and paint didn't get put on
the hills. A similar debate was going on about whether pitons should be
put in cracks, with exactly the same result - no pitons in cracks. These two
things are linked, because they show that we didn't want to reduce our
hills and our crags to something that was pathetic and easy. And, as a
result, we've got the sport that we all know: something that's challenging.
When you go onto a small crag in Britain you're in an adventure area.

, I climbed on a crag in the Inn valley two or three weeks ago - a wonder
ful granite crag covered in cracks. The whole thing was riddled with bolts.
I talked to an ageing climber who was there with his son - a guy in his mid
fifties, like many of us - and I said 'What's all this nonsense?' He says 'Oh
it's just exercise. We do normal climbing in the hills.' That is the spectre
that we're facing. We are on the brink of a holy war, and competition
climbing is part of that equation. If competition climbing takes root, par
ticularly if it gets on television, we'll be swept away and everything we
know and love in the mountains - the Idwal Slabs, for example, just to
name an easy area. There'll be bolts all up it, bolts on the stances, bolts
halfway up the pitches, and the Sports Council and Roger Orgill, who is
here tonight, will aid and abet it, because the one thing that the Sports
Council want to see is our sport dragooned into a nice, neat, competitive,
organised institution, just like all their other sports, and we should take
pride in the very fact that we're not like that - we're a square peg in a round
hole and we should stay there.

'On the political side, the BMC has got three basic choices. It can choose
non-involvement, maintaining fraternal relations with any specialist
organisation that might emerge and preserving our link with the UIAA.
A middle ground would be to provide referees, rather like the FA in rela
tion to the football league, and again to provide a link with the UIAA. This
was the ground that the BMC adopted between 1989 and 1992 and for which
they had a mandate <though ununanimous and undebated). The third op
tion appeared in 1992 when, all of a sudden, the sponsor dropped out and
the BMC suddenly decided that they had got to run competition climbing
because there was £49,000 worth of funding available. And all of a sudden,
the policy suddenly changed and they became impresarios overnight.

'Now let's just run through the advantages and disadvantages of these
policies. The first, non-involvement, stands or falls under its own strength;
the BMC preserves its position but it doesn't become tainted by mmmercial
ism. Disadvantages: it loses touch with an emergent group, and perhaps
loses touch with young people.

'By adopting the second possible policy, the middle ground, the BMC
would keep close involvement and maybe control and influence with the
UIAA without ever getting involved with full organisation; and it would
be seen to be keeping in touch with the young people. Disadvantages: in

_practice, it would be sucked in and compromised by commercialism and
organisation. Like all bureaucratic organisations, the BMC loves to organise,
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and when it's aided and abetted by the Sports Council just watch them!
And it would also get pushed along the Olympic road by the VIAA.

'The third option, full involvement, has the advantage for the BMC that
it keeps control of the whole shooting-match and there may be financial
gain. The disadvantages are, first, that it becomes more and more
bureaucratic in character, more and more bureaucrats get hired, and the
BMC gets more and more out of control by us, the Club members. The
bigger it becomes, the more faceless it becomes. And that's happening.
The second thing is, it changes its whole culture. Can you imagine what
the BMC would be like if it had to run and adminster an Olympic sport?
Have you any idea of all the litigation that takes place? All that wormwood
of international sport? The BMC would get sucked into all that if com
petition climbing ever became an Olympic sport. The final thing, and this
is the big crunch, is that if it forcefeeds this thing into Olympic existence,
we'll have bolts all over the crags in Britain within a generation.'

Derek Walker: 'I think I'm a fairly traditional climber. I became a Vice
President of the BMC at the AGM in April 1988 when it was decided, almost
unanimously, that the BMC should act and take control of competition
climbing. This business about no debate having taken place is absolute
bullshit frankly. The AGM discussed it, thrashed it out, and there were
representatives of the Climbers' Club, the Fell and Rock, the Wayfarers',
the Rucksack, the Alpine - all the national clubs thrashed it out and the
strong advice given to the Committee of Management in April 1988 was
that we had to get a grip of competition climbing before it was taken away,
the climbing world was split and the youngsters would be off and do what
they wanted and perhaps bolt up where they wanted and hold competitions
where they wanted outside. That was the view on the day I was elected to
become a Vice-President of the BMC. Two months later, in June, taking the
advice of that AGM, the Committee of Management accepted, by 14 votes
to 1, the principle that the BMC should take control of competition climbing
and assist in the organisation and promotion of future World Cup events.

'I think that the decision in 1988 was right. It would appear that the vast
majority of British climbers and mountaineers are behind us in this, and
every survey that the BMC has conducted since then (and we've conducted
many - at Buxton and at many many lectures and other events) has shown
that at least 80 per cent of the membership approve the BMC stance on
competition climbing: that we take control, we look after it, we keep it on
indoor climbing walls. That is the clear message we've got from our frater
nity out there.

'If we had not taken control at that time, I believe that the climbing world
would have been split asunder. The young climbers would have gone away.
We would have lost them. I think we would have seen competition climbing
taking place outdoors and we would have had not the slightest effect on
the worst excesses of bolting. So the BMC Committee of Management, in
my opinion, handled the situation well and has also exerted great influence
with the VIAA on the international competition scene. It was the BMC
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view that prevailed when they insisted, and the UIAA agreed, that all
international competitions should take place on artificial structures. As far
as the BMC membership is concerned, we have had no clubs resign on the
issue, in fact the club membership has increased, and the individual
membership of the BMC has doubled from 5000 to 10,000.

'Ken talks about the Jehad - the holy war - but let's remind ourselves
who these barbarians are: Felicity Butler, the leading female competition
climber in Britain over the last three years, enjoys both the competitions
and normal proper climbing as well. She has just joined the Climbers' Club.
Ian Vickers is the leading young lad climbing in the competition scene at
the moment, and he comes from a background of hard traditional Lancashire
climbers. There's nothing he likes better than soloing and climbing on the
normal crags as well as climbing in competitions. [DW gave several other
examples of competition climbers who also enjoy traditional climbing.] So
they are not some sort of alien breed, these folk, and I find it hard to differ
entiate them.

'Finally, I think it was right for the BMC to be involved, as there's a whole
load of people out there who enjoy competition climbing and, had we not
been involved, I think the situation might have been very much worse.'

Roger Payne: 'I am one of those horrible faceless bureaucrats that Ken
was referring to earlier, but I'm going to ignore all the previous contribu
tions regarding competition climbing because I think the real threat from
competitions is much wider and has barely been touched upon this evening.
There are running competitions, from our own fells to running races up
Mont Blanc, climbing in a variety of forms including ice-climbing, high
altitude races on 7000m peaks in the former Soviet Union, ski-mountain
eering and cross-country skiing races, there's snow-shoeing races, there's
canyoning, and there are other events that take place in the mountains such
as the winter OlympiCS (the hideous village that was built at Albertville).
There's mountain biking, hand-gliding and parapenting, downhill skiing
and various he-man, abseil, canoeing, adventurer go-go sorts of things
[laughter]. These types of events are usually organised by commercial rather
than sporting interests, one example being this spring's so-called Adventure
Olympics in the Pyrenees, organised by the French and Spanish Olympic
committees and tourism bodies. It all happens in the mountain environ
ment and has an impact on our sport.

'Now I agree with Ken and deplore a lot of the things that he was talking
about - the impact of retro-bolts on crags, and competitions outdoors - but
I don't think that making competition climbers into some sort of scapegoat
is really the way forward. In Europe they have lost the war about retro
bolts. If we want to continue to do what most British climbers do every
weekend - on-sight climbing with leader-placed protection - if we want to
protect that, we should fight against competition climbing outdoors and
remove retro-bolts wherever they appear. That's my personal view. And if
this meeting is serious about trying to protect the mountains from com
petition climbing, then we need to shift the focus away from what was
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said in 1976 or what wasn't said, or whether it was unanimous or one vote
against and start looking at the other issues 1have mentioned very briefly.'

Roger Orgill, Senior Development Officer for Countryside & Water
Recreation, was introduced by the President as 'the man in the grey suit
from the Sports Council' [laughter]. He said: 'I came along to listen tonight,
but 1am moved to say something, particularly in response to the comments
from Ken. It's good to hear you again in full flight, Ken, and thank you, Mr
President, for this opportunity.

'Ken has warned you of the danger of an agency like the Sports Council,
which seems to be only interested in competitive sports and games, getting
hold of your sport, or our sport, and pursuing vigorously that element which
it can most closely identify with. However, over the last five years and since
lan McNaught-Davis and Chris Bonington came to introduce themselves
to our new Chief Executive, David Pickup, in 1989, and explained to him in
great detail the emergence of this new branch of the sport and the dangers
it presented, we have been alerted '!t Headquarters and 1 have laboured
the point to the grant assessment panel that we must only move at the rate
at which the British Mountaineering Council wishes us to move.

'The Sports Council recognises the BMC as a democratically elected
body to take care of the sport of mountaineering, and therefore the views
conveyed through the BMC are seen to be the views of the mountaineering
fraternity at large, and not of some isolated body.

'The BMC has a very high reputation in the field of promoting good prac
tice in mountaineering, including the conservation of that finite resource of
mountains and crags. 1 do assure you that there is no danger, in the next
four-year period, of competition climbing stealing an advance over anything
else, and the priorities are still for access and conservation of our mountains.'

Stephen Jones: 'I think there are three interrelated issues which are going
to become problems for us. One is something Ken mentioned but which
needs more attention - that if you put competition climbing on TV, that will
be the shop window for new people coming into the sport, and it's bolted
and it's indoors and it's dry and you're not going to fall off and hurt your
self. But it's not a good introduction for people going rock-climbing and
going on to the Alps and hopefully going on to the Greater Ranges in an
exploratory way. It will also be a shop window for bolting up crags.

'A second point relates to access and a scenario where access to crags is
banned because without bolts it's not safe, and if it's not safe then the own
er is at risk from you suing him because there is a safer alternative to
placing your own protection, and that is bolts.

'Thirdly, we might try to emulate the Mountain Club of South Africa by
setting up an access fund to secure traditional climbing in perpetuity by
literally buying the crags. Perhaps the only way to guarantee traditional
climbing is for the climbing community to try to put some funding aside
towards buying the crags, because they are either going to become covered
in bolts or we are not going to be able to go climbing there at all.'
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Roger Payne made the point that the BMC have a policy on crag owner
ship and is against being involved in acquiring crags. If we were to start
buying crags a price would be put on them. In any case, we would never
be able to raise enough money to buy crags in Britain.

David Hamilton: 'We are talking as if climbing is a static sport, that it
exists in a certain form and that either we choose to change it or we choose
to preserve it. We should be aware that the world that climbing inhabits is
changing. Thirty or forty years ago there was nobody in Britain who made
a full-time living out of mountaineering. Now there are thousands of
people. Whether you're selling books, whether you're a staff member of
the BMC, whether you're manufacturing clothing or equipment or whether
you are leading treks around the world, there is now a large industry in
Britain. France is lucky in that there are huge amounts of rock and if
somebody bolts one place and you don't like it you can always go and
climb somewhere else. Britain is fundamentally different as there is a sub
stantially smaller amount of rock. Yet people manufacturing climbing
equipment in Britain want to double, every couple of years, the number
of people participating in the sport, and this is one of the influences on the
increase in climbing walls, competition climbing and all the changes we're
seeing. It is now a commercial activity and we risk being like King Canutes
trying to stem the incoming tide. The shop window of this sport is compe
tition climbing and that's bringing in a new and different type of person
and increasing the number of people going into the shops and buying
equipment. Any debate on this issue has to understand that there are many
people whose business and livelihood depends on getting more and more
people into the shops buying harnesses, karabiners, helmets. Many of these
people don't like the idea of risking their necks.'

Ken Wilson: 'And once the education world gets hold of the idea that
climbing doesn't have to be dangerous, then you're going to get school
teachers, outdoor centres, Uncle Tom Cobbly and all wanting those crags to
be bolted up. So it's not only the equipment manufacturers who want to
expand the sport. Let's face it, I'm a publisher so, on paper, I want to
expand the sport! We have got a real uphill struggle if we want to keep the
sport exactly as it is - in other words, no bolts in the Llanberis Pass, no five
or six bolts up Cenotaph Corner, no bolts on all the climbs on Cloggy, no
bolts on the Idwal Slabs, no bolts on the Milestone Buttress. That's what
we're talking about and if we don't really bend every sinew, that's going to
happen and it's going to happen soon. Any bolts that appear must be cut
out, and cut out immediately, under the aegis of the BMC. What we need
is a strong "no retro-bolting" policy, pushed home by the BMC, and with
cordless hacksaws to back it up!'

Sally Westmacott: 'Could I say a few words as a very ordinary, non
talented climber very much of the old school? I hate competition climbing,
I don't like competitive sports very much, I hate the media, I hate the
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television, but I do think that if you've got, as Ken said, an enemy out there
that you're waging war on (in other words the bolters) then it's no good
burying your head in the sand and hoping it will go away. I think that the
BMC probably has done the right thing in trying to take charge of climbing
competitions in this country. But when it comes to things such as bolting
up routes that have always been climbed free, then it's up to the ordinary
climbing public to police it. It's no good expecting everybody else to do it,
or even expecting the BMC to do it. We are the BMC. It's up to all of us to
keep an eye on this sort of thing. I personally am appalled at the use of
chalk [loud applause]. So it's up to all of us to police these threats:

Glyn Hughes said that he too was very concerned about the spoliation of
our crags. 'What I feel has not come across very clearly, at least to me, this
evening is the connection between competition climbing and the bolting of
our crags. I am still not sure whether the encouragement of indoor
competition climbing poses a threat to our crags by example or whether,
conversely, not encouraging competition climbing would have a worse
effect:

Ivor Delafield: 'What the young people see on television is not climbing
on Cloggy, or on the Idwal Slabs. What they see, if they have cable satellite,
is competition climbing, which relies totally on bolts. Ifyoung people grow
up seeing this on television, as they do in France and other European coun
tries, then that is all they see and all they know and if you say you mustn't
do it, the more likely they are to do it. It requires careful management and
a lot of work and I really ask you to think about this. What I would like to
see is even more resources put into this kind of aspect. If you want to do it
well, that is the route you are going to have to take. '

Ken Wilson: 'If competition climbing ever reaches mainstream television,
then it will be a very pervasive propaganda influence indeed. The scene of
young people going up cliffs, clipping into bolts and, the most important
thing, being safe, and manifestly being safe, will commend itself to a vast
swathe of vested interests that we haven't yet faced. The beautiful thing
about the sport, that has kept it not only with its marvellous character that
we all enjoy, is the fact that it's dangerous. It's the great thinner. If it's
dangerous, not all that many people do it, because not all that many people
want to take a risk. So it's very simple. There's a huge constituency out
there that would like vast numbers of people to go climbing. One way they
can achieve that, like France, is if they bolt everything up to make it safe.
And then the sport will triplicate, will quintuplicate, overnight.'

The President brought the debate to a close by pointing out that most of
it could have been conducted by putting five or six people in a ring and
treating them as gladiators and cheering them on! He thanked the three
lead speakers for their valuable contribution to this important debate, and
suggested that it should continue around the bar.
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