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Marathon, Cape Town, South Africa

Kamilla Swarta,b  and David Maralackc 
aDivision of engineering Management and Decision Sciences, college of Science and engineering, Hamad Bin 
Khalifa University, Doha, Qatar; bSchool of tourism and Hospitality, University of Johannesburg, Johannesburg, 
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ABSTRACT
The Two Oceans Marathon, hosted annually in Cape Town, is a premier 
ultra-marathon in Africa and globally. The 51st edition scheduled for 
8–11 April 2020 however three weeks prior it was announced that the 
event would be cancelled. The decision to cancel was not a popular one 
and given all the stakeholders involved it was also challenging. Drawing 
on primary and secondary data, this paper considers factors leading to 
the decision to cancel, stakeholder engagement and associated orga-
nizational and socio-economic impacts. Primary data included key 
informant interviews with the race director and stakeholders. The find-
ings reveal that the last minute decision to cancel came at a huge cost 
to the event amidst growing uncertainty, however it is still viewed as 
the right decision. Regarding lessons learned, race organizers high-
lighted critical areas including process changes and stakeholder man-
agement. A more comprehensive risk management approach is also 
required.

Introduction

The Two Oceans Marathon (TOM), hosted annually in Cape Town, South Africa over the 
Easter weekend, is one of the premier ultra-marathons in Africa and globally. The 56 km 
(30 mile) race run in the shadows of Table Mountain and along the Indian and Atlantic 
Oceans, started as a training run by 27 runners in 1970. Runners were training for the 
Comrades Ultramarathon, the other premier ultramarathon in South Africa, run over 90 km 
in Durban South Africa. The TOM celebrated its 50th year in 2019 and hosted 34 000 par-
ticipants across a range of races over two days. There were 11 000 participants in the 
ultra-marathon, 16 000 in the half marathon, 1 000 in the 12 km and 22 km trail races, 1 
000 in the International Freedom Run and in excess of 5 000 in the Good Friday family fun 
runs. With the growing concerns over the rapid spread of the novel coronavirus, the 51st 
edition of the TOM in 2020, which was to be held from the 8–11 April 2020, was one of the 
first to suffer the effects of COVID-19 in South Africa, and on the global marathon stage.
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The first marathon to be impacted prior to TOM was the Tokyo Marathon. On the 17 
February it was announced that the race which was due to take place on the 1 March would 
be restricted to elite runners only, with the mass participation event deferred to 2021 (Dalek 
2020). Amidst the global crisis and the continued uncertainty of the virus’s spread many 
marathons around the world have been rescheduled or cancelled altogether (Mann 2020). 
They add that ‘the decision to cancel or postpone an event … is not an easy call for a race 
director’, and they are likely engaging with the relevant authorities to ensure the safety of 
both the running community and the general public. This was undoubtedly the case of TOM.

In an official communication on Saturday, 14 March 2020, just three weeks prior to the 
scheduled event, the TOM Board announced that the TOM events, runner’s Expo and all 
associated activities that were to be hosted would be cancelled. On Sunday, 15 March 2020, 
the President of South Africa announced that a National State of Disaster was declared, 
instituting a lockdown of all public activities, curtailing movement of people, shutting down 
non-essential business (ENSAfrica 2020). Hence, all sporting events were cancelled as these 
were deemed to be an area of risk for the congregation of people.

This decision by the TOM Board to cancel the event was not a popular one. The Board 
had to weigh up the benefits and costs of continuing with the race versus the associated 
health-related risks due to the ever-increasing spread of the virus. To put on a world-class 
event of this scale is very expensive. By this stage, a significant amount was spent on race 
expenses as well as fixed monthly overhead costs including the salaries of eight full time 
staff. Additionally, TOM supplement their staff with 15–20 industry experts in the four to 
six months leading up to the event. With 3000 international participants expected, as well 
as half the participants from outside Cape Town, a major concern among stakeholders was 
the negative economic impact due to the large number of sport tourists flowing into Cape 
Town and its knock on to the hospitality industry. Therefore, the aim of this research was 
to assess the factors leading to the decision to cancel, stakeholder engagement in the deci-
sion-making process, and the associated impacts and risk management in relation to the 
cancellation. Furthermore, lessons learned are reflected upon in order to provide recom-
mendations for addressing such challenges in the future.

Strategic importance of sport tourism events in Cape Town

Prior to COVID-19, international tourism had been experiencing unprecedented levels 
of sustained growth following the 2009 global economic crisis (UN World Tourism 
Organisation (UNWTO) 2017). The UNWTO (2016) underscore the major opportuni-
ties presented by sport-related tourism for both mature and emerging destinations, and 
further acknowledge ‘international sports tourism as being one of the primary reasons 
for this global growth in tourism’. Sport tourists include visitors to a destination for the 
primary purpose of participating, viewing or celebrating sport (Turco, Riley, and Swart 
2002). Marathons such as the Two Oceans attract both the active sport tourists who 
participate in the marathon as well as event-based spectators, primarily watching friends 
and relatives (WFRs) who support the participants (Swart and Turco 2020). The UNWTO 
(2016) highlight two further trends that are relevant in this case, viz. the increase of 
‘charity missions’ whereby individuals or groups, often including sporting celebrities, 
undertake physical challenges such as running events to raise money; as well as the 
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growth of mass participation events for the amateur and the professional sports per-
sons alike.

In the light of increased global competitiveness, events, and sport tourism events in 
particular, have become a key marketing proposition in the promotion of destinations (Getz 
and Page 2016; Hemmonsbey and Tichaawa 2019). It is not surprising that Cape Town and 
the Western Cape province adopted the Cape of Great Events Strategy (2014–2030) which 
aims to ‘create a balanced and sustainable portfolio of events that deliver long term eco-
nomic, social and environmental benefits for the people of the Western Cape’ (Western 
Cape Government 2011, 10). The strategy identifies jewel events as annual events that are 
‘integrally associated with the destination brand… and help raise its profile globally’ 
(Western Cape Government 2011, 17). Cape Town has seven jewel events, the majority 
being sport events of which the TOM is one of them; and they attract the biggest share of 
public sector funding (Western Cape Government 2011). Jewel events are also considered 
to be home-grown and iconic in that they attract international participation and global 
media appeal to position the city as a globally competitive destination for events 
(Hemmonsbey and Knott 2015). The TOM’s role in contributing to this positioning is 
presented next.

The socio-economic value of TOM to Cape Town

The 56 km ultra-marathon around the scenic Cape Peninsula has become known as the 
most beautiful marathon in the world and takes place annually during the Easter weekend, 
at the end of the high tourist season in Cape Town (Kotze 2006). With the first race taking 
place in 1970 with 27 runners, the event has grown exponentially over the years and is 
considered an institution. 2019 saw the 50th edition of the TOM with 34 000 participants 
across a range of races over two days, of which 2328 (7%) from 99 different countries were 
international runners in addition to about 45% of the runners from out of town. The 2019 
Expo was touted as the biggest to date (Two Oceans Marathon 2019). The Expo, hosted at 
the Cape Town International Convention Centre (CTICC) serves as the official race number 
collection point for the event and attracts more than 55 000 visitors over the three days 
(Two Oceans Marathon 2019).

A study on the profiles of participants and spectators at the 2006 edition of the race 
highlighted that the event attracts a diverse audience, with participants spending more on 
average in comparison to spectators (Zhang, Bob, and Swart 2008). Furthermore, partici-
pants were involved in secondary activities prior to or after the event, to a greater extent, 
compared to spectators (Zhang, Bob, and Swart 2008). As mentioned previously, the Two 
Oceans Marathon is considered a mass participation event but also has high spectator value 
as demonstrated by Kruger, Botha, and Saayman (2012) study. Their study at the 2010 race 
revealed that the event’s attractiveness and the number of times the marathon has been 
supported influenced spectators’ intention to re-visit significantly, whereas event attrac-
tiveness and support and socialization influenced repeat attendance significantly.

The economic impact of the TOM is considered to be significant; adding value to Cape 
Town’s tourism economy and contributing to addressing seasonality (Van Wyk 2016). A 
study conducted by the Institute for Tourism and Leisure Studies at the North-West 
University in 2010 estimated that the marathon contributed an economic impact of R223 
million (Van Wyk 2016). A more recent study, conducted in 2016, evaluated the economic 
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impact to be R672 million to the Cape Town and Western Cape economy (Two Oceans 
Marathon 2020); with significant media value too. The study further highlighted the 
socio-economic contribution in terms of a large share of procurement to service providers 
locally and the many charities supported via the race. The significance of the TOM to Cape 
Town’s sport tourism event economy is further underscored by Giampiccoli, Lee, and 
Nauright (2015, 145) who emphasize that major annual recurring sport ‘have a year-round 
cycle of pre-event planning, event operations and post-event reflection leading to pre-event 
planning for the following year’s event’. Consequently, they tend to be more sustainable, 
less expensive and ‘less vulnerable to global economic crises as they attract a niche market 
of recurring participants and spectators drawn both locally and globally’ (Giampiccoli, Lee, 
and Nauright 2015, 145). Despite this positive outlook for iconic jewel events such as TOM, 
it is evident that the impact that the Coronavirus has had on all sporting events worldwide 
has been unprecedented.

Impact of COVID-19 on sport events globally and in Cape Town, South Africa

Towards the end of December 2019, several incidences of a ‘viral pneumonia of unknown 
cause’ were detected in Wuhan, China and by early January it was reported as a new type 
of coronavirus, Covid-19 (World Health Organisation (WHO) 2020). With the rapid spread 
of the virus, Chinese authorities introduced measures to limit its spread. At the end of 
January, the WHO declared the outbreak a Public Health Emergency of International 
Concern, and with its precipitous expansion to other countries, the WHO (2020) declared 
it a pandemic on 11 March 2020.

Governments around the world reacted by implementing national mobility policies such 
as closing borders, and confining large proportions of their population to reduce the con-
tagion and manage the health resources. According to Askitas, Tatsiramos, and Verheyden 
(2020) policies applied varied based on the preparedness of the respective governments and 
the extent of the pandemic. Gössling, Scott, and Hall (2020) add that nonpharmaceutical 
interventions (NPI) are the main strategy to contain the pandemic in the absence of a 
vaccine, and with restricted mobility and social distancing, tourism (and sport tourism) 
has become particularly susceptible to measures effected to neutralize the pandemic 
(Gössling, Scott, and Hall 2020). Due to the large gatherings associated with major sport 
events, there has been a global shutdown of sport (Evans et al. 2020), with some being 
cancelled as is the case with Wimbledon or postponed (some by a year), for example the 
Olympic Games (Parnell et al. 2020). As mentioned previously, marathons around the world 
have been rescheduled or cancelled altogether amidst this global crisis (Mann 2020). Given 
this scenario, Gössling, Scott, and Hall (2020) predict that sport tourism events is likely to 
be one of the sub-sectors impacted the greatest, due to the knock-on effects in other parts 
of the supply chain.

Concerning the spread of Covid-19 in South Africa, the first reported case was in the 
first week of March when an individual who was part of a group returning from Italy tested 
positive (South African Government 2020). With increased concerns over the rapid spread 
of the novel coronavirus worldwide, and with 3000 international runners due to participate 
in the 51st edition of the 2020 TOM, which was to be held from the 8–11 April 2020, the 
TOM Board announced the cancellation of the event on 14 March 2020. The next day, a 
National State of Disaster, effectively instituting a lockdown of all public activities, was 
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declared by the South African President (ENSAfrica 2020). Hence, all sporting (and other) 
events were cancelled given the high risk for the congregation of people, as mentioned 
previously. Besides the TOM, other jewel events that were cancelled during this period 
(March-April) in Cape Town and the Western Cape, included the ABSA Cape Epic (moun-
tain bike stage race) and Cape Town International Jazz Festival (Cape Town Travel 2020).

Undoubtedly, the cancellation of these events have an adverse effect on the economy of 
Cape Town and the Western Cape. With tourism, and sport tourism events in particular, 
contributing significantly to the economy of this region, it is necessary to consider the 
factors leading to the decision to cancel, stakeholder engagement and the associated impacts 
in order to provide recommendations for addressing similar encounters in the future.

Methodology

The TOM was selected as a case study (Flyvbjerg 2006) due to it being the first major sport 
event and marathon in Cape Town to be cancelled due to Covid-19. Bryman (2008) argues 
that a case study permits an in-depth analysis of a specific setting which allows complex 
experiences to be elucidated. Given the number of stakeholders involved, with the decision 
to cancel being made in a very uncertain environment, it is contended that the case study 
approach is justified.

Both primary and secondary data were utilized. Secondary data included journal articles, 
books, race reports, news articles and social media relevant to sport, tourism and events, 
Covid-19 and the TOM in particular. Primary data included key informant interviews with 
the race director, previous board members and other stakeholders. A key informant schedule 
was developed including questions which captured respondent’s views on the factors leading 
to the decision to cancel, stakeholder engagement and associated organizational and 
socio-economic impacts. Key informants were also requested to reflect on what could have 
been done better in order to provide recommendations that could be considered in the 
future planning of the TOM. Qualitative, semi-structured interviews were conducted online 
in June and July 2020. The qualitative content analysis approach was used to analyze the 
data, and comprised coding and identifying themes (Guest, MacQueen, and Namey 2012; 
Strauss and Corbin 1998). Ethical considerations were taken into account and the required 
approvals were obtained.

Findings

Context to the decision to cancel the TOM

Events of this scale require significant investment of time and resources by the organisers, 
approval institutions at local and national levels, tourism, broadcasting stations, invest-
ment bodies and service providers. The event, consisting of the road races (56,6 km; 
21,1 km) mountain trails (12 km; 22 km); fun runs (5,6km; 2,1km) and 56 m nappy dash); 
runners Expo attracting in excess of 55 000 visitors over three days prior to the race; as 
well as the live television and online media coverage costs over R30 million to stage. When 
the race was cancelled, three weeks from opening, the majority of the planning, logistics 
and preparation were complete, and a significant amount of resources were expended or 
committed.
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Agreements and arrangements with suppliers, service providers, sponsors, stakeholders 
such as the City of Cape Town and Western Province Athletics (WPA), the governing body, 
were concluded and contractual obligations, deposits and payments were in the final stages 
of conclusion. The TOM Board had approved payments for the manufacture of t-shirts, 
medals, goodie bags, and other major expenses for services such as timing, erection of major 
infrastructure such as at the start of the road races, accommodating 27 000 runners and 
thousands more spectators at the finish at the grounds of the University of Cape Town 
(UCT). Traditionally major infrastructure build would commence 10 days prior to the 
opening of the Expo. Hence the cancellation and state of disaster announcements came one 
week prior to contractors and service providers moving on site to commence with erection.

Final preparations occurred against the backdrop of the announcement by the national 
Minister of Health and National Institute for Communicable Diseases (2020) of the first 
Covid-19 case in South Africa on 5 March 2020. Against the backdrop of increasing uncer-
tainty, the TOM Race Director indicated that when the final decision was made, ‘many 
runners expressed their relief that the event was cancelled and  confirmed that it was the right 
decision given the uncertainty at the time’.

The TOM office indicate that they were monitoring global advisories and were engaging with 
a number of events in a similar situation. Key stakeholders consulted were international running 
events, government departments, approvals agencies, health institutions and universities. Three 
key stakeholders, addressed in more detail later in the paper, include the appointed race medical 
team; the City of Cape Town, in particular the events office, who play a vital coordinating role 
for all events in the city; as well as Western Province Athletics, the governing body and one of 
the founder members of the TOM Board. All primary stakeholders were constantly assessing 
the possible impact of the globally expanding pandemic a few weeks prior to the decision being 
made. Of particular concern was how the decision to either continue, postpone or cancel would 
affect the 3000 international runners, with their family and friends that needed to travel from 
places such as China, India, United Kingdom, USA and Brazil to South Africa. Sponsors and 
event partners were consulted and informed on a continuous basis five to six weeks prior to the 
event. Even though the President of South Africa had not yet made the formal announcement 
of a state of disaster in South Africa, TOM felt that the risk far outweighed the benefits of waiting 
for a decision. Based on the impact on runners and especially those that needed to travel, TOM 
cancelled the race on 14 March, 12 days after the first case was detected in South Africa. Runners 
and members of the public were greeted with the headline on  15 March:

#TOM2020 cancelled amid Covid-19 pandemic

Following an emergency meeting of the Two Oceans Marathon NPC board on Saturday, it was 
unanimously decided that all Two Oceans Marathon events scheduled for 8–11 April 2020 would 
be cancelled amid the COVID-19 pandemic and the global spread of the coronavirus.

Successful hosting of major sport events such as TOM depends on numerous stakeholders 
(Hemmonsbey and Tichaawa 2019) and such a significant decision to cancel the race 
required careful stakeholder engagement, as discussed next.

Stakeholder engagement
In a national emergency address on 15 March, South African President Ramaphosa 
announced that the country was in an emergency lockdown suspending all events and 
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public gatherings (Heiberg and Winning 2020). At this stage the event owner had com-
menced engaging with all stakeholders five to six weeks before the announcement, indi-
cating increasing certainty on 8 March. According to the Race Director, most stakeholders 
and large service providers understood the building emergency and also provided infor-
mation from their own sources to assist the event owner in managing the decision-making 
process and in particular to determine a Go/No-Go decision point.

The following key stakeholders played pivotal roles:
First, the City of Cape Town Events Office and Emergency Services perform critical 

functions in terms of the Safety at Sports and Recreation Events Act (SASREA) 2 of 2010 
(South African Goverment 2010) providing event, safety health approvals, provision of 
services such as traffic and safety as well as Disaster Risk Management services. The event 
owner was engaged in intense discussions about the event plan and requirements for sign 
off of the mass participation safety, risk and health plans for approximately 9 months and 
after 6 months of plans approvals.   TOM was strongly advised by the medical team that the 
event could not guarantee the safety of the runners and the CTICC were not able to provide 
the necessary screening, people management systems to safeguard the runners, TOM staff, 
exhibitors and their staff. The medical team indicated that they would have no option to 
withdraw their services if TOM decided to proceed. UCT advised that their venues would 
be closed and therefore not available/accessible for the event. These inputs were vital for 
the Board to make the dreaded decision to cancel the race.

Second, the UCT, the venue of the race finish village, as well as its medical, health and 
sport scientists who were at the forefront of the medical response, provided critical guidance 
to the emerging global health emergency. UCT provides professional race health services 
as the official race doctor and medical team and in 2020 had a critical voice in responding 
to the health crisis.

Third, although WPA accredits and sanctions all athletics races in accordance with 
Athletics South Africa (ASA) and the world governing body, World Athletics, their involve-
ment and benefit go beyond this. TOM is the largest race in numbers and revenue generation 
in the WPA race calendar and their representatives who serve on the TOM Board, contribute 
to management of the race. In return, WPA receives race levies, temporary runner licence 
fees and various contributions to athletics development to the value of approximately R850 
000 per annum. In 2020, they also played an important role through ASA liaising with the 
national Department of Sport and Recreation and the Minister of Sport. The national 
Minister of Sport formed part of a national command council at national Ministerial level, 
giving direction to the response to Covid-19. At the time of the cancellation of the race, 
systems, processes and flows of information were unclear. Much of the information flows 
at that point were based on personal networks with decision-makers and events who had 
mutual interest.

Fourth, tourist and investment agencies, sponsors and service providers were crucial 
role-players. A significant concern among stakeholders was the negative economic impact 
due to the large number of tourists flowing into Cape Town for sports tourism and its knock 
on to the hospitality industry, as highlighted previously. This was a primary concern of 
WESGRO, the regional tourist and growth promotion agency. The TOM  plays a significant 
role in place branding of Cape Town and the Western Cape (Hemmonsbey, Tichaawa, and 
Knott 2018) and attracts a significant number of international and southern Africa regional 
visitors. Nearly half of the 34 000 total runners come from outside of Western Cape and of 
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these 3000 are international runners. A significant amount of these 16 800 runners also 
bring along family and friends, who spend between 3 and 6 days in the region and some up 
to three weeks in the country (Western Cape Government 2016).

The event owner indicated that even though the period leading up to the final decision 
was very difficult and fraught with uncertainty, the approach taken proved to be correct 
– ‘the more informed the stakeholder, the more immediate the response to any crisis man-
agement would be’. This approach contributed to 100% support for the cancellation of the 
event even prior to the announcement by the President.

Impacts

Covid-19 had significant impacts on the event at an organizational level and its social 
economy. There were both direct and indirect impacts as highlighted next.

Organizational impact of Covid-19
Based on interviews, the most significant impacts were: event positioning; brand reputation; 
runner centrism; and comprehensive risk assessments.

First, the TOM has always been positioned as an event that is located in and adds brand 
value to Cape Town (Hemmonsbey and Knott 2016). Covid-19 has highlighted the con-
tribution that the event makes to the Western Cape region and nationally. The ways in 
which various departments in Western Cape Government, regional and national tourism 
and health agencies were activated at short notice to support and guide the race in its 
deliberations and decisions highlighted the significance the race has beyond the city bound-
aries. Hence the organization recognizes that it’s positioning as a Cape Town brand needs 
to be supplemented by regional and national interests. As a consequence of the event being 
cancelled brings into strong relief the impact that hosting a successful TOM has at multi-
ple scales.

Second, the cancellation of the event highlights the importance of brand reputation 
and that the event is only as good because of the support of stakeholders such as runners, 
clubs, sponsors, suppliers and approvals agencies. The sudden impact of the cancellation 
and the processes needed to communicate the reasons efficiently and clearly, suggested 
that communications in the organization were cumbersome and reactive. Although the 
final decision was accepted by stakeholders, the organization recognizes that its 
 decision-making and communication needs to be more responsive and agile. Covid-19 
crystallized the necessity for agility in decision-making and has far-reaching implications 
for the manner in which more common race challenges such as safety, route changes 
and medical considerations are communicated to the public, participants and other key 
stakeholders.

For example, in the aftermath of cancellation, the Race Director and office team engaged 
with every supplier to understand their specific circumstances and discuss how to ensure 
a mutually beneficial outcome. The event depends on the continued involvement of expe-
rienced service providers and there was a great need to give suppliers a level of comfort and 
to get a common understanding of the impact for both the current period as well as future 
sustainability. The future of the race depends on strong, supportive and well-resourced 
service providers.
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Therefore, the event office and the Board of Directors needed to balance the impact on 
the race, what it could cushion and the impact on the service providers. It is accepted that 
some items could be carried over, such as medals that could be repurposed, but services 
rendered or due to be rendered could not be carried over. The question that TOM had to 
resolve, was ‘can we carry over some of the shortfalls to future financial years?’. However, 
this question needs to be balanced with the concern whether ‘… a race of this nature would 
be permitted in the future?’ Pressure to reduce numbers of participants to manageable levels 
will likely move beyond runner safety considerations to include broader public health con-
cerns. In line with the SASREA 2 of 2010 (South African Government 2010), health con-
siderations focused on prevention measures has become a significant area of management. 
The medical cost for the race in 2020 is R1,3 m and will no doubt increase.

Third, stakeholders highlighted that the race needs to get back to the basics of being 
runner centric. The decision to cancel the race elicited extreme levels of criticism from 
runners and public alike on various social media platforms demanding refunds or at least 
that race entry fees be deferred to the following year. Failing this, the organization was 
threatened with court action and lodging claims with the Ombudsman. TOM received 6 
formal claims from the Ombudsman.

Mann (2020) pointed out in the aftermath of numerous subsequent cancellations, that 
‘a great deal of the commotion, controversy and conspiracy theories that abound on social 
media derive from an underlying fear that the running community is being taken for a ride’. 
He further indicates that one of the key things to be learned from Covid-19 cancellations, 
is that ‘transparent, frequent and thoughtful communications will keep the majority of your 
customers happy’. Cancellation and ‘no refund decisions are always going to be contentious’ 
and the official communication to runners seemed to hide behind the race’s ‘terms and 
conditions….with the result that the message that it was not financially possible to refund 
runners was lost on (or not believed by) many frustrated runners. However, taking a closer 
look at the financials and considering the advanced state of planning (the event was can-
celled three weeks before race day), there really was no possibility of refunding athletes’. 
These opinions expressed by Mann were shared by the governing body, running clubs and 
events departments.

Fourth, a significant impact was the recognition that the race was not sufficiently safe-
guarded against calamities. Whilst insurance is an important consideration in risk man-
agement, a more comprehensive 360 degree view of sustaining and safeguarding the event 
beyond financial considerations is needed. This includes an agreement with key stakeholders 
of their role in contributing to race readiness. These would include multi-sector advisories 
on travel and health that would supplement the normal security and race operations 
considerations.

The impact of Covid-19 on the organization is strongly underpinned by the socio-eco-
nomic impacts.

Socio-economic impact
An analysis of the budget plan for the event shows that much of the event budget was com-
mitted at the time of cancellation and 30% of the budget was already disbursed six months 
prior to event day. These include payments for venue hire at the CTICC for the Expo, the 
finish area at UCT, t-shirts, timing chips, goodie bags, medals, infrastructure and 
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merchandise. Approximately R10 million had already been spent (R9 756 454) at the time 
the announcement was made and excludes a significant additional committed expenditure 
ahead of race day. Spent and non-recoverable commitments amounted in excess of 75% of 
the total race budget three weeks prior to cancellation. These included payments to suppliers, 
service providers and travel companies. Losses for service providers went beyond loss of 
earnings as numerous suppliers and providers had already moved equipment, stock and 
infrastructure to various locations. The race timing company indicated their disappointment 
on facebook noting that they were on the road with all their equipment and devices to set 
up when the race was called off.

The Race Director indicated that the hardest hit sectors are the hospitality and travel 
companies – ‘I am not sure how and if they are going to survive as most services around 
them have collapsed’. Successful hosting of the event requires the involvement of a large 
number of competent service providers and suppliers as indicated in Table 1. This data (and 
data in subsequent tables, where indicated) has been extracted from the last socio-economic 
impact assessment of the race conducted in 2016 (Western Cape Government 2016), and 
according to TOM these numbers remain the same. The organization procured services 
from 213 service providers in 2016, 74% (157) were based in Cape Town.

These figures show that the event has a significant local imprint and the cancellation of 
the race is likely to impact negatively on the economy of Cape Town. Further, the 2016 
figures indicate that the range of events and its ancillary activities were growing to such an 
extent that greater numbers of services are required. Due to the expert nature of services 
required, many functions are no longer provided in-house and external expertise is being 
utilised focused on specific tasks. Hence when a cancellation occurs, the value chain of 
service providers is significantly harmed. Sectors affected by the cancellation are indicated 
in Table 2, with  the  total value of services provided in Table 3.

The key sectors that provide services to the race are administration and management 
(25.4%), physical infrastructure and operations (20.7%) such as lighting, fencing and sound; 
marketing, advertising, media and branding (18.3%); and it is notable that the event contract 
service providers to provide specialised education and training programmes (2.3% of the 
number of service providers). The total value of service provided was over R24 million in 
2016, and had increased to R30 million in 2020.

In addition to the direct service providers, the supply chain was also severely affected. 
As indicated above, service providers depend on events of the scale of TOM to keep afloat 
and ensure sustainability for the rest of the year. Even though the event was cancelled 3 weeks 
before the event, most preparatory work for services and production of goods was either 
complete or close to completion at that point as many of the service providers gear up and 
finalise production 3 months prior to the event. Additional resources were also sunk, as 
deposits were already paid, equipment hired, materials bought and production was in the 
final stages of completion.

Furthermore, the hospitality industry experienced an immediate negative effect as 
demand for refunds on travel, accommodation, onwards holiday plans and other race related 
costs such as parking, engraving were lodged immediately after the race. Based on the 2016 
TOM Event Impact study (Western Cape Government 2016), evidence shows that 50% of 
runners, family and friends typically spend 3–6 days and some an extended holiday in Cape 
Town and environs for up to three weeks. Therefore, the undocumented costs of the can-
cellation on this allied industry would be severely felt.
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Economic impact on volunteers
Globally successful hosting of sport events depends on volunteers (Maralack and Jurgens 
2018) to provide essential services to ensure that costs are kept down. This has traditionally 
been the case at TOM, however, since the increasing demands for more technical skills and 
risks to the event highlighted by the SASREA 2 of 2010 (South African Government 2010), 
the organization has increasingly moved to paid volunteers through stipends. Table 4 indi-
cates the reduction of unpaid volunteers from 82,5% in 2015 to 40% in 2018. This is a 
significant loss of income for short-term employed staff.

Lessons learned

Based on global health and safety concerns, cancelling the event was inevitable, however 
the event organizers and stakeholders have deliberated what could have been done differ-
ently. In interviews with key decision-makers, it was recognized that the outcomes reached 
were the best that could have been achieved under the circumstances. Although Covid-19 
impacted negatively on the event, the impact on the upstream supply chain and the down-
stream recipients and beneficiaries, was ameliorated somewhat. However, a few critical 

Table 1. number of service providers used and location of main office of service providers for 2016.
OMTOM Service Providers − 2016
number of service providers 213
Location of main office of service provider (number of service providers)
Local 157
regional –
national 38
international 2 (1 from Germany and 1 did not specify)
no response 16

Table 2. types of service providers for 2016.
types of service providers

n %

no response 13 6.1
Administration and management 54 25.4
Hospitality and catering 15 7.0
transport logistics 10 14.7
Safety and security 8 3.8
education and training 5 2.3
exhibition 6 2.8
operations in relation to physical 

infrastructure (lighting, sound, fencing, 
etc.)

44 20.7

Design and décor 6 2.8
Marketing, advertising, media and branding 39 18.3
cleaning 6 2.8
Signage 5 2.3
Accommodation 2 0.9
clothing – –
consumables – –
entertainment – –
environmental – –
Massage services – –
Stationery – –
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areas were highlighted: these include stakeholder management, risk management and com-
munication, and process management, as presented next.

Stakeholder management
The event requires rethinking in a number of domains regarding stakeholder management, 
in particular as it relates to its primary stakeholder, the runner; strategic partnership with 
provincial government and tourism bodies; and sponsors.

The primary stakeholder in the event is the runner. Athletics and road running events 
may be tightly circumscribed by rules and regulations but the immediate default position 
by the organization based on the participant terms and conditions requires flexibility. 
Although the final decision that ‘no refunds were permitted’ for economic reasons, a more 
flexible and nuanced set of decisions based in broader social and economic concerns needed 
to be taken into account.

The organization requires a clearer understanding what the sunk, unrecoverable costs 
are, and what can be deferred. Although budgets are approved well in advance of event 
hosting, a deeper analysis with suppliers and debtors are required before an assessment can 
be made on what the event cannot recover. Although Covid-19 is a ‘black swan event’ a 
more reflexive budgetary process may be required to ameliorate negative impacts on critical 
stakeholders, such as runners and families.

Sponsors
Due to changing sponsorship profiles in South Africa, the event was in a transitional stage 
in sponsorship and rebranding as they launched into the next 50 years of the race. There 
was significant interest from sponsors prior to the event but all discussions were placed on 
hold as the nature of the race was deemed to be uncertain in the post Covid-19 period. 
Significant questions that were being asked were: would entry numbers be the same; will 
new health and safety requirements be restrictive for events; and; will the old platforms of 
marketing and ways of measuring impact still apply?

However, as the dust settles on the 2020 race and planning commences for 2021, new 
question emerge, elevating new possibilities. For example, the race is confronted with the 
need to look at alternatives such as virtual races: currently ‘we need to plan both a physical 

Table 3. total value of services provided for 2016, per category.
Total value of services provided in Rands (ZAR)
Administration and management 5,674,449
Hospitality and catering 480,087
transport logistics 45,700
Safety and security 678,856
education and training 297,834
exhibition 1,075,746
operations in relation to physical infrastructure (lighting, 

sound, fencing, etc.)
2,285,247

Design and décor –
Marketing, advertising, media and branding 1,217,387
cleaning 152,902
Signage 161,273
Accommodation 7,895
other 1,2183,256
total 24,260,632
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event and another format such as a virtual event, that are not exclusive and that can sit side 
by side’. Plans include following all processes for the traditional physical race while planning 
for various online alternative platforms.

These alternative possibilities have thrown up compelling new options for sponsors 
and partners resulting in renewed interest from new sectors. In the post Covid-19 period 
brands need to review their traditional approaches to marketing and sponsorships and the 
key question that brands are asking is ‘what are we doing in the digital space’ beyond 
Covid-19? This opens huge possibilities for brands to engage with 34 000 runners over 

Table 4. toM volunteer summary (2015–2018).
toM Volunteer Summary

portfolio/ responsibility

year & pax comments

2015 2016 2017 2018

Board of Directors 12 12 12 12
race Marshalls (56K, 

21.1K, 24K trail, 12K 
trail, 5.6K Fun run, 
2.1K Fun run & iFr)

550 700 750 420 the section leader 
gets paid and 
this covers 

refreshment Station 
crew (56K & 21.1K)

300 250 280 280 organisations 
accrue a 
donation 
(rotary clubs / 
schools / 
charities)

registration crew 
(registration & expo 
at the cticc)

400 460 460 460 paid portfolio for 
2018 / 2017 
(events 
company)

Food Distribution crew 
(Finish Village)

60 60 0 0 paid portfolio for 
2018 / 2017 
(events 
company)

crowd Marshals (Finish 
Village)

150 200 100 0 paid portfolio due 
safety concerns

Medical runners (Finish 
Village Medical 
Marquee)

20 24 24 24 events company

physio Students (route 
Medical points & 
Finish Village 
Medical Marquee)

70 85 85 85 2019 plan involved 
payment to the 
respective 
university 
departments

SAiDS Drug Free Sport 
chaperones (Finish 
Village)

20 25 25 25 conventional plan 
will remain

Ultra runners 
refreshments 
hander-outers 
(Finish Village)

25 25 25 25 paid portfolio for 
2018 / 2017 
(events 
company)

2019 plan reverted 
to full volunteer 
/ charity

total 1607 1841 1761 1331
1327 1307 872 542 reduction in 

number of 
volunteers (pax)

82.5 71 49 40 reduction in 
number of 
volunteers (%)

Note: Shaded cells indicate paid portfolios.
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the course of a year instead of just race weekend. In addition, new enquiries probe access 
to the 100 000 participants on the TOM database who ran in the race in the previous 
50 years.

Therefore Covid-19 has sped up the process transitioning from traditional sponsors to 
new age sponsors. The digital space has opened up new opportunities for sponsors and 
brands that would not have normally associated with road running generally, and the TOM 
specifically.

Strategic partnership with provincial government and South African Tourism (SAT)
The event has grown tremendously from 27 runners in 1970 to 34 000 runners with a global 
gold label status. However TOM continues to position as an event bound to the brand value 
Cape Town. The lockdown and the amelioration of the impacts of Covid-19 has highlighted 
that it has social, economic and brand impact beyond the city to include the region and 
nationally. Hence the organization recognizes that it’s positioning as a Cape Town brand 
needs to be supplemented by regional and national interests. The organization has therefore 
revitalized its commitment to build strategic partnerships with provincial government and 
national tourism agencies, such as SAT. The cancellation of the event has crystallized the 
impact that hosting a successful TOM has at multiple scales.

Risk management and communication
Event organizers are familiar with traditional risks related to event operations, security and 
medical emergencies. However, health risks will be of increasing importance (Miles and 
Shipway 2020). Given the heightened climate of concern among participants in mass events 
in public spaces, event owners will be expected to comply with a higher level of health 
protocols and institute a high degree of communication of plans with stakeholders to man-
age similar crises.

Ineffective management of social media was a big problem as accusations were made in 
public forums that the event was stealing money and using the cancellation to misuse money. 
The 6 charges laid by disgruntled runners at the ombudsman office demanding financial 
investigations could have been allayed if timeous and information driven communication 
occurred. Due to this shortcoming the TOM office and Race Director needed damage 
control mechanisms, contacting each critic telephonically to hear the concerns and to 
‘extend their personal and the team’s appreciation for the frustration and their continued 
support of the race’. It is also important that the event owners work cooperatively with critical 
stakeholders, such as the governing body to ensure smooth information flow. In this 
instance, the WPA President played a critical role providing information, guidance and 
quick routes for information flow and decisions with the national governing body, ASA.

Significant future risks relate to the approvals process with the City of Cape Town. Key 
questions that the event owners and city officials are asking in the next few months are: 
what is the point of no return for event approval and preparation; what are the requirements, 
conditions and dependencies, such as national and international travel? Information avail-
able at present indicates that the race will not be able to start planning for events until 
December 2020 due to national lockdown and travel restrictions. This is 4 months prior to 
race day and hence various scenarios and contingencies need to be in place. Considerations 
are: agreeing to event dates; impact on opening of race entries that usually occur six months 
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before event date; which marathon races will be hosted and be permitted to be qualifiers 
for the ultra-marathon entrants? In this post Covid-19 period of great uncertainty for events, 
these critical questions can only be answered in a consultative process, where all stakeholders 
have mutual responsibility to ensure event sustainability.

Conclusion

The TOM hosting the 51st ultra-marathon was devastated with the Covid-19 induced can-
cellation three weeks prior to race day. The decision to cancel was not a popular one attracting 
vitriolic responses and legal demands by participants. After an extended period of financial 
reconciliation the organization made the unpopular decision not to refund race entry fees, 
showing that 90% of their budget had already been committed and that they would not be 
receiving refunds themselves. Evidence presented in the paper suggests that the TOM is a 
significant generator of revenue for the city, region and service providers and its cancellation 
holds significant economic consequences for the upstream supply chain and downstream 
beneficiaries. Key findings are that effective management of stakeholders and their individual 
risks will go a long way to ensure future sustainability for both the race and the service 
providers. New pressures create new relationships such as consolidated relationships with 
the provincial government and national tourism bodies. In spite of significant challenges, 
new opportunities have also emerged. It is unlikely that the race will be permitted in the 
traditional mass format. New technologies creates opportunities for new race formats and 
this has already created opportunities for new sponsor engagements that would not tradi-
tionally consider sponsoring road running or the TOM, in particular. The findings reveal 
that the last minute decision to cancel came at a huge cost to the event amidst growing 
uncertainty, however new opportunities also emerged. Regarding lessons learned, race orga-
nizers highlighted critical areas including stakeholder management and process changes. A 
more comprehensive risk management approach is also required. The findings are aligned 
to Miles and Shipway (2020) research agenda which calls for international sport events to 
improve their understanding of crisis and disaster management so that they can enhance 
practice in order to be more resilient in the future. In so doing, major sport events such as 
TOM may be more prepared for future crises, especially amidst concerns of a second wave.
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