April 11, 2011 - Bandit Racing
Most of us decide to enter races, pay the entry fee, show up at the starting line and run the race while enjoying the amenities we are entitled to.   We don’t give a thought to the idea of running a race without signing up and paying the entry fee, but there are runners who do practice this – they are called bandits.   The reasons are many for being a bandit, but when one considers the definition of a bandit, it is difficult to justify.   A bandit is defined as a robber, an outlaw and one who cheats others.   So far this doesn’t sound too good, but let’s investigate the idea a bit further.

Runners who become bandits justify their behavior for reasons including: 1) The entry fees are too high; 2) They inadvertently missed the race entry deadline; 3) They are out of shape and aren’t really racing; 4) The race is just a training run; 5) A friend needs them for pacing duties; 6) There are plenty of amenities so a bandit or two won’t matter or 7) A qualifying time is beyond their capabilities.   If the entry fee seems too high, then find a less expensive race.   Avoid missing deadlines by being more organized.   If you are out of shape or just training, then don’t do it during a race where you didn’t pay.   Sign up officially for the race if a friend needs your pacing, or volunteer to be an ‘official’ pacer.   The final two reasons need more extensive discussion.
There may seem to be more than enough water, electrolyte replacement drinks and food for many more runners than those who have entered.   However this isn’t always the case.   High temperatures at the 2007 Chicago Marathon depleted liquid refreshments well before the last participants reached aid stations and the race was halted due to health concerns.   Any bandits who were in the field only decreased the fluids available for official entrants.

If a qualifying time isn’t achievable there are other ways to gain entry to most races.   Racing the Boston Marathon isn’t in the realm of possibility for most runners based on their talent no matter how well they train.   But becoming a bandit isn’t the only solution.   A runner can raise specified amounts of money for charity and gain a coveted entry bib.   These runners are now legitimate race entrants and have raised money for a good cause.   Runners who become bandits are stealing from race organizers and, more importantly, from themselves.
I have talked about the concept of race bandits with Jon Hughes, Walt Disney World Marathon Race Director and Dave McGillivray, Director of the Boston Marathon.   Here are some thoughts from our discussions:   Dave said they do expect bandits at the Boston Marathon and allow them on the course, though they do need to start at the back of wave #3 and must drop out prior to the finishing stretch.   Jon mentioned that the runners who enter the race officially pay for the water, Gatorade, gels, access to medical aid, crowd control and other amenities.  Those who are bandits get these services for 'free.'  Philosophically, it is a form of stealing services and product.
In the end we all must be comfortable with what we do.   If I don’t qualify for Wimbledon, I don’t play.   If I can’t afford a theme park ticket, I don’t go.   If I forgot about a concert and it’s sold out, I stay at home.   And if I don’t sign up legitimately for a race, I don’t run.
