Running Across Borders

Volunteer Visit Preparation
I. Vaccinations

Below are some general guidelines regarding vaccinations required for a visit to Addis Ababa. We strongly advise, however, that you consult with a qualified travel clinic in your home country for the most up-to-date and specific information.
WHO list for all travelers to any destination (www.who.it/en)

Diphtheria

Tetanus

Measles 

Mumps

Rubella

Polio

Hepatitis B

CDC list for all travelers to Africa (www.cdc.gov)

Hepatitis A

Meningococcal meningitis

Rabies

Tetanus (booster)

Diphtheria (booster)

Measles (booster)

Required by Ethiopian government

Yellow fever (retain proof for inspection at customs)
*Regarding Malaria pills, our camp is in Addis Ababa where the risk of Malaria is minimal. However, they are recommended by some travel clinics nonetheless, and moreover are necessary for travelers wishing to combine a visit to our camp with touring of other parts of Ethiopia. Consult a qualified travel nurse for specific details.
II. Cash

The camp provides accommodation, training meals, and training-related transport. However, it is a good idea to bring cash for other expenses, such as souvenirs, restaurant meals (see section XI, item 2), snacks, and sightseeing guides and transport (as desired). USD, GBP, and EURO are easily exchanged for Ethiopian Birr at local banks. Visa cards can be used for ATMs or cash advances, but because of limited availability and high commissions cash is a better bet. 

Also, it is a good idea to keep 100 USD in a safe place and separate from your other cash and credit cards. 
III. Travel Insurance

We recommend that you purchase travel insurance for your trip. If you need advice, contact us and we will try to help.

IV. Medications
There are local pharmacies in Addis Ababa which supply over-the-counter medications, but availability and selection is limited. It is best to bring everything that you expect to need.
V. Packing list:
Running:
Road-running shoes

Trail-running shoes (consider spike-less cross-country racers; also see bottom for a discussion of fell-running shoes, another good choice)

One week’s worth of training clothing: socks, shorts, tops, warm-up suit.* 
Anti-inflammatory drugs (ibuprofen, etc.)
*Weather: Even during the spring and summer months, temperature can be as low as 10 oC/50 oF in the early mornings, when we train, as well as in the evenings. From October-February lows are around 5 oC/40 oF. 

Frequent rainfall happens between mid-March and September. Ethiopians like to avoid training in rain when possible, but often we don’t have a choice, so be prepared!
Daily highs are between 20-25 oC/70-80 oF. 

Non-Running:

An excellent reference for general preparation for your trip to Ethiopia is: 

Ethiopia and Eritrea. Phillips, M and Carillet, JB. 3rd edition. Lonely Planet Publications: London, 2006.
Please don’t hesitate to contact us (garrett.ash@runningacrossborders.org) if you need any advice on anything.

VI. Training
During your visit to an RAB training camp, our goal is to find you a training regime that allows you to experience the normal routines of the Ethiopians, but also one that is realistic and practical in terms of your long-term training plan and background, event specialty, upcoming competition schedule, and traits as a runner. Our coach Melaku Deresse Biratu has coached top-level Ethiopian athletes for the past 10 years but has also been educated by IAAF and other international institutions. Thus he has the ability to integrate cultural aspects of the Ethiopian training system with accepted international standards. 

High-standard athletes visiting the camp may be able to integrate smoothly into training alongside the Ethiopians. The domestic runners training n the camp are generally men of around 30:30-31:00 10k standard, and women around 34:30 level. Although these times give an indication of ability we have athletes racing as short as the 800m and as long as the marathon as well. Note that the 10k times have been achieved at 1500m-2300m altitude, so foreign athletes trying to estimate where they would fit into this group should bear in mind that even when fully acclimatized to altitude they would run roughly 2 minutes slower for a 10k than at sea level. They should also bear in mind that this acclimatization takes several weeks to occur (see further down for more information on altitude training science). 
That being said, we have had several foreign athletes of standards significantly below these levels, such as two UK male club runners with sea-level marathon PB’s around 2:34-2:36, who were able to stick close enough to the Ethiopians of the same gender to benefit from the training. Frequently the group will become staggered on both easy and hard days, but the Ethiopians generally can adjust their route to accommodate slower runners. In particular, the trails in Ethiopia lend themselves to running zig-zag patterns more so than, for example, a English canal path. Thus the Ethiopians do a lot of doubling back on their runs anyway.  

For athletes substantially below the level of the Ethiopians, separate programmes will be arranged by the coach, but cultural exchange can still be facilitated through doing easy runs and warm-ups together, doing sessions in the same venues just at different paces, and of course eating and living together as a group. 
The training venues offered by the Addis Ababa location are quite extraordinary. They include:
1) C.M.C., one of the gentler courses in terms of inclines and uneven terrain, often preferred by Kenenisa Bekele for this reason.

2) Jan Meda: Site of annual national cross-country championships

3) Sendafa: famous gravel road for long runs.
4) Sulutaa: exceptionally smooth asphalt course as well as forest trails. 2700m altitude, as opposed to 2300m in other venues. 

5) Entoto Mountain: One of Haile Gebreselassie’s preferences. Not the easiest trail or terrain, though the king has been reported to glide over it at 5:40/mile (3:33/km) pace. 

6) Track facilities: normally we train on a dirt track once per week.
7) Many more!

For those interested in the normal routine set for the Ethiopians by Coach Melaku, it is structured around 3 hard days of training per week. Usually one day will feature fartlek or hills, one day track training, and one day a long run on asphalt or gravel. On the other days the athletes will run 45 to 60 minutes over natural surfaces, starting at an easy pace and finishing at a steady one. There is also an evening session of 20-40 minutes, almost always on natural terrain. The evening sessions are always easier and more recovery-oriented than the morning sessions, but the Ethiopians nonetheless sometimes do them at a gradually increasing pace. Finally, they also do drills targeted at improving dynamic flexibility, running technique, and core strength. 

Given the altitude this routine is the equivalent of over 100 miles per week. Some runners, therefore, will need to skip some sessions, in order to make the volume similar to their normal load.
All of our running, whether on roads or in the forest, is done on hilly courses. Hill-running is very beneficial to long-distance runners, regardless of whether your goal race itself contains hills. However, it can also be very difficult. Including some amount of uphill and downhill running in your training regimen prior to coming to Ethiopia is advisable. If your normal running routes do not include hills, then it will be helpful to run a weekly session of hill repeats for the last 3-6 weeks before your trip. These sessions should consist of surging up a hill of around 5-8% grade, then jogging down it to recover, and repeating 8-15 times. The duration of the uphill surges could start at 60s, but gradually be increased to 2 minutes. 
Beyond the volume and intensity demands of the training, you will benefit from preparing your body for the technical challenges of the natural Ethiopian terrain. Practice with trail running, if you have such courses available near your home, is ideal. 

Also beneficial is the improvement of postural muscle strength. I accomplish this goal in two main ways while I’m outside of Ethiopia. The first is by training in the most minimally-structured footwear that my body can tolerate, as often as possible. For me, this means running in racing flats or spikes every day, but it takes time to build up to the level where an athlete can do that without getting injured due to lack of support and/or cushioning. An example of a starting point for an athlete might be running 10-15% of weekly mileage in lightweight (8-10 ounces) neutral trainers, as opposed to stability ones weighing 12-14 ounces. Please contact me if you want coaching advice on incorporating minimalist footwear into your training. 
The second way I improve my posture is through core stability exercises. The routine I use is simple and short: plank, sideways plank, slow press-ups with emphasis on keeping the core straight, calf raises, supermans (trunk extensions while lying on your chest), chair dips, sustained leg elevations while lying on your back (alternating between 6 and 12 inches off the ground), and half-crunches. Start with 40 seconds on and 20 seconds off, building up to 50 and 10. Do the set of 8 exercises 1-3 times, with 3 minutes rest in between. Optionally, add 100m strides alternated with 100m jogs during the break between sets. Do all this 1-3 times per week. Additionally, I do 10 half-squats, without weight, before every run (so twice per day). Please contact me for more specific explanations. 
VII. Altitude
Our camp is situated approximately 7,500 ft above sea-level, and some of our runs take us higher than 8,800 ft. As altitude increases, in general, the partial pressure of atmospheric Oxygen decreases, so at higher levels it becomes more challenging for an athlete’s aerobic system to supply the body with sufficient amounts of Oxygen. 

For long-distance running, this has several consequences. The first is adaptation. If your normal residence lies lower than 7,500 ft, then your body will experience increased demand for Oxygen at the higher altitude. It will adapt to this demand by, over time, increasing the production of erythropoietin hormone, which stimulates increased red blood cell (RBC) production.
 This process, however, occurs in a gradual linear fashion.
 For an athlete to adapt to the point that even easy running feels tolerable and comfortable takes some time; most coaches use 3 to 4 weeks as a general rule of thumb.
,
,
 In the meantime, the athlete may feel weak and tired, and struggle to complete training runs. Athletes visiting altitude for less than three weeks will, unfortunately, feel this way for the entirety of their visits. However, the increased RBC production will be beneficial once the athlete returns to their home; this is one of the main advantages of altitude training.
,
,
 For coping with the fatigue during the training at altitude, it is advisable to sleep 8-10 hours at night as well as 1-2 hours during the day, hydrate adequately, and eat a diet suitable for an endurance athlete, as our chef’s menu will dictate.

In addition to increased RBC production, adaptation to altitude has other beneficial effects, including increased numbers of blood vessels (angiogenesis), increased efficiency of carbohydrate metabolism, and improved tolerance of anaerobic running, due to more efficient pH regulation.
,
 Upon return to sea level, many athletes experience performance improvement as a result of all these different adaptations. Controlled studies of athletes training at altitude compared to ones with similar ability and training regimes at sea level document performance improvement of around 6% in 10km race times
 and 4% in 5km race times
 when the athletes were tested at sea level after descending from altitude. In terms of performance in the marathon, controlled studies have not been completed, but based on results at shorter distances combined with mathematical models of marathon performance gains of around 5% seem plausible at this distance as well.
 
Despite all these performance-enhancing adaptations, however, there is some documentation of performance-deprecating adaptations that occur as a consequence of altitude training. First of all, at higher altitudes, blood flow to muscles is decreased.
 In addition, there is evidence that altitude impairs immune function
 and also increases oxidative damage to muscle tissues induced by exercise.
 These adaptations are all reversible upon return to sea-level, but the process of reversibility takes some time.

Therefore, the question of when an athlete should descend from altitude relative in time to an important sea-level competition (or, for those of us whose travel schedule is dictated by non-running commitments, when an athlete should search for important sea-level competitions relative to his descent from altitude) does not have a straightforward answer. The longer time an athlete leaves between his descent and his competition, the more time he has to reverse performance-impairing adaptations, but also the more time he has to lose the benefit of performance-enhancing adaptations. 

To strike the proper balance, many coaches advocate an interval of two weeks between descent and competition as a rule-of-thumb.
 In addition, the IAAF sanctioned a controlled study to examine optimal lengths for this interval.
 The investigators found that performance was impaired during the first two days following descent, improved for days 3 to 7, decreased for days 8 to 10, improved for days 12 to 13, and highest at days 18 to 20. Some performance improvement was also seen at days 36 to 48. 

The second consequence of the altitude environment, for a long-distance runner, is performance impairment while training at high altitudes relative to low ones. Maintaining a given pace at a high altitude is difficult, compared to maintaining that same pace at a lower one. Consequently, athletes venturing to high altitude cannot expect to run workouts at the same pace that they do at lower elevation. For example, if you normally do 1-hour threshold runs at 5:30/mile pace, you will do them slower at altitude. 

The third consequence is risk of medical conditions associated with high altitude. There is slight risk of Acute Mountain Sickness and/or Acute Pulmonary Edema, but these generally occur at altitudes 10,000 ft or greater.
 However, at 8,000-9,000 ft there is a risk of anemia. This risk can be greatly reduced by the consumption of Iron supplements, starting for a period of three weeks prior to traveling to Ethiopia and continuing throughout the visit.
 

VIII. Fell Running Shoes

By Joe Mercer; UK national-level athlete--fell-running, orienteering, and cross-country

As far as fell shoes go, I imagine they will help a great deal with the mud and probably a bit with the wet rock also. The brand I have the most experience with are "inov8" - I've listed the two shoes I have below:

Mudlclaw - http://www.inov-8.com/Products-Detail.asp?PG=PG1&L=26&P=5050973055

Roclite - http://www.inov-8.com/Products-Detail.asp?PG=PG1&L=26&P=5050973077 

Just from looking at the website it seems there are loads more shoes to chose from than when I bought mine.

I really like these shoes, especially the Roclites, as the grip on the mudclaws feels really quite chunky unless you're on quite soft ground/mud all the time. Having said that I think I'm quite lucky in that my foot shape fits these shoes well; I know a lot of people who have bought inov8s and have ended up with really bad blistering. The heel is really quite low and I think that has something to do with it (however I think this is mainly on the mudclaws...) Other shoes I have seen that you might want to consider are:

Salomon - these guys do a lot of shoes suited to trail and mountain running. Check out their website. I've never had a pair but I'm hoping to get some in the near future as they look good and friends who've had them haven't anything bad to say about them.

Montrail Highlander: http://www.peteblandsports.co.uk/trolleyed/32/472/708/index.htm - I've heard good things about these but they've always seemed quite chunky to me

IX. Interactions with Locals

I have worked or studied in 4 different countries, and visited another 22 as a tourist, but I have never met people more friendly or welcoming than the Ethiopians. They are extremely hospitable and friendly, and you should take every opportunity available to meet them and interact with them. 

That said, many Ethiopians, particularly small children, have rarely if ever seen foreigners. Consequently, many of them will react to your presence with shouting or giggling. In particular, they will shout “Faranji!” (Amharic for “foreigner!”). Such treatment is often viewed by foreigners as hostile, and there is a tendency to become distressed and/or angry. However, reacting with anger is not advisable, as this will only provoke further harassment. You should either ignore the shouting, or better still strike up a conversation (see section X). Above all, bear in mind that their reaction is one of curiosity much more than hostility.
 

In addition, Ethiopian beggars will target foreigners more strongly than other people. But we strongly discourage giving money, as doing so causes problems for the community. If you have a desire to help impoverished people in Ethiopia, we can recommend some charities that are addressing these problems through pattern-based change, which is a far better approach than simply giving money to whoever asks for it.

X. Local Languages

80 different languages are spoken in Ethiopia, and most people in Addis Ababa will speak more than one of them. For purposes of communication, however, virtually everyone in the city will speak Amharic. In the camp, we regularly devote non-running time to language exchange, and we have book resources for the learning of both English by the Ethiopians and Amharic by foreign visitors. If you want to practice beforehand, however, an excellent reference is: Ethiopian Amharic Phrasebook. Kebede, Tilahun and Snow, Katherine. 2nd edition; Lonely Planet Publications: Footscray, 2002. ISBN: 1-74059-133.
XI. Frequently Asked Questions
1) Is the political climate safe? 
In general, yes. Addis Ababa is one of the safest cities in the world you could choose to visit. Crime is rare, and in terms of foreign victims generally limited to pick-pocketing. 

Nevertheless, we present the following travel warnings:

From the USA state department (http://travel.state.gov): 

Americans are strongly advised to review their personal safety and security posture and avoid demonstrations and large public gatherings.  They are advised to remain vigilant and to be cautious when frequenting prominent public places and landmarks.
CRIME:  Pick-pocketing, “snatch and run,” and other petty crimes are common in Addis Ababa, but tend to stem from targets of opportunity rather than planned attacks.  Travelers should exercise caution in crowded areas such as the Mercato in Addis Ababa, Africa's largest open-air market.  Visitors should limit the amount of cash they carry and leave valuables, such as passports, jewelry, and airline tickets in a hotel safe or other secure place.  Keep wallets and other valuables where they will be less susceptible to pick-pockets. 

Concerned individuals should monitor up-to-date information from their government’s security reports, such as the US state department or the British Foreign Office. 

2) Is Western type food available?
At present, we don’t have chefs in the camp who are trained in western cooking. 

However, you are welcome to dine out as you like, at your own expense. A 30-minute taxi ride takes you to the Sheraton or Hilton hotels, both of which offer high-standard western food at affordable prices. In our local neighborhood, there are a variety of cafes offering western food of varying standards. 

In general, both western and traditional cooking in Ethiopia involves extremely high proportions of oil, which presents adaptive challenges to foreign visitors. It is often helpful to request that your meal be prepared “zeyet ye le lewu” (with no oil), or “tinesh zeyet yeloo” (with little oil).  
3) There was something in the news about a famine, right?
In 1972-74, Ethiopia experienced a famine that killed an estimated 200,000 citizens. Many people blamed the problem on poor economic planning by the government. 

Currently, there is a world food shortage, which is affecting many countries, including Ethiopia. The prices of basic staples like bread, fruits, vegetables, pasta, peanut butter, honey, and oil have increased by anywhere from 20 to 200% over just a few months. Consequently, the food costs we are paying have also increased, although we have budgeted for this increase accordingly. 

4) In terms of altitude training, how long should I aim to stay in Ethiopia? 

See section VII. In general, with regard to altitude exposure any amount of time will be beneficial, and more time is more beneficial (ie, there is no “point of diminishing returns”).
 However, a typical recommended length for an altitude training stint is 3-4 weeks.
,
,

5) I have some important races coming up after I get back from Ethiopia. How will training at altitude affect my overall performance? 

See Section VII. In general, the effects will be positive, although if you really want to be at your best for a particular competition than it is ideal to consider the length of the interval between descending and competing.
 A general recommended length for this interval is two weeks, although there is evidence suggesting that one week, three weeks, or even 5-7 weeks might be more ideal.
 In the end, there is individual variation in this regard, and only experience can tell an athlete what is right for him or her. 
We look forward to training with  you in Addis!
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