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Introduction

The hosting of events is widely recognised as a global tool to stimulate tourism activities and development, resulting in a range
of benefits including economic growth, nation branding and social development (Lu et al., 2020; Muresherwa et al., 2022).
Event tourism is globally used as a strategy to attract tourists to destinations, creating an enabling environment for local
entrepreneurs to participate in entrepreneurial activity (Mxunyelwa & Busisiwe Kilani, 2020). The rapid growth of events has
globally been seen as a unique type of tourist attraction (Mxunyelwa, 2017) that can be used as a tool to attract tourism
investments, particularly in countries such as South Africa with developing economies. Events are further seen as a key
motivator of tourism and are at the forefront of many destination marketing and development plans (Getz, 2008). According to
Mallen & Adams (2024), niche events are created from innovation that modifies or reinvigorates an idea or designs an entirely
new experience for a specific audience group. Similarly, Novelli et al. (2022) state that niche event offerings are designed for
specific market groups shaped by similar characteristics such as demographics and social status. Mallen et al. (2024) highlight
that niche events can be developed and hosted by anyone with new and unique ideas, and play a critical role in sustainable
tourism development and diversifying offerings (Novelli et al., 2022), and that niche tourism can play a significant role in
strategies focussed on rejuvenating destinations, enhancing destination authenticity and allowing for adaptations to meet
evolving customer demands (Novelli et al., 2022). Niche tourism is further considered a strategic approach that can counter
mass tourism through offering alternatives that emphasise sustainability and unique experiences rather than mass-market
offerings (Novelli et al., 2022; Mallen et al., 2024). While the positive outcomes of niche tourism are evident, the South African
National Department of Tourism (NDT) (2022) has found that while niche tourism holds great promise, it has not been fully
leveraged or enhanced in the country to support tourism development and destination sustainability.

According to Galen (2023), pigeon racing entails teaching homing pigeons to fly from various distances back to their
lofts. Pigeon racing participants are known as fanciers, and they raise and train pigeons to become elite athletes. Pigeon racing
is a sport that does not receive much attention, which could be assumed to be the case due to a lack of knowledge thereof
(Baker, 2013; Mostert & Donaldson, 2024). This also means that the sport has been largely underestimated, although it holds
great potential for attracting tourists to sporting events. International and local enthusiasts travel to witness these races, adding
a unique element to the sports events tourism landscape (Mostert et al, 2024). Racing pigeons also contribute to the socio-
cultural aspects of communities as they provide pigeon fanciers with the opportunity to not only reconnect with nature but also
provide them with a sense of freedom (Baker, 2013). Pigeon racing is therefore considered both an independent and a
community sport as it emphasises personal expertise, commitment and competition, while also promoting societal integration.
South Africa is considered one of the world's top locations for pigeon racing lovers (Mostert et al, 2024), but despite this, the
country has not capitalised on the sport and its associated sport event tourism offerings to widen its appeal to tourists from both
domestic and foreign countries. Annually, the AfrikaPro Premier One Loft Series, a now world-famous pigeon racing event, is
held at Phala Phala Wildlife Farm in Limpopo, South Africa (Smit, 2024). This event comprises one-loft racing, a unique take
on the traditional pigeon race in which pigeons from various breeders are bred and then sent to be trained together in a single
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loft before the race. Along with this, there has also been an increase in the number of smaller-scale pigeon racing events being
hosted, such as the Aviomed Interprovincial Race, SANPO pigeon shows and the smaller scaled One Loft events (SANPO,
2024). Capitalising on these events would draw attention to South Africa as a destination which provides unique event
experiences, attracting both local and international travellers. Despite this, little attention is paid to pigeon racing and other
niche events in South Africa, with the focus being skewed to mainstream events within the country’s existing event portfolio.
Along with this, the contribution of pigeon racing to the existing South African event tourism sector remains unknown. The
aim of the study was therefore to identify the contribution of pigeon racing to the South African sport event tourism industry
and to provide recommendations on how this can be capitalised on to enhance the potential economic and social benefits for
local communities and destinations. The study provides a novel contribution by contributing to the limited body of knowledge
on pigeon racing and other niche events in South Africa, their impact and contribution, and strategies on how they can be
leveraged for future event tourism growth and development.

Literature review

The South African events industry

In South Africa, event tourism plays a significant role in the local economy, as events are seen to provide a significant financial
injection for the host city, steering development, creating a positive destination image, expanding the traditional tourist season
and drawing both local and international visitors (Mxunyelwa et al, 2020; Turco et al., 2003). Spronk & Fourie (2010), note
that sports events are characterised by innovative and complex athletic or recreational activities designed to entertain audiences
through a set program. Following the dismantling of apartheid and the establishment of democracy in 1994, South Africa has
actively pursued hosting international sporting events. The country experienced a drastic rise in tourism following the 1994
democratic elections, partly because of attracting major sporting events such as the Rugby World Cup in 1995 and the FIFA
World Cup in 2020. This strategic move aimed to generate foreign income through a surge in tourism and by positioning the
nation as a premier destination for sports event tourists and foreign investment (Giampiccoli, Lee & Nauright, 2015). South
Africa is today known to host major events (Mxunyelwa et al., 2020) and is the most widely recognised sports event tourism
destination in Africa. The focus of sport event tourism in South Africa to date has largely been on the hosting of mega-events
to improve destination image, generate foreign income and leave positive legacies which has resulted in less attention being
paid to the hosting of small scale sporting events, which also have positive impacts as they work within the existing framework
of a community (Raso & Cherubini, 2024). Giampiccoli et al. (2015) argue that even though South Africa has a large-scale
outward focus, it holds numerous recurring sporting events where locals have control, and that are organised and run locally or
regionally (within South Africa) rather than by international sporting organisations. Parra-Camacho, Gonzélez-Garcia and
Alonso-Dos-Santos (2021) add that smaller-scale sport events such as these, have the potential to improve standard of living,
boost pride and instil in locals’ a sense of being part of the community while providing leisure possibilities and promoting local
involvement. Parra-Camacho et al. (2021) further elaborate on the positive impacts of these events, including engagement in
sports, improved destination image, enhanced human resources and social advancement. While small-scale sporting events
have minimal worldwide impact, they occasionally draw amateur athletes from many nations, enhancing the city's image as an
ideal location for sports (Parra-Camacho et al., 2021).

The potential of niche events
Niche events are those that can be linked to a particular characteristic or lifestyle activity of those who attend these events, and
attendees to these events demand specialist activities to meet their specific needs (Novelli, 2005). Niche tourism has long been
a significant part of the South African tourism industry but has garnered increased attention following the negative impacts of
the pandemic on the country’s tourism landscape (Rogerson, 2011; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2021). The reasons for this are that
niche market groups, such as niche event tourists, are viewed as being more economically, environmentally and socio-culturally
sustainable and allow for higher levels of community engagement and improved geographical spread of tourism activities
(Novelli, 2005; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2021). The World Tourism Organisation (WTQO) and the World Travel and Tourism
Council (WTTC) both view niche tourism as more valuable to host communities than traditional modes of tourism (Farsani,
2020), as it presents opportunities that are more sustainable, less damaging and promotes inclusivity (Novelli, 2005). Along
with this, niche event tourism can be used to address the issue of seasonality in travel (Nair & Mohanty, 2021). According to
Sant, Misener and Mason (2019), event hosting cities can maximise the benefits of hosting these niche events by adopting a
strategic approach to planning and event management, known as event leveraging. The authors further highlight that the
strategic approach focuses on exploring how a destination uses all its events together and how these events can benefit each
other, highlighting the need for collaboration. The NDT (2022) notes that niche events play a crucial role in South Africa, as
they provide opportunities to develop small-scale, controlled, and well-operated products that meet the ever-changing needs of
tourists. It is further argued that if leveraged correctly, niche events provide enhanced opportunities that are more sustainable,
less harmful and better positioned to attract high-value visitors (Department of Tourism, 2022). O’Brien & Chalip (2008) state
that such event leveraging challenges the traditional event management paradigm by emphasising the importance of strategic
planning for long-term host community benefits, utilising event impacts as a tool to evaluate these leveraging strategies. The
authors further argue that this approach takes the sole focus of the success of an event away, and the aim is now on the ability
of the event to generate lasting positive effects.

According to Hemmonsbey & Tichaawa (2018), because of leveraging sports events, the way in which these events
are run is undergoing a significant change, with stakeholders focusing on long-term benefits. Furthermore, media, especially
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social media, has become an undeniable force in maximising the impact of sporting events. Similarly, O’Brien et al. (2008)
mention that through using event media to enhance a host community’s image, long-term leverage is achievable. The strategic
leveraging approach argues that to get the most out of hosting a sporting event, communities should begin maximising benefits
as early as the planning stage (Pereira et al., 2020), highlighting the importance that, instead of applying generic strategies,
successful leveraging involves tailoring them to the unique qualities of the host destination. Taks et al. (2018) note that the
Event Leveraging Framework (ELF) is a framework that views an event as an add-on to the host destination’s offering. Taks
et al. (2018) suggest the use of the Event Leveraging Framework (ELF), as the expansion and integration of this framework
suggests the generalisability of the model across various strategic objectives, leading to the argument that for a successful event
leveraging a strategic vision for its deployment should be in alignment with specific strategic goals. An event’s impact is
determined by its integration into the host destination's existing products and services as well as the strategic action taken to
achieve the determined objectives (Taks et al., 2018), highlighting that the benefits that the host community obtain are subject
to the objectives that they want, which dictate the selection and implementation of specific strategies and tactics to realise the
desired outcomes.

The pigeon racing sport and pigeon racing events

Pigeons' exceptional navigational abilities have spurred the growth of pigeon racing as a sport (Allen, 2009). This competitive
sport, sometimes compared to the fast-paced world of horse racing, has a particular blue-collar charm that draws participants
from a variety of backgrounds. The history of pigeon racing can be traced to Belgium, where the first pigeon race was held in
1815 and then spread to London, where in 1819 a race of 32 pigeons was held from London to Antwerp (Allen, 2009). Today,
pigeon racing events are competitive activities where trained racing pigeons are released from a designated location, often
hundreds or thousands of kilometres away from their home loft. The pigeons then rely on their homing instincts to navigate
and return to their home base as quickly as possible. The first pigeon to arrive, or the one with the fastest average speed over
the course (depending on the race format), is declared the winner (Allen, 2009). According to Mostert et al. (2024), the pigeon
racing sport consists of 5 diverse pigeon-related events, namely, the World Olympiad, pigeon rollers, pigeon shows/pageants,
and long, middle, and short-distance racing. Mostert et al. (2024) further define the pigeon sport as a unique and historic sport
type that involves releasing trained homing pigeons with the purpose of returning to their home lofts to compete in races.
International fanciers that partake in One Loft racing events are of key significance in both elevating the profile of the sport
and in generating considerable revenue for the South African tourism industry, thus contributing to the national economy,
especially as these events are not limited to urban areas, therefore providing benefits to more rural and underdeveloped host
destinations (Mostert et al., 2024). Baker (2013) adds that pigeon racing is both an individual and community activity, as it
relies on personal knowledge, dedication and competitiveness, but also allows for social engagement.

Methodology

The current study employed a mixed-methods research approach. The research was conducted in two phases, the first of which
was qualitative in nature, involving in-depth semi-structured key informant interviews with stakeholders involved in the pigeon
racing sport and the events industry in South Africa. Key informants were selected based on their knowledge, experience and
expertise, and were interviewed using an interview guide focusing on the current contribution of the pigeon racing niche to the
South African events industry, opportunities and challenges and how these niche events could be leveraged to positively impact
the South African events industry. Interviews were transcribed and analysed using Atlas.ti. Data analysis was conducted using
a systematic process of identifying, coding, and interpreting recurring themes within the interview transcripts. By recognising
common themes in interviews with key informants, including event organisers and pigeon fanciers, a better understanding of
the "why" behind the data was obtained. The second phase of the data collection process involved the collection of quantitative
data using surveys distributed among pigeon racing forums, at pigeon racing events and gatherings and at club meetings. The
simple random sampling method was used as this relies purely on probability, providing every potential participant with an
equivalent likelihood of being chosen for the study. Simple random sampling also minimises bias, as it provides impartial and
representative data (Noor, Tajik, & Golzar, 2022). The survey was developed based on existing literature and consisted of three
sections: respondent demographics, involvement in pigeon racing events, and the contribution of pigeon racing to the events
industry. A total of 359 surveys were completed by respondents. Quantitative data were analysed using the Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SPSS).

Results

Demographic profile of respondents

The demographic profile of the survey respondents is presented in Table 1 below, and the profile of the key informants is
presented in Table 2. Table 1 illustrates that most respondents involved in pigeon racing were male (90%), while 9.5% were
female. The average age of the respondents was 51 years old, with most of the respondents (53.7%) falling between the ages
of 46-65 years old. Most respondents came from Gauteng (29.5%) and the Western Cape (26.5%). The data also shows that
70.2% of the respondents held a certificate or higher qualification, reflecting a well-educated population. The most consistent
employment status was full-time employed (43.5%), followed by self-employed (24.8%) and retired (22.6%). Table 2 indicates
that key informants interviewed were all involved in the administration and governance of the pigeon racing sport.
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Table 1: Demographic profile of respondents

@oee

Variable

Frequency (n)

Percentage (%)

Gender

Male

323

90%

Female

34

9.5%

Other

2

0.5%

Age group

18-25 years

14

3.9%

26-35 years

37

10.3%

36-45 years

59

16.4%

46-55 years

96

26.7%

56-65 years

97

27.0%

>65 years

56

15.6%

Province of residence

Eastern Cape

36

10%

Free State

28

7.8%

Gauteng

106

29.5%

KwaZulu-Natal

14

3.9%

Limpopo

18

5.0%

Mpumalanga

27

7.5%

Northern Cape

11

3.1%

Northwest

24

6.7%

Western Cape

95

26.5%

Highest level of education

No formal schooling

1

0.3%

Primary schooling complete

6

1.7%

Secondary schooling complete

100

27.9%

Certificate / diploma

172

47.9%

Undergraduate degree

32

8.9%

Postgraduate degree

48

13.4%

Other

0%

Employment status

Unemployed

1.4%

Working full time

156

43.5%

Working part time

21

5.8%

Retired / pensioner

81

22.6%

Self employed

89

24.8%

Home executive

1.9%

Other

0%

Table 2: Demographic profile of key informants

Participant code Organisation repr d by particif Role within the or
K1 SANPO Fancier

K2 SANPO Treasurer

K3 SANPO Secretary

K4 SANPO President

K5 SAIPR Owners

Involvement in pigeon racing and pigeon racing events
Table 3 below is a cross-tabulation displaying the relations between respondents’ participation, membership, and the means
through which they became involved with the sport.

Table 3: The relationship between membership and involvement (n=359) (in%)

Participation Membership (SANPO) Through family % (n) Through friends % (n) Through media % (n Through local club % (n Total % (n
Active fancier Yes 58% (163) 30% (83) 2% (5) 6% (18) 96.4% (269)
No 3% (8) 0% 0% 1% (2) 3.6% (10)
Total 61% (171) 30% (83) 2% (5) 7% (20) 100% (279)
Spectator Yes 27% (4) 33%(5) 0% 7% (1) 67% (10)
No 33%(5) 0% 0% 0% 33%(5)
Total 60% (9) 33% () 0% 7% (1) 100 % (15)
Retired fancier Yes 33% (5) 20% (3) 7% (1) 7% (1) 67% (10)
No 13% (2) 13%(2) 7% (1) 0% 33%(5)
Total 47% () 33% (5 13% (2) 7% 1) 100% (15)
International fancier Yes 38% (5) 38% (5) 8% (1) 8% (1) 92% (12)
No 0 8% (1) 0% 0% 8% (1)
Total 38% (5) 40% (6) 8% (1) 8% (1) 100% (13)
Intrigued newcomer Yes 38% (10) 38% (10) 12% (3) 8% (2) 96% (25)
No 0% 4% (1) 0% 0% 4% (1)
Total 38% (10) 42% (11) 12% (3) 8% (2) 100% (26)
Employee/ Assistant Yes 45% (5) 18% (2) 9% (1) 9% (1) 82% (9)
No 18% (2) 0% 0% 0% 18% (2)
Total 64% (1) 18% (2) 9% (1) 9% (1) 100% (1)
Total 58.2% (209) 31.3% (112) 3.3% (12) 7.2% (26) 100% (359)

Table 3 reveals that 93.3% of the respondents were registered members of SANPO, while 6.7% were not. The data also shows
that 58.2 % of respondents got involved in the sport through family, 31.3% of the respondents became involved in the sport
through friends, followed by 7.2% of respondents got involved through a local club/ association and 3.3% respondents due to
media. The media attracting the least amount of attention suggests that the media does not effectively reach or resonate with
potential members, thus limiting awareness and interest in pigeon racing. The concern regarding limited awareness was raised
by a key respondent from SANPO who stated: “I think one of the things that needs to happen is that we need to have a better
marketing strategy for getting the normal everyday citizen to know more about racing pigeons, as a whole in South Africa”
(K4). The high number of respondents registered with SANPO indicates that pigeon racing in South Africa is a very organised
and regulated activity. The finding present that 96.4% of the respondents were active fanciers, with family (58%) and friends
(30%) being the key sources of their involvement., indicating strong community connections within the sport. In contrast,
spectators have a lower level of engagement, with 67% of the spectators being registered SANPO members. Highlighting that
60% of the spectators got involved through family, and 33% respondents got involved through friends. The data also revealed
that 33% of spectators are not SANPO members, which indicates a need for strategies to convert them into active members.
Retired fanciers also display a significant participation; 67% of the retired fanciers are still registered SANPO members. 33%
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of the respondents got involved through family connections. However, 33% of the respondents are not registered SANPO
members, highlighting potential detachment among this group. Interestingly, 96% of intrigued newcomers are SANPO-
registered members, showing a subtle growth in the sport. While 82% of employees and assistants are registered members and
are primarily influenced by family connections (45%). The findings suggest that family connections are a key aspect for
attracting and maintaining membership across all groups. To foster greater involvement, SANPO should implement strategies
that target spectators, encourage retired members to lengthen their participation, and leverage family ties to encourage
participation of newcomers.

The survey data collected indicated that 59.6% of the respondents travelled outside their city to participate in pigeon
racing events, while 40.4% travelled locally. While 92.8% indicated that they travel domestically to attend pigeon racing events,
7.2% indicated that they travel internationally. In terms of spending patterns, 50.4% spent between R0—R5,000, 37.9% spent
between R5,000-R20,000, and 11.7% spent above R20,000 while attending events. Guesthouses/B&Bs (35.9%), self-catering
(25.1%), and staying with friends or family (21.7%) were the preferred accommodations. Respondents rarely travelled alone,
as 37.9% travelled with friends, 26.7% with teammates, and 20.9% with family. Pigeon racing events also generate economic
benefits, as participants engage in activities such as travelling to visit friends and family (58.2%), dining (46.5%), shopping
(44.8%), and visiting local attractions (40.4%). There was also a high demand indicated for seminars (55.7%) and family-
friendly activities, which reflects a need for both educational and social opportunities within the sport. The following table
presents the results of the chi-square test conducted on the relationship between participation and active spending.

Table 4: Chi-Square Test on the relationship between participation and active spending (n=359)

Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided)
Pearson Chi-Square 60,455 15 <,001
Likelihood Ratio 55,258 15 <,001
Linear-by-Linear Association 5,932 1 015
N of Valid Cases 359

As presented in Table 4, the large Chi-Square value (60.455), with the 15 degrees of freedom (df), implies a considerable
difference between observed and expected frequencies. The P-Value (0.001) offers compelling evidence that the relationship is
not due to chance but rather reflects a genuine connection between participation and spending in the context of pigeon racing
events. The likelihood ratio and linear-by-linear association tests further confirm this finding, with the latter (p = 0.0015)
indicating a linear trend where spending changes systematically with participation levels. These results provide strong support
for a genuine relationship between participation intensity and expenditure behaviour among pigeon racing participants.

Perceptions of pigeon racing events

As seen in Table 5, the majority of respondents agreed that pigeon racing events have a positive impact on the area where they
are held (economic 89%, social 90%, community spirit 86.1%). A significant portion of respondents believed that pigeon racing
events do not receive enough support from local governments (94%) and media coverage (94.5%), while 79.8% agreed that
pigeon racing events create employment opportunities for local communities. Interestingly, 86.3% of the respondents believe
that the pigeon racing sport is important for the South African culture.

Tabel 5: Perceptions of Pigeon Racing Events in South Africa (n=359) (in %)

Perception Stats Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree
Pigeon racing is an important part of South African culture 51.5% 34.8% 9% 3.9% 0.8%

Pigeon racing events have a positive economic impact on the area where they are held 47% 42% 7.5% 3.1% 0.4%

Pigeon racing events have a positive social impact on the area where they are held 45% 45% 7.8% 2.2% 0.%

Pigeon racing events create employment opportunities for local communities 37.5% 42.3% 14.6% 5.0% 0.6%

Pigeon racing events create a sense of community spirit 47.5% 38.6% 11.9% 2% 0.%

Pigeon racing events do not receive sufficient support from local, provincial, and national governments 65.7% 28.3% 4.5% 1.% 0.5%

Pigeon racing events do not receive sufficient media coverage 63.5% 31% 4% 1% 0.5%

Pigeon racing events to date have not been effectively capitalised on in terms of how they can contribute to the South | 51% 42% 6% 1% 0.%

African events industry

The contribution of the pigeon racing sport was further highlighted by a key respondent who stated: “I think without any doubt,
it does not only make a contribution to the events, but it also makes a meaningful contribution to the economy. If you consider
from the start of pigeon racing, from the fuel that we use, the food that we buy from all our different suppliers, the medications,
and then especially the events side, from a One Loft perspective we have people that come in. We have what we call five hotspot
races, which is a pre-race to the final. Each hotspot is catered for. Each hotspot has an event where people come in and sit
around, and we have a massive day held for everybody and then the final as well. The final is a big event; it is a big function.
And it is shown across the world” (K5). Overall, the findings indicate that pigeon racing events are positively perceived by the
large majority of the South African pigeon fanciers. One of the interview participants noted that One Loft events present
significant opportunities to broaden participation, attract international visitors, and further enhance the sport’s contribution to
the tourism and hospitality industry as well as the economy. The findings highlighted that the pigeon racing sport supports local
economies while preserving cultural heritage and community bonds. A key participant of SANPO noted that: “The biggest
factor for the events industry, for pigeon racing, is the One Loft races. So, first of all, getting the feet into South Africa and
having them spend their money locally. But we have now got to start looking at other ways. And I think one of the big things
that I have seen now is the new international way of monitoring pigeons and who's got the best pigeon in the world is the FCI.
And I believe that hosting an FCI international seminar or the prize giving. Which I think at the moment is held in Belgium,
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and if that could be rotated, and you could have South Africa hosting. I think you would bring in a large proportion of pigeon
people from all over the world to come and participate in this” (K1).

Discussion

The findings of the current study reveal that pigeon racing events possess significant potential to strengthen and diversify the
South African event tourism portfolio and stimulate travel, particularly domestically. These events do not only generate
economic activity, but also contribute to community identity and local pride. The demographic data illustrates that the sport is
still largely male dominated, consistent with existing research on sport event tourism (Mostert & Donaldson, 2024). Despite
this, the gradual inclusion of women and youth signals a demographic shift that aligns with the global trend of feminisation in
niche sport participation (Vadhera, 2018). This presents an opportunity for pigeon racing events to be positioned as more
inclusive. The quantitative data gathered for the study presents a statistically significant relationship between participation in
pigeon racing events and spending, showing that increased engagement in this events correlates to higher levels of economic
contribution. This is supported by Nyikana & Tichaawa (2018) who argue that smaller scale sport events can generate substantial
economic impacts due to sustained participation and repeat visitation. The spending patterns of pigeon fanciers, particularly on
accommodation, food, fuel and equipment, is evidence on this. The preference of fanciers to make use of guesthouses and self-
catering establishments also suggests that these events could spread economic benefits across smaller tourism enterprises,
promoting equitable and community tourism growth. From a social perspective, the study reinforces the importance of pigeon
racing as a vehicle for social cohesion, community connection and the preservation of intangible culture and traditions. The
strong familial roots within the sport reveal how participation is largely underpinned by social capital. These findings resonate
with those of Parra-Camacho et al. (2021), who emphasise the role of small-scale sporting events in fostering community spirit.
In this respect, pigeon racing events embody what Daniels & Tichaawa (2021) refer to as the social resilience function of sport
tourism, meaning its ability to unite communities through shared practices, while at the same time generating economic returns.
In South Africa, domestic travel has seen significant growth and gained renewed attention following the COVID 19 pandemic.
In this pursuit of growing domestic travel, niche events such as pigeon racing offer affordable, accessible and culturally
embedded experiences that inherently foster community participation and local spending.

The qualitative findings of the study further indicate that pigeon racing events can be used as strategic platforms for
local economic development and the revitalisation of non-traditional tourism areas. The One Loft Series provides an example
of how such niche sport events can attract tourism to peripheral areas, contributing to regional development objectives. This
aligns with the South African National Department of Tourism (2022)’s emphasis on leveraging niche tourism to promote rural
economic development, encourage domestic travel and reduce the concentration of tourism activities to well-developed
economic centers. The hosting of these One Loft events provides a design model that can be replicated, combining competition,
community and education in a way that is beneficial to event attendees and host communities. It must be noted that despite its
economic and social development potential, pigeon racing events remain significantly underleveraged. There is limited
visibility of these events in the mainstream media and insufficient government support for the growth and development of the
sport. These barriers reflect broader challenges faced by niche events in South Africa where policy and funding tends to
prioritise mega events (Giampiccoli et al., 2015). There was near unanimous agreement that pigeon racing lacks the required
media attention and media attention, highlighting a critical gap in terms of the recognition of these events. Strategic leveraging
activities should be applied to these events to position them as part of existing events portfolios in South Africa, linking to
broader destination marketing and tourism development goals. The sport also has a limited appeal to younger participants,
posing a threat to its long term sustainability. The aging demographic of participants called for deliberate strategies to attract
youth participation such as school outreach programs and digital enhancement through social media. This leveraging will only
be successful with proactive planning with a focus on inclusivity (Pereira et al., 2020). From a theoretical standpoint, the current
study strengthens the application of sport event leveraging and niche tourism frameworks within the African context. The study
demonstrates that niche sport events can result in a range of positive impacts when strategically supported. Integrating pigeon
racing events into the South African events portfolio and aligning it with existing tourism policy could enhance its visibility,
stimulate rural tourism development and support social development.

Conclusion

The current study demonstrates that pigeon racing events, though often overlooked, hold notable potential as a niche sport event
tourism product, capable of making meaningful contributions to the South African tourism and events landscapes. The findings
of the study reveal that pigeon racing events foster social cohesion, preserve cultural traditions and generate tangible economic
benefits through local spending and travel. Despite these potential benefits, pigeon racing remains significantly underleveraged
due to limited marketing, minimal government support and low levels of public awareness. What is currently required is
strategic intervention in terms of leveraging, inclusion in existing event portfolios, improving visibility and encouraging youth
participation to allow for pigeon racing to events to evolve into drivers of sustainable domestic tourism development.
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