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person dependent on a
wheelchair is Llimited to
artificial surfaces such as
tar, paving, cement, tiles, etc. for
their mobility due to the challenge of
moving around on natural surfaces,
for example, grass and beach sand.

This makes the experience of
getting out of a wheelchair and into
a boat so much more meaningful
as it provides an opportunity for a
person with a disability to reconnect
with a natural environment. It gives
freedom of movement where they
are limited by their own skills and
not by legs that don’t work.

For example, Russell Volmer,
below (and pictured on the cover of
this issue of Focus) who has a Cé/7
Spinal Injury, has sailed from Cape
to Rio more than once. Using a bit of
ingenuity and creativity, he uses the
boom to hoist him into the boat from
his wheelchair. Once he is in his
boat, he is the skipper (the boss of
the boat) and with his sailing skills,
he can go wherever he wants, even
sailing around the world.

| grew up around boats and | love
being on the water and | will grab

]2 Focus | DECEMBER 2024

any opportunity to spend time on
the water. Sailing is one of my pas-
sions as it must be one of the most
therapeutic activities out there.
It can range from relaxing and calm-
ing to competitive and exhilarating,
depending on the wind and the en-
vironment and what you choose to
make of it. When | discovered the
Windrider, which is a small trima-
ran, very easy to sail, very stable
and almost impossible to capsize, |
recognised it as being a perfect boat
to share my passion with some of
my friends in wheelchairs and so |
started exploring how we could use
it for adaptive sailing. | had the per-
fect boat, so | just needed the per-
fect water. Once my children had left
home and gone to varsity, and | had
more time on my hands, this became
my “emptynest-mitigation-project.”

The Pretoria Sailing Club (PSC)
and Centurion Canoe Club (CCC) are
based at Rietvlei Dam, close to Cen-
turion. It is a small, beautiful dam in
a nature reserve. The clubhouse is
right next to the water, and although
it has a few challenges to make it
fully accessible, it is useable with
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By Caroline Rule

a bit of effort. The clubs have
willingly taken on the challenge
to include people with disabilities
into their sailing and canoeing pro-
grammes and both clubs already
have their first signed up members
with disabilities.

With each person that comes
sailing or canoeing, we work out
their specific “fit". | love the chal-
lenge of finding a solution according
to their individual limitations. The
aspects that we need to consider
before getting them onto the wa-
ter include their balance, arm and
hand function, ability to transfer and
whether they can swim.

It is compulsory to wear a life
jacket or Personal Flotation Device
(PFD). For a person with limited
water experience it is a good idea to
first put them in the water with the
PFD so that they get the feeling of
being in the water and learn how to
float, to prevent them from panick-
ing if they fall out.

We have experimented with dif-
ferent boats, access to the boats,
balance in the boat, pressure care
in the boat and methods of holding
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paddles, rudders or ropes, depend-
ing on the disability of the individual
wanting to paddle or sail. | am cur-
rently only able to get people into
the Windrider that have a strong
transfer, but we have a hoist under
construction which will soon make
it possible to get any level of dis-
ability into the boats.

o - }'.‘,-;_'E:{.r. o
Using a sling on a boom to lift Alwyn
into his boat.

Two pairs of strong helping hands to
lift Douglas into and out of his boat.

Thandeka and her husband enjoying
being on the water
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The Windrider uses foot pedals for
steering, however we easily creat-
ed a hand control using PVC pipe
that attaches to the rudder, and that
is the only adaptation needed for a
paraplegic to be able to sail. Limit-
ed hand function is more of a chal-
lenge that we still need to work on,
especially when it comes to man-
aging the “sheets” (sailing term for
ropes), but for now we get around
that by sharing the steering and
sheet management between the
skipper and the crew.

The Windrider is a perfect en-
try level boat but if people want to
start getting into competitive sailing
there are other options. PSC cur-
rently has three Windriders belong-
ing to private individuals, but we
are exploring other boats and hope
to soon have some alternative club
boats that can be used by competi-
tive sailors with disabilities.

On the canoeing side | choose
a boat according to the individual’'s
balance. At CCC we currently have
access to two adapted boats, both
with stabilisers, so the paddler is
very unlikely to fall out, and they
have back support to assist with
their stability in the boat. We use
these if they have poor balance or
are unable to swim. For people with
better balance, we use the club’s
normal racing boats.

It's all about grading!

A Kl is the most difficult boat to
balance, and is a single racing
canoe. A K2 is a two-person boat
and a K3 takes three people. It
works well putting an experienced
paddler in a K2 or K3 with a person
with a disability as they can help to
stabilise the boat. If necessary, it
is possible to add extra stabilisation
to assist their balance, especially if
they are ready to move into a Kl. |
have a trolley full of different shape
and size cushions that | use to sta-
bilise the pelvis in the boat as this
is the key to being able to transfer
strength through to the paddles.

Transfers in and out have also

required some experimentation.
When getting from a wheelchair

Transfer stool to assist between th
wheelchair and the boat.

into a K2 or similar boat, and the
individual has a strong transfer, we
use a small transfer stool, so they
transfer from the wheelchair onto
the stool and then into the boat.

If they struggle with this then we
have the option of using two trans-
fer stools, one at the height of the
wheelchair, then moving down to the
boat height and then into the boat.

Multi-level transfer stools to down-
grade the transfer if needed.

The adapted boats are on wheels,
which allows them to transfer on
dry ground and then get wheeled
into the water.

We have even resorted to using
a block and tackle with a sling or
climbing harness to lift Wayne into
the boat and then wheel him into
the water.

One of the adapted boats has a
dongle which supports the paddle
and therefore enables people with
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Using a block and tackle to get
Wayne into and out of the boat.

no hand function to just be able to
push the paddles and possible pull
if we strap their hands to it.

Adri Visser was born with-

out hands, and this enables her to
paddle, and she has even started
setting herself goals by doing the
weekly time-trials at the club.

Adri using the dongle that holds the

paddle in position for her so she just
needs to guide and push the paddle.

There is a lot of scope for both
of these projects to be opened
up to accommodate many more
people with disabilities, however
we need more helping hands, and
particularly hands that come with
the knowledge and creativity of
occupational and physiotherapists.

If any therapists are interested
in getting involved in either or
both projects at Rietvlei, we would
love your input and involvement.
Or, if you would like to share ideas
in connection with growing a
similar project in your own area,

Peter surprising me with how well he managed without hands.
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please contact Caroline Rule at:
caroline@rollingrehab.co.za.

My life has been enriched since
starting this project, | have learned
so much from the time | have spent
on the water with these people and
the joy and special moments that
are shared are such a privilege and
will always be stored in my heart,
and | would love to pass this on to
other therapists.
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ROLLING REHAB
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Caroline Rule would like to
inform all therapists that the
assessment service of Rolling
Rehab will be closing from the
30" November 2024. If you need
a therapist in the Gauteng area
for a driving assessment, please
go to www.rollingrehab.co.za
to find a list of therapists that
work in the driving field to
whom you can refer.
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