CLINIC FOR VISUALLY IMPAIRED RIDERS Moorsele, Belgium 24 May 2004

SUMMARY
More than fifty participated in what all agreed was an excellent clinic for visually impaired riders following the Belgium international I.P.E.C. championships at Moorsele on 24 May 2004. 
The multi-purpose programme was aimed at visually impaired riders and their coaches plus other interested riders, trainers and persons seeking more information on this aspect of equestrian sport. It covered the roles and responsibilities of the relevant organizations for visually impaired riders, training, preparation and development for competitive dressage and working with novice and other visually impaired riders. 
I.P.E.C.’s structure, affiliations, activities and methods of work were outlined, including the process and implications of the classification of disability for riders, with attention being drawn to the possible need for further work on classification of visual disability. IBSA’s structure and work were also described. The aim of the Organisation is to promote sport for the blind in countries. It wants to strengthen and promote equestrian sport for blind and partially sighted people.
The participants were advised that training of blind riders requires similar knowledge and skills to those needed for other disability groups but with added emphasis on clear and more specific communication skills, including greater use of touch. 
A Paralympic blind rider and her trainer, drawing on their experience of having worked together over a number of years, covered important aspects of general training, preparation and training for competition and the actual competition itself. 
The practical session included a joint, sometimes breath taking, demonstration by two Paralympic blind riders; a demonstration of a sound system, which amongst other things, enables a blind rider to ride alone outdoors; and an excellent and very practical demonstration, using three blind Belgian riders, of techniques for teaching riding to the visually impaired.

FULL REPORT 
A very successful clinic for visually impaired riders was held on 24 May 2004 at Moorsele, Belgium following the Belgium national I.P.E.C. championships. 
The Clinic, organized by Quadrille and I.P.E.C., with support from the Provincie West-Vlaanderen and with active participation from representatives of IBSA was conducted at the Zilveren Spoor Equestrian Centre in Moorsele. More than fifty participated in what all agreed was an excellent “first”. It is hope that others might consider conducting similar clinics in the future. 
The excellent facilities of the Zilveren Spoor Centre enabled an extensive and action packed one-day programme covering a wide range of issues - with conference room presentations and discussions in the morning, followed by lunch, then practical demonstrations by experienced and novice blind riders in the afternoon – all at a single location. 
The multi-purpose programme was aimed at visually impaired riders and their coaches plus other interested riders, trainers and persons seeking more information on this aspect of equestrian sport.
Mrs Anne d’Ieteren, President of the Belgian Paralympic Equestrian Committee and Chief Executive Officer of Quadrille opened the clinic by welcoming the presenters and participants. She invited Mr Lucien de Bels to give a brief description of Quadrille, a unique sports club founded in 1981, which combines work for both able-bodied and disabled riders. As he explained, this combination enables more knowledge and understanding, as well as increased competitive experience and support to riders. There are significant benefits when preparing for a major event such as the Paralympics.
Mrs Erika de Brabant from the Sports Department of the Province of West Flanders, said her department welcomed the opportunity to support the clinic because it had long recognized the importance of equestrian sport in promoting the health and well-being of disabled persons.
Mrs Jonquil Solt, Chairman of I.P.E.C., briefly outlined I.P.E.C.’s structure, affiliations, activities and methods of work. She said there were not as many visually impaired riders competing as she would like to see. In describing the process and implications of the classification of disability for riders, Mrs Solt mentioned the possible need for further work on classification of visual disability. 
Mr Enrique Perez, President, and Mr Alberto Bravo Agudo, General Secretary of IBSA in outlining the structure and work of their organization, said the aim was to promote sport for the blind in countries. IBSA has 107 member countries, and 14 official sports, including 9 in the Paralympic Games. They said they had come to the clinic to learn because they wanted to strengthen and promote equestrian sport for blind and partially sighted people.
In addressing training of blind riders, Mr Ulf Wilken, Chairman I.P.E.C. Training committee pointed to the positive (no physical restrictions to attaining a correct seat, higher awareness through the other senses, good ability to learn) and more challenging aspects (generally poorer balance, co-ordination, technical understanding; greater tension, and an inability to imitate and “feel” the position of the horse such as it’s straightness, bend, etc) of teaching blind riders. He said one generally began by treating a blind rider differently to a rider with another disability but pointed out that trainers would do better to stick to their usually methods while keeping in mind the special communications needs - stand in one position, talk more, explain more clearly including with greater use of touch, tell the rider when they are correct or not. Remember “body language” cannot be used with a blind rider. He concluded with the comment that to be successful the trainer must understand and feel what the blind rider feels, to do this the trainer must be a good rider. 
Ann Cecilie Ore, a Norwegian blind rider, and her trainer, Lillian Grepne, took a team approach in presenting an outstanding and insightful account of dressage for the visually disabled. Drawing on their experience of having worked together over a number of years, they covered important aspects of general training, preparation and training for competition and the actual competition itself. 
In terms of general training they stressed the importance of:
• Finding the right horse (it has to see for you) and getting to know it, learning its language and its paces by spending as much time as possible with it in the stable and the riding hall. 
• Getting to know one (the daily) riding hall very well – listening to the walls and to the beat and rhythm of the horse, forming a picture in your mind of the arena and developing a counting system of the horse‘s different paces in that arena
• Achieving direction, working on the angle of the bend, using eye focus and pictures from everyday life (Ann Cecilie lost her sight as a young child) 
• The use of touch by the trainer to demonstrate/teach and the need for care and respect in this regard
• Sensibility –listening to the horse, he has eyes; greater sense of feel, can’t see neck must therefore feel through the bit; getting timing right
• Trainers knowing and understanding riding theory and communicating this to the rider
• learning as much as possible about horses in general – “a general interest in everything around the topic horse” 
With regards to training for competition they stressed the need to:
• get used to riding in other arenas
• training different lines in the arena
• build up a caller system with the caller(s)
• ride parts of the test often
• develop a good team and work with them 
Their advice for the competition itself included:
• Give yourself plenty of time – arrive early
• Spend plenty of time getting to know the arena, listening to it having in mind that during the competition spectators may make a difference
• If possible walk the program with the caller in the arena
• In the warm up arena ride the lines of the test
• Before entering ride some centerlines
• Trust your caller
• Take care of and show gratitude to your team

Many of those present agreed with Jane Goldsmith’s comment “I wish my riders were here - one of the best presentations I’ve heard, with great relevance to both the sighted and visually impaired”
In the afternoon’s practical session, Ann Cecilie Ore and Mrs Sandrina Groeneveld, another blind rider from the Netherlands, gave a joint demonstration in the ring. Ann Cecilie and Lillian also demonstrated the sound system they have jointly developed which, amongst other things, enables Ann Cecilie to ride alone outdoors. 
Mrs Ro Pudden, Instructor for disabled riders, gave an excellent and very practical demonstration of teaching techniques when working with blind riders. She used three Belgian riders, one of whom had never mounted a horse, one who had not ridden for many years and a third who had been riding intensively for a short while. She drew attention to the need to:
• In most cases work on the posture of blind people - first on the ground, encouraging them to carry themselves taller as though they “owned the world,” then in the saddle
• Take time in introducing the blind person to the horse with extensive use of appropriate touch
• Explain the bride, saddle and parts of the horse and mounting block, again using touch
• Ask the rider for feed back - what he feels/thinks 
• Keep the first sessions relatively short and happy, ending where possible on an “up”
• Take care when mounting and dismounting – Assist the rider and use a mounting block to mount; ask the rider to dismount between the instructor and the horse, with the instructor’s left hand at the front and, after the right leg has been lifted over the saddle, the right hand at the back of the saddle

The day ended with the usual thanks and a general feeling that it had been a very successful and useful clinic - one that more than fulfilled the expectations of participants - and should be repeated so that others could benefit.

Note: I.P.E.C. is considering a similar presentation in the UK in early 2005.
 

