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“Sporting
chance for

disabled

A New York-based track club is hoping to
help Hong Kong’s handicapped people enjoy
and compete in sports, writes Linda Yeung

NCE a keen runner,

Chiris Stewart now de-

votes his time to en-

couraging more peo-

ple. particularly the

disabled. to take part in the annual

New York Marathon. The blind,

i even those on crutches or in wheel-

chairs can now join in, he savs.

Aninternational volunteer for the
New York-based Achilles Track Club
(ATC), Stewart was recently in Hong
Konyg on the last leg of his Southeast
Asian (rip to find out what his club
can do tor disabled athletes in this
region

“I'mworried thatin Hong Kong. a
money-oriented place, no one will
have the luxury ortime to think ahout
the disabled.™ he said. However, he
had no time to conduct any research
o s misgvings during his brief
stay here. except for meciing repre-
sentatives of the Hong Kong Sports
Association for the Physically Dis-
abled. He had in mind a tocal athicte
whom he wanted 1o invite to the New
York Marathon,

The athlete is 27-vear-old Wong
Chi-keung, winner of the Hanoi 10-
ktlametre wheelchair gace heid
January. My Wong has been a winner
for two consecutive vears.

A Cambodian wheelchair athlete
who lost both hislegs tohidden mines
is dlh)(h(,l on Mr Stewart”

“There are also three from Kobe,
Japan, that 1 hope w bring to New
York,” he said

“One of them was handicapped
by the recent earthguake there. We
alsa hope that our branch in Osaka
will organise a long- distance running
event for Asians in the future.”

Mr Stewart will also seek sponsors
tor not only Mr Wong's trip to New
York hater this year. but for the other
disabled Asian athletes.

“To he able to participate i an
able-bodicd eventwitl have a positive
psvchological effect on them: it's the
feeling that they are being treated the
same,” he sud.

“1It does not matter if they win or
not: 99 per cent of the participants
will not win anyw Some wan't
even finish the rac )

Arannd 0000 nennle 1ake oart 1n

the marathon every year, of whom
about 1,000 are disabled. Wheelchair
athletes have been allowed in the
event since 1977, Mr Stewart, 48, is
an accompiished runner himselt, fin-
ishing in third place in both 1976 and
1977 Three vearsago. hejomned ATC
—which has branches across 30 coun-
tries including Japan, Vietnam,
Mongolia. Russia and Norway - o
encourage the participation of dis-
abicd people in running events.

Despite its international network,
ATC has only three paid staff. who
are based in New York. Mr Stewart,
whao used to run a coin business, had
todip inte hisown pocket to coverthe
expenses of his three-month Asian
trip. Through contacts with local
sports officials and associations. the
charttable vrgantsation is seeking 10
get more countries to provide similar
sports opportunities for their dis-
abled populauon,

ATC itself is open to all people
who enjoy running. regardiess of
therr disabilities, whether they be
paraptegics, or suffer from arthritis,
epilepsy. cancer ar other ailments.
Membership s free and includes the
provision of couching and workouts
for various races.

The ATC's founder, for instance,
had one of his legs amputated foow-
ing an accident.

Being on the road most of his
time, Mr Stewart cherishes ATC's
goal of involving disabled athletes in
mainstream events. “We are provid-
ing an example of what can bc done
for these athletes.” he said. I think
ASians are responsive to wdea,

In Hong Kong. sport is still an ex-
clusive term to most of the disabled.
Stephen Lee Kai-mou, exceutive sec-
retary of the Hong Kong Sports Asso-
ciation for the Physically Disabled, is
lessthan pleased with the tevel of sup-
nml they get.

“Very fow disabled persons cven

do sports for recreatior he said,

“There is insufficient transportation

around tatake them o the sports ven-

ues. But engaging 1n $ports activities

15 a good way for them to increase
therr soctal contacts.

“Same parents and special
schools don’t encourage disabled
voungsters to do sports either. They
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cither too worried about their
- or held back by the inconve-
nicnee of taking them to sporis
venues.”

Local athletes. however, have tak-
enpartinahostot sportseventsinthe
international arcna, and achieved re-
sults. Two blind lawn-bowlets from
the territory won d team bronze med-
al w the handiwnpcd people’s cate-
pory last vear's Commonwealth

5.
ketball, archery, fencing, and
are amang the sports practised
by local wheelchair athletes, while the
blind swim and spastics play boccia, a
sport simidar to fawn-bowling.

“Any prize-winning by disabled

a(hle(es tsgencerally given littie cover-
age in the local media.” Mr Lec said.
“There is still a cenain level of dis-
crimination against disabled peo-
ple.”

M1 Wang, the territory’s leading
disabled athlete and a data-process-
ing worker emplayed hy the Hong
Kong Sports Enstitute, said many dis-
abled people, cven if they were talent-
cd. prelerred to stay home or concen-
trate on their work rather than play
sport. “‘Transportation is a major
hurdle.” he said. while pointingto the
need tocreate more sportsopportuni-
ties by, for example. encouraging the
wheelchair-hound to take up new
challenges, such as swimming or div-

‘we are providing an exampla of what can be done for these athletes’, says Chris
Stewart of the work being done for the disabled by the Achilles Track Club. Photograph: Jon Harges:

ing. According to Mr Stewart, the:
are even blind skiiers in New Ze:
fand

M1 Wong has not been to any foc
races involving able-bodicd counte
parts for the past three years. A prev
ously annuat “open-to-all” marathc
organised by the Hong Kong Am.
teur Athletics Association has bec
scrapped because of heavy traffic ¢
the Tolo Highway., where it w:
staged. He did enjoy his opporlun
tics in the past, however: “lt's gre;
hcmgmlhcsamcyoupwuh hers

As far as his mvitation Ao go
New York is concerned Wong -
right to the point: "Il consider g
i1 don't have to pay.” ~




