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Swimming, snorkelling,
scuba-diving and other forms
of water therapy offer a
growing number of Omanis
of special needs the chance
to forget, albeit briefly, their
physical disabilities thanks
to the innovative Oman Dive
Challenge programme

Water therapy — an uplifting escape
for people of special needs

By Conrad Prabhu

W

hat started out as a
fledgling effort by a
group of volunteers
to lift the spirits of Omanis of
special needs has blossomed
into a national programme
backed by the Ministry of
Sports Affairs and a host of
international NGOs.
The Oman Dive Challenge
is making a world of difference to a growing number of
people with physical difficulties. It introduces them to the
amazingly therapeutic ability
of water to make their disabilities simply melt away, although briefly, when they go
swimming, diving or merely
enjoying a dip.
This ‘therapy’ is at the core
of the Oman Dive Challenge,
says Tariq Jawad al Khabori,

Manager-Gulf (International
Disabled Divers Association)
and the driving force behind
this biannual event, which
over the past three years, has
been rotating through major
cities and towns of Oman in
a bid to introduce this concept
to the Sultanate’s sizeable dis-

abled population.
The latest edition of Oman
Dive Challenge was held in
Nizwa recently, building on
a successful three-year-long
programme that has struck a
chord with many Omanis of
special needs. Participants
have included individuals af-

Handicapped people can make
use of buoyancy in the water to
overcome restrictions in movement
linked to their physical disabilities. In
addition, water can be a stimulating,
recreational, sensory and even
therapeutic experience for
these individuals

flicted with all kind of physical disabilities, including
those with visual and hearing
impairments.
Buoyed by the success of
the programme and the support it has received from the
government,
international
bodies, and corporate organisations, the men and women
behind this initiative are now
banding together to form an
association that will serve as a
vehicle for the organisation of
more ambitious events.
In a significant boost for the
Oman Dive Challenge project,
Sayyid Nasr al Busaidy, Environmental Planner at the Office of the Minister of Environment and Climate Affairs
and also Acting Director of
the Documents and Archiving
Department, has assented to
being the Patron-in-Chief of
the proposed association.
A keen diving enthusiast,
Sayyid Nasr’s support for the
body promises to provide robust impetus to the realisation
of its objectives as an NGO
dedicated to the well-being of
people of special needs.
For Tariq and others behind
the Dive Challenge project,
the formation of the association marks a key milestone
in an initiative that grew out
of an idea floated by fellow
volunteer, Stefanie Trier —
well-known city-based diving
expert and dive instructor for
handicapped divers — nearly
four years ago.
“It was sometime in 2008
that Stefanie came to me and
asked if we organise something for the handicapped
people of Oman. As someone who can barely swim,
let alone dive, I was a little
stumped by the suggestion,
so I did not pay much heed
to it at the time. We got busy,
in the meanwhile, organising an extreme sports event
involving world famous runners. Around six months later,
however, Stefanie popped the
same question. I spoke to His
Excellency the Minister of
Sports Affairs who gave me

the green-light. We then decided to approach the International Disabled Divers Association (IDDA) for assistance
in this venture. From then on,
our initiative has been growing from strength to strength,”
says Tariq.

Additionally, it helps handicapped swimmers and divers
tone their muscles and build
stamina necessary to carry out
their daily chores.
Delighted by the success of
maiden Oman Dive Challenge
event in March 2009, Ali bin

cat, the event was staged in
Sur and travelled onward to
Salalah.
In Salalah, Tariq met with
Dr Roswitha Prohaska, head
of the Austrian Society of Hyperbaric Medicine (OGTH).
“She was impressed with the
strength of our desire to support the handicapped, so we
invited her to participate in
the Nizwa event. In the meanwhile, she wrote us a letter
in which she described the
Nizwa event as a role model
for a European level medical
conference held in August.
For us, it was proud moment
to learn that the Oman Dive
Challenge was discussed at
the European event. It was the
pinnacle of our success,” exulted Tariq.
Other international groups
have since pledged to support Tariq and IDDA-Gulf in
its initiatives. Notable is the
German Society for Diving
and Hyperbaric Medicine. In

Handicapped people, he
explains, can make use of
buoyancy in the water to overcome restrictions in movement linked to their physical
disabilities. In addition, water
can be a stimulating, recreational, sensory and even therapeutic experience for these
individuals.

Masoud al Sunaidy, Minister of Sports Affairs, invited
Tariq and his fellow team of
volunteers to organise a similar event as part of the Annual
Sports Week of the Ministry.
Oman Dive Challenge then
became a regular fixture of
the sports calendar for people
of special needs. From Mus-

fact, the therapeutic potential
of hyperbaric medicine for
people of special needs was
discussed at a seminar held in
Muscat recently.
According
to
Tariq,
the Oman Dive Challenge
next heads for Sohar, with
Musandam and Ibri in the
association’s sights as well,

Sayyid Nasr al Busaidi

Tariq al Khabori
before it returns to Salalah.
Helping make these events
possible is the support of dive
instructors and aqua physiotherapists who volunteer their
services for the benefit of people with special needs. The
list includes Andrea Blinzier,
a senior neuromuscular therapist and water therapist, Najat
al Busaidy, Head of Occupational Therapy at the Ministry
of Defence, Nadha Sajwani,
Occupational Therapist at
Khoula Hospital, and Saif al
Rawahy, an active member of
the team.
Tariq, whose association
with the disabled community
of Oman spans nearly three
decades, says he is immensely
gratified by the success of the
Dive Challenge project and
other related initiatives.
“I can’t ever forget the
time when two Omanis of
special needs — Marhoon al
Ghafri and Mohammed Saif
— went swimming in the open
sea at Qantab. Touching the
seafloor, Marhoon came out
of the water after a while, and
what he had to say touched
me deeply. He said, ‘Tariq, I
felt like a normal person in the
water, until I saw my wheelchair waiting for me’. Since
then I’ve pledged to do all
I can to continue bringing a
measure of hope to people of
special needs.”

