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The Games begin again! Just two weeks after the closing ceremony of the 30th
Olympic Games, it’s time now for the Paralympic Games, an international sports
event meant for athletes with physical disabilities. Starting today in London, it
would continue till September 9 witnessing the participation of more than 4,000
athletes.
And as the heroes far away get ready to go for the medals, here in Oman we can
surely take pride in the courage displayed by the divers of the Oman Disabled
Divers Association (ODDA) who take the plunge despite their physical challenges.
Meet Saif Al Humaidi, Marhoon Al Ghafri and Raya Al Abri in our cover story and
get to know how these bravehearts conquered all the odds and emerged winners.
Also know what motivated Tariq Al Khabori and Stefanie Trier, founders of ODDA,
to dedicate their life in helping people overcome the challenges.
If you are an avid traveller you would need no introduction of North Cyprus, the
third-largest island in the Mediterranean Sea. The place that has got plenty of
beaches, breathtaking cliffs and striking coastlines is sure to charm the visitors.
Our correspondent recently went on a trip to this land of beauty and is back all
enchanted. While you soak in the charms of North Cyprus as you read our Special
Feature, why not plan a visit during the next holidays?
Time to ponder over!
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Home & Away
Diving through disability
Despite their physical challenges, the members
of Oman Disabled Divers Association take
the plunge, Sarah MacDonald reports
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THE PEARL OF THE
MEDITERRANEAN
North Cyprus’ natural richness,
its friendly people, the crystal-clear,
unspoilt and un-crowded coastline
will charm visitors year after year. /22
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S

aif Al Humaidi knows he has a disadvantage on land. His
wheelchair keeps him from moving as freely as he’d like.
But once he’s in the water, complete with his scuba gear,
his disability no longer matters and he’s just like everybody else. He doesn’t have to rely on a wheelchair or
people to help him move from place to place. Though his legs aren’t
strong, he can still use his arms to swim and go where he wants,
even down to the seaﬂoor.
“I feel free in the water. I can go anywhere without help,” Saif
explains.
Three-and-half-years ago Saif never imagined he could swim,
much less scuba dive. But then he heard about the Oman Disabled
Divers Association (ODDA), an organisation dedicated to giving
people with disabilities the opportunity to get in the swimming
pool and explore the sea. He attended the ﬁrst event which was
held at Oman Dive Centre in Muscat in March 2009.
Saif thought it would be very difficult to dive since he has very weak
legs, but when he saw other people leave their wheelchairs try it, he
was convinced that he could do it, too. The ﬁrst time he went into
the swimming pool he was nervous, but soon overcame his fears.
“I was very scared the ﬁrst time but it amazed me, and after three
days it was easy,” he recalls.
The instructors, who are volunteers from Europe who spend their
holidays helping people with disability learn to scuba dive, taught
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him a lot, and with their kindness and dedication, he soon adapted
to the water. He smiles as he remembers the first time he
dove in the sea. “I was so happy! I’d seen it on TV. I saw a
new environment,” he says.

It was different! It was another
life. You see the ﬁsh and
everything. When you are
in the water you forget you
are disabled. I forget my
wheelchair...
Marhoon Al Ghafri

Like his friend Saif, Marhoon Al Ghafri also found a new passion
thanks to the ODDA. When he met the instructors, who are all
certiﬁed to teach scuba diving to people with disabilities, he was
doubtful that someone in a wheelchair, like himself, could ever
dive. But when he ﬁrst entered the pool, it was like being given a
second chance on life, and later, in the sea near Bandar Rowdah, he
got to visit another world.
“It was different! It was another life. You see the ﬁsh and everything. When you are in the water you forget you are disabled. I forget my wheelchair,” Marhoon says.
Marhoon admits that his family worried about him at ﬁrst but he
told them not to because he was in safe hands and didn’t want to
pass up the opportunity. When they saw the pictures of him underwater in scuba gear, they were thrilled for him, he says.
Able-bodies divers are sometimes surprised to see people with
disabilities diving, but the members of the ODDA, especially those
with limited mobility, find that they can move more easily in
the water than on land. Marhoon says there is more equality
in the water. For those who have lost the use of their legs, being
in water provides a sense of freedom and more movement. Underwater they can still use their arms, so they aren’t much different
from other divers.
“When people ask me how I can do it because I can’t walk, I say
‘You can’t walk in the deep water either. How can you walk in
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Able-bodies divers are
sometimes surprised
to see people with
disabilities diving, but
the members of the ODDA
ﬁnd that they can move
more easily in the water
than on land

the sea? Under the water you are also disabled because you can’t
walk,’” Marhoon says.
ODDA’s founders, Tariq Al Khabori, who has spent much of the past
30 years dedicating his time to helping people with disabilities, and
Stefanie Trier, a German woman who is trained to teach scuba diving to people with disabilities, wanted to help people like Saif and
Marhoon integrate into society by doing activities that able-bodied
people can do.
Stefanie, who manages the diving, and Tariq, who handles the paperwork, ﬁrst met when they helped organise an extreme sports event
in Oman, which included a desert marathon. Stefanie happened to
show Tariq pictures of disabled divers in Germany and he suggested they try the same thing here in Oman. Though Tariq can’t swim,
he was happy to organise an event to let people with disabilities try
swimming, snorkelling and scuba diving.
“I don’t know how to swim. I know how to sink,” Tariq says, with a
laugh. “I put only my toes in the water.”
They invited specialised diving instructors from Germany, Switzerland, Austria and the USA, as doctors, physiotherapists, and local diving instructors. Though they aren’t paid for their time, they
continue to dedicate their time in helping people with disabilities to
get in the water.
“Seeing the smiles gives them satisfactions,” says Stefanie.
Stefanie and Tariq were worried that not many people would come
for the ﬁrst event, but so many people attended, including Saif and
Marhoon, that they couldn’t let everyone get in the water and had to
organise more events. Since then they’ve held events in Sur, Salalah,
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Nizwa and Sohar, and Muscat again, giving the opportunity to over
300 people with disabilities to get in the water.
“We realised we had to move from place to place to give more people the chance to try it,” Tariq explains.
The divers, who range in age from 10 to 60 years old, have a range
of disabilities, including paralysis, missing limbs, Down syndrome,
deafness and blindness. Stefanie, Tariq and the instructors try to
accommodate the divers’ different needs. Each diver undergoes a
medical test which assesses how much assistance they require in
the water, and how deep they can dive. While a few have disabilities that prevent them from using the scuba diving equipment, the
instructors still let them use snorkels or simply ﬂoat in the water,
something they rarely have the chance to do otherwise.
“These people are so different in the water. It’s unbelievable,” Tariq
says. “If you have a handicap or not, you can do a lot of things.”
Currently the majority of the divers have only been in swimming
pools, but the ODDA hopes to let more of them dive in the sea, too,
like Saif and Marhoon. Raya Al Abri, who joined the ODDA at an
event in Nizwa, says she has conquered the swimming pool so now
dreams of scuba diving in the open water.
“I was speechless! It was unbelievable!” she says of her ﬁrst time in
the pool. “But when I did it, I believed a disabled person could dive.”
She was worried that without her crutches she wouldn’t be able to
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move, but soon she discovered that she could swim quite easily.
From the time she was young, Raya was raised to be as independent as possible, even though her reliance on crutches limits her
mobility. As well as diving, Raya practices shot-put and javelin,
and has won medals at competitions in the GCC, proving that people with disabilities can be strong athletes, too.

be able to start diving at a younger age. Many people have asked
him how to get involved, so he says there is a strong desire among
people with disabilities to get more active and explore the waters
of Oman.

Raya also hopes to inspire others with disabilities and show them
that if they can overcome their limitations, too, and try new, unexpected things. She says she would even be willing to become an instructor for disabled divers. Two of the German instructors are paralysed themselves, so Raya knows that she, too, could teach others.

Stefanie says she hopes one day all the diving centres in Oman will
have instructors who are trained to work with people with disabilities so that letting them dive will become something normal.

“I want all people with disabilities to try this, because it’s a great
feeling,” she says. “I like being able to do something for others.”
Raya says people with disabilities shouldn’t just stay home feeling
sorry for themselves and limiting their options, but get outside and
try new things and develop themselves.
“Go and see what’s around you and ﬁnd out what interests you
and try it. Have an open mind, and do something to be proud of,”
Raya says.
The ODDA members have great expectations for the future of
their organisation, too. They are proud that it’s the ﬁrst of its kind
in the Arab world, but it has to get even bigger.
Saif says he would like to be able to dive outside of Oman, and
even have competitions. He says people with disabilities should

“I hope it will grow in the future,” Saif says.

“We should let them do normal diving certiﬁcation. Someone with
one arm is still able to do a normal PADI (Professional Association
of Diving Instructors) certiﬁcate, although he has a kind of a handicap. The instructors are probably more worried than the diver,
actually,” says Stefanie. “If the handicap is too big, like a paralysed
person, he can do a certiﬁcation with an organisation that takes
care of disabled divers.”
Tariq is currently doing the paperwork to have the ODDA registered as a non-proﬁt organisation, and he and Stefanie have high
hopes for it. They want to have a permanent instructor to work
with people with disabilities and have a wheelchair-accessible
boat and swimming pool. “It brings a lot of positive inﬂuence
for the mental health. They feel part of a group and they can do a
sport,” Stefanie says. “It’s very important that they succeed in doing something they thought was impossible.”
For details visit http://www.akeoman.com/odda/index.html
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