Sport, solidarity and fun beyond barriers: a youth exchange to learn the value of inclusion

by Manuela Esposito

As 2016 is the year of the Paralympic Games, this was the most appropriate time to highlight the habilitative and rehabilitative value of sport for people with visual disabilities, particularly young people. Pursuing this intention, the Head Office of the Italian Union of the Blind and Partially Sighted (UICI) implemented a project, co-financed by the Erasmus + program, last September at the Olympic Beach  – Le Torri Hotel in Tirrenia, Italy. It was an exchange among young visually impaired and sighted Italians, Finns and Cypriots, who shared experiences and daily life in the framework of the European project "SportAbility: equality and participation through sports." for about a week. Intent of the project was to experience, through the knowledge and practice of specific and adapted sports for the blind, the value of sharing, solidarity and personal commitment in society.
Every morning participants were first of all involved in one or two “soft” activities: games to know each other better and start the day with a laugh. Who could not possibly smile  at the "turkey shot" organized by Finnish participants or when finding out what those little pieces of toilet paper the Cypriots had distributed were for?

During the day participants were introduced to different sports adapted and specific for the blind, under the guidance of instructors, some of whom were blind themselves. Except for judo,  both visually impaired and sighted participants played sports blindfolded. As regards showdown and torball, participants were expertly led by Sandro Bensi, President of the UICI Amateur Sport Group of Pisa and sport manager  of the Italian Paralympic Committee. Both sports have been very successful among participants, with showdown tournaments that lasted late in the night. As regards showdown, there were two "special" meetings: participants met Massimo Sanapo, Chair of the Referee Committee of the International Blind Sports Federation, who made participants feel the “thrill” of playing a match with a referee of  the European championship (that was actually going to be held at the Olympic Beach hotel the following week) and then the tournament that involved the hotel elderly guests and the participants in the youth exchange, a challenge that was definitely won by the more experienced older players, and that was an opportunity for a friendly meeting between the two groups.

Torball and baseball sessions were held at the Tirrenia Training Centre of the Italian Olympic Committee instead, despite the torrential rain that made it necessary to implement more than one adaptations in the programme and that tested, with very positive results, the flexibility of project organizers, instructors and hotel logistic services. In the large basketball gymnasium a torball pitch was installed, where participants, all the necessary protections on, were divided into mixed teams of visually impaired and sighted people and learnt how to play this sport and at the end organized a hard-fought tournament. In some cases the draw made that teams were composed of more than one participant from  the same country but the winning team was an icon of this international exchange: it was made up of Cypriot, Finnish and Italian players! To introduce baseball for the blind seven instructors and players, both sighted and visually impaired, came to Tirrenia from Rome and Florence. After a theoretical session, with the support of tactile materials for the blind, participants could learn how to hit the ball “in the dark”  and  run blindfolded around the diamond to score points. Participants enjoyed the originality of this sport for the blind and AIBXC, the Italian Association for Baseball for the Blind is willing to export this specialty out of Italy, as it has already begun to do in the baseball homeland, the United States, where blind people play a version of baseball for the blind that is fundamentally different from the one proposed by AIBXC.

Judo and self-defence were introduced by Antonio Agostinelli, Chair of the regional Judo and Ju Jitsu Technical Commission of the Italian Sport Centre and Vice President of the regional Paralympic Committee, and Giuseppe Mariano, a blind instructor with a judo 4 Dan black belt. Perhaps the judo session was very demanding physically, but this did not extinguish the enthusiasm of young participants, in fact some of them discovered they have a talent for ... throwing  others to the ground - maybe among them there are some of the athletes of the next Paralympic games!

Fencing for the blind, introduced by master Alessandro di Ciolo, raised much interest and participants were excited when they were offered the opportunity to touch a real competition sword and then, wearing a large, darkened  mask to protect their face, practice some adapted fencing moves with training foils on a special platform. 
The daily activity program continued even after the end of sport sessions. Activities continued late afternoon and until after dinner,  with workshops aimed to focussing participants’ attention on the main problems faced by young visually impaired people: education, mobility , access to information and leisure activities, including sports. In particular, by means of non-formal educational activities such as role plays, drawings, discussions in small groups and other, participants thought on the importance of inclusive education, focussed on the details of an ideal  accessible city, discussed and said what they think national and local authorities should do to ensure the equal access of citizens with disabilities to sport activities. All these awareness and reflection activities on the commitments that should be taken by policy makers, administrators and individuals fed into the "Manifesto on the accessibility of sport and sports facilities", a short document drafted by participants that emphasizes the multiple benefits of sport not only in terms of physical well-being, but also from the point of view of the inclusion and the development of individual’s socio-relational skills and the willingness to engage in civil society initiatives in their  communities.

The energy generated by the project did not, however, remain locked in Tirrenia: in order to give visibility to the Manifesto, but also to celebrate with a special day the closing of the exchange and give to the citizens of Pisa the opportunity to learn about sports for the blind, the last day a procession of tandems  ridden by sighted and visually impaired participants – organised with the support of the UICI regional council in Toscana -  left Tirrenia and arrived at Piazza della Pera in Pisa, where the other participants had given a torball public demonstration. In this charming square participants met Salvatore Sanzo, a former professional fencer, Councillor for Sports of the Municipality of Pisa and Chair of the regional section of the Italian Olympic Committee, Ciro Taranto, ex-athlete member of the UICI Commission on Sport, Leisure and Social Tourism and Sandro Di Girolamo, President of the Italian Federation of Paralympic Sports for the Partially Sighted and the Blind. Participants handed in the Manifesto to them with the hope that it will stimulate a greater commitment on the part of public and private institutions in the field of accessibility of sport and sport premises for people with disabilities.

Before concluding, the excellent atmosphere between participants must be mentioned. Visually impaired and sighted participants showed that they were not only able to work seriously in thematic workshops, but also very involved in all activities and open to socialising activities. None of them refrained from taking part in sports sessions or the organization of games and national evenings, during which each group told about its country. Evening leisure activities very ten continued until early morning, stealing time from sleep to continue to talk and share more things every day. The experience proved very stimulating and beneficial to all participants both in terms of knowledge development and personal growth. On the one hand the exchange was, for visually impaired participants in particular, an opportunity to increase their independence and their ability to interact with others on an equal footing, on the other, it taught everybody that equality and participation are irreplaceable values ​​of life, to which we all must be committed every day and in every area.
The "Manifesto on the accessibility of sport and sports facilities" can be downloaded in English at:  http://www.uiciechi.it/AttivitaInternazionali/manifestoen.doc and in Italian at: http://www.uiciechi.it/AttivitaInternazionali/manifesto.doc. We hope that it can be used to raise awareness of public authorities, educational institutions and individuals about the importance of sport accessibility, not only for people with disabilities, but for all citizens. The Facebook page "Sport Ability: fun, solidarity and participation" dedicated to accessible sports was recently launched. It will need your support to become a living instrument for exchange of information and networking for people with disabilities and associations dealing with accessible sport at national and international level. Come and visit it!
