Here is a report from the Access Dinghy website.

I was able to gain 4th place in Fleet A for Class One sailors.

DAY 1 - 13th January
Registration & Classification
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A beautiful, sparkling, summer's day greeted the competitors as they began arriving at Blairgowrie Yacht Squadron to compete in the 2004 IFDS Single Person Dinghy World Championships.

Competitors spent Day 1 sorting out the paperwork at Registration, before being classified by International Classifiers Dr. Charles Simpson (CAN) and Dr. Stephen Wilson (AUS). (Dr. Anne Allan (USA) was delayed and arrived a little later in the day.) 

Competitors used the rest of the day to meet the other competitors and renew old acquaintances, as well as being weighed in by the very verbose "weighing team" of Barny and Robert Barnbrook, Peter Donaldson (Dono), Charlie and Alison Wheatherly. Charlie and Barny headed up teams who worked tirelessly creating seating solutions to suit the great variety of sailors builds and disabilities. I helped with advice and suggestions as I was able to draw against my experience in sailing the Liberty, my technical knowledge as an ergonomist and my experience in creating seating systems for snow sit-skiers. Sailors were propped and padded into seats, yachts and occupants were tipped over to 45 degrees or more to ensure they were secure and safe. Seating solutions were created in an hour or two that may have taken days in a hospital seating clinic.

Volunteers were also being trained and assigned to tasks, but with the very obvious attitude that everyone would have a fantastic regatta. The twenty or more Liberty were given final adjustments as sailors were seated and servo controls fitted to best suit their requirements. The numerous servo solutions developed were tried and interestingly the more basic ones (joystick types) were predominantly selected over the more exotic sip and puff and other types. Simple but functional was the basic theme.
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Some competitors stayed at the Club all day, enjoying the friendly atmosphere, while other took the opportunity to explore the beautiful Mornington Peninsula. By late afternoon everyone was well and truly ready for well earned refreshments on the upper deck of the Club, followed by a delicious dinner.

 

DAY 2 - 14th January
Registration & Classification

While Day 2 was quieter for the Registration staff because most of the competitors had arrived the day before, the Medical Classifiers were hard at work all day, only seldom appearing from behind closed doors. IFDS Australian Technical Delegate, Phil Vardy arrived in the early evening and was pleased with the progress of preparations for the start of racing.

Generally the competitors spend the day being fitted into seats and ensuring the correct positioning of servo assist controls. A team of very experienced volunteers discussed the various options with sailors - the positioning of the servo controls being of paramount importance. Also, because the majority of sailors are a Classification 1, with little or no trunk control, it is vital to ensure they are very securely secured into the boat, so they can maintain control while heeling. 

So far the weather has been kind, with the temperatures being mild and not too warm, the breezes averaging 7-15 knots on calm waters of Port Phillip Bay. 

One of the very outstanding aspects of this regatta to date are the volunteers. Members of the Blairgowrie Yacht Squadron are to be commended for the amazing organisation of the event, with apparent faultless allocation to suitable accommodation as well as reliable and prompt transport. The experienced Sailability volunteers are also working tirelessly ensuring competitors are comfortable in their boats and safely transferred from dockside to boat.

The sailors were ready, the boats ready, the volunteers ready......the weather perfect and tomorrow the practice racing begins.

DAY 3 - 15th January
Practice Racing

Day 3 and at last the competitors had the opportunity to get out on the Bay to test the Liberty dinghies, the conditions and themselves. Again the weather was kind with a steady 12-15 knot breeze, building to 18 knots at the top mark. The Bay was flat and the sky was cloudless.

The intense preparation of the previous two days paid off as sailor after sailor negotiated the inner harbour onto the expanse of the Bay. It was inspiring to watch the brightly coloured sails on the horizon darting to and fro as a series of informal races was held. 

I had the experience of a lifetime as a pod of five dolphins frolicked alongside my "Docklands" sponsored Liberty for 20 minutes or so, following and swimming alongside as I sailed out in the Bay. They glided all around the yacht seemingly interested in the different yacht in their domain and, I think, attracted to the row of coloured flags of the Docklands tertiary visual identity on each side of my blue hull in contrast to the white hulls of the rest of the Liberties.

They were huge, at least 3 to 4 metres long and surfaced around me and rolled on their side as the passed alongside to look up at me and the boat. It was a magical experience that I won’t forget.

DAY 4 - 16th January
Practice Racing

Another perfect sailing day greeted competitors, spectators and volunteers for Day 4 of the regatta. Many of the overseas guests are amazed with the strength of the sun, even on a cloudy day. 

After the experience gained at practice racing the previous day, transferring sailors to boats was carried out in a more orderly fashion, with competitors' names being called as Dockside personnel were available. There are three loading teams, each named by colour. Every competitor is assigned to a particular Team, leaving and returning to the same location on the dock. Each of the three loading bays is fitted with its own hoist to facilitate speedy transfer of sailors.

The different brightly coloured sails, enable dockside personnel to identify sailors well before the boats arrive at the dock, so wheelchairs were immediately available, ensuring little congestion. The coloured sails were of great assistance to the Classifiers and the International Jury to identify particular sailors.

After observing Fernando Pereira of Portugal on the water during the morning practice session, the Classifiers have ascertained that he is a Classification 1 and as such will sail in Fleet A.

Two practice sessions were held, with Fleet A sailing during the morning. Generally at this time of year in Blairgowrie, the morning wind is gentle, building as the sea breeze kicks in at about lunchtime. Fleet A sailors enjoyed calm conditions with 5-10 knots.

I had a problem with my mainsheet winch losing grip and then eventually unwinding off the drum. I assumed it was my fault for winching out the mainsheet too far. I limped back to the dock controlling the mainsheet manually. The mainsheet was rethreaded onto the mainsheet winch drum that night ready for sailing after the next rest day.

20-25 knot winds and1 metre waves greeted the sailors of Fleet B in the afternoon session of practice racing. All the sailors handled these testing conditions, returning to shore, wet (from sea spray) but extremely excited with their performances out on the water.

Observers who were on the water - the Race Officers, Classifiers and Jury, were astounded that the Liberty was safe and dry in such conditions - and so manageable by sailors with such a variety of severe disabilities.

DAY 5 - 17th January
Opening Ceremony

Every competitor, their supporters, the volunteers, the Jury, the Classifiers as well as members of Blairgowrie Yacht Squadron attended the Opening Ceremony function that was held in the Senior Lounge on the upper deck.

All competitors were asked to line up on the stage area where there were formally introduced to the audience. The introductions were done following the procedure of the Olympics/Paralympics with Greece, the founder of the Games, always introduced first. 

After the introductions there were short addresses from Phil Vardy, Technical Delegate and Vice President IFDS, David Staley, Manager of the Sail Melbourne International Regatta and Ian Warner, Commodor of Blairgowrie Yacht Squadron, who read a message of support from IFDS Chairman, Ian Harrison. 

DAY 6 - 18th January
Racing

At last. The competitors finally have the chance to race. After some early showers, the day developed into a perfect sailing day. With breezes of 10-12 knots and calm waters ensuring great sailing conditions for both fleets. From the club hourse Upper Deck, the colour of the Liberty, in the distance is spectacular.

Fleet A was first away in the morning, with all boats at the start line on time, except for me as two thirds of the way out to the course start line, my mainsheet uncontrollably spooled out and left me with no mainsheet. I tried to limp back in but could not apply enough tension on the main to sail upwind. I was towed into the harbour where the winch was replaced with a new one, mainsheet rewound and tension adjusted. By the time I was back to the course, the first race was half complete and I had to accept that I had no more discards for my score. My second race was OK but I just could not get the mainsheet flat enough upwind.

Fleet A sailors, spectators and Race Officials alike were thrilled as a pod of dolphins frolicked amongst the fleet during racing. One competitor initially thought they were sharks, while another was concerned that they would tip their boat over as the dolphins repeatedly dived under the boats. It seemed to be an omen that all was fine.

Queensland sailor, Dan Fitzgibbon, won both races with other place getters being Colin Johanson (AUS), Bento Amaral (POR), Mat Brown (AUS) - and a very exciting 3rd from Andrew Hartley, ventilated quadriplegic from South Australia.

SUNDAY 7 - 19th January
Racing

Light 4-6 knot breezes and smooth waters were the order of the day at Blairgowrie. Dolphins were again swimming amongst Fleet A in the morning. Fleet A completed two races in the first session with the start for Fleet B being delayed, hoping for the wind to strengthen.

After two days of racing, with four races completed in each Fleet both Dan Fitzgibbon (Fleet A) of Qld AUS and Zoltan Pegan (Fleet B) of NSW AUS are undefeated. All competitors are sailing extremely well and importantly, having a great time. 

The team from Portugal is sailing extremely well with several second and third placings being achieved by both Bental Amaral and Fernando Pereira in Fleet A. In Fleet B, Peter Thompson (AUS) and Maryanne Ireland (AUS) are sailing consistently well.

Interestingly, while Fleet A is restricted to sailors with a classification of 1, in Fleet B, three out of the eight competitors have a classification of 1 and chose to sail in Fleet B. With 17 from 22 sailors being of classification 1, this event is clearly demonstrating the need for elite competition for sailors with a serious disability.

Sailors in each Fleet are brought up to a minimum weight to ensure competition is as equal as possible. In Fleet A the mininum weight is 96kg, and in Fleet B, 80kg. Packages of lead shot are stowed out of the way, under the seat.

At the conclusion of racing, Classifiers Charlie Simpson, Anne Allan, Stephen Wilson, and regatta medico "Dr. Graham" spent a fun 1/2 hour sailing Liberty's in the Inner Harbour. An impromptu race indicated that sailors are the same the world over .........

I headed off home to sleep in my own bed and see my wife (who had to work due to the peak period for the airline industry).

DAY 8 - 20th January
Lay Day

The day was hot with strong winds that would have meant abandoned races if they had been scheduled so it was fortuitous that the day was a lay day for the competitors, especially the internationals, to go off sight seeing. I spent the day back at home relaxing after a sleep in. I also tried to stir up some interest with my media contacts as the visual media seemed to be frustratingly uninterested in a world first event such as this. Media – I give up!

DAY 9 - 21st January
Racing

The weather was warm with 10-12 knot winds. Prior to racing in both fleets, the competitors were eager to get on the water. Competitors are sailing to the best of their ability and achieving personal goals. For some, the goal of completing the course within the allocated time is winning, while other competitors engage in fierce tacking duals.

While the race course is laid well out in the Bay, specators and friends watching from the Upper Deck of the clubhouse are able to enjoy the racing as each Liberty is recognisable in the distance by its brightly coloured sail. A relaxed and friendly atmosphere prevails as everyone discusses racing and tactics while enjoying coffee or a beer.

I finally got my yacht sailing the way I wanted by changing to a longer main traveller that centred the main better for better upwind performance.

With only one day of racing left, everyone is gearing up for what is promising to be a spectacular Closing Ceremony.

DAY 10 - 22nd January
Racing & Closing Ceremony

Blairgowrie again turned on perfect sailing weather for the final day of racing. Fleet A sailors enjoyed 12 knot breezes while the winds freshened in the afternoon to 15 knots.

The wind had only picked up after the finish of the Fleet A races to the point where most were towed back to the harbour by safety boats. I  finally got the chance to sail in the conditions I had more experience with – nice medium strength winds. I sailed back to harbour at top speed enjoying the feeling of being able to crank the boat over to show that the Liberty could be sailed easily in fully electric mode in full sail in moderate breeze but heeling at times to 40 degrees. A great way to blow off the pressures of racing that had occupied the previous racing days. 

I beat most of fleet A that were towed straight back against the wind and all those who sailed back. This made me feel better after the costly mistakes I’d made and learnt lessons from (I hope). Like any sailor after a competition, I’m sure, I’d loved to have started the race series again and try to make less mistakes. However that is part of the racing learning process that the authors of books I’d read had all discussed – the post-mortem of a race series.

Dan Fitzgibbon of Qld, had again sailed faultlessly, gaining another two firsts. Throughout the eight race competition Dan obtained 7 firsts and one fifth and became the first IRDS Single Person Champion. Bento Amaral of Portugal came in 2nd and Craig Scanlan took 3rd. All the competitors sailed magnificently over the regatta , demonstrating to the world that sailors with "severe disabilities" and "very severe disabilities" are very capable of sailing solo.

During the afternoon, Fleet B completed their series. With freshening winds the sailors in Fleet B provided a wonderful display of sailing. Even though Zoltan Pegan of NSW sailed faultlessly, winning all 8 races, these results were not enough to take out the title of World Champion.

That had, after all is said and done, been the main aim of this world first competition and the lack of any negative incidents and the feeling of camaraderie between the competitors made it a major achievement towards disabled sailing. We had come there to prove to the world that we were serious sailors who, with the aid of electrical assistance for winching and steering. That had definitely been achieved as the judges and classifiers were all very impressed at the way we had sailed, and the competitors had all enjoyed the competition with discussions of the next one being often the topic of conversation.

Andrew Hartley of South Australia, a ventilated quadriplegic, and Ame Barnbook of NSW both gained admirable thirds throughout the competition. Their level of disability was shown to be minimised by the Liberty yacht, allowing their sailing skills to show through. Who would have considered such a high quad steering and sheeting with his chin as Andrew had, or Amy steering and trimming with her only limb consisting of a foot without a leg, would be representing their country in a solo world sailing competition.

The Closing Ceremony was a real celebration of ability, recognising the competitors' skill, courage and passion for sailing. Many gifts were presented to all competitors, acknowledging that there were no losers in this regatta - only winners. 

Final placings were:
FLEET A

	1
	Dan Fitzgibbon
	Australia
	7.00

	2
	Bento Amaral
	Portugal
	21.00

	3
	Craig Scanlan
	Sth Aust
	25.00

	4
	Colin Johanson
	Victoria
	33.00

	5
	Mat Brown
	WA
	37.00

	6
	Ame Barnbrook
	NSW
	37.00

	7
	Fernando Pereira
	Portgual
	39.00

	8
	Andrew Hartley
	Sth Aust
	48.00

	9
	Lindsay Dalmon
	NSW
	54.00

	10
	Herb Meyer
	USA
	61.00

	11
	Panayotis Tsinganos
	Greece
	69.00

	12
	Brendan Hain
	Qld
	72.00

	13
	Simon Harle
	UK
	89.00


FLEET B

	1
	Zoltan Pegan
	NSW
	7.00

	2
	Peter Thompson
	ACT
	15.00

	3
	Craig Clarke
	Sth Aust
	24.00

	4
	Maryanne Ireland
	NSW
	27.00

	5
	Yoko Sone
	Japan
	29.00

	6
	Neil Ashman
	Sth Aust
	39.00

	7
	Hiroshi Oda
	Japan
	49.00

	8
	Wendy Evans
	NSW
	51.00

	9
	Wayne Crabb
	Sth Aust
	61.00


