Overcoming disability barriers in rural communities
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The rural Eastern Cape, previously known as the Transkei is one of the most underserviced, poorest and forgotten parts of South Africa. Having a disability and returning to live in the homelands of the old Transkei used to mean that your life was over. This was prior to decent healthcare reaching the most remote parts of the country and prior to rehabilitation services being available. Since 2006 the presence of rehabilitation therapists has not only brought to light the presence of disability in the area, but also brought with it hope and opportunity for those people for whom there previously was none.

The villages surrounding Madwaleni Hospital are by definition a nightmare for any wheelchair user. The gravel roads, steep grass hills, muddy footpaths, rivers and long distances are an unchangeable barrier to mobility in the community. Added to this, are the exorbitant expenses of taxi transport for people in wheelchairs. Most wheelchair users will need to hire a private vehicle as many taxi’s either refuse to allow wheelchairs to be transported, or merely do not service certain areas. This can cost anything from R200 to R600 per trip. 
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Lungile, a 23 year old wheelchair user post polio is unable to afford such expenses as he supports his 6 person family with his R900 disability grant; so he opts for travelling by wheelchair for 5 hours one way in order to visit his local hospital. Aviwe (26) has a spinal cord injury and has made an arrangement with a local taxi driver who charges him slightly less but requires him to travel a 3 day round route for one hour of basketball practice at Madwaleni. Bongani, who also has a spinal cord injury, owns a vehicle, but because it is too expensive to adapt it for hand use, he has taught himself how to drive using two wooden sticks to control the foot pedals. Peter has to cross a river every time he needs to leave his village; he does so by ferry, with the assistance of his wife. 
Local schools in the area are entirely wheelchair unfriendly. Children with physical disabilities who wish to return to school are forced to move to Umtata (100km away) where there is one wheelchair accessible school servicing the entire region. They are moved away from their families merely because their local school does not have a ramp in and out of the classrooms. 
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Simphiwe is set to change this. This brave 17 year old is returning to her local school after being in rehab for 8 months following a spinal cord injury. Her therapists have decided to assist the school in building the necessary ramps and adapting her desk so that she need not move away from her friends and family in order to continue her education. Her school principal welcomes this opportunity to make the school wheelchair accessible. 
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For people in rural communities there are very few ordinary toilets and the most frequent practice is squatting in the bush. Some homesteads have government-built toilets but these are not wheelchair accessible. For people with physical disabilities this means a devastating loss of privacy, dignity in the daily practice of going to the toilet. Most people will be assisted to lie on the ground, in the grass in order to relieve themselves. This is unhygienic, undignified and humiliating. 

Aviwe’s life was changed when a group of volunteers spent three weekends building a wheelchair accessible toilet. Unfortunately this was an expensive and time-consuming process and the Madwaleni Hospital Rehabiltation team has been unable to provide this basic need to all the wheelchair users in the community. It requires the co-operation of the community and many other government sectors.
In this community environmental and transport barriers can cause severe social isolation. People tend to remain confined to their homes, unable to leave unless family members carry them to the top of the hill where they can use their wheelchair. 

Aviwe was given a wheelchair specially made for rural terrain last year and his comment when asked whether it has made any difference to his quality of life, was, “I am so happy, because now when my friends come to visit me, sometimes I am not at home!”. Some huts, however are so inaccessible that even motorized, 4x4 wheelchairs would not provide easy mobility. 
To combat the social isolation experience by people with disabilities in this community wheelchair basketball was birthed at Madwaleni in January 2008. Once a month a group of guys come together at the hospital basketball court to socialize and play sport. They make the long journey, often in the rain, or pay the taxi fee to come and spend a couple of hours with their friends. On a wheelchair basketball day the guys become the center of attention at the hospital. They have become well-known, well-loved and admired for their physical ability and resilience. People watch them play and their mindsets about disability are changed. Thandile (48) has been living with an above knee amputation for 23 years; he came to the hospital to get a new pair of crutches, not knowing that so much more was possible. When he was introduced to the team, his entire world transformed when for the first time in his life he realized it was possible for him to play sport and be part of something meaningful again.
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As a community service physiotherapist I have been privileged to work in this forgotten part of South Africa and have met incredible people who are to me daily examples that nothing is impossible. I have seen the personal courage and determination of certain individuals help them face tremendous challenges without giving up. Be it through accessible toilets, ramps in schools, community support or access to rehabilitation services; having a disability in this community will never again mean that your life is over. If nothing else, having one day a month to look forward to where you can meet with other people fighting the same battles and for a brief time lose yourself in a game of basketball, can make all the difference in your resolution to continue living.
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