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The ‘lessons’ the last four Paralympic Games
have left for Japan

Kazuo OGOURA

(The Nippon Foundation Paralympic Research Group)

Introduction

This paper examines reports submitted by the Japanese team from four recent
Paralympic Games (Beijing, Vancouver, London and Sochi) and newspaper reports in
Japan to study (A) what lessons Japanese athletes, their coaches and accompanying
staff learned about the way they prepared for competition in each sport, and about
their participation in the Games; (B) what the Japanese team identified in terms of
problems in the administration of the Games and tasks for future Paralympics. (De-
tails of items listed in A, and footnotes and quotes of comments from third-parties in

B are only available in the Japanese version of this paper.)

A. Lessons for the Japanese team and tasks for Japanese society

(1) Athletes” competitive level and performance

For all four Paralympic Games, many athletes and coaches point out that Japanese
athletes have not reached the international standard in their level of performance,
leading to poor results in many sports and few medals. On the individual and micro
level, this is attributed to (a) weakness in psychological training and strength (across
all four Games), (b) low level of basic fitness (Vancouver, London), (c) problems in
maintaining and managing athletes’ physical condition (Beijing, Vancouver), (d) in-
sufficient information on rival athletes and national teams (Beijing, London) and (e)
not enough awareness of and ability to respond to changes in competition rules (Bei-
jing).
(2) On-site support for athletes

Insufficient on-site support for athletes is also clearly mentioned. Specific examples
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include (a) insufficient staff, especially staff for managing sports equipment (Vancou-
ver), coaches (Sochi) and medical staff (Sochi), (b) absence of information sharing
within the national team (London, Sochi), (c¢) problems in the dynamics between ath-
letes and staff, including their effect on the athletes’ morale, and (d) actual or poten-
tial loss of Japan's competitive advantages in equipment development (Sochi).
(3) Issues in the disability sports environment in Japan

From a broad perspective, the Paralympic Games have highlighted the following is-
sues in the environment surrounding disability sports in Japan: (a) lack of practice
venues (Vancouver), (b) difficulty in securing practice time (Beijing), (¢) need to in-
crease joint practice opportunities with able-bodied athletes (London, Sochi), (d)
need to ‘professionalize’ athletes (London), (e) communication issues between sports
organizations (London) and (f) problems in the governance of sports organizations
(London).
(4) Other

More general issues in Japanese society that have been pointed out include (a) the
need for more corporate support (Beijing, Sochi) and (b) desirability for more ex-

panded TV coverage and media enthusiasm (Beijing, Sochi).

B. Administrative issues and overall tasks for the future

(1) Participation: the rising standard of competition and the simplification of classifi-
cation rules are making it increasingly difficult for those with severe disabilities to
participate, an issue that remains to be tackled in the future.

(2) Scheduling of events: questions have been raised about holding events late at
night. Effort must also be made to reduce the burden of schedule changes on athletes
(mainly for winter Games).

(3) Sporting venues: there are requests for more consideration when choosing the lo-
cation of seating for athletes when they participate as spectators.

(4) Athletes’ Village: questions have been raised on non-unified accommodation ar-
rangements for some sports, and the handling of caregivers” access to the Village.

(5) Classification: questions have been raised about the authenticity of some classifi-
cations. The timing of making changes to classifications was also an issue.

(6) Spectators’ manners: Due to the unfamiliarity of some Paralympic sports among

spectators, some point to the need to educate people on appropriate manners at the
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Games.

The following are detailed observations about each of the Paralympic Games.

1. Beijing Paralympic Games

(1) Participants

There is great significance in ensuring that people with severe disabilities can par-
ticipate in the Paralympics not only from the point of view of people with disabilities
but also from the perspective of raising social awareness. In Japan, the awareness
that a stronger structure of support for disability sports is needed for those with se-
vere disabilities to participate, has become reinforced through the Beijing Games. It
has also become clear that this is an important issue that relates to numerous aspects
of disabled sports, such as defining characteristics of the Paralympics (for example,
their commercial aspect and media-oriented tendency), approach to classification and

the choice of competition events.

(2) Games venues

Spectators generally praised many Paralympic venues for their ease of event view-
ing. However (since athletes cannot access general spectator seating), some pointed
to poor positioning of athletes’ viewing sections, which made it difficult to see the pro-
gression of individual matches (boccia). There were also cases where there were not

enough monitors in athletes’ waiting rooms (judo).

(3) Athletes’ Village

There were some issues regarding access to the Athletes’ Village by staff caring
for athletes requiring transfer assistance and other care, and the number of caregiv-
ers allowed. Some raised questions about having athletes with visual impairments

share a room.

(4) Division classification
Several points were raised about division classification, highlighting issues that

need to be addressed in the future. One is the timing of classifications. Many ques-
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tioned the practice of re-classifying divisions after athletes arrived at the Games.
However, this is a complex issue, and others point out that conditions change with
some disabilities, making it necessary for those athletes to be classified for each com-
petition into the division that reflects their condition at the time. The Japanese swim-
mer Mayumi Narita was re-classified three times within a period of three years from
2005. The Japanese team objected, but the objection was not accepted.

There were cases that raised questions about whether division classification is ac-
tually an effective system. An example is the classification adopted in the Paralympic
marathon. The Beijing Games combined the T11 classification for athletes with the
most severe degree of visual impairment with the T12 classification for athletes with
a lesser degree of visual impairment. T12 athletes can practice alone without a guide
runner, while T11 athletes cannot practice unless a guide runner is available. Some
pointed out that it was unfair that such a difference in the practice environment was
not taken into consideration.

The psychological impact of classification on athletes has an effect reaching beyond
their participation and performance in the Paralympics. Modification of a classification
entails that world records set in that classification cease to be Paralympic world re-
cords, and it has been pointed out that this can have psychological effects that should
not be ignored.

The classification system that is currently being used is based on an approach that
emphasizes competitiveness and simplification. As a result, there are issues for ensur-
ing fairness based on the degree of disability. The examples below concerning Japa-
nese athletes address this problem, and show that it is a major challenge which has
direct implications for what the Paralympics represent. The emphasis on competitive-
ness and the exclusion of athletes with severe disabilities represents a focus on per-
formance records, and some may say that such an approach could reinforce the idea

that able-bodied athletes are preferable in sports.

(5) Competition rules and judging

Regarding competition rules, the report on the Beijing Games from the Japanese
national team refers to questions raised by the Japanese team concerning the relay
running and table tennis. The use of the baton in the relay running was eliminated

based on the argument that it would be unfair for athletes without hands. However,
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the decision is questionable as this has done away with the baton-handover technique,
a highlight of the relay running.

In table tennis, questions were raised on the way rules for the height of wheelchair
cushions and the contact requirement for the thigh were judged.

There were also questions regarding the competence of umpires in cycling, and a

call to clarify the judging criteria for powerlifting.

(6) Spectators and volunteers

Problematic attitudes of spectators were pointed out in some events, including judo
and football 5-a-side, shedding light on the fact that spectator education and increas-
ing social awareness on Paralympic sports are key tasks for the future.

A volunteer training publication, compiled by the Beijing Olympics / Paralympics
Organizing Committee, had to be recalled from bookstores after it was revealed that
it contained discriminatory remarks such as “people with visual impairments do not
show their emotions” and “people with physical disability are obstinate”. This showed
the discriminatory mentality that persists in Chinese society, but at the same time
suggested that the Paralympics could be used as a medium for eliminating discrimi-
natory mentality.

The Beijing Games included the participation in swimming of a U. S. (female)
soldier wounded in the Iraq war and a dance performance in a wheelchair by a girl
who lost her left leg in the Sichuan earthquake, showing first hand that the
Paralympics can be a catalyst for social participation by those who have become
disabled through war or natural disasters.

In the Beijing Games, the involvement of volunteers has attracted praise from nu-
merous athletes and staff. At the same time, a language barrier caused difficulty to
many athletes. The fact that many drivers only spoke Chinese was identified as one

of the issues.

2. Vancouver Paralympic Games

(1) Athletes’ Village
Some participants felt inconvenienced by the fact that athletes” accommodation was
not centralized in one site, but dispersed. The issue of accommodation dispersion cou-

pled with the change in the competition schedule was cited as a serious burden on
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athletes.
Regarding accommodation rooms, some athletes were given rooms without furni-

ture or amenities.

(2) Competition rules

The handling, especially the timing, of revisions to competition rules posed some
problems from the Japanese perspective. In some sports, athletes in the Japanese
team had trouble adapting to a sudden revision of rules, sometimes immediately be-
fore the Games were due to begin. Some may say that Japan's failure to gather infor-
mation on international plans for revising rules was caused by Japan's lack of efficien-
cy in gathering relevant information and problems with the amount of Japan's
involvement in international activities. In any event, ensuring fairness and transpar-

ency in revising competition rules is a task for the Paralympics as a whole.

(3) Media relations

For reasons of television coverage, areas accessible only by athletes and not their
coaches were expanded in events such as the biathlon. This prevented coaches from
approaching the track to issue instructions to athletes based on time checks or to
prepare equipment such as spare balls. This is an issue of balancing between compe-
tition environment improvement and media relations, and can be described as a task

for how the Paralympics should be run.

(4) Schedule changes

The Games ran out of spare days due to weather-related postponement of downhill
events. In order to complete all the events during the Paralympics period, slalom
events, which can be carried out in poor weather, were moved up, while downhill and
other speed events were rescheduled for days when good weather was forecast.
While the rescheduling was due to the weather and beyond the control of Games
management, it was an unnecessary burden and difficulty for athletes. Some athletes

had to give up competing in their events because of the rescheduling.

(5) Other

Some pointed out that it was necessary to spread and strengthen Paralympic
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sports across Asia to boost Japan's performance. The number of disability sports
events must be increased in Asia to build results for winning participation rights in
the Paralympics. Having rivals in Asia will also help strengthen the Japanese team,
and improve Japanese athletes” ability for international communication. This sheds re-
newed light on the importance of promoting regional organizations and events in the

international Paralympics movement.

3. London Paralympic Games

(1) Physical environment and conditions

Regarding competition venues, Athletes’ Villages and other facilities for the London
Paralympics, the fact that there were three separate Athletes Villages (one in Lon-
don city, one in London's suburb and the other in Weymouth (about three hours
away from London) did not cause much inconvenience for the Japanese national team
as a whole, but presented problems for the Japanese sailing team accommodated
away from London. It was not only a matter of convenience, for example for commu-
nicating with staff, but raised the question, to what extent athletes and staff staying a
substantial distance away from the main venues should attend events such as the
opening ceremony (which could present other problems such as sacrificing training
time).

Aside from the location of athletes’ accommodation, the location of training grounds
for some sports was a problem. For example, the training venue for sitting volleyball
was far (with a travel time of up to 2.5 hours in peak traffic hours), which affected
the athletes’ condition.

Regarding accommodation for athletes, it was felt that information about room facil-
ities such as bed height, toilet type (with or without a back rest), should be circulat-
ed in advance, considering the need to facilitate the participation of athletes with se-

vere disabilities.

(2) Schedule and related matters

Some games such as wheelchair rugby and some of the field athletic events were
held after 9 p. m., causing difficulties in athletes’ schedule management. There is a
need to reconsider assigning late hours to sports whose games are not usually held at

night.
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(3) Classification

The marathon was one of the sports which raised questions on the effectiveness of
division classification. Many question the rationale behind having those who cannot
run without a guide runner and those with weak vision who can run without a guide
runner compete against each other.

With equestrian events, a similar question has been raised about having those with
complete paralysis of lower limbs and those who can walk with a walking aid com-
pete in the same division.

There was also the question of whether it was fair to have teams with very differ-
ent disability levels compete against each other. For example, in sailing, all countries
that won a medal had a lower level of disabilities as a whole (13 or 14 points) as op-
posed to Japan, which had very high disability classification points of 9. It remains to
be seen whether the difference in disability levels should be overcome through devel-
oping a larger pool of athletes or through incorporating differences in disability levels
in match results in some form.

It should be noted that the basic approach to classification also came under criti-
cism. First, there was the matter of timing. Just before the Games began, 40 athletes
were told that they had been re-classified. This attracted international attention, in
part due to protest from an athlete from the U. S, the world record holder in the
women’s 100-meter freestyle. Some Japanese team members also questioned the fair-
ness of so-called functional classification. More information should be provided so that

athletes themselves can be satisfied with the classification procedures.

(4) Handling of caregivers, guides and volunteers

The main issue with the handling of caregivers was the restriction on their access
to the Athletes’ Villages. Many pointed out that the same approach as the Olympics
could not be adopted for the Paralympics, and there must be further examination of
the degree of access restriction.

The London Games became the first to award medals to guides participating in
competitions with athletes. However, questions were raised concerning the rule to ex-
clude guides who are one of several guides registered to the same athlete.

Volunteers are not given special opportunities to see games and events. However,

in view of the significant role of volunteers in the Paralympics, providing opportuni-
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ties should be considered.

(5) Spectators

In the London Games, special viewing tickets were allocated to athletes’ friends and
families (AF&F tickets). If this system is to be maintained in future Games, there
should be clear protocols to be defined, such as the balance of distribution between
reserved and on-site tickets, application procedures and the roles of each country’s

Paralympic Committee.

(6) Anti-doping measures

There were only four anti-doping violations in the London Games. However, there
was criticism that the anti-doping system was not updated, without testing during
the Games, and testing only 1,250 athletes in Games with a scale of 503 events and

1,522 medals.

(7) Other: Factors which should be taken into account in preparing for the 2020 To-
kyo Paralympic Games

Lessons from the London Games that are practical or provide a useful point of ref-
erence (and not included in B-3-(1) — (6) above) include the issue of coefficient typ-
ing errors. Athletes’ final results are determined using a formula, applying a coeffi-
cient reflecting the degree of disabilities to actual performance records. For this
reason, absolute care must be paid in typing these coefficients into the system. The
importance of this task was substantiated in the London Games, where miscalcula-
tions caused by incorrect coefficients led to cancellations and changes in awarding
medals.

Another issue, not limited to the London Games, was the increasing role of repair
and maintenance services, corresponding to the increased participation of athletes
from developing countries who do not have top-class equipment or wheelchairs. On-
site assistance for athletes from developing countries who find difficulty in arranging
sufficient equipment, is one of the tasks that should be examined for the 2020 Tokyo
Paralympic Games.

One of the notable characteristics of the London Games (for Japanese people) was

the entertaining atmosphere at some of the venues. Archery, for example, became
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known for a festival atmosphere’ from the Beijing Games, and incorporating commer-
cials into event announcements. It is necessary to consider what can contribute to the
atmosphere at sporting venues.

We also cannot ignore how the London Games were used for politically symbolic
gestures. The first-time participation of North Korea in the Paralympics was particu-
larly notable from the Japanese perspective. Attention was drawn in Japan to the
woman who walked alongside the sole North Korean athlete (Rim Ju-Song, who com-
peted in the men’s 50-meter freestyle in the swimming event) in the opening ceremo-
ny. It was Li Pun-Hui, who has a son with cerebral palsy, is the head of North Korea’s
disability sports association, and was once a member of “Team Korea’, consisting of
North and South Korean table tennis players, which won the World Table Tennis
Championships held in Japan.

Finally, one of the main ‘legacies’ of the London Games was the participation of
Paralympic athletes alongside Olympic athletes in post-Games parades. Britain
showed the rest of the world that the host country should bring Olympic and

Paralympic athletes together in opportunities such as the parade.

4. Sochi Paralympic Games

(1) Games administration

For the Japanese team, the biggest problem in the Sochi Games arose in the wom-
en's 125km biathlon. A mistakenly-placed cone led most of the athletes to run a
course longer than the normal 2.5km in the first lap. Japanese athlete Momoko Dekiji-
ma, who ran the correct course in the first lap, was guided into the longer course in
the final lap to ensure fairness with other competitors, consequently tumbling her
leading position. The Japanese team lodged a formal complaint, and when it was re-
jected, filed an appeal with the IPC. Japan's argument (forcing an athlete who fol-
lowed the correct course to compensate for others who made a mistake cannot be ac-
cepted, considering that everyone had been given a course map in advance and done
a practice run) was turned down.

Other administrative issues were highlighted. For example, changes were made to
many bus routes for the Olympics, but the failure to update signs and route maps led
to passenger confusion. Smooth transition from the Olympics will be one of the key

challenges for the 2020 Tokyo Paralympic Games. In terms of making venues ‘barrier
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free’, there were numerous unpaved areas and sites with gaps in floors.

(2) Athletes’ Villages

Issues associated with athletes’ accommodation arrangements included inconve-
nient transfer within Athletes’ Villages. Athletes competing in Alpine skiing events
were housed at a site on a mountain slope, and experienced inconvenience (despite
elevators in the accommodation). The low number of shuttle bus services at the Ath-
letes’ Villages also compounded the transportation issue.

In addition, there was reportedly a disparity in the size of rooms and quality of
meals between facilities for athletes in Alpine events and athletes in Nordic events.
Questions remained whether such differences caused unnecessary psychological
strain on athletes.

Athletes also voiced the inconvenience of a lack of separate rooms (also separate
from the trainers’ rooms) where they could receive physical and mental support from

their trainers.

(3) Other

The crisis in the Ukraine was one of the factors that drew attention to political and
diplomatic attitudes and responses. While many western nations canceled the atten-
dance of senior government officials in the Paralympics opening ceremony, Japan sent
Yoshitaka Sakurada, the Senior Vice Minister of Education, Culture, Sports, Science
and Technology. The Japanese government’s reasons in defending the decision - that
caution should be exercised about bringing politics into the Paralympics, and the fact

that Tokyo is the host of the 2020 Olympics and Paralympic Games - are of interest.
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