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THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT 

COPIED FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING 

AND THE DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL 

SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 19
th

 September 2017 

Repeat:  Sunday 24
th

 September 2017 

 

Producer:  Paul Grant 

Reporter:  Jane Deith 

Editor:  Gail Champion 

 

ACTUALITY AT RACE TRACK 

 

RACE OFFICIAL: On your marks!  [GUNFIRE] 

 

DEITH: We’re at the last competition in the season for British 

Wheelchair Racing and Athletics. The track’s next to Stoke Mandeville Hospital and its 

spinal injuries centre. 

 

ACTUALITY – CHEERING AND BELL RINGING 

 

DEITH: The first patients to come here were injured in the 

Second World War. They were put under the care of neurologist, Dr Ludwig Guttman.  In 

1948, on the opening day of the London Olympics, he launched the annual Stoke Mandeville 

Games.  

 

EXTRACT FROM ARCHIVE 

 

MAN: There’s a big sporting occasion and at Stoke 

Mandeville we’re shown once again that even a spinal injury needn’t stop you from joining 

in. 
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DEITH: To start with, it was mostly field events. 

 

MAN: Some of these lads, like this javelin thrower, look 

tougher in their wheelchairs than most of us do out of them. 

  

DEITH: The Games sowed the seed for the Paralympics, first 

held in Rome in 1960, and now the third largest sporting event in the world. 

 

ARCHIVE – LONDON 2012 VICTORY PARADE 

 

DEITH: At London 2012, the Paralympians got equal billing. 

 

WOODWARD: It was the most incredible race of my entire life.  To 

know those athletes around me were the same athletes as me, we’d been through almost the 

same journey together.  I felt 80,000 people cheering me and they almost clocked onto what 

the Paralympics was about, because they just fell in love with what happened in London. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH BABY 

 

WOODWARD: Who is it? 

 

DEITH: One day Bethany Woodward will show her son, 

Finley, the moment she won silver in the 200 metres in London. She has cerebral palsy, 

which affects her muscles and movement down one side of her body. 

 

WOODWARD: In your day to day life, you face physical barriers, 

struggles, almost your body feels incomplete.  But when you’re on that track or in that 

stadium, something magical happens.  When I ran, I felt alive, I felt light and fast, I felt an 

enormous sense of strength raging through my body.  The realisation that actually your 

cerebral palsy defines you, it is who you are, it’s your greatest asset. 

 

DEITH: Athletics changed the way Bethany felt about her 

disability.  She competed in the T37 class. T stands for track.  T37 is one of the classes for 

athletes with coordination impairments from cerebral palsy or brain injuries. The lower the 



- 3 - 

DEITH cont: number, the greater the impairment, so T35 athletes are 

more affected, T38 less so.  The idea of having different classes is that the victor wins, not 

because their impairment puts them at less of a disadvantage, but because of their skill and 

the training they’ve put in.  Volunteers classify athletes based on how their disability affects 

their performance, not on the disability itself.  They look at the medical paperwork, and a 

doctor or physiotherapist does tests.  Then a technical classifier – a sports scientist or a coach, 

for example – will assess the athlete.  They’re also watched in competition before their 

classification is confirmed.  Bethany Woodward says after the 2012 Paralympics, the make-

up of her class seemed to change.  

 

WOODWARD: In London, there was no one in my classification that I 

thought shouldn’t be there, but then suddenly classes were seeming to be opening up.  With 

my foot I have hardly any dorsiflexion in it – or none – and within the criteria for cerebral 

palsy it says that you shouldn’t have any dorsiflexion, and then there were people coming in 

that did have dorsiflexion and I could see that when they were warming up. 

 

DEITH: In other words, they could bend their foot? 

 

WOODWARD: Yeah, they could bend their foot, so there was physical 

elements that you could see that they were definitely a lot stronger in different areas than you.  

My cerebral palsy isn’t something that will fluctuate at all, and then you have people coming 

in that have a medical condition that really fluctuates, so one day they could be absolutely 

fine and one day they are not okay, and we can’t ask for medical evidence because that’s 

something that is deemed confidential, so it’s like a snowball, I guess, of lots of people 

coming in and you have no way of saying, ‘Hold on, is this right?’  If this carries on, you’ll 

get to a race where there’s not one person in that line-up with cerebral palsy or cerebral palsy 

like symptoms.  There’s no way we can compete. 

 

DEITH: Bethany feels countries’ hunger for medal winners left 

her too disabled for her own Paralympic class.  But in the end, the real stumbling block was 

in a relay race two years later when she felt the classification of one of her teammates gave 

her too much of an advantage and won her a silver medal. 
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WOODWARD: With the classification being broadened so much, I feel 

like one of the teammates gave us an unfair advantage.  There was one particular medal 

where I really feel that that happened, and I feel really uncomfortable having that medal.  I 

really didn’t want to run that race, but again I was in a situation where I wasn’t able to be 

able to voice what I felt. 

 

DEITH: When you finished and you realised, we’ve won a 

medal, how did you feel? 

 

WOODWARD: I felt heartbroken and I feel like we won a medal that I 

don’t believe was true. 

 

DEITH: Bethany’s not saying, and there is no suggestion, the 

athlete took advantage of the classification system.  What troubles her is that when classes are 

broad and countries talent spot at the least impaired end of those classes, it doesn’t feel like a 

level playing field.  An injury prompted her to ask herself whether she wanted to stay with 

Team GB.  She gave up her funding and walked away.  But she still feels the sport isn’t 

listening, so she’s made a dramatic decision.  She’s handing back the relay medal.  

 

WOODWARD: After being away from the sport for a year, nothing has 

changed, and so in my eyes there’s nothing I could possibly do to fix it at this moment, but 

what I can do is make sure that I step away from the sport with a clear conscience, a voice.  

And I think in handing that medal back really closes the book for me, to say, you know, I did 

everything that I could for this sport, and I think in handing that medal back, all the medals 

that I’ve won are to do with me and to do with my cerebral palsy and my strength. 

 

DEITH: UK Athletics told us it’s not responsible for 

classification of athletes competing internationally.  That’s handled by the International 

Paralympic Committee.  But it does cooperate 100% with the IPC to make sure all GB 

athletes are correctly classified.  

  

BREEN: I moved to Loughborough last year after Rio.  I knew I 

had to change something, so I moved to a new coach called Aston Moore, who is an amazing 

coach.  He just, he believes in me and he gets the best out of me, so I’m really excited for the  
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BREEN cont: future and I can’t wait to see what else is to come.  

Fingers crossed there are more medals to come.  I can’t wait. 

 

DEITH: This is Olivia Breen.  In London this summer, she was 

crowned World Champion in the long jump.  Olivia, who has cerebral palsy and learning 

difficulties, also went to Rio, where she made the finals of the T38 100 metres.  Her father, 

Michael, says there’s a fundamental problem with the way her class works, because it 

contains athletes with less severe impairments. 

 

MICHAEL BREEN: One of them, she has relapsing remitting MS which is 

controllable with drugs, so I question why it’s deemed appropriate that they’re able to 

compete against people with cerebral palsy, when clearly if it’s in remission and/or being 

controlled by drugs, then it could have little or no effect on their ability to compete.  That’s 

one athlete.  And then the other athlete, one of the classifiers informed me that in the national 

classification they were against her being classified.  

 

DEITH: I’ve read interviews with athletes whose impairments 

have been questioned before and they say frankly it’s insulting that people say that about me, 

they don’t know my medical history.  So you don’t know for sure what is or isn’t affecting 

that particular athlete’s performance. 

 

MICHAEL BREEN: That’s a really good point and I’m not going to try and 

justify every person who has queried someone’s disability, because it’s not possible.  What 

I’m saying is, there is something fundamentally wrong with classification, it’s not fit for 

purpose and it’s broken and it needs to be addressed and addressed very quickly, otherwise it 

will destroy the sport.  

 

DEITH: Michael Breen complained to UK Athletics that more 

able athletes had come into the T38 class.  It told him it was investigating his claims.  

 

MICHAEL BREEN: I wanted the investigation to be conducted by people 

outside of British Athletics.  They didn’t have an independent investigation and they wrote 

back and said words to the effect of ‘We’ve looked at it and there is no merit in anything that 

you have to say,’ even though they hadn’t actually asked me what I had to say. 
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DEITH: UK Athletics told Michael Breen the conclusion of 

external lawyers and a QC was that there wasn’t any evidence for his complaints and they 

strongly refuted any suggestion of improper conduct in relation to classification.  They did 

say one athlete was towards the upper limits of Olivia Breen’s class, but having had some 

reservations about them at first, the classifier did in the end support the classification.  The 

International Paralympic Committee agreed the athlete’s class was valid.  After Rio, UK 

Athletics launched an inquiry into national classification; it was published in March.  It says 

the system is robust, but it could be abused by athletes motivated to misrepresent their 

disability, and better medical documents and independent clinicians are needed. UKA say 

they’ve got an action plan and they’re implementing the review’s recommendations.  We 

wanted to speak to them on the programme, but they didn’t want to take part.  They sent us a 

statement instead. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: The recent Review into the Classification of 

Paralympic Athletes found that a significant majority of those consulted believed the national 

classification system to be comparable with or better than most, if not all, other nations.  The 

Review held that there was no substantive evidence to suggest the system was being 

exploited and made clear that UKA staff showed a strong desire to be ethically above board 

and see the sport’s classification rules implemented consistently and without favour. 

 

DEITH: They added that when it comes to international 

competition , classification decisions and concerns are a matter for the IPC.  And they say 

Michael Breen has misunderstood – the T30 classes have never just been for athletes with 

cerebral palsy.  He says soon the classes won’t be for them at all. 

 

MICHAEL BREEN: What they’re effectively doing is eradicating cerebral 

palsy athletes from that class and that is discriminatory.  But when you try to talk about it, 

you try to raise it, there is an atmosphere of intimidation to silence the athletes. 

   

DEITH: That impression wasn’t helped by an email sent by the 

head coach of the British Paralympic programme, Paula Dunn, in 2015.  She was angry at 

classification rumours, and an incident where another country said they’d been approached 

by the parent of a British athlete, asking them to protest the classification of two other British 

athletes.  She emailed the team, warning UKA would: 
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READER IN STUDIO: … have no hesitation in taking legal action against 

anyone found to have made baseless allegations in the public domain. 

 

DEITH: UK Athletics say this was in no way an attempt to stop 

athletes raising legitimate concerns; it was to prevent unsubstantiated allegations being made. 

We understand Paula Dunn told the Breens she was sorry she once questioned whether one 

British medal hopeful was too able for their class before, she said, she had the full facts. 

The International Paralympic Committee is the governing body for the sport.  The Head of 

Classification is Medical and Scientific Director, Peter Van de Vliet.  Are countries 

parachuting more able athletes into classes? 

 

VAN DE VLIET: The dynamic of nations is to recruit athletes towards 

the higher end of a certain class.  As much as we, as the movement, want to ensure that there 

is an equal treatment, nations tend to recruit the athletes in view of their medal chances and in 

view of the financial support that may come with having medals at major events and 

Paralympic Games. 

 

DEITH: If then countries, nations are filling their classes with 

more of the more able athletes, are you saying there’s nothing the IPC, as the main organiser 

of these events, can do about it? 

 

VAN DE VLIET: There is no change in the nature of the class.  That is 

safeguarded by the principles on which the system is built.  Within these boundaries, I have 

no control on whether or not nations recruit athletes that are at the high end of that one or not. 

 

DEITH: There’s been a lot of controversy about the T35 to T38 

classes on the track.  There are fewer athletes with cerebral palsy lining up in major world 

events, with some lanes not filled because they know they are going to be competing against 

people with fluctuating conditions. 

 

VAN DE VLIET: We see more of these athletes coming in, but however 

their characteristics and the relationship between impairment and how they perform in sport, 

is somewhat similar.  We will not be in a position to have a classification system that is 
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VAN DE VLIET cont: catering for each and every health condition, because 

then we will have not only like sixty classes in athletics, we may end up with a few hundred. 

 

DEITH: If national teams want to change the traditional make 

up of a class, the IPC can’t stop them.  But could the fact you enter a class based not on your 

medical condition, but on how it affects your performance, make classification more 

vulnerable to manipulation?  We managed to track down a UK classifier for para sports, who 

wanted to talk anonymously about the national system.  We’ve got an actor to voice their 

words.  They said the fact that sometimes classifiers are coaches in the athlete’s sport can 

compromise the process. 

 

CLASSIFIER: Classification in this country and all other countries is 

run by the governing bodies of that particular sport.  Obviously those governing bodies have 

a remit to find medal winners, so they’re pushing to find people who are at the top of a 

classification.  If you’ve got a coach who’s a classifier, they know if this athlete were in the 

next class down, actually they could be a medal winner.  So, you’re ready to classify and 

someone will say, ‘Oh, this one’s coming in and they came to a talent day last week and we 

think they’re this classification, and if they are, they’re going to be amazing, they’re going to 

be our next medal winner.’  It kind of leads you down that path before you’ve even met the 

athlete. 

 

DEITH: Have you ever been fooled?  Have you classified 

someone and then seen them later and thought, I’ve put them in the wrong class? 

 

CLASSIFIER: It’s amazing the number of athletes that come into 

classification in a wheelchair and say they use it for their daily life, and then you see them out 

on the sports area where they don’t think they’re being watched, and they’re walking around, 

bending over, they’re standing, putting shoes on themselves, which they couldn’t do in 

classification.  

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 
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DEITH: I’m shocked that anyone would want to pretend they’re 

more disabled than they are.  But there’s an athlete who says she’s seen the same things the 

classifier was talking about, at international competitions.  To go to a Paralympics or a 

European Championships, you have to be classified again by the International Paralympic 

Committee, which you’d think would be a chance to make sure people are in the right class. 

 

ACTUALITY IN GYM 

 

MCTERNAN: Can I get you to give me a hand a minute? 

 

DEITH: Yeah, tell me what to do.  I’ll step over. 

 

MCTERNAN: Step over the bike and then you’re fine.  There’s no 

other room. 

 

DEITH: We’re in Liz McTernan’s dining room-cum-gym in 

Lincolnshire.  Liz is a world record breaking hand cyclist and has won five medals for Great 

Britain in para triathlon.  When she’s not in the gym, you’ll see her on the country roads, 

training for the Ironman World Championship in Hawaii next month.  

 

ACTUALITY WITH BIKE 

 

MCTERNAN: And the pedals themselves are hand pedals, so where 

your feet would go is where my hands are. 

 

DEITH: Yes. 

 

MCTERNAN: And you have to have a mirror. 

 

DEITH: Yes, a rear view mirror. 

 

MCTERNAN: A rear view mirror.  Well, you’ve got to see your 

competitors behind you – hopefully behind you! [LAUGHS] 
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DEITH: Liz damaged her spinal cord in a diving accident when 

she was 40.  She’s small but strong and lives for a challenge.  In her career she’s been 

through classification in half a dozen sports.  She believes some wheelchair athletes were 

gaming a system which wasn’t always robust. 

  

MCTERNAN: My British Athletics one, I literally got up with the 

help of my coach and walked across the room and they said, ‘Oh yes, spastic paraplegic T54.’  

They didn’t ask for any medical notes.  I try my hardest in my classification, so I am pretty 

strong.  But I could, if I wanted, fake that by just not pushing quite as strong, just not lifting 

my leg up quite as high.  

 

DEITH: You used the word ‘fake’ – people can fake it, but how 

do you know, because presumably you’ve only been on your own classification tests, you 

haven’t sat in on someone else’s. 

 

MCTERNAN: For me, as someone with a spinal cord injury, as a 

paraplegic, it’s quite obvious when someone has more function that they say they do.  

Someone who’s supposed to be wheelchair dependent and then they’re up and walking or 

they’re walking up steps while their partner’s carrying wheelchairs.  Can they lift and bend 

their legs up when they’re claiming to be a complete paraplegic, or they’re kicking in the 

swim when they’re supposed to be not able to kick or walk. 

 

DEITH: People are really disappointed to hear you kind of burst 

our bubble in this way. 

 

MCTERNAN: Well, I think people need to have their bubble burst 

actually, because we’re not all inspiring, we’re not all ethical, we’re not all good sportsmen 

or women.  There are people out there that only care about getting their funding from the 

national governing body and getting a gold medal around their neck.  At the end of the day, if 

I had a gold medal from faking it or being the least impaired person in my category, I 

wouldn’t feel like it was worthwhile.  It’s akin to doping. 
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DEITH: Liz doesn’t want to be part of Paralympic sport any 

more, hence the switch to the Ironman, where she races able-bodied athletes.  She’s not the 

only one to use the doping analogy.  Team GB’s former head coach at the London 

Paralympics, Peter Eriksson, says we have the World Anti-Doping Agency for drugs testing, 

we need something just as tough to police classification. 

 

ERIKSSON: I don’t think it’s acceptable to cheat in classification.  

There should be the same penalties as you have for doping infractions.  You have to have 

really good evidence to make sure that you know that it happened actually, but I think with an 

independent organisation then you would see less of any questionable classification happen. I 

think classifiers, and we shouldn’t take away that they work hard for doing the best they can, 

they’re doing a better job than they have done in the past, but I think it should be like 

WADA, the doping organisation, that it’s independent from IPC, it has full time staff that is 

doing nothing else than review athletes.  I think you would have more leverage of having full 

time professionals doing it - that would make a bigger difference than anything else. 

 

DEITH: So why hasn’t independent classification happened?  I 

asked Peter Van de Vliet from the IPC. 

Is it time for classification which, you know, is as central to para sport as drugs testing is to 

able bodied sport, to be run by professionals and to be run by independent professionals? 

 

VAN DE VLIET: I would definitely sign up to that one and it has been 

one of the lines of the manifesto of the president elect. With that comes a cost.  Who is going 

to pay that bill?  

 

DEITH: I think the Paralympics are the third largest sporting 

event in the world.  This is now a huge business – millions being made through the 

commercialisation of the sport.  I just don’t believe that there isn’t the money to pay 

classifiers to do the job independently and as professionals. 

 

VAN DE VLIET: Well, the sports within the Paralympic movement are 

not as rich as people might think they are and it goes with a cost, it needs to be looked at.  It’s 

fully supported at our end and I think definitively it is the way to go in the long term. 

  



- 12 - 

ACTUALITY AT SWIMMING POOL 

 

OFFICIAL: Take your marks ….. 

 

DEITH: Some of the most serious questions over cheating are 

in the pool.  After the 2015 World Championships in Glasgow, the Chief Executive of the 

IPC wrote to members, warning them that classification cheating was in grave danger of 

undermining the credibility of para swimming.  The IPC had seen people swimming slower 

in classification than in their races, but couldn’t prove they were cheating.  But we can reveal 

the IPC is now investigating a number of coaches and swimmers over allegations they have 

cheated the classification system.  External lawyers are assessing the evidence. The IPC 

won’t say whether British coaches and swimmers are involved. 

 

SWIM CLASSIFIER: One swimmer said to me, ‘When we’re at training 

camp, the physios teach us what to do during the tests.’ 

 

DEITH: We found this former international classifier willing to 

talk – and they had some incredible accounts of tactics used by swimmers around the world. 

Again, someone’s voiced their words, to protect their identity. 

 

SWIM CLASSIFIER: I know that cerebral palsy swimmers are put into a cold 

environment in their swimwear to make their spasticity worse before classification, or they go 

on a 5k run.  When they go to do the tests, they’ll be absolutely exhausted and their spasticity 

will be really evident.  It means they look really bad and they get in a lower class. 

 

DEITH: How far will people go?  

 

SWIM CLASSIFIER: Imagine placing your hand on the table with your palm 

facing up and then bringing your palm to your shoulder.  There was one swimmer who was 

taped in that position 24 hours a day for two weeks.  They took the tape off just before the 

classification and they couldn’t outstretch their arm.  The swimmer was classed in a category 

for more disabled swimmers and won medals and set records.  In the class above, they 

wouldn’t have been a medallist.  There was a young amputee swimmer who was looking to 

be moved classes.  I was told by the classifier who had seen them the first time that they must 
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SWIM CLASSIFIER cont: have had more of the limb removed because it was a 

few centimetres shorter.  The fact that the limb was shorter put them at the top end of the next 

class.  They said they’d had further surgery.  When they were asked why, they said it was to 

advance their career.  

 

DEITH: I know, it sounds unbelievable.  We can’t prove what 

they told us, but we did speak to people in swimming who said these things do go on. 

 

ACTUALITY OF TRAINING SESSION 

 

HANSON: This is the British Para Internationals in Sheffield this 

year.  There’s Levana there, in the green.  

My name’s Mark Hanson.  I’m the father of Levana Hanson, who is ranked in the top 30 in 

the world for her disability, which is a bilateral amputee. 

 

DEITH: In Levana Hanson’s S8 freestyle class, swimmers can 

have four limbs, but their use of their arms and/or legs would be limited.  Levana lost both 

legs to meningitis when she was a baby.  Mark says in her class, Levana is a two wheel drive 

while other swimmers are four wheel drive.  Obviously they’re faster. 

 

HANSON: You can see it in her face – she’s like, I haven’t really 

got a chance, but she gives it a good go.  See, so she’s low down, all these will have a 

massive jump, dive.  So she plops in and she’s already a massive body length behind.  See the 

kick?  No kick there. 

 

DEITH: Mark has Levana’s name tattooed on his arm.  Her 

medals are strung on the curtain pole in the living room.  But he believes some swimmers are 

dropping down into classes where they’ll be more competitive, by pretending their movement 

is more limited than it really is. 

   

HANSON: Ten minutes in a cold shower just before classification.  

Go in, muscles are nice and tight, classifiers won’t know.  Another swimmer, who was 

brought in a wheelchair just so that she could be pushed around in it during classification, 

then during the race meet, the wheelchair vanished and she was seen running round in the 
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HANSON cont: warm up rooms.  In the pool test, you know how not to 

do a good kick, not to do a good tumble turn, struggle with your balance – that’s all stuff the 

classifiers will look at to classify you lower, but the classifiers are also meant to watch you 

swim two or three races, then they confirm your classification.  A lot of the times you’re 

confirmed before you’ve raced, which is why some people have been classified to a lower 

classification, and then in the next race gone on and put in a massive performance.  So 

Levana is being cheated out of a disability sport by people who are not as disabled as Levana, 

all for the sake of money and medals. 

  

DEITH: British Swimming say they’re not aware of these 

tactics and would never condone such behaviour.  But we’ve spoken to another international 

classifier, who lends some weight to what Mark’s been saying.  They say they were fooled by 

a swimmer in a different class to Levana.  We’ve voiced their words. 

 

UK SWIM CLASSIFER: When they appeared in classification, they had poor 

coordination and appeared very weak in the legs. They were also very emotional when I 

asked them something.  I watched the athlete swim as part of their classification.  But when I 

later saw their previous times, I realised they had not performed anywhere near their best.  I 

didn’t know what to do. They were totally in the wrong category and they went on to win a 

medal. 

 

DEITH: World Para Swimming is reviewing the classification 

system.  British Swimming told us it’s working closely with them to make sure it’s robust 

and fair and monitoring all athletes for changes in their impairment.  Mark Hanson says he 

got no joy out of British Swimming, so he went to the International Paralympic Committee in 

Bonn and sat down with the Medical and Scientific Director, Peter van de Vliet and the Chief 

of Staff, who told him cheating was happening and it was down to countries offering money 

and chasing medals.  

Do you think some coaches are encouraging or even coaching, teaching their athletes how to 

trick classifiers? 
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VAN DE VLIET: It is one of these things that we are for the moment 

running some investigations upon.  Some cases are at this very moment processed to an 

external independent legal counsel and they now act upon that and they do follow up 

investigations, so at this very moment that number is less than ten. 

 

DEITH: And yet people will say then, why is it so rare to see 

someone pulled up for this?  How many people have actually been found out for 

misrepresenting in classification? 

 

VAN DE VLIET: We ran a number of investigations in the lead up to 

Rio, because allegations were brought forward and the answer on that one is that there is 

information available but that is not evidence on which we can proceed with a case against 

the athlete. 

 

DEITH: So, to be clear, it’s not that you don’t think any of them 

misrepresented their disability, it’s that you can’t prove that they did? 

 

VAN DE VLIET: We have athletes that we are monitoring very closely 

to see that there is a consistent manifestation of them during their performances. 

 

ACTUALTY AT STOKE MANDEVILLE 

 

DEITH: Peter Van de Vliet could only give me one example of 

a swimmer being kicked out of their classification for cheating, back in 2013.  He gets emails 

every day alleging people are faking impairment – and many probably are from people who 

just don’t like being beaten.  But the testimony of the classifiers we’ve spoken to suggests 

more than a few people are prepared to lie about their disability to gain a competitive 

advantage.  One athlete racing at Stoke Mandeville today is asking, how has para sport come 

to this?  Wheelchair racer, Rob Smith, is about to go in the T52 400 metres. 

 

ACTUALITY OF GUNFIRE 

  

DEITH: Rob’s a European 1,500 metre silver medallist and 

British record holder. 
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ACTUALITY OF CHEERING 

 

DEITH: They’re coming round the last bend now.  Rob’s in 

second, he’s got his head down, he’s also got a man right on his wheel. 

Second? 

 

SMITH: Yeah. 

 

DEITH: Pleased with that? 

 

SMITH: Yeah.  I don’t know what the time was, but that 

seemed okay.  Did a good first 300 and then struggled into the last one off the bend. 

 

DEITH: Okay, well go and get your breath and well done. 

 

SMITH: Thank you. 

 

DEITH: Thank you. 

Recently Rob wrote a blog on Facebook and Twitter, asking whether para sport is losing its 

way and leaving behind the very people it was created for.  

 

SMITH: We’re here at Stoke Mandeville, which is the 

birthplace of Paralympic sport.  People here have spinal injuries, which is the same as me, 

and people with spinal injuries are now competing in classes with lots of other disabilities, 

where it’s quite difficult to actually compete.  And this trend does seem to be happening a lot, 

that people are coming in at the top end and pushing out those who really need to compete at 

the bottom end. 

 

DEITH: What about the argument that it just means that each 

classification is just more competitive and that’s a good thing – this is sport, after all? 

 

SMITH: Yes, we do want more people in the classification.  I’m 

not trying to be super critical about this, I want to have a balanced argument.  The thing that I 

don’t want to see is that the nearly able are taking over Paralympic sport at the expense of the  
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SMITH cont: more disabled, who don’t have any events to compete 

in.  I think the danger is actually people are watching events like the Paralympics and the 

World Champs and saying, I can’t really work out what disability this person has got and 

therefore why are they competing. 

 

DEITH: I suppose it’s just difficult, isn’t it?  How can you say 

to someone with a mild impairment, ‘You’re not disabled enough for our sport.’? 

 

SMITH: It is difficult to say.  As para sport becomes much more 

popular, more commercial, you can understand what’ll happen if you can find someone who 

is already competing at club level in an able bodied world and has got a minimal disability 

and they can fit into a category.  It’s common sense that you would get them and try and 

make them be a superstar, but when that inclusion becomes exclusion for the people who 

need it most, I don’t think it’s benefitting the right athletes. 

 

DEITH: Is there anything wrong with looking for future 

superstars among those who are less impaired?  Or are we in danger of forgetting what the 

Paralympics are all about?  What does Peter Van de Vliet at the IPC think? 

  

VAN DE VLIET: It’s definitely a question that is high on our agenda.  

With a sport class, I can see that there is a dynamic in certain countries that they wish to 

recruit those athletes that are likely to be contributing to the national medal tally, because 

that’s how many of the financing in countries is done.  We are a sports organisation and with 

that is a sports business, but there is no tendency at all that the Paralympic Games over time 

will become the Paralympic Games of the least impaired.  The Paralympic movement is 

responsible to ensure that we have a wide range of events and the right number of classes, so 

that there is an offer to be made for each and every candidate, athlete that is there.  We will 

safeguard events and opportunities for athletes with high support need. 

 

DEITH: He says the most severely impaired will still have 

sports to compete in.  But I’ve been speaking to another guy here, John Boy Smith, whose 

seated javelin class was scrapped before Rio.  He moved over to wheelchair racing and now 

has his sights set on the Tokyo Paralympics. 
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JOHN BOY SMITH: My classification is T54, which is the biggest and most 

competitive sport in Paralympic racing.  Somebody once said to me when I first started – like 

this is my third season now – they actually said to me, ‘When you start getting good, you start 

enjoying it less, because then it becomes a business, you’re a marketing product.  You’re 

literally a piece of meat with a number stuck on your back.  If you don’t perform and do what 

you need to do, you’re gone.’  That’s basically the cold hard truth of it. 

    

DEITH: And maybe that’s why some people are tempted to 

cheat their way into a lower class to start winning.  John Boy told me he could have done it - 

easily. 

 

JOHN BOY SMITH: When I was classified, they actually asked you the 

question, what do you think you are, and I said, ‘I’m a T54.’  They said, ‘Erm, do you have 

hip flexors?’ like basically the muscle to help you move the upper part of your leg. I said yes.  

‘Are you sure?’ I said, ‘Yes, I have.’  They were actually asking me, are you sure you’ve got 

movement, are you sure you’ve got a little bit of leg power, are you sure, are you a T53?  To 

get medals, for example, all you’ve got to do is lie a little bit, pull a few strings here and 

there, you can be a T53.  So you’re a T54, which is a higher, faster category, in with T53s.  

So every games you go to, nine times out of ten you’re guaranteed a medal. 

 

DEITH: And how do you know that that goes on? 

 

JOHN BOY SMITH: It’s obvious.  You’ve got some people out there, you 

can look and see they’re in the wrong category, but no-one bats an eyelid because they love 

these gold medals. It’s not all about doping to be a cheater.  If you know you’re in the wrong 

category, I’m afraid to say you’re a cheater.  No two ways about it.  If you know you’re in the 

wrong category, you’re racing against people who’ve got no chance of beating you, you may 

as well be on drugs. 

  

DEITH: In April, Baroness Tanni Grey-Thompson published a 

report for the Government on duty of care within sport.  She widened her remit to include 

classification in para sport.  The relevant section ran to four lines.  It said there should be an 

independent review of the system of classifying British athletes.  But some were expecting 

Baroness Grey-Thompson to say more.  We’ve seen an email she wrote a few months later to 
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DEITH cont: the mother of a swimmer.  In it she says even she has 

come under pressure not to raise concerns about Paralympic classification. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Because of what I’m doing, I’ve been threatened on a 

number of levels.  Some of it has been quite unnerving and I don’t want to write it down.  

There is a culture of bullying, intimidation and harassment in many parts of elite sport; this is 

one part of it. 

 

DEITH: We asked Baroness Grey-Thompson what she meant. 

She told us she didn’t want to comment on a personal email, but said more work is 

undoubtedly required on the British classification system and she hopes her call for an 

independent review will lead to more robust, evidenced-based classification in all Paralympic 

sports. 

 

ACTUALITY AT STOKE MANDEVILLE  

 

DEITH: The Government’s Culture, Media and Sport Select 

Committee has told us it’s going to hold an evidence session on classification as part of its 

inquiry into the governance of sport.  People are starting to look at para sport and some of the 

‘superhuman’ performances and wonder about the system.  The athletes playing games are a 

minority, but the International Paralympic Committee seems to be struggling to prove they’re 

cheating.  Paralympian Bethany Woodward believes the sport has betrayed the values that 

transformed her perception of her disability and the only way to stay true to those values is to 

step off the track. 

 

WOODWARD: It’s not about world records, it’s not about gold medals, 

it’s about disabled people pushing themselves and overcoming their diversity.  I am so 

inspired about what happened in Stoke Mandeville, I’m so inspired by the London 2012, I 

believe so much in the Paralympics.  The Paralympic values is how I live my life, and if I can 

stay true to that and reveal what’s  going on, then the Paralympics has given me more than a 

medal.  I will not walk away with this without having a voice. I can go away from the sport 

and not compete anymore, but what I do have is a voice and I will exercise that as much as I 

can.  

 


