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ESCIF CONGRESS 2018
The 14th annual European Spinal Cord Injury Federation (ESCIF) Congress
took place in August 2018, in the city of Prague. Ageing Well Consultant
Joy Sinclair was in attendance and provides an overview of the event.
ESCIF was formed in 2006 with the aim
of improving the quality of life for people
in all parts of Europe who are living with
SCI. ESCIF now represents 33 national
organisations from 28 European countries.
Each year, ESCIF hosts a congress in a
different member country that focuses
on a particular theme. The theme for
this year’s congress was ‘Peer Support, a
Unique Resource’.
Gunilla Ahren, from the Swedish
Association for Survivors of Accident and
Injury (RTP), opened the Congress and Jiri
Kriz, President of the Czech Spinal Cord
Society, gave the welcoming address.
The structure of this year’s Congress
differed from previous years, with the
focus very much on working groups
rather than individual lectures.
One of the keynote speakers,
Lucy Robinson, runs the Peer-led Patient
Education service at Stoke Mandeville
Hospital. This service aspires for each
patient to learn the skills needed to live
successfully in the community. Lucy
previously worked with Back Up in designing
and delivering peer-led activities. During
the congress, Lucy chaired and moderated
many of the sessions and workshops.
Christel van Leeuwen PhD works at
Rehabilitation Centre De Hoogstraat
in the Netherlands as a psychologist
and researcher in the spinal cord
department. Her research focus is on
the implementation of psychological
factors in treatment programmes of
SCI. Christel delivered an interesting
presentation entitled ‘Peer supporter
role in adaptation process in context of
different coping strategies types’.

The workshops

During the workshops the delegates
shared their personal experiences
of being a peer supporter and peer
counsellor. Also discussed were the
various approaches to peer support
and the ways in which a peer support
programme could be organised so that it
would be flexible enough to be rolled out
to all member countries.

Presentations

There were short presentations from
several member countries giving a brief
overview of the numbers of newlyinjured people per year, the cause of
injury, the gender split, the average age
of admission to hospital and the number
of specialist SCI centres in their country.
Some interesting facts and figures
were revealed in these presentations, but
it would appear that some parameters
don’t change significantly. Of the
statistics presented at ESCIF:
• The gender split of people with SCI is
70% male to 30% female
• One of the main causes of SCI in recent
years has been falls, having overtaken
road traffic collisions as the main cause
of SCI in most countries
• Incomplete injuries now make up a
larger number of SCIs, and many of
these injuries are due to an
illness or condition.
What is surprising in
comparison to years
ago is the average
age at which people
are injured, with one

For more information about ESCIF visit www.escif.org
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member country reporting that 60 is
now the average age of admission to
an SCI Centre. Statistics from the UK’s
Annual Statement of the National Spinal
Cord Injury Database 2016-17 concur,
highlighting that the biggest age group of
new injuries admitted to SCI Centres in
England between 2016 and 2017 was 6569 years, and 62% of all admissions were
over the age of 50.

Skoda Auto

Skoda was the main sponsor of the
congress and with its ‘Barrier free
mobility with Skoda Handy’ programme,
it offers help with the purchasing of and
the adaptation of cars for people who are
holders of disability certificates. Skoda
also offers support to young drivers and
takes a keen interest in driver safety and
technical education.

Healthy ageing

The event saw the launch of the ‘Healthy
Ageing with SCI’ section of the ESCIF
website – www.escif.org. Topics
to feature online will include
further
specific SCI-related
information
health issues, as well as
If you’d like to know
more general health
more about SIA’s Peer
and lifestyle subjects
Support service, visit
www.spinal.co.uk or
relevant to ageing
call 01908 604 191
with SCI.
today.

TACKLING THE CHALLENGE OF
STAYING FIT IN THE NORTH:
A COLLABORATIVE APPROACH
JILL KINGS

Clinical Director Neural
Pathways (UK) Ltd
www.neural-pathways.com
Part of the Active
Assistance Group
www.activeassistance.com

The struggle to stay fit and
maintain physical skills
and strength is a challenge
for everyone living with
SCI. Initiatives such as the
Aspire Leisure Centre and
InstructAbility frameworks
have led the way, but what
do you do if you live in an
area where such initiatives
are not available?
Deborah Harrison, Specialist
Neurological Physiotherapist
at Neural Pathways told
us: “I have worked with SCI
people for more than ten
years across the North of
the England. And despite
innovations in technology
assisted rehabilitation, my
clients still can’t find a gym
that knows how to meet
their physical needs.”
Part of Deborah’s role at
Neural Pathways is to assess
and prescribe Functional
Electronic Stimulation (FES),
FES-assisted exercise kit and
other tech robotics. “With
more and more equipment
available it often takes
specialist knowledge to
match the equipment with
the client’s needs,” stated
Deborah. She added: “It can
also be heartbreaking to see
how far out of my clients’
financial reach some of this
equipment is, even though I
know how beneficial it will be.”
In an attempt to address
this unmet need, Deborah

and Neural Pathways have
been working to support a
Gateshead-based initiative.
The Pop-Up Gym, a not-forprofit charity that relies on
donations, is the brainchild
of Drew Graham. Drew, a C4
tetraplegic, describes how
before his accident in 2014:
“All I knew was running and
athletics. To go from that to
being in a wheelchair 24 hours
a day was quite a big shock.”
Borne out of Drew’s
personal experience of life
after his SCI, the charity aims
to provide a rehabilitation
and fitness maintenance
service for SCI people across
the North of England.
Drew and the charity’s
Trustees have worked
tirelessly to secure funds and,
by working across her wide
network of contacts, Deborah
has also helped to access
specific equipment donations
from around the UK.
The right venue was key. As
well as the gym needing to be
readily accessed by members
in wheelchairs, Drew wanted
to create a fun and pleasant
environment, so members

would be comfortable when
exercising, without feeling
self-conscious. Once the
right venue was found and
enough funds were secured
to employ a personal trainer
to induct members to the
equipment and follow physio
programmes overseen by
Deborah, the first Pop-Up
Gym was officially opened in
Gateshead, in January 2018.
Gym members can use a
variety of specialist equipment
including RehaMove 2 leg
and arm FES bikes, EasyStand
standing and glider frames,
an Equalizer 6000 wheelchairaccessible multi-gym, as
well as other more standard
gym equipment such as
free weights. There is also
a private treatment room
for one-to-one sessions and
Neural Pathways continues
to support the service by
offering programme reviews,
FES reviews and other
specialist treatments such
as neuro-acupuncture.
To date, more than 50
clients have used the gym
and membership grows

each week. Drew is over
the moon with member
feedback and said: “A lot of
our clients have never used
any of this stuff before.” He
also describes how many
people with paralysis have
“been able to see their legs
move for the first time since
their accidents by using our
FES bikes” and that there
have been many tears shed.
As well as creating a safe
and comfortable place for SCI
people to exercise effectively,
Drew has always wanted to
create a community, where
people facing similar issues
can connect and provide
one another with support,
saying: “We believe the
sense of community is just as
important as good therapy.”
So, what’s next for the
Pop-Up Gym? Drew has
ambitious plans: “There are
people we know who we
can’t yet reach. So, as well as
increasing the number of PopUp Gyms across the North, we
want to offer a mobile service
to take specialist exercise kit
into the wider community.”

For more information about Pop-Up Gym visit www.popupgym.org.uk
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