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Canada will try to complete some-
thing no other nation ever has this 
month: to win all three ice hockey 
gold medals handed out by the 
Olympic and Paralympic Games.

Last month, both the Canadian 
men’s and women’s teams captured 
gold during the Winter Olympics, 
and this month the Canadian sledge 
hockey team begins its quest to re-
peat as Paralympic champions.

“Canada is one of the few teams, 
along with the United States, Swe-
den and Norway, that will battle 
for the number one position at this 
month’s Paralympic games,” said 
Todd Sargeant, president of the On-
tario Sledge Hockey Association. 

“The next level of teams are rapid-
ly improving and new national pro-
grams are starting up every year in 
other countries, but for now those 
are the big four.”

Sledge hockey was invented in the 

early 1960s at a Stockholm, Sweden 
rehabilitation centre as a way for 
paralyzed athletes to work on their 
fitness while playing a fun, team-
oriented game.

The game, which is played with 
the same rules as ice hockey, became 
a Paralympic demonstration sport 
for the first time during the 1994 
Winter Games in Lillehammer, 
Norway, with Team Sweden captur-
ing the first gold medal.

Even though the rules are similar 
to ice hockey, the equipment is very 
different. Because the athletes who 
play the sport may have limited or 
no use of their legs, players sit on 
an aluminium sledge that is set on 
two tempered steel blades similar to 
those on hockey skates.

The sledge is equipped with a back 
rest that, according to the rules, must 
not extend past the players’ armpits 
when the player is properly seated. 
Straps fasten players’ feet, ankles, 
knees and hips to the sledge so they 
don’t fall off during the game.

Each player uses two sticks that 
have a wooden blade at one end and 
a pick at the other end, which is used 
to push the sledge across the ice.

Because of the physical nature of 
the sport, all players are required to 
wear a helmet with a full cage or face 
mask, as well as protective padding 
on their chests and legs.

Sledge hockey requires extreme 
arm strength and conditioning, said 
Sargeant, so players spend count-
less hours in the gym working with 
weights and anaerobically training 
to remain strong late into the game.

Even though Canada is a power 
in the world of sledge hockey, acces-
sibility to the sport is still limited. 
According to Sargeant there are only 
15 arenas in Canada that are totally 
accessible, with proper benches, and 
only one official league for the ath-
letes to compete in. 

The league, which has an A and B 
division for intermediate players 16 
years of age and older, and a junior 
division for children under the age 

of 15, is located in Ontario. That’s 
why Canada’s national team is made 
up exclusively of players from east-
ern Canada.

“We would love to see this 
sport expand within Canada,” said 
Sargeant. “There is no official count 
but there are probably about 700 
total players in Canada with 550 of 
those located in Ontario.”

An example of sledge hockey’s 
growth in popularity is that Jean La-
bonté, the captain of Team Canada, 
was given the honour of carrying the 
Canadian flag into BC Place for the 
opening ceremonies of the games.

The Paralympic sledge hockey 
tournament in Vancouver will be 
played at UBC’s Thunderbird Are-
na, and kicks off with a game be-
tween Canada and Italy on March 
13, concluding with the gold-medal 
game on March 20. Tickets for all 
preliminary games cost $20, playoff 
round tickets will run you $25,  and 
gold-medal game tickets, if you can 
find them, are $50.
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The International Paralympic 
Committee is getting stricter on 
boosting, a prohibited doping tech-
nique which is life-threatening for 
athletes with spinal cord injuries.

Dr. Andrei Krassioukov, who spe-
cializes in spinal cord injuries and 
is a clinical associate professor at 
UBC, lobbied for better regulation 
of this hard-to-detect performance-
enhancing method last year.

Paraplegics have normal blood 
pressure when lying down, but when 
they sit up, the blood rushes to their 
lower bodies. The decrease in blood 
pressure, medically known as ortho-
static hypotension, can cause fatigue 
and dizziness.

To feel less tired and more ener-
getic, some Paralympic athletes with 
spinal cord injuries use boosting, 
medically known as self-induced au-
tonomic dysreflexia. They purposely 
injure themselves by, for instance, 
breaking their big toe to increase 
their blood pressure.

Because they are paralyzed from 
the waist down, they don’t feel any 
pain and their bodies don’t know 
how to respond to the stimulation. 
This can cause a sharp increase in 
blood pressure, allowing Paralympic 
athletes to exude short bursts of 
energy during competition, which 
can improve their performance by 
up to 15 per cent.

“It is the reality of the spinal cord 
injury, people doing it because there 
is nothing else,” said Krassioukov, 
who added that some paraplegics 
who aren’t athletes boost just to feel 

better.
“It’s tough to judge people when 

they’re trying to do their best in 
their lives. In my eyes, every single 
patient or person with a spinal cord 
injury who survives a horrific experi-
ence are already winners.”

Paraplegics can have problems 
with their nervous and digestive sys-
tems, which can add to their discom-
fort and prompt them even more to 
boost. Spinal cord injuries prevent 
the nervous system from providing 
involuntary control of some organs, 
which causes fatigue and faintness.

Digestive problems such as consti-
pation have an adverse effect and in-
crease blood pressure involuntarily: 
some people are boosting without 
knowing it.

B o o s t i n g 
is extremely 
dangerous for 
people with 
spinal cord in-
juries and can 
cause seizures, 
strokes and 
even death, ac-
cording to the 
International 
Collaboration 
On Repair 
Discoveries.

The first Paralympic drug tests 
were implemented at the 1988 
Summer Games in Seoul, South 
Korea. But while athletes who test 
positive for substances are disquali-
fied, it’s harder to enforce regula-
tions against boosting.

Though boosting was banned by 
the IPC in 1994, it doesn’t test for 
signs of it, such as a slow heart rate 

and increase in blood pressure.
Krassioukov said boosting is more 

common than most people think.
According to a 2009 study, roughly 
30 per cent of those with cervical 
spinal cord injuries–injuries to the 
neck–have used boosting.

At the 2010 Winter Paralympics, 
Krassioukov and a team of volun-
teers will be assessing sledge hockey 
and wheelchair curling athletes at 
the Athletes Village. Competitors 
will be checked for boosting and 
classified into a more even sports en-
vironment, meaning athletes won’t 
need to boost to keep up with the 
competition.

According to VANOC, paralym-
pic athletes are first divided into cat-
egories based on disabilities, which 

determines who 
they will compete 
against and what 
sports they can par-
ticipate in. They are 
further divided by 
the severity of their 
injuries and placed 
into an event with 
s i m i l a r i l y - c h a l -
lenged competitors.

Depending on 
the sport, some ath-
letes with different 

disabilities can compete in the same 
event, but sports such as wheelchair 
curling and ice sledge hockey have 
limited eligibility.

While the current classification 
system only checks motor and sen-
sory functions, Krassioukov hopes 
that through his tests of heart rate 
and blood pressure, Paralympic ath-
letes won’t feel the need to boost.

Natural doping at the Paralympics
The IPC tests athletes for drugs, but a spinal cord specialist will 
be checking for a controversial performance-enhancing method

A new way to play Canada’s favourite game
Canada’s sledge hockey team looks to repeat gold in Vancouver

“It is the reality of 
the spinal cord 
injury, people 
doing it because 
there is nothing 
else.

– Dr. Andrei Krassioukov

JACOB ZINN/Kwantlen Chronicle

Dr. Krassioukov will be assessing sledge hockey 
and wheelchair curling athletes for the 2010 Winter 
Paralympics and classifying them into events of different 
levels of competition by their physical abilities.

Team Canada Paralympic 
Sledge Hockey Roster

Goaltenders:
Paul Rosen

Benoit St-Amand
Corbin Watson

Defense:
Matthew Cook
Adam Dixon

Raymond Grassi
Jean Labonté

Forwards:
Jeremy Booker
Bradley Bowden

Billy Bridges
Marc Dorion
Hervé Lord

Shawn Matheson
Graeme Murray
Todd Nicholson

Dany Verner
Greg Westlake
Derek Whitson


