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1 Boccia is a precision ball sport where the aim of the game 
is to throw leather balls — coloured red or blue (which 
side uses which is determined by a coin toss) — as close 
as possible to a white target ball called a jack. The sport 
is played by athletes with severe physical disabilities and 
became a Paralympics sport in 1984. It has no counterpart 
in the Olympic programme.

It is commonly accepted that technology has had a profound impact on the 
way we live and work. To put a human angle on what this really means, 
Economics & Society interviewed Nurul Taha, the first Paralympian to 

represent Singapore in the sport Boccia1.
Nurul first represented Singapore at the Paralympics during the 2012 

London Games, and did so again at the 2016 Rio Games. For her sporting 
achievements and contribution to the community of athletes with disabilities, 
Nurul was conferred the Singapore Youth Award in 2014. Post-Rio 2016, while 
she continues to train, Nurul has returned to full-time work. Additionally, she 
continues to serve on the Executive Committee of the Muscular Dystrophy 

Association of Singapore (MDAS).
Economics & Society caught up with her to learn 

about how technology has affected her life and sport.
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For starters, could you share with the readers a little 
about yourself? How did you start playing Boccia?

I picked up sports pretty late in my life compared to the typical 
sportsperson. For me, I was in my first year in University when 
I picked up Boccia. Back then, I was helping to organise a 
community project for the Muscular Dystrophy Association of 
Singapore (MDAS). The project aimed to raise awareness of the 
difficulties faced by wheelchair-users in their daily lives and also 
to highlight that despite the difficulties, wheelchair-users could 
also participate in sports. We wanted to feature a unique sport and 
that’s when I first heard about Boccia. It was then that I thought, 
“Hey, since here I am promoting the sport, why don’t I give it a 
try?” That’s when I started joining the Singapore Disability Sports 
Council’s (SDSC) Boccia training sessions.

Since you’ve played the sport for so many years, can 
you share with us how the sport has evolved over time, 
and if technology has played a part in this evolution?

I’ve played the sport since 2004 and the sport has been a Paralympic 
sport since 1984. In that time period, there has been a lot of 
development in the sport. The most major change was definitely 
the classification. In Paralympics sports, one key component is 
the classification of athletes according to their level of disability to 
level the playing field. The classification ensures that you compete 
with others with the same kind of disability or the same level of 
impairment. For Boccia, the sport was originally created for people 
with cerebral palsy, which is not a condition that I have. What I 
have is muscular dystrophy. Over the years, however, they have 
expanded the classification to allow people with different kinds of 
muscle impairment, such as myself, to play the sport. 

Also, in my category, which is the BC3 category, the assistive 

devices we use to roll the balls have evolved over time too. At the 
first Paralympics Games, the assistive devices used in the BC3 
category were just simple chutes that were basically pipes cut in 
half lengthwise. Over the years, however, different countries have 
developed more advanced pipes. Great Britain, for example, being 
a more technologically-advanced nation has developed more 
sophisticated ramps. 

For myself, I have gone through four or five different versions 
of a ramp before I was lucky enough to meet a local engineer who 
was willing to help me build a customised ramp. I say “lucky” 
because interest in doing this in Singapore is quite low. The 
engineer was also a wheelchair-user and was able to empathise with 
my needs to build a customised ramp. Because of my disability, 
there are certain movements I cannot execute. For example I cannot 
bend forward to look over my ramp to see the position of the balls 
at the ground level. So, I need a transparent ramp that I can see 
through. Many other players use wooden ramps, but that would 
be a challenge for me as wood is opaque. So, a transparent ramp 
is suited to my disability. In that sense, innovation has enabled 
me to play the sport. 

You mentioned that assistive devices have become 
more personalised. Do you think that this trend towards 
customisation has improved the general performance 
of Boccia athletes?

In terms of accuracy, yes. Athletes with more customised ramps can 
execute more accurate shots. And, because they can execute more 
accurate shots, they can also make more sophisticated plays. For 
example, they can plan to use one ball to push another ball such 
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that both balls land closer to the jack. This play earns them two 
points instead of one. Or, they can aim to push away an opponent’s 
ball and leave their own ball in its place. Those are plays that you 
can carry out only if your throws are accurate. So yes, I would say 
that playing with a customised ramp is a privilege that allows you 
to bring your game to a higher level.

Having said that, I just learnt something from a conference 
that I fully agree with. The assistive devices are there to enable 
the athlete to perform and not to enhance the athlete beyond a 
normal person’s capabilities. It’s a fine line. For example, when 
Oscar Pistorius competed in the Olympics, there was a debate 
over whether his blades enabled him to compete like a regular 
athlete, or enhanced his performance beyond normal human 
capabilities. This is always an issue for Paralympics sports, where 
assistive devices are allowed to enable athletes.

In Boccia, before we compete, we have to go through an 
equipment check where technical directors are involved in checking 
the equipment, including the assistive devices, to see if they comply 

The assistive devices are 
there to enable the athlete to 
perform and not to enhance 
the athlete beyond a normal 
person’s capabilities.

with the rules. For example, one of the rules is that the equipment, 
when laid on its side, must fit within an area of 2.5m by 1m. This 
puts some limitation on how much change can be made to the 
assistive devices to keep the playing field level. But of course, there 
will always be room to play around with; to improve the assistive 
devices while keeping within the rules or to interpret the rules 
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differently. So, after every Paralympics Games, the organising 
committee will engage the member countries to see how the rules 
can be improved or made clearer. This is in the spirit of making 
sure that the assistive devices enable but not enhance the athletes.

We’ve talked about your sport and the role of technology 
in your sport. Let’s move on to your day-to-day life. 
Has being a Paralympian changed anything about your 
daily life? Also, how have technological developments 
affected your everyday life?

In the period leading up to Rio 2016, from 2013 to 2016, I was 
training full-time at Pasir Ris Sports Centre. And, because we 
were training every day on one of the badminton courts, it created 
some awareness of the sport amongst the small community of 
people playing badminton there. While it’s not a lot of people, it 
was impactful as the community got to know the sport pretty well 
and know that Singapore has representatives at this high level of 
competition (Paralympics). So in a sense, through training for the 
Paralympics, we raised the profile of the sport and some people 
know that I have represented Singapore at the Paralympics.

In terms of technology affecting daily life, you can see that I’m 
in a power chair as I cannot propel myself on a regular wheelchair. 
And, this model that I’m currently using has an elevation function. 
So, if I’m at the MRT gantry, I can elevate the chair to reach the card 
tapping point. Also, if I need to lower my chair so that the chair’s 
arms can fit under the table, I can do so too. This chair also can 
be tilted backwards to relieve the pressure on my tailbone as I am 
sitting the whole day. These features are newer developments that 
my previous chair didn’t have. These are some ways technological 
developments have also enabled me to do things in my daily life.

But, such technology can be costly. So, while technology 
has the potential to improve the lives of people with disabilities, 
accessibility to such technology matters too. In Singapore, 
government funding is provided for assistive devices for people 
with disabilities such as wheelchairs or other forms of mobility aids 
and communication aids. But these are also taxpayers’ money so 
we need to find a way to balance enabling people with disabilities 
with other types of spending. 

Also, people may sometimes fall in between the cracks of 

different schemes. For example, some of the more impaired 
people may need to be transported via wheelchair-accessible vans. 
However, funding for wheelchair-accessible vans is only provided 
for Voluntary Welfare Organisations (VWOs) to transport people 
with disabilities to the activities conducted by the VWOs. If the 
person with disability wishes to use the service of wheelchair-
accessible vans to go to work, it comes under a different scheme. 
However, that scheme employs means-testing to determine 
eligibility for subsidies. So, you could end up with a situation 
where a person with disability receives subsidies for going for 
VWO activities, but not for going to work, which is quite funny 
if you are trying to encourage people with disabilities to get out 
and be productive. 

Thank you for the insight. Let’s get back to sports. 
You’ve represented Singapore in a number of ASEAN 
Games as well as two Paralympics (2012 and 2016). 
What is the proudest moment in your entire competition 
career?

It’s hard for me to identify the proudest moment because at each 
stage of my sporting career, there was something to be proud of 
but I can’t compare these moments because they were at different 
stages. For example, before I became a Paralympian, representing 
Singapore at the international stage was a really proud moment. 
Then, when I became the first athlete to represent Singapore in 
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Boccia at the 2012 London Paralympics, that was a really proud 
moment too. But I can’t say the second moment was better than 
the first because I was at a different stage of my sporting career. So, 
maybe I will just share a few of the proud moments with you. The 
first two I’ve shared and the next one was during the final qualifying 
competition for the 2016 Rio Games where my teammate and I 
secured and qualified for a slot to compete as a BC3 Pair at the 
Rio Games. I had qualified as an individual for both the 2012 and 
2016 Paralympics but qualifying as a pair with my teammate for 
Rio 2016 was special because we had set our target to qualify as 
a pair and we reached that target together. We had been training 
together since 2008 so we did have some advantages over the 
athletes from other countries with larger Boccia communities 
as their Boccia pairs may not have had the opportunity to train 
together for long before the competition.

I had qualified as an individual 
for both the 2012 and 2016 
Paralympics but qualifying as 
a pair with my teammate for 
Rio 2016 was special because 
we had set our target to qualify 
as a pair and we reached that 
target together.
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You’ve shared some proud moments from the 2012 
and 2016 Paralympics Games. At the moment, we’re 
all looking forward to Tokyo 2020. Would you be 
representing Singapore then?

This actually depends on the council (SDSC). The council is the 
one that makes the selection so it’s not as if I say I want to go, I 
will get to go. 

But, on my own part, I will be training and preparing as per 
normal and we will see how things go. I won’t be training full-time 
for Tokyo 2020 like I did for Rio 2016 because my experience is that 
when your world is only about training, your self-worth will get 
tied up with your performance, which is not healthy. So, I’m going 
to go about it in a more balanced way. I have returned to full-time 
work, but am also going to continue training in an effective and 
efficient way. This is a healthier balance for me — to do different 
things that I enjoy and am good at. For now, that is my plan.

But we all know that the future is unknown. If you ask me 
the same question next year, I may tell you that I want to focus on 
grooming the next generation of Boccia athletes instead. In fact, I 
have also started on a course on para-coaching by the International 
Paralympics Committee (IPC) to explore that option.

Speaking of the future, will you retire from Boccia one 
day? What are your plans for post-competition life?

This is an interesting question because Boccia, unlike other sports, 
is not physically demanding so long as you can move your neck to 
look, and you can release the ball, you will be able to play. There 
are actually Boccia competitors who are more than 60 years old.

For me, I have been involved in Boccia for so long and it has 
been such a big part of my life that I don’t think I will ever not be 
involved. However, even if I am still able to perform, I may retire 
as an athlete because we must also think of succession planning. 
I will want to give way to the younger athletes so that they have 
a chance of competing at a high level so that they can improve. 
I will still want to be involved in some way though. Coaching is 
one possibility.

Through competing, I have learnt that I am stronger and more 
adaptable than I thought I was capable of and that is something 
that I want the other athletes to be able to experience.

Thank you for sharing your thoughts with us. Do you 
have any final words of advice to our readers?

I think many people have the desire to help solve problems and 
make the world a better place. But when we try to do so, especially 
for matters related to people with disabilities, we need to make 
sure that we exercise empathy to understand what the real issues 
are. There are many well-meaning people who have a solution 
even before they understand the problem. It is important to build 
this understanding first and this needs to be done over a period 
of time. One visit or one interview would not be enough. So, my 
advice would be to always take the time to first understand the 
perspective of your target beneficiaries. This will make your effort 
more impactful.


