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B Y  A D E L E  S E V E R S

RIDING TO  
THE RESCUE
When horses come together with 
people fuelled by passion and vision, 
great things happen. Thanks to the 
innovative Equine Pathways Australia 
program, great things really are 
happening for para equestrian riders.

FEI dressage competitor and coach Julia 
Battams knows how much horses can help 

people – particularly those returning to the 
sport after injury or illness, and for those with 
disabilities. Backed by her experience gained 
over eight years as Equestrian Australia’s 
National Performance Director for Dressage and 
Para Equestrian, Julia has created a program 
that that could be a world leader in making a 
serious difference for para equestrians.

Julia founded Equine Pathways Australia 
(EPA) in 2017 as a small enterprise to help 
people with injury, illness or disability engage 
in equestrian sport. Just under three years 
later it has proved so successful it has been 
formally registered as a not-for-profit charity, is 
a recognised Centre for Paralympic Preparation 
with Paralympics Australia, and has a growing 
staff and burgeoning membership.

Attending the launch day at Balmoral Equestrian 
Centre in Narre Warren, Victoria, in late 
September, Equestrian Life was privileged to hear 
from Julia, the professional practitioners that work 
at EPA, and the riders themselves. “We’ve been 
operating here since January 2017 with a small 
group of athletes who just wanted to continue 
their education and training,” says Julia. “We’re 
really proud to say we now have 35 athletes 
who are a regular part of our program, which is 
amazing. We’ve had so much support, from local 
people and our agistees here at Balmoral. We’ve 
been inundated with support from people far and 
wide to get this program going.” 

Julia explains the structure of the EPA 
program, which runs on the second weekend 
of every month. “We’re here for the athletes, 

to provide them with a program that means 
they can participate in their sport, enjoy their 
passion, and it’s from entry level right through 
to Paralympic selection level. So we have a 
wide range of athletes and a wide range of 
disabilities.” 

EPA has four different program plans: General 
Participation, for those wishing to engage in 
equestrian sport for fun, fitness and friendship; 
Club Level, for those wishing to participate in 
riding at local or club level; High Performance, 
for those seeking a pathway to international 
Para Equestrian competition; and Vocational, for 
those wanting to re-enter the equine industry 
workforce. 

“ Your dreams aren’t just 
your dreams, they can 
actually be your goals.” 

All participants have access to EPA’s team of 
allied healthcare professionals, introduced by 
Julia as “very much a holistic team”. They are: 
coaches Samantha Barlett, Glenda Hinchcliffe, 
Nicole Blanks, Sally Francis, Lyndsay Davies and 
Jessie Fountain; counsellor Meredith Torpey; 
osteopath Jane Boadle; physio Victoria Kahn; 
personal trainer and equine scientist Sophia 
Laposse; nutritionist Bonnie Chivers; Sports 
Psychologist Dr Jo Mitchell; and occupational 
therapist Katherine Stewart.

Glenda Hinchcliffe is an EA coach who has been 
with EPA for twelve months. “Working with 
the team to develop their coordination and 
getting the horse and rider working as one has 

Marni and Spyda provide a demonstration ride for the crowd.

Zoe Vorenas and Little Brave performed their Freestyle routine for the crowd. 
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been absolutely fantastic,” she says. Similarly, 
Samantha Barlett is a Level 2 General EA coach 
with 30 years of experience (and she’s known 
Julia for nearly as long!) Sam says it’s often 
about “trying to find new ways that the rider can 
communicate with their horses”.

“Local legend” Jessie Fountain, who has been 
coached herself by Julia for many years, says she 
has become a better coach through working at 
EPA. “You need to listen to the rider first and say, 
‘What do I need to know about you? What do 
you want to achieve?’ With that knowledge we 
just use a bit of creativity to have a good ride on 
the day and set up a plan for future rides.”

Nicole Blanks, an international Para Dressage 
athlete who represented Australia at the 2014 
World Equestrian Games, is now a medical 
doctor and knows the pressures of balancing a 
working life with the sport. She is a wealth of 
knowledge when it comes to the finer details 
of competing at the top level. “When I was 
competing, it was about looking at how you 
can improve that 1% and how to improve on 
weaknesses. This works for riders just starting 
out and developing, as you can find that one 
little thing they can work on each month and 
improve on.”

Jane Boadle, the in-house osteopath, works 
hands-on with the athletes and gets to know 
them both physically and emotionally. Her 
field involves the entire system, including 
the nerve supply, blood supply, the brain, 
and how the bones are moving and the 
organs are functioning. “Each rider is unique, 
but there are lots of compensations and 
decompensations. There are regions that are 
not working as they once were. It’s not about 
getting bogged down with disability, but 
enhancing what is already there.” 

“ It’s the one time we 
probably all forget we 
have a disability.”

Sophia, a personal trainer and equine scientist 
from the UK, “pulls them apart before Jane puts 
them back together!”, exclaims Julia. When 
Sophie first met Julia, she was wowed by the 
program and wanted in. “It is a sport and we use 
all of our body,” says Sophie. “It’s definitely a 
big area (sports physiology), not only in the para 
equestrian world but in the entire sport, that 
needs to be developed. To help these athletes 
develop the parts of their bodies that don’t 

have the strength yet, to ride even better and to 
increase performance or better enjoy riding, is 
an area that has to be developed.”

Occupational therapist Kat Stewart works on 
transferring riders’ everyday life skills to what 
they need to do in a horse environment and 
make it a positive experience. These include 
strengthening fine motor skills — e.g. letting 
the reins go loose and then gathering them up 
again to bring the horse up into a frame — as 
well as gross motor skills and core stability. 
Fatigue management is also a huge factor for 
all the riders, something that she discusses with 
each of them individually. 

Julia admits that when she first put the program 
together, she never really thought about a 
counsellor but soon realised the value of 
having Meredith Torpey on board. “She ties all 
the programs together for all the athletes. She 
works through the ‘Five Pillars of Excellence’ 
(performance plans tailored to the individual) 
with them every month and produces the 
holistic plan which they all take home and 
review each month.” 

After watching riding displays in the Balmoral 
indoor arena, from Grade I through to Grade V, and 

even a freestyle to music performance from Zoe 
Vorenas and Little Brave, guests heard from many 
of the riders themselves in a panel discussion.

A para equestrian since 1999, Anne Skinner is 
well known in the competition world. She has 
worked with Julia since 2003, and dragged 
Julia, whether she liked it or not, into the world 
of para equestrian. “It’s not just about riding 
— it’s about keeping ourselves mentally and 
physically sound,” says Anne.

Grade I rider Renee Paarman says what brought 
her to Pathways was a chance to develop her 
skills and “to find what out what I’m really made 
of”. “The reason why I ride and the reason why I 
began riding was because of my disability. The 
reason why I continue to ride and continue the 
program has nothing to do with my disability... 
it is because of my determination. Everybody 
has good and bad days, no matter who they are.”

Lucy Coates, an 18 year old Grade V rider who 
lost her sight in a car accident when she was 
15, says EPA has helped her get back in the 
saddle and continue her love of horses while 
also supporting her through a difficult time. 
“This is really a program where we feel like we’re 
at home, and we’re really well supported and 
allowed to realise our potential.” Lucy says Julia 
had her back on a horse just three weeks after 
her accident. “She’s been great at... not pushing 
us to our limits... but for us all to realise our 
potential and to become confident disabled 
people. Your dreams aren’t just your dreams, 
they can actually be your goals.” 

Mandi Keck, who was diagnosed with 
fibromyalgia and multiple sclerosis three years 
ago, says the program has been an invaluable 
support. “I was an able body rider competing 
at a reasonable standard, but lost this ability... I 
didn’t think I would be able to ride again, but I 
got involved with this group 18 months ago and 
I have been able to ride.”  Ella Noxon, a Grade V 
para rider, joined EPA “to be around like-minded 
people and to get an amazing experience and to 
get help”. Grade IV rider Dakota Dileo echoes the 
sentiment, adding: “I’m here to improve my riding 
and make friends.” Grade V rider Abigail Vidler, 
who was born without hands, came to further her 
skills, and in the process met an amazing family 
and made many more friends. “My riding skills 
have improved so much!” she beams.

Grade V rider Roxanne Baz only took up riding 
after a drug overdose led to the partial loss of 
her arm. Wanting to ride but unable to find a 
riding school that would let her, she eventually 

Elise Richards and Blondie. 

It was a packed house at Balmoral for the open day! 

Marni giving Spyda a well deserved treat. 

Abby and Baz.

found EPA. “When I first came, I was so scared 
to even sit on a horse,” she recalls. “I was 
crying, I was distraught. Now, with the support 
and progress I’ve made purely because of 
this program, in the future I hope to compete 
nationally… and even internationally!”

Grade V rider Mel Diplock was a rider before 
her accident, and knew Julia quite well. Post-
accident she found herself “completely lost” 
and felt very alone, despite a supportive family 
and partner. “I had great dreams of going to the 
Paralympics but didn’t know how to do that; I 
didn’t have any direction; I was very isolated 
and very mentally unwell because of that.” 
Juggling work and family and fitting in horses 
was a struggle. “This has given me the support 
to do what I want to do and, to be honest, it was 
a lifeline at the right time.”

Mel appreciates having people around her 
who understand what she’s going through. 
“You can’t explain what disability does to your 
mind and body to people who don’t have a 
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legs, or you can’t see. They interpret it and try so 
hard to work out what you’re asking them to do, 
and that’s everything… to have a creature that 
wants to work with you and work you out.”

Louise Cooper rode from the age of two and 
was a race jockey and trackwork rider for 17 
years before a race fall left her a paraplegic. “I 
thought I’d never ride again. For me to have a 
partnership with a horse is just fantastic; I’m 
lucky I can sit in a saddle and stay upright. I 
have a family and they support me, but they 
(horses) have been there every day. Even 
though my husband is not 100% with me riding 
again — since I nearly died riding in a race — the 
partnership for me is fantastic. I actually feel 
like I can walk. I can feel some movement going 
through my body; I don’t have words for what it 
actually does for me, being able to ride.”

Mandi echoes this sentiment. “The feeling of 
having a 500kg animal totally focused on you… 
it is a partnership. You can’t force a horse to stop 
or force it to go. We ride our horses with very 
gentle communications; often we can only be 
gentle as our disabilities take away our strength. 
The horses seem to adapt; even though horses 
are so large, they connect with us. To think 
you can reclaim something you thought you’d 
completely lost is absolutely wonderful.”

Horses aside, there is a clear appreciation in the 
room for Julia, and all that she has done to get 
the program up and running. “We all talk about 
inspirational people — Julia is the inspiration 
here,” says Mel. “She keeps us in line!” Ever 
humble, Julia laughs that she’s “just bossy” and 
it’s the riders that drive her to make a difference. 
“It’s about giving them the opportunity to do 
what they want to do. I’m a facilitator; that’s 
all I do. I put in place the opportunities to do 
their thing. Just watching them grow, develop 
and strengthen… being in a position to offer 
them that support and offer them the family 
relationship they’re getting here with their 
peers. I learn something every single time.”

The future for EPA is bright, and there is the real 
possibility it could prove a game-changer for 
para equestrian sport in this country, especially 
at the elite level. Anne Skinner, who has now 
been involved in the sport for 20 years, sees 
great potential. “This program is such an 
opportunity for Australia to put their stamp on 
para equestrian riding worldwide. We’ve got 
the quality, we’ve got the riders. We’ve shown in 
the past we’re competitive. With Pathways, and 
the direction it is going and with the people we 
have, we really can do it.” 

laughs. “It is so frustrating to not be able to 
do what you used to, but this group makes it 
easier and they all support you because they all 
understand what you’re going through. You’re 
doing what you love and that’s what really 
matters. It’s not what you can’t do, it’s what you 
can do.”

What really shines through at EPA’s charity launch 
day is the participants’ love of the horses they 
ride. EPA provides horses, but riders can also bring 
their own along to receive coaching. “It’s the one 
time we probably all forget we have a disability 
when we’re on a horse,” begins Mel. “That is 
relief, pleasure and pure joy. You get to be free.” 
Lucy chimes in: “A horse gives you the chance 
to do more than you can normally. I’m blind… 
but when I’m on a horse, they are my eyes. And 
for some others, they are their legs, hands, the 
movement or ability they don’t have. They give 
you the freedom to relearn, and they also relearn 
with you. All the horses you get on, they try to 
learn what you’re about and how you work.”

Abigail explains that without that partnership 
between horse and rider, they would not be 
sitting here today. “To have a bond with a horse, 
that is so special. When you see a horse and 
rider that just click together, it’s pure magic. 
They’re your best friends, they are the ones you 
can go and cry to. They’re your rock.”

A state coach with Riding for the Disabled for 
five years, Anne Skinner says that what works so 
well with horses is that they don’t discriminate. 
“They don’t care if you have three legs, or two 

disability. But those with a disability get it. Just 
the conversations here, we all sit down and have 
giggles about things that have happened or 
been frustrating. We’ll talk together and you find 
someone you have something in common with 
and they get you. This emotional support is very 
beneficial. Mental health issues within disability 
are very high, and we all understand that.”

 For Lucy, getting back on a horse after her 
accident felt very different: “There is a part 
of you that is not cooperating, and it can be 
daunting. Relearning is daunting and you can 
get frustrated, and sometimes you want to give 
up. But Julia would never let you do that,” she 

Paralympic gold medallist Jo Formosa and Link. 

A quiet moment after riding at the open day.


