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David Pescud, the founder of Sailors with disAbilities, is looking for someonje to steer the charity. 
Photo: Nic Walker

Katie Walsh 
He’s tackled the Sydney to Hobart with a crew of paraplegics, blind and deaf people as well as amputees, 
but David Pescud now has a different challenge on his hands.

For almost 20 years, Pescud has run Sailors with disAbilities (SWD), a charity that teaches disabled people 
to sail, and even to compete in the Sydney to Hobart. Clean Up Australia chairman Ian Kiernan and 
opposition communications spokesman Malcolm Turnbull are patrons.

The sea is a great leveller, Pescud says. “Nature doesn’t know you can’t see or you haven’t got a leg or you 
can’t hear or read or write.

“The winds and waves are going to treat you the same as everybody else, so you’d better be on your game.”

Used to helping others through challenges, Pescud now has his own: a choppy combination of struggling 
finances and plans for the 65-year-old to step back from the helm.

He started the charity after a chance hearing of a talkback radio program during which a disabled caller 
lamented his inability to get a place on a Sydney to Hobart race boat.

Now, SWD is gasping for financial viability in a post-global financial crisis environment.

“Since the GFC it’s been very difficult – the financial landscape changed significantly,” Pescud says. “We’re 
running on empty.”

A lack of sponsorship

Although donations have gone up a little, he estimates that sponsorships have dropped by about 80 per 
cent. In the same time, the business has grown.

Since the late 1990s, the main focus has been its work with children, taking them on to wheelchair-equipped 
yachts and teaching them to sail.

Pescud prefers to say they are teaching them to dream “and to work hard for it”. The results are 
“immeasurable”, he says.

The charity has days for carers on the harbour as well, to give them a break.
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“We have teenage kids that are caring for their parents; they’re doing a marvellous job, and Australia’s 
getting them for free,” he says.

The charity started in 1994, after the radio call, when Pescud formed a full crew from people with disabilities 
to sail the Sydney to Hobart on 12 months of training.

“Two paras, blind people, deaf people, amputees – there were bits everywhere,” he says.

Every year since, bar one, he has skippered a boat in the race.

That includes the most devastating in its history, the 1998 race, when severe conditions saw 66 boats retire 
and six sailors die. That year, they won their division.

“We were getting two feet of blue water across the deck of the boat, and the guys were going about their 
business. Somebody said to me ‘I wonder who’s really disabled here’. There’s this toughness, resilience, 
never say die, bring it on [attitude].”

Money to pay the bills

The charity cherishes its devoted volunteers, but Mr Pescud is clear: it also needs money.

Wotif entrepreneur Graeme Wood donated one of the group’s three large yachts. Another donor who wants 
to remain anonymous recently gifted a 54-foot Hanse ocean yacht.

Pescud estimates they’re both worth about half a million dollars.

But then come the bills – mariner fees, new sails, engine service.

“We’re desperate. We do need money,” Pescud says. It’s a challenge the board will face over the next 
couple of years as the guard changes.

Moores Legal principal and charities expert Libby Klein says succession is a common problem for charities 
of all sizes. “Finding board members can be hard,” she says. “[And] sometimes there’s founder’s syndrome 
– it can be great initially, but as time goes on, that person may have their own ideas that are not in sync with 
the board.”

It’s not a problem that the charity appears to have, she says.

Pescud says the succession plan involves a shift to “more hands on the helm, which is a better way of doing 
it”. For Pescud, it’s all about securing SWD’s future.

“Sydney Harbour – gees, it’s the best place in the world.

“You get out there on a sailing boat on a Saturday afternoon; that’s a pretty good place to be.

“It’s really showing kids what you can do with your life and not letting your disability confine your future.”
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