
 

 

MEDIA RELEASE 

 Blind sailor Kirk Watson to Skipper ocean racer Kayle in this year’s 

Rolex Sydney to Hobart 

 SWD Patron Malcolm Turnbull says appointment is inspirational 

 faceboat.org.au campaign will take SWD supporters to Hobart this year  

Sailors with disABILITIES (SWD) today announced that Kirk Watson, who is legally 
blind, will skipper its ocean racer “Kayle” in this year’s Rolex Sydney to Hobart 
bluewater classic. 

This will be the sixth Rolex Sydney to Hobart race for 40-year-old Kirk, who started 
offshore racing in his early 20s when he was already starting to lose his sight 
through the degenerative disease Retinitis Pigmentosa. 

“Kirk’s leadership is inspirational. This will be an empowering journey for him and the 
whole crew,” said Malcolm Turnbull, the Federal Communications Minister and 
patron of Sailors with disABILITIES. 

“Sailors with disABILITIES is a fantastic initiative which I am very proud to support. 
Kirk and SWD do wonderful work to encourage and build the confidence of people 
with disabilities,” Mr Turnbull said. 

“Kirk is a highly experienced and competitive sailor who will be skippering Kayle out 
the Heads and south to Hobart in one of the world’s most challenging offshore races.  

“Approaching the race with the same passion and confidence of any skipper, Kirk is 
setting a great example for all people to fully realise their talents and ability,” he said. 

Mr Turnbull said Kirk encompasses the values of Sailors with disABILITIES where 

people leave their disability at the dock. 

“The attitude on the boat is great, the focus is on sailing the boat and it really is 

about what you can do,” Mr Watson said. 

“When I'm out sailing I feel like my disability is left on the shore, as being on the boat 

is a familiar place and moving around becomes second nature," he said. 

 



SWD Founder David Pescud, who has skippered all 16 earlier treks to Hobart, will be 
navigator on Kayle this year. 

“The whole SWD crew are so proud to get behind Kirk as the skipper,” Mr Pescud 
said. 

“His appointment has brought about some great new energy and camaraderie. It is a 
shame that Kirk’s guide dog Tiller, who loves sailing too, can’t be onboard but she 
will be on the dock to farewell him,” he said. 

SWD first raced in the Rolex Sydney to Hobart in 1994 and had the first full crew with 

a disability.   

The 16 crew in this year’s race will consist of eight sailors with a disability and three 

who will undertake their first Rolex Sydney to Hobart.  

Mr Watson encouraged all Australians to get behind Sailors with disABILITIES and 

help send 1,000 more kids with disability and disadvantaged youth sailing through 

www.faceboat.org.au. 

Via the faceboat campaign, Sailors with disABILITIES plans to print a mosaic of up 

to 3,800 photos around the hull of Kayle for the journey to Hobart this year. People 

can make a $25 tax deductible donation and upload a picture of themself or their 

child/grandchild. Or, they can donate $25 and SWD will place the face of a child with 

disability on the hull to mark their support. 

Background: 
Sailors with disABILITIES (www.sailorswithdisabilities.com), is a Sydney based non-
profit organisation that teaches empowerment through sailing to children and adults 
with physical, intellectual, mental and financial disadvantages.  

Supporters of SWD include Patrons Malcolm Turnbull and Ian Kiernan and corporate 
partner Xylem Water Solutions.  

SWD has taken part in 16 Rolex Sydney to Hobart yacht races, winning its division in 
the tragic 1998 event. SWD Founder David Pescud was at the helm then and in 
2003 when the yacht Kayle set the world record for a non-stop, unassisted 
circumnavigation of Australia in 37 days 1 hr.  

Contact details:  
Donna Pilling (SWD) 
0414 504 608  
 
Ian Pemberton (P&L Corporate Communications) 
0402 256 576 

http://www.faceboat.org.au/

