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someone's quality of life. 

"Rather than modifying the person, we modify the environment," 
says Nina Duffus, a Tetra volunteer from View Royal. "We have to 
come up with simple solutions to complex problems. Simple things 
can make all the difference in the world to somebody." 

Duffus, a Grade 2 teacher at St. Michael's University School, lacks 
formal engineering training, but says she is wired for problem 
solving. Not being an engineer can be an advantage, she says. 

One project had her puzzling over how to anchor a fishing rod to a 
wheelchair. She sewed together a cloth pocket. "My skills are 
different. An engineer might have used metal and pop rivets," Duffus 
said. "But there are a hundred ways to solve a problem." 

Many of the projects appear disarmingly basic but end up 
maddeningly complicated. Duffus had an extra handle welded onto a 
metal coffee mug for a client with tremorous hands. A quick fix, until 
she realized the rubber seals and lid had to be realigned. 

One of her harder projects had a client who needed assistance lifting 
her body out of the bathtub. "We tried everything, but most 
floatation lifts straight up with no tilt to sit up," she said. "We could 
have written a book on all the things we tried." 

Their eureka moment came as a rubber exercise ball attached to a 
compressor. The devil is always in the details -- it took weeks to 
figure out guaranteed waterproofing and to develop a no-slip mesh 
bag for the ball. 

Sam Sullivan, now Vancouver's mayor and a quadriplegic since a 
skiing accident at age 19, launched the Tetra Society of North 
America in 1987. Nina's father-in-law John Duffus, a retired physics 
professor and dean of sciences at Royal Roads Military College, began 
Victoria's chapter a few years later. 

Duffus, the senior, said he was trained as a physicist in an era when 
scientists had to build their own equipment from scratch. From his 
View Royal farm he adapted dozens of devices: a trapeze-like 
contraption to allow a legless client to move from a wheelchair to a 
couch, and a baby seat attached to the front of a scooter helped a 
paraplegic mother. Many projects involved elaborate handles to hold 
toothbrushes or utensils, he said, including the motorized lever-and­
pulley spoon. 

"I enjoyed supplying something that was needed. They weren't 
complicated things, but they were unusual things," he said. 

He couldn't remember any projects that failed outright, although a 
device that would change a TV channel triggered by an eye blink 
never worked perfectly. He also noted that projects sometimes 
stalled in mid-development because the clients would pass away. 

SiNI 
fEET) 
SOFi 

~::::::::::tt~~~1It~~ 

II
 

1IIIil.IIII:111 

.~ 

... - ... 

lsi::uli 
.-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:::-:.:. 

·: ~ ~tttttt{ : ~ ~ : : 

/·::i:::$s,s; 

http://www.goldstreamgazette.com/portals-code/list.cgi?paper=12&cat=23&id=839429& ... 2/26/2007 



II' 

BCNG Portals Page Page 3 of 3 

"Clients died quite often . That was less helpful ," he said. 

Victoria's Tetra chapter now has helped more than 300 clients on 500 
projects. Marnie Essery, from the Highlands and a co-ordinat io r for 
Victoria Tetra, said proj ects can take "two days or two months" 
depending on the complexity of the task and creativity of the 
volunteers. 

"It takes a lot of imaqination," she said, even if that means imagining 
something as simple as a foam block. 

To volunteer with Victoria Tetra, call 474-5939 or visit 
www.tetrasociety.org. 
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