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Mehmet Nesim Öner, who stepped on a mine while he was grazing animals when he was 10 years 
old, in the village of Uzunova in Diyarbakır, lost his one arm and one eye. A completely different life 
had begun for Mr. Öner, who had not had any disabilities until that age, or even had not met a 
person with disabilities before. He had two options; he would either be weary of life or he would go 
on a whole new path. He decided to cling to life with all his courage and hope and to go on the 
road. This path, which he covered by running, led him to great achievements in athletics, including 
the European Championship. 

Hoping to rebuild his life by listening to the chattering bird in the saying that "The chatterest bird is 
in our hearts, it never stops." by Cenap Şahabettin, Mr. Öner is currently coaching five visually 
impaired students and two national athletes without disabilities. 

We talked with Coach Mehmet Nesim, who makes one think that "People of Diyarbakır are very 
warm like its weather." with his smiling face, sincerity and modesty, about his promising story like 
spring that shows up after the severe winter.  
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Mr. Nesim, can you tell us a little about yourself?
I was born in the village of Uzunova in Kulp District of Diyarbakır in 1994. In 
2004, due to a mine explosion, I became a person with disabilities, losing 
my left arm down the elbow, my left eye and a certain part of my right 
eye. I am currently working as an athletics coach under the Provincial Dire-
ctorate of Youth and Sports of Diyarbakır. I have never had a disability 
before, and I have never met anyone else with a disability. I did not know 
how to live with a disability. When it happens to you, you understand it 
much better. In my new life with disabilities, I, of course, had a hard time at 
first. I was in the hospital for a year. I have had times in the process when I 
have felt incomplete and troubled. 

After a year, I started a school for the visually impaired. As I just said, when I had never 
met a person with disabilities before, I suddenly found myself in a completely different 
world as a very different Nesim. I also entered this new world as a very different Nesim. 
As my lifestyle changed, I began to have a different social circle. All my friends at my 
new school were visually impaired. I was very lucky because Ali İhsan Arslan Primary 
School for the Visually Impaired, the first school for the visually impaired in Diyarbakır, 
was opened. From that point on, the disadvantages in my life began to turn into advanta-
ges. I studied there for two years and made very good friends. Our teachers used to tell 
us what we could do in life with the training they gave us and what we could reach. After 
my graduation, I attended a mainstream high school as there was no high school for 
people with disabilities. When you pull the fish out of the water and it starts to flutter, 
that is how I felt at my new school. When I got there, I thought my friends around me 
looked at me differently. After all, we were all children. 
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"I Will Do This Job; 
Athletics Will 
Be My Life.” 
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Your achievements in sport are inspiring. How did you meet with 
athletics, how did your interest begin?
As I mentioned in my previous answer, children without disabilities can 
hold your shortcomings against you or you see yourself as less able 
than they are. You are, of course, negatively affected by these. After all, 
my situation was permanent, and no one had the power to change it. I 
had to accept it, and I finally accepted it. Then, I thought it was just an 
obstacle for me. I thought that there should be no obstacle and I went 
over it; I did not stay home. When I got to third grade in high school, I 
decided I wanted to do something. I was going to an art course; I wanted 
to do sports. 

I was very energetic at the time. Whatever I was told, I would go and do 
it right away. One day, my teachers said, “There is an athletics race, 

Nesim; you should also come. You can run." I immediately accepted it. They told me later 
that they invited me thinking "Nesim cannot do it but it will be rehabilitation for him." I 
went to the race anyway, and the coaches liked me the most. They told me, “Nesim, you 
run very well." but I am not the least aware of myself. I am running but it feels like I am 
running in the village... Afterwards, I participated in Turkey Athletics Championships and I 
was at the age of 16-17 at that time. In that race, where I ran with older ones, I was in the 
third place in Turkey and got a medal. My first big excitement was the Turkish 
Championship, my knees were shaking because of excitement. After my success, my 
teachers said that they would send me to the races in America, and I was very 
enthusiastic. After I came back, I saw that nothing much had changed in my life, so I did not 
insist on it. My belief that I could do something diminished. Athletics is a sport that 
requires constant training, and I started not going to training. After all, I started to gather 
myself up and I again said with great enthusiasm that “I will do this; athletics will be my 
life." 
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My high school physical education teacher was also a national athlete. It 
was a huge advantage for me. He told me “Nesim, I am going to give you a 
training program and you are going to train based on it." I went to training 
all the time and did very intense training. I never stopped for a year. I ran 
without caring the rain or the mud. I was definitely going to get into the 
national team the next year without making any excuses; that was my ulti-
mate goal. I did not care who told me and what anymore, I was just wor-
king. I did it after all; I was the champion of Turkey in athletics. 

After that, I was invited to the national team camp. I went to the camp and 
after a good preparation period, I went abroad to race. I was going abroad 
for the first time in my life and I was so excited; it is not possible for me to 
describe that excitement. After that, I participated in a special event in Tu-
nisia, where I also won a medal. After that, I had to do this sport in a pro-
fessional way. If I wanted to achieve this, I had to train morning and eve-
ning. I trained the way I should. I worked very hard. These efforts paid off 
and I became third in Europe at the European Athletics Championships in 
2012. 

“I Ran Without Caring the Rain or the Mud.”
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What does athletics mean to you?
 
When I started athletics, it did not make much sense to me; I was thinking 
“What am I doing?" Athletics includes running, throwing and jumping. Athle-
tics is a huge stage, and you can find a track from each branch. Think about 
the athletics field; someone runs from somewhere; someone jumps from 
somewhere and someone calculates how far they can go from somewhere. 
I am just running because my branch is running; I do not see anyone other 
than myself. I become happy; I might have a lot of questions in my mind but 
when I start running, I do not think about any of them. If I have a problem, I 
walk away from them and become free. 

You have achieved great success at a very young age. Thousands and millions of people 
watched your races with excitement. How did you manage your excitement in such races 
full of adrenaline?

I tried to manage it as much as I could, but there were times when I could not. I ran at the 
Olympics in London; the audience tribunes were full of people and millions of people were 
watching us. I was competing with a British athlete. As we entered the final 80 meters 
together, a noise broke out in support of the British athlete. People started to scream as the 
audience cheered. I have never forgotten those screams in my life, and I will not... I was so 
young at that time and I suddenly got scared. Those screams really lowered my motivation 
and concentration. I think that if it was not for those screams, I might have passed my op-
ponent, but it has passed. These are actually the excuses of athletes (laughter). 
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How does it feel to be on the stage thanks to your achievements?

I just mentioned it. I did not see a single person for three months as I prepared for the 2014 European 
Championships. I have never thought about going out and having a tea.  Be sure that you do not think about 
the troubles you have had after you get on that stage; none of them comes to your mind. You say, “I did 
it!"; it is an incredible feeling. 
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What has changed in your life after you started athletics?

After I started athletics, people's attitudes towards me started to change. As I stated, I thought they used to look at me 
out of pity, and now they look at me with respect. For example, when I go to our village, they no longer look at me 
because I have a disability; they look at me thinking “Nesim succeeded it." For example, when I first went to the 
athletics field, I thought everyone looked at me differently, but now when I go to the field, they see that I am better 
than them. They say, "He overcame his disability and succeeded it." That is because of athletics. 

Based on your own life, can you evaluate the perception of disability in our country and society's perspective for 
people with disabilities? 

Especially in the area where I live, while people actually wanted to show their love, they also approached with a sense 
of pity. I think this feeling of pity is actually not a very pleasant approach for a person with disabilities. The feeling of 
pity makes you feel helpless. I have never accepted it. I did not get detached from my childhood friends; I did not 
separate myself from anyone. I said I can do what they can.

"My Goal Is to Help My Visually Impaired Students Carry the Flag Further Than I Did" 
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You have left your active sports life behind and become a coach. What do you do 
as a coach?

As a coach, I have five visually impaired students and two national athletes without 
disabilities, I train them. My goal is to help my visually impaired students carry the 
flag further than I did. I really want this. I may have given them a lead, but I am sure 
they will be more successful than I am. 

I hope new and promising stories will be added on top of stories like my story. The 
new generation is luckier than we are; I always tell this to them. I do not want to set 
an example from myself, but I also find my story worth setting an example. Every 
time I give an example of myself, I observe that I can create awareness in them. 

When I started, I did not have a trainer, I did not have a sneaker and I didn't even 
have a second t-shirt to change when I sweated. When you think about it, even 
transportation was a big problem for me. Fortunately, my students now do not 
have such a problem, or there is less shortage in terms of material. Such things are 
not supposed to be said, but I can support them in such situations. I tell them now 
"You are very lucky. You have more pluses than minuses. Please appreciate these." 
My students are really talented, I absolutely commit that they are more talented 
than me and, hopefully, they will succeed.
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With your story and your achievements, you are a role model for our friends who have special 
needs. What kind of call would you like to make them when you think about the paths you 
have been through? 

As I said, I have my own students now. I observed that when they first came to the field, they 
saw themselves differently, just like me. At the moment, none of them sees themselves that 
way, which means in no way do they see themselves less able from people who do not have 
disabilities. My friends with special needs should not see themselves differently from other 
people in any way; be sure that when we start to see ourselves differently, we start to live our 
lives in an incomplete manner.

Self-confidence is a very important thing; I always say that. When you have confidence in 
yourself, there can be no excuse for anything. We should take action. It does not work just by 
saying that "I will do it"; it is just words. It is really needed to take a step.  

"Families Need to Instill 
Self-Confidence in Their 
Children First" 
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Do you have a message for the families of individuals with special needs?

First of all, over-protective shields of families such as “What if something happens to my child; if 
people hurt my child due to my child's disability?" should be removed. "Families need to instill 
self-confidence in their children first. My parents were also overprotective at first; my mother 
expressed her concerns by saying “Nesim, you are leaving. What if there is an accident on the 
road, what if you fall to the ground?" After a while, my family saw that Nesim does not need 
them; Nesim already does his own work. They even packed my bag and said, “Come on Nesim, 
aren't you going to the training?" 

As I said, first of all, family support is very important. It all starts in the family; how much can 
children know themselves when they are young? At this point, it is the responsibility of the 
families. As much as the family supports their child, everything can be very different in a positive 
sense. 
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What is your biggest dream?

My biggest dream after this is to see my athletes' successes and that they 
have come to a good place. I also dreamed of this during my active sports life. 
I am at the point where I am fulfilling my dreams. I focused on success as an 
athlete during my active sports life. I want to be successful as a coach right 
now. 
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Then, I had the turning point of my life and participated in the Olympics. Every ath-
lete has a dream of going to the Olympics, and I realized that dream in two years. I 
had the sixth place in the Olympics, and on my return to Turkey, I became an ath-
lete of the Galatasaray Sports Club. They have supported me for years. Thanks to 
them, I tried to get myself to the highest level possible and to do my best. I was 
fourth in the world in 2013, which is a very bad thing. Imagine if you come third, 
you get a medal, but you become fourth and it does not mean anything. 

There was the European Championship in 2014 and I said, "There is no escape 
from this anymore, I will not leave here without becoming a champion." Think that 
you prepare for a race for a year and focus entirely on this race. The place we 
camped was Erciyes, Kayseri; I went out either once or twice for three months 
just so that I could do my best training. I went to the race, fortunately, and 
became European Champion. I can say it is my achievement that I am most proud 
of.  
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