Review - Weba-Sport Kayak Ergometer and WebaExpert Software

Periodically in any sport there are significant developments in technology that represent a “game changer”. Witness the impact of wing-paddles in kayaking or speed-enhancing swimsuits on world record and Olympic times. The Weba-Sport kayak ergometer and associated software may well represent such a development. The brain-child of Austrian Milan Bacanovic, the kayak erg is an extension of his development of the WattBike (www.wattbike.com). This was developed in conjunction with British Cycling and if the blogs are to be believed is proving very popular in the UK and Europe. As the software and monitors share the same platform, the success of the cycling erg means that software and hardware development is not just dependent on sales of kayak ergs. Internationally, marketing is being undertaken by Braca Sport, who need no introduction.
The machine itself has some clever innovations. The fan is of smaller diameter, but wider, allowing it to be placed under the machine to reduce length. There are plastic covers over each side which reduce the noise. The paddle shaft is a light-weight carbon shaft supplied by Braca with a 3 position click-stop to adjust length. Ideally an infinite adjustment would be preferable, but in practice I did not find this an issue. The foot plate is easily adjustable, sliding in a metal track with two screw-down clamps. Unfortunately the foot-plate is not full length, although I have now retrofitted a full-length foot rest. A Velcro foot-strap is provided although I would prefer a pull-bar. The seat is a marvel. This is a high-back rotating K1 seat. Height is easily adjusted by pulling a pin and adjusting the seat up and down. It can be set fixed or rotating by changing pin placement. Rotating seats increase your instability in a K1 but have been shown to increase leg drive. On the erg the rotating seat works very well, although ski paddlers less accustomed this style of paddling may prefer to keep the seat in a fixed, lower position. The erg is equipped with 2 separate load cells (more about this later) and is calibrated in the factory. In theory recalibration is possible with the WEBA Expert software but requires upending the machine, fixing the flywheel and  hanging a weight of known mass off the machine to see if the force is read correctly. Not something you want to do regularly, if at all. Overall the build quality is good, although perhaps not in the realm of the Dansprint or as rugged as the Speedstroke gym.
The monitor is intuitive to operate with easy to negotiate menus. In monitor mode the display can be changed to various combinations of power output, pace, stroke rate, stroke length, and heart rate. Independent measurements are given for the left and right side. Real-time graphical power curves are also available, with percentage power split between left and right. Simple workouts can also be set on the monitor for either distance or time. Interval workouts can also be programmed although each stage needs to be programmed individually. This is a little time-consuming but once saved into memory does not need to be repeated. On-board memory allows for storage of approximately 1 hour of training data at the highest sampling frequency (100 cycles per second). The monitor has a smart card slot although smart card storage does not appear to have been implemented in the kayak firmware (it is on the bike). Ten custom workouts can also be stored. The monitor supports any Ant or Ant+ heart rate belt and also has an analog connection for a Polar sensor (not included), as well as a standard USB computer connection.
Two software packages are available free to download – Weba Kayak and Weba Expert. The former is essentially a racing or group training package that allows networking of multiple ergs. The latter is a powerful monitoring and analysis software package. Unfortunately documentation is somewhat limited, so familiarity takes a little time to develop. However once achieved this is an extraordinarily powerful tool. Almost any imaginable parameter can be analysed – both in real-time or after a session. Goals for each can also be displayed and colours set with a traffic-light display if the goal is reached. 
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Weba Expert: Left and right force curves.

These display in large fonts and are visible even across the room on my laptop display. Currently I have the software set to display elapsed time, stroke rate, heart rate and pace on the top row and left and right stroke length and stroke power on the bottom line. In conjunction with this I have the monitor set to display power curves. The power of bio-feedback is such that in real-time defects in technique can be quickly corrected. In my first session on the erg it became apparent that my left side is weaker than the right, but I tend to overcompensate for this by faster acceleration and longer stroke length. Over two weeks and several sessions I have managed to correct this so that power and stroke length are equal on both sides. I haven’t quite managed to increase acceleration on the right but am sure this will come. Does any of this make a difference? Well, last night I managed a personal best while out training – cracking 16km/h on a 200m sprint in my K1. Not quite enough to get me to the Olympics but respectable enough for a middle-aged intermediate paddler.
