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Grey nomads are, by their 
very nature, up for adventure 
and up for a challenge.
In many cases, the dream of 
hitting the open road is one 
that has been burning within 
for years, and it’s not an easy 
one to give up on … even 
when health issues rear their 
ugly head.
There are travellers out there 
living the dream despite hav-
ing to deal with everything 
from cancer, heart attacks 
and hip replacements to vi-
sion impairments, multiple 
sclerosis and psychosocial 
issues. But despite the variety 
of challenges these travellers 
face, they have one thing in 
common … they are look-
ing for reasons to go, not for 
reasons not to go.
Just as the number of grey 
nomads on the open road 
has gone thought the roof, so 
too has the number of them 
travelling with a disability. 
The numbers speak for 
themselves. According to the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics 
there are 4.3 million Austral-
ians with a disability, that’s 
18.3% of the total population 

or nearly one in five people. 
And 50.7% of the over-65s 
report living with a disability.
The reality is that travellers 
with a disability are no longer 
a small niche market, they are 
part of the mainstream and 
their needs and aspirations 
are simply too big and too 
important for travel-related 
businesses to ignore.
While there is still a long, 
long way to go, the tourism 
industry is reacting. Rather 
than simply fulfilling their 
legal obligations under such 
legislation as The Disability 
Discrimination Act of 1992, 
some businesses are going 
above and beyond as they 

Determined nomads refuse 
to let their disabilities stop 
them from hitting the road 
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recognise it actually makes 
economic sense to cater to 
this quickly growing market 
segment.
Some caravan manufactur-
ers are customising their RVs 
making them more accessible, 
and they are including new 
gadgets and technologies to 
make life easier for the travel-
ler with a disability. Special 
racks are being made to allow 
mobility scooters to be carried 
on the back of a motorhome, 
and 4WD power wheelchairs 
are taking adventurers along 
sandy tracks and rugged trails. 
Furthermore, accessibility to 
even the most remote spots 
is being improved, and some 

Yes, we can!

Figures show that over half of Australia’s over-65s live with a disability  
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beaches are ready, willing 
and able to lay down special 
matting to allow wheelchairs 
to roll down the beach to the 
water’s edge. And, of course, 
amenities blocks across the 
country are being designed 
with the needs of those with 
disabilities in mind.
And that is just the beginning. 
“Caravan holiday parks 
understand that accessible 
tourism is about creating a 
quality holiday experience 
where all group members can 
enjoy shared social activities 
and the facilities available,” 
said Stuart Lamont, CEO of 
Caravan Industry Association 
of Australia.
As the baby boomers age, 
there is no doubt that this 
adventurous group of Aus-
tralians will simply not allow 
disabilities or injuries to 
define them. They have always 
lived life to the full, and will 
be as determined as ever to 
continue doing so … what-
ever challenges are thrown 
their way.
This special edition of the 
Grey Nomad Times looks at 
both the challenges – and the 
joys – of travelling this amaz-
ing country with a disability. 
We hope you enjoy.
Click to comment

Life without limits

Contact us today on 1800 AUS LIFT (1800 287 5438) or visit www.aussielifts.com.au

Need a lift into your 
caravan or motorhome?
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Time they are a-changin’, and 
– as the number of travellers 
with disabilities grows – so too 
do the opportunities afforded 
them to experience all there is 
to experience on the Big Lap.
The advocacy organisation 
‘People With Disabilities’ 
(PWD) says there is an in-
creasing awareness that this 
group is keen to travel and to 
participate in all aspects of life.
“The bottom line is that people 
with disability are an untapped 
dollar,” said PWD’s Senior 
Policy Officer, Samantha 
French. “They simply won’t 
use a business without good 
accessibility or one that doesn’t 
meet their particular needs … 
and neither will their friends, 
their families, or their colleagues.”
She says that while grey 
nomads will be travelling in a 
vehicle which obviously suits 
their own specific needs, their 
problems often start when they 
reach their destination.
“Things are getting better … 
but there are good and bad fea-

tures in every area,” she said. 
“Whether you are at a caravan 
park, or a national park, there 
are barriers everywhere.”
However, she say the momen-
tum for change that is building 
will be given another major 
shove as the National Disabil-
ity Insurance Scheme (NDIS) 
rolls out in coming years.
“It will provide individualised 
funding for people who want 
to travel,” she said. “Although 
it is not available to over-
65s, there will be a knock-on 
benefit to all travellers with 
a disability as businesses will 
improve their offerings to cater 
to the larger demand.”

With all the talk of money 
and business opportunities, 
though, it is easy to forget per-
haps the most important part 
of the equation.
“It is just impossible to 
measure the beneficial effect 
that getting out and seeing the 
world has on people with disa-
bilities,” said Ms French. “They 
want to get out and explore the 
world and the wilderness just 
like everybody else … and it is 
possible to improve accessibil-
ity to the natural environment 
without losing the beauty or 
spoiling any historical signifi-
cance.”
Click to comment

A world of opportunity
The tourism industry is  
reacting to the needs of 

travellers with disabilities

Freedom of the open road ... scooters open up new possibilities
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Scheme offers 
financial support 
The National Disability 
Scheme (NDIS) will be rolled 
out across Australia in the 
coming years. It provides 
support to people with dis-
ability, their families and 
carers. The NDIS offers 
individualised packages of 
support to eligible people 
with a disability. When the 
NDIS is fully implemented, 
it is expected that around 
460,000 Australians will re-
ceive individualised funding, 
plans and support.
The NDIS is not means test-
ed. Like Medicare, the NDIS 
is an uncapped (demand-
driven) scheme.
Among its key objectives is 
to support the independence 
and social and economic 
participation of people with 
disability.
To be eligible to receive indi-
vidualised support under the 
NDIS, a person must meet 
the disability or early inter-
vention requirements and be 
under 65 years of age when 
the access request is made.
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‘I count my blessings’
Back in 2007, when Paul Bruty 
was involved in an horrific 
workplace accident which left 
him with full thickness burns 
to more than 50% of his body, 
he was not expected to survive 
… let alone ever hit the road in 
a caravan. 
He first spent seven weeks 
in intensive care, then nine 
months in the Alfred Hospital 
burns unit. In that time, he 
underwent more than a dozen 
graft and orthopaedic opera-
tions, and his rehabilitation is 
still ongoing a decade later.
As his condition slowly im-
proved, however, Paul and his 
wife Eril found taking short 
holidays gave them both a lift 
… but even that was not easy.
“My rebuilt lower back causes 
me chronic pain and limits 
me to certain chairs, beds, and 
car seats, and we found that 
staying at motels, cabins, and 
other people’s houses was not 
a satisfactory arrangement,” 
said Paul. “Also, because of my 
burns and grafted skin areas 
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I need air conditioning when 
the temperature gets above 20.”
Also, when the surgeons were 
fixing Paul’s back with tita-
nium rods and screws, they 
touched nerves that affected 
his ability to control balance. 
Although not avid campers, 
the pair had happy memories 
of taking their four children 
on a campervan trip to Alice 
Springs in 1989 … and they 
decided to try caravanning.
They bought a 2011 Jayco Ster-
ling and a Pajero 3.2 diesel to 
tow it, and never looked back.
“We can only travel the coun-
tryside at whatever pace my 
body will allow so, no setting 

stringent timeframes,” said 
Paul. “Although we are not 
travelling as we thought we 
might before the accident, at 
least we are travelling.”
While the couple generally 
takes only short breaks it gives 
them both a huge lift, and Paul 
also enjoys finding ways to 
improve the van. Modifications 
have included fitting recliner 
chairs and adding a second 
battery and solar panel.
“Because I am confined a lot 
to my comfy lounge chair with 
a laptop on my knee it is im-
portant for me to have internet 
access and TV so we now have 
VAST TV,” said Paul. “I quite 

Paul enjoys trips in the van (above left) after recovering from an horrific accident (above right)  

A devastating accident that 
nearly killed Paul gave him 

a positive outlook on life
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often stay back at the van, 
while Eril will tour things of 
interest and bring back plenty 
of pictures.”
Paul finds that everything he 
does is ‘hard work’, but he pre-
fers to look at the positives.
“The accident has coerced 
me to be a better person and 
helped me realise that smell-
ing the roses and role model-
ling with grandchildren is an 
important part of life,” he said. 
“My shrink tells me that that is 
possibly why I was spared  
in the accident … and I know 
still have an important role  
in life.”
Click here to comment
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‘Lady in blue chair’
living life to the full
We’ve loved camping and 
getting away for all of our 
happily married life of 44 
years. With our four kids, we 
progressed from a large tent 
to a Jayco Dove, and have 
always been able to adjust to 
the situation at hand.
So, when my wife Jo was 
diagnosed with a neurological 
condition similar to Multiple 
Sclerosis which is affecting 
her mobility, we sat down 
to reassess things somewhat 
regarding our future caravan-
ning plans. Jo can walk for 
very short distances so, we 
decided to do what we could, 
accept what God has given us 
… and not give up.
We decided to buy a reputa-
ble off-road caravan which is 
fully self-contained, including 
a 600 amp lithium battery 
system for our power needs 
… ideal for free camping. We 
also decided to purchase a 
4x4 wheelchair which fits into 
the back of our LandCruiser, 
via a set of alloy ramps. This 
chair, although not cheap, is a 
beauty and is able to drive on 
soft beach sand.
Both of us love fishing, so 
a pair of rod holders were 
attached to the chair and a 
special bag hangs off the rear 
for the big fish … and it gets 
used! We try to get away every 
year and, at places like Eighty 
Mile Beach, Jo is known as 
‘the lady in the blue chair’ as 
she often flies up the beach for 
some five or more kilometres. 
Jo also has a mobility walker 
which is handy for resting 
on when tired, and a walk-
ing stick. We still enjoy this 

caravanning life and will try 
to do it as long as we can. Last 
year, we travelled from WA to 
Adelaide then up to Tennant 
Creek, across to Brisbane, up 
to Cairns and back home via 
the Savannah Way and, of 
course, Eighty Mile beach and 
back home.
We have found that the 
majority of caravan parks are 
wheelchair friendly, as were 
most major attractions and 
supermarkets. When you 
live with someone who has 
a disability, you soon learn 
what you can do and, sure 
sometimes I do head off on 
my own, but most things we 
do together.
If you can afford it, there is no 
reason for anyone with a dis-
ability to stay at home. Medi-
cal attention is available in 
most places and your doctor 
should be able to supply you 
with your necessary scripts.

Today’s caravans with all the 
modern extras make them 
ideal and it becomes unneces-
sary for you to use the public 
amenities and, as long as you 
can walk a little, it’s very easy 
to move around because eve-
rything is close by. Our bed 
is facing east-west with the 
ensuite right next to Jo’s side.
Even if you can’t get around 
too much, just driving around 
this fantastic country of ours 
is a blessing with so much to 
see even from your car seat. 
We do often take the caravan 
away for short two to seven 
day trips close to home, or 
take the van to Perth when 
visiting our daughter.
We enjoy the lifestyle and 
have seen and experienced 
so much these last 10 years 
… and are always thinking of 
where to go next. 

Click to comment

John Hart says his wife, 
Jo, was never going to let a 
medical condition beat her
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Bus Driver:  Nadrasca is a 
disability services provider in 
Mitcham, Victoria.  A fantastic 
opportunity to assist people in 
your community and also earn 
money.  To apply, visit 
www.nadrasca.com.au 
 

John and Jo (bottom right) travel in an off-road van (bottom 
left). Jo’s scooter is fitted with fishing rod racks (above)
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While amenities blocks are 
becoming more accessible and 
there are some great caravan 
gadgets to help make life 
easier, for many grey nomads 
with a disability taking the Big 
Lap is still all about getting out 
into the real wilderness.
And the great news is that 
Australia’s national parks are 
waking up to this demand, and  
making what once seemed 
impossible possible. Parks 
Victoria is at the forefront of 
the charge and it’s making a 
massive difference to lives.
“About six years ago we started 
realising that people with disa-
bilities were under-represented 
in visitor numbers in parks,” 
said John Kenwright, Parks 
Victoria’s Access & Inclusion 
Coordinator. “We engaged 
with the disability community 
and carers and started looking 
at what was needed to change 
the situation.”
And they delivered.
Changes have been made at 
a range of parks including 

National parks are making
remote areas accessible

to travellers with disabilities

Wilsons Prom where there are 
personal hoists that can help 
people get out of wheelchairs; 
walks and bushwalks have 
been made more accessible; 
all-terrain wheelchairs can be 
borrowed at some spots; and, 
at places like the tricky-to-ac-
cess Buchan Caves an electrical 
stairclimber has been installed 
to allow light adults to get in.
“People with a disability want 
to get out on the beach and 
into remote country and eve-
rywhere else and experience 
what other people experience,” 
said Mr Kenwright.  “And 
there are so many mental, spir-

itual and physical benefits for 
them doing exactly that.”
This commitment to make 
everything possible is embod-
ied by the availability to bor-
row single-wheeled TrailRider 
all-terrain wheelchairs at the 
Grampians National Park. 
The TrailRider ‘passenger’ is 
assisted by volunteer operators 
as they negotiate obstacles, 
including rocks, logs and steps.
And it all means that some 
grey nomads with disabilities 
are seeing views they thought 
they might never see, and go-
ing places they thought they 
never could. 

Right to roam 
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Vans made to
be accessible
When Anthony Wake suf-
fered a spinal cord injury 
that left him paraplegic, he 
was determined not to let it 
stop him camping.
With a specially modified 
caravan, he was soon back 
on the road with his wife, 
and enjoying  ‘the freedom 
to go anywhere, anytime’. 
Spotting a gap in the market, 
Anthony then launched his 
Accessavan business, design-
ing and building fully acces-
sible wheelchair caravans.
“We are part of an ageing 
population, so demand 
will only grow,” he said. 
“We design all Accessavans 
so the user can be totally 
independent, whether that 
be a wheelchair lift or a push 
button jockey wheel.”

A different view of travel
Four years ago, grey nomad 
Bill Riches was in the middle of 
renovating an old 1975 Frank-
lin caravan when he was diag-
nosed with Multiple Myeloma 
and acute renal failure.
It was a devastating blow for 
the passionate traveller, who 
was on his fifth van since 1995. 
But, he still had a trip in him.
“The docs wouldn’t give an 
accurate prognosis,” he said. 
“So, I decided to not sit around 
waiting, and we headed west.”
Taking a similar route to one 
he had taken in 1995, Bill was 
shocked at how different the 
world looked from someone 

with a disability’s perspective.
“Heading to places like the 
Princess Royal Fort in Albany, 
there was no way mobility pa-
tients were allowed to drive to 
the top,” he said. “By this stage 
I had to stop and rest about 6-7 
times just to get up there.”
A spokesperson for the City of 
Albany says that, while it does 
restrict vehicular access to the 

Convoy lookout, a free shuttle 
service for those with mobility  
issues is available on request.
As more locations become 
friendlier to people with a 
disability, it is clear that com-
municating exactly what is 
available is very important, as 
is travellers carrying out good 
research ahead of their trips.
But, while no doubt things will 
improve, Bill knows there are 
some places he might not get 
back to.
“Sorrowfully, we now have 
now had to dispose of the van,” 
he said. “I am getting too weak 
to walk.”

Parks Victoria loans TrailRider all-terrain wheelchairs to visitors    

Bill renovated a 1975 caravan                                                    

Life without limits
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After selling their home and 
hitting the open road full-
time, David and Chris Single-
ton’s dream lifestyle hit a speed 
bump when Chris was told she 
needed a hip replacement.
The veteran free campers were 
determined not to have any 
regrets, so David modified the 
van by building a set of ramps 
to enable Chris to walk up … 
and they kept going. 
“It was made from a pair of 
alloy bike ramps which can be 
bolted together in a couple of 
minutes and then a hand rail 
made from gal pipe and the 
fittings just screw together,” 
said David. 
However, when Chris later 
got a Gopher electric scooter, 
David had to modify the van 

again. He removed the inner 
lip on the entrance doorway so 
they could get the rear wheels 
in, and he put an eyebolt in 
the floor to tie the Gopher to 

while they moved around. 
“The ramps travelled inside 
the van wrapped in a blanket,” 
said David.  “We continued 
this way for another nine 

The mother of invention

David first  
created  
portable ramps 
for the  
caravan so 
Chris could 
walk up easily. 
He later  
modifed that 
so her scooter 
could get in
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Have mobility scooter, will travel
For many people with difficul-
ty getting around, the advent 
of the electric mobility scooter 
has transformed their lives.
While Owen and Jenny 
Hughes love to escape in their 
caravan, they are restricted to 
staying in caravan parks with 
powered sites so Jenny can 
operate the oxygen equipment 
she requires. She also needs 
a mobility scooter to move 
around, but it’s been a matter 
of trial and error to come up 
with the right set-up.
“We initially acquired a port-

able mobility scooter which 
could be loaded into the rear of 
our SUV,” said Owen. “But the 
problem was its lightweight de-
sign made it unstable on other 
than very flat surfaces.”
Looking for something more 
heavy duty, the couple bought 
an Afikim Sportster SE mobil-
ity scooter which is very stable 
and manoeuvrable but, at 125 
kilograms, is also heavy and 
relatively long. 
“Not having a scooter when 
travelling with the caravan is 
very restrictive,” said Owen. 

“So, we settled for a carry-
ing tray to carry the scooter 
behind our SUV, and have 
travelled extensively without 
any real issues.”
He says the biggest problem 
they initially had was that the 

tray would sometimes ‘scrape’ 
when entering places like ser-
vice stations that had uneven 
surfaces. He has since installed 
a small wheel on the underside 
of the carrier to counter the 
problem.
There are safety restrictions 
governing weight and size 
when carrying a motorised 
mobility device on a rack fitted 
to the rear of a motor vehicle, 
so it is important that grey 
nomads going down this route 
always ensure they comply 
with all regulations.

months before it got too hard 
to travel as we needed to see 
a doctor every month to get 
a script for Chris’s pain relief, 
and my wife found the con-
finements of the van made it 
just too hard to move around.”
Having already seen a lot of 
New South Wales, Victoria 
and Queensland, the couple 
decided to rent a property 
while Chris recovered from 
her hip replacement … but she 
has just found out the other 
hip needs replacing, too.
“We are still in a house with 
our van parked in the drive 
and, while we still do small 
trips away, it is not like being 
in the van full time,” said Da-
vid. “However, once the other 
hip is replaced we will pick up 
where we left off and be back 
on the road and exploring this 
great country again!”
Click to comment

Life without limits

A scooter rack in action                                   

Chris and David refused 
to let mobility issues stop 

them from travelling
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