




tradeoff is less ground clearance to navigate 
snowy streets. Also available, says Lalonde, 
are rotating seat bases that allow a passen-
ger to face out the door, lower the seat and 
transfer across to their wheelchair. “For 
people who can transfer reasonably, that’s 
another alternative.”

Lalonde says the possibilities are essen-
tially limited only to finances. The most 
extreme conversion he’s seen was a Hummer 
in Florida, outfitted with right-side, voice-
command driver controls and a joystick. 
“The thing looked like the cockpit of an 
airplane,” he says. “It was $147,000. But it 
was worth it for the owner.” The range of 
costs he’s seen in Saskatchewan are from 
$40, for a simple assist device to help some-
one get from their wheelchair to the car 
seat, to a $100,000 custom conversion and 
everything in between.

Sometimes It  
Takes a Miracle
But the cost of all the conversion options is 
no problem because the government foots 
the bill, right? Wrong. While the Saskatch-
ewan Aid to Independent Living (SAIL) pro-
gram may contribute to needed devices 
such as lifts, the financial burden is largely 
on the individual. “Some of these things are 
just not affordable,” Lalonde says. “The 
average family can’t throw an additional 
$20,000 or $30,000 into a vehicle just to be 
able to get around.”
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(opposite) Ron Bort prepares to use his 
swing-out lift to get into his Dodge Sprinter 
van; (above top) a spinner knob extends  
the steering ability of his one hand;  
(above) Bort had a left-foot gas pedal 
installed due to weakness in his right leg.

(top right) Golden Mobility fabricator 
Jamie Kucheran welds the new access 

ramp into a RAV II conversion van; 
(above) the dashboard-mounted 

Q’Straint control pad monitors the 
wheelchair docking system; (right) the 

family friendly RAV II interior allows 
the wheelchair to roll into place 
between the two middle seats.



	 W est wo r l d  >>  fall 2009   39

That’s where the community steps in, 
through donations to the Kinsmen Foun-
dation’s Telemiracle fundraiser. Now in its 
34th  year, Telemiracle has become an insti-
tution in the province. It raised almost  
$4 million in 2009, and executive director 
Joan Steckhan says all of that money will 
be spent helping people in the province. “I 
sort of liken it to the old days in this prov-
ince when, if your neighbour needed help, 
everybody showed up to help them build 
the barn. Telemiracle is the barn building 
of the modern day. When times are good 
and when times are bad, people in this 
province always remember Telemiracle. It’s 
because they see value in helping their 
neighbour.”

Steckhan adds that much of the event’s 
feedback comes from recipients grateful 
for the simple pleasures in life, such as the 
chance to get out of the house to go for a 
cup of coffee with friends. “Conversions 
can cost a lot, but they absolutely improve 
quality of life, accessibility and people’s 
opportunities to participate in their own 
communities. And particularly for folks 
who haven’t had a lot of options, they see 
the world rolling out before their feet.” 
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Perhaps the most important advance in 

transportation accessibility has been the auto-

mation of the technology. Denis Lalonde of 

Golden Mobility in Saskatoon says the computer 

age has allowed people with disabilities to do 

more than ever before.

For example, it is now possible to roll up to a 

vehicle, touch a button and have the door slide 

open and the ramp or lift come out — either  

folding down, swinging out or extending from a 

panel under the floor. Once the owner is inside, 

the ramp and door automatically tuck away.  

The wheelchair rolls into its spot and a bracket 

mounted to the bottom of the chair locks it into 

a metal clamp controlled by a touch pad on the 

dash. Assisted driving controls give even people 

with severe disabilities the chance to get behind 

the wheel. By taking the exhausting physical toll 

out of travel, designers have liberated people 

with disabilities and their caregivers to spend 

more of their energy enjoying life.

Lalonde says the accessibility industry is 

often a scavenger of other technologies, adapt-

ing their advances for its own use. The strong 

alloy wheels of racing bikes are now commonly 

used on wheelchairs, while dense foam padding 

developed by NASA is used to make the chairs 

more comfortable. “I don’t know what we’re going 

to see next,” he says. “There is some voice activa-

tion going on now, but it’s very elite and very 

expensive . . . Any technology that comes our  

way is going to be the great equalizer.”   —P.S.

Check out recently adapted vehicles at the 21st 

annual People in Motion Show, June 4-5, 2010, at 

the Queen Elizabeth Building, Exhibition Place, in 

Toronto. Touted as the largest show of its kind in 

Canada, it features more than 5,000 square metres 

of accessibility products and services targeted at 

consumers, caregivers and dealers.

i   people-in-motion.com
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