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I love to travel. As a child, I was lucky enough 

to accompany my parents on a few overseas 

holidays and the moment I had finished uni, I 

had my bags packed (including tiara – intrepid 

backpacker I was not), jumped on a plane and 

began to explore the world. I had intended on 

going for a year but almost 17 years later I still 

haven’t headed back ‘home’. I like to joke with my 

daughter that ‘mummy is still on holiday’ but the 

reality is I have settled into a comfortable life in 

Australia, complete with two beautiful girls and 

two furry beasts. 

I had always imagined I would never stop travelling. That 

once my children were old enough, they could easily come 

along. What I didn’t imagine was having a child with special 

needs, which makes the prospect a lot more challenging. 

Managing our day-to-day life can be di?cult and the 

prospect of doing it away from home is scary. 

Our holiday feature is crammed full of tips and tricks to make 

travelling, whether within Australia or internationally, that 

much easier, with advice from seasoned traveller and blog 

writer Julie Jones (www.havewheelchairwilltravel.net) as 

well as two other ordinary families who have managed to 

make their travelling dreams a reality. 

TAKING A 

holiday  
WITH YOUR SPECIAL NEEDS CHILD

Happy holidays

PLANNING 
your trip
Before embarking on your trip, make sure 

you’ve considered organising the following:

MLAK 

The Master Locksmith Access Key enables people with 

disabilities to access public facilities 24/7. The system 

has been fitted to facilities including elevators at railway 

stations, toilets in council municipalities and the Liberty 

Swings in parks across Australia.

MLAKs can be purchased from Master Locksmiths at www.

masterlocksmiths.com.au but are restricted to people with a 

disability. It’s a good idea to get a note from your doctor to take to 

the Locksmith.

National Public Toilet Map

The National Public Toilet Map shows the location of more than 

14,000 public and private public toilet facilities across Australia. 

Details of toilet facilities can also be found along major travel 

routes and for shorter journeys as well. Useful information is 

provided about each toilet, such as location, opening hours, 

availability of baby change rooms, accessibility for people with 

disabilities and the details of other nearby toilets. There is also  

an App available from the App Store.
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W
hen a travel advertisement pops up on television 

it usually depicts travel as carefree, fun and often 

spontaneous. It is often hard to identify with these 

images if you are a family with someone with a disability or special 

needs. I know that in the lead up to a holiday I feel anything but 

carefree. In saying that, our holiday photos show a family with 

beaming smiles having a great time.

When our son was diagnosed with Cerebral Palsy and a 

wheelchair became part of our ‘baggage’, I wondered how we 

would travel. There seemed so much to consider. Even going on a 

driving holiday two hours from home saw our car fully loaded.

with planning and research we have had the pleasure and elation 

of many adventures. And with that we experienced the liberating 

feeling that comes from achieving something you weren’t sure 

would be possible.

Through our adventures I have learnt a lot and love sharing my 

tips. Every family’s needs and interests will vary but here are some 

general tips: 

My top tip
If you are new to travelling, start local. An enjoyable  

holiday comes from it being a success and starting closer  

to home can be a good way to learn what is essential to your 

family when holidaying. 

Booking and choosing accommodation
I prefer to contact hotels directly to ensure the room I am booking 

will be suitable for our needs. If you choose to book online or 

through a travel agent I suggest once the booking is made, you 

phone the hotel directly to double check all the details. This also 

ensures the hotel understands your requirements. Large hotel 

chains often have a central reservations number and special 

requests can get lost in the system. Accessible rooms vary greatly 

and even some people’s interpretation of accessible can be 

misguided. We were once told a room was ‘accessible, but there  

is just one step’.

Search the hotel’s website for further information. In the USA the 

hotel websites have detailed information that often includes a 

+a
vel 
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Companion Card

The Companion Card is a government initiative that gives a 

person with a disability, who will need life long attendant care 

support, the ability to receive a second ‘companion’ ticket at 

no charge at participating venues and on public transport. The 

‘companion’ ticket is also exempt from booking fees.

Each state has their own program but all are nationally 

recognised, so it really is worth getting one before you leave on 

your holiday. To apply you can download the forms from your 

state’s government website. 

There are 4200 business and organisations across Australia who 

accept the cards including:

Cultural – Cirque du Soleil, Australian Ballet etc.

Cinemas – Hoyts, Birch Carrol & Coyle, Reading etc.

Sporting events – Australian Grand Prix, NRL, Football,  

Transport and tourist attractions – Whale Watching,  

Gold Coast Theme Parks.

Go to www.companioncard.gov.au to see the national 

providers and links to state-based participants. 

Happy holidays

Julie Jones from Have Wheelchair Will 

Travel www.havewheelchairwilltravel.

net shares her tips on how to travel with 

a child with special needs.
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are comfortable with the process. If you think your child may find 

this process overwhelming, I suggest role-playing it with them at 

home. You could also make a story about it using board maker 

pictures or photos of you role-playing the scene with them.

Airport/on-board the aircraft
Arrive at the airport early. You will avoid the worst of the queues 

and the airline sta] are more accommodating if there are not a 

hundred people behind you frustrated at the wait. At this point 

you can request seating toward the front of the aircraft and if any 

is the time to smile sweetly and ask.

People with limited mobility and those using a wheelchair are 

first to board the plane and last o]. We always have drinks with 

plane loads and it can be hot as the air conditioning system isn’t 

fully operating until take-o].

Attractions
Once you have decided which sights and attractions you wish to 

visit, do some research about their accessibility. Somewhere like 

Disneyland has extensive information on accessibility on their 

website. Other smaller attractions may require you sending an 

email or phoning. Often entrances for wheelchairs are not located 

at the main entrance or some theatres have special seating if 

you contact them in advance. Research saves a lot of time and 

frustration once you are at your destination.

Tickets
Many attractions o]er a free ticket for a carer/attendant, so 

check for this and make an email enquiry if the information is not 

available on their website. The Australian Companion Card needs 

to be produced at most attractions in Australia for a discount. 

Although the USA does not have a similar system we found that 

the Companion Card was often accepted as proof of disability and 

a discount applied.

floor plan of the room’s layout and even the size of the room. This 

helps us determine how spacious the room will be for the four of 

us, plus our luggage and wheelchair. 

Lastly, don’t assume hotel sta] or management know what you 

need. Ask questions to make sure you know the room will be 

suitable. If using a wheelchair, specific questions like, “is it ground 

ensure you get what you want in a hotel room. There are no dumb 

questions in this area. It is about being informed and knowing that 

the hotel will meet your needs or, if need be, you can decide if the 

compromises are possible for your situation.

Booking flights
When booking flights the airline will need to know the dimensions 

they need to know if it is manual or electric. Having this information 

available when you phone to make your booking will avoid the 

need to call back. At this point it is good to let the airline know if 

you prefer, or need your own wheelchair to the aircraft door.

Many airlines have an upper body torso harness available. This is 

designed to help support those passengers with a disability who 

find staying upright dibcult without a harness. These must be 

pre-arranged through the airline’s special handling department. 

The harnesses can only be used in specific seats on the aircraft as 

they are anchored via an anchor point on the floor of the aircraft.

Make sure you advise the airline of any dietary requirements and any 

Preparing for airport  

security and travel
Many children with special needs thrive on routine and therefore 

travel proves challenging. Preparation can help this process, 

particularly with situations like airport security. We have found 

the sta] are well trained in dealing with children with special 

needs and go out of their way to ensure the child and parents 

Happy holidays
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Preparing your wheelchair  
for travel
A general service on a wheelchair prior to travel is a good idea. It 

ensures there are no loose nuts and bolts and that everything is in 

good working order. We also travel with a basic repair kit that we 

get from our wheelchair manufacturer.

If you are purchasing a new wheelchair, my best tip is to get as 

much built-in storage as possible. A zippered pocket under the 

seat is a great place to store valuables like passports and iPads 

when travelling between locations. A net storage area underneath 

is great for jackets and a zipper in the seat back is where I keep 

my wallet and keys. Although you can use a backpack for these 

things it is much easier for thieves to steal.

Travel insurance
Even before you book your trip it is a good idea to get a quote 

for travel insurance as this will give you the cost and also ensure 

that any pre-existing conditions can be covered. At the very least 

purchase your travel insurance when you pay for your trip. This 

should then cover you if you need to cancel your trip due to health 

problems or other unexpected situations that could arise. 

You need to consider the type and amount of insurance you 

require for your wheelchair. A wheelchair is an expensive item 

to repair or replace and airlines usually say, “All care but no 

Declare any pre-existing medical conditions and ask if you are 

unsure. I didn’t consider Cerebral Palsy a pre-existing condition. 

In my mind it is a disability, not an illness but it is considered a 

pre-existing condition with the insurance companies. We had no 

problem getting the cover when we applied and it gave me peace 

of mind to know that we were insured if anything did go wrong. 

If you are doing multiple trips in a year consider an annual policy. 

It saves time and money.

Transportation
Car hire – in most major capital cities in Australia and overseas 

there are specialty car hire companies who have wheelchair 

accessible vans and vehicles. These are usually more expensive 

than Hertz, Avis etc. but if that is the type of vehicle you need then 

factor it into your travel budget. These vehicles are less plentiful so 

booking well in advance will ensure you secure what you need.

If you are booking a ‘regular’ rental car and need a station 

wagon or people mover, make sure the reservation’s operator 

is aware that you are hiring that vehicle to accommodate a 

wheelchair. Rental companies generally book a particular car 

and add the clause, ‘or similar’ to your confirmation. They need 

to understand you need a certain vehicle for a reason.

Ensure that the car rental company’s transfer bus, if there is 

one, to the car depot is accessible. For example, in a city like Los 

Angeles, you need to catch a bus to get your rental car.

If you are using a local ground transportation service or shuttle 

service to your hotel, make contact with them prior to booking 

to ensure they have an accessible vehicle. Once again, be 

specific. Many will list that they have an accessible service 

but when we checked if they could accommodate our son’s 

wheelchair, which does not fold, they couldn’t.

Although this may seem a daunting list of tips, please don’t be 

put o]. Throughout our journey with a son with special needs, 

we have found that the fun times we have had as a family 

helped us become a stronger family unit. It has cemented the 

relationship between our two children, giving them a close 

sibling bond. There are lots of tough times but our holidays and 

weekend outings definitely help our relationships weather those 

more dibcult times. 

Happy travels.  


