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Emergency personnel learn to deal with handicap vehicles

Wednesday, May 27, 2009 

BY KELLY ROUBA

Special to the Times

LAMBERTVILLE — About 18 years ago, Scott Ellis, a quadriplegic from Hamilton, was in a motor vehicle accident that caused significant damage to his modified van. However, the damage to his vehicle became much worse after emergency responders arrived on the scene. 

"When they were extricating me from the van, they cut it up pretty good and it cost me a lot of money to get it fixed," Ellis said, adding that it was many months before his vehicle and the adaptive equipment inside were completely repaired. 

According to Craig Phillips, general manager of Accessible Vans & Mobility (AVM) in Cinnaminson, it is not uncommon for first responders to be unfamiliar with how to operate modified equipment, which often causes unnecessary damage to vans and wheelchairs. This can really affect a person's livelihood, he said. 

Realizing that something needed to be done, Ellis joined forces with several of his fellow co-workers at the Progressive Center for Independent Living (PCIL) in Hamilton to organize the area's first adaptive equipment demonstration, which took place at Union Fire Co. in Lambertville last week. 

All participants received hands-on training with adaptive equipment for people with disabilities and seniors. Equipment included wheelchairs and other mobility devices as well as vehicle modifications. 

"This (demonstration) is the first in the country we know of, so we are really excited," said Scott Elliott, executive director of PCIL. 

Ellis, who serves as PCIL's emergency preparedness coordinator, said it took six months of intense planning to put the event together, but he felt the effort was well worth it. 

"I think that if we familiarize the first responders with (modified) vehicles so they understand there are manual releases (on equipment) and better ways to get somebody out of there rather than just cutting everything, that it will save the person with the disability money and it will make (rescue) easier." 

To provide first responders with a wide overview of the types of adaptive equipment used by consumers, staff from PCIL and AVM allowed them to explore five different types of modified vehicles, ranging from a minivan to a transit van. When looking at the privately owned vehicles on display, participants were able to see how some individuals drive from their wheelchairs while others transfer into an adjustable driver's seat. 

Phillips and staff from AVM, which has seven locations in the tri-state area, also demonstrated how to operate wheelchair lifts with and without power in a safe manner. They even showed participants how to use wheelchair tie-downs to keep them strapped in place so they do not move around the vehicle while it's in motion. 

"It's good information for those people who would be involved in assisting people with disabilities after an event where their equipment or car would be damaged without destroying it since (lift) systems do have a manual release," said Dave Burd, Office of Emergency Management Coordinator for the City of Lambertville. 

Russ Rolt, of Garden State Scooters, also met with first responders to show them how to operate and disengage power (or motorized) wheelchairs as well as how to properly lift a person out of a wheelchair. Carina Marzec, a member of PCIL's emergency preparedness spokesperson's project and an EMT, provided instruction on how to use manual wheelchairs and encouraged attendees to maneuver the wheelchair through an obstacle course to test their skills. She also showed them how to safely transport individuals in a manual wheelchair while going up and down curbs and steps. 

Following the demonstration, Ellis said participant feedback was very positive. 

"First responders are realizing that there are more and more people living within the community with disabilities. They are encountering them every day. They realize the need for the training," Burd said, adding that he liked that the demonstration took a hands-on approach. 

"(I attended) to try to get an overview of how we are better able to assist our citizens with disabilities in multiple situations," he said. "One of my bigger concerns being in emergency management is if we had to do an evacuation of an area where there were some of our residents with needs, how our emergency responders can best interact and assist those citizens with their needs." 

Ellis said he hopes to hold the demonstration in every county in New Jersey, but may have to resort to holding it once a year for the entire region. "It's an expensive process. It all hinges on funding," he said, noting, "The New Jersey Council on Developmental Disabilities has been great. They gave us seed money for the first event, for the pilot program, which was much appreciated. And we are just continuing to look for funding (for future events)." 

Ellis noted the funds also covered disability awareness and sensitivity training for first responders, which took place two weeks ago. 

Mary Goepfert, an instructor with the New Jersey Office of Emergency Management Field Training Unit, also would like to see the demonstrations continue. 

"This type of event is important because people with disabilities live independently in the community and that number will continue to grow in the coming years," she said. "It's important for emergency responders to have awareness of these issues and to learn how to interface with people with disabilities during emergency response."

