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Award-winning

Dealer - mobility solutions

of the year

We're proud to be recognised as Dealer of the Year

at the 2026 ATSA Independent Living Expo Awards.

Our team is committed to providing the right mobility
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8 L S5 technalogy and assistive technology solutions to meet your

budget.

individual needs, delivered on time and within your

Access the equipment and support you need to live

with greater independence, confidence and freedom.

£ Liandd #19F

Wherever your journey takes you,
our experienced team is here to help
you find the right equipment.

Visit us in Robina, Logan Hyperdome,
Bundaberg and Rockhampton

Call us: 1800 860 495

Shop online: movemobility.com.au
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Building for
the future

I'm delighted to share another issue
of The Advocate with you, filled

with stories from members who
continue to demonstrate resilience,
determination and achievement in all
aspects of life.

From artist Ro Clark to athletes

Teresa Burbery and Caleb Bull, this
issue highlights what’s possible while
navigating life with a disability.

These stories are especially important
for people who are just beginning
their journey, whether in hospital, or
at home adjusting to a new chapter

in life.

Innovation is also a strong theme
throughout this issue. I’'m particularly
excited to see the progress of a new
Virtual Reality project, initiated by
Spinal Life member JJ Hitchens,

who identified an opportunity to
improve the process of selecting

the powerchair that best suits a
person’s needs. With support from
the National Injury Insurance Scheme

Queensland (NIISQ), the project is now

being developed by The University
of Queensland’s RECOVER Injury
Research Centre, with JJ as one

of the lead researchers.

I'm also pleased to share positive

FROM THE CHAIR

news about one of Spinal Life 's most
significant projects - our new Brisbane
Healthy Living Centre. Located close
to the Princess Alexandra Hospital,

| this purpose-built facility will bring

together rehabilitation, health and
wellbeing services in one location.
With funding secured and land
acquired, we are now progressing
detailed design work and look forward
to sharing opportunities for members
to provide input as the project
develops.

While major projects often attract
attention, much of the Board’s
work happens behind the scenes.
Together with the CEO and Executive
team, we are focused on ensuring
the organisation remains strong,
sustainable and accountable. This
includes improving governance,
managing risk, supporting service
quality and positioning

Spinal Life for future growth.

These foundations may not always be
visible, but they are critical to ensuring
we can continue delivering services,
advocate for change and support our
members for many years to come.

As always, | welcome your feedback
at chair@spinal.com.au. | hope
you enjoy this issue and thank you
for being part of the Spinal Life
community. 6
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DO YOU HAVE A
STORY TO SHARE?

Email us at
theadvocate@spinal.com.au
- we’d love to hear from you!
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questions
with the

CEO

Mark Townend shares what’s been

happening at Spinal Life - and what’s next.

1. Can you introduce the newest member of the
Executive team?

I'm delighted to officially welcome Richard Littler to Spinal
Life as our new Chief Operations Officer. Richard brings
extensive leadership experience across the community
and not-for-profit sectors, and has already made a positive
impact since joining the team.

Richard will lead our Personal Support and Home Care
Services, with a strong focus on continuous improvement
and delivering the best possible outcomes for our clients.
He will also work closely with the rest of the Executive
team to support our advocacy efforts across a range of
important issues, including improvements to the NDIS and
building our connections with all levels of government.

2. What’s the latest on NDIS reforms?

As this issue goes to print, we have recently received
information about the NDIA's annual review of the NDIS
Pricing Schedule. When conducting the review, the
Government considered factors such as workforce costs,
economic conditions, and feedback from participants
and providers. We have adjusted our pricing to reflect
the updates announced by the NDIA, to ensure ongoing
viability of our services.

We know many people are feeling uncertain following
recent government announcements about the future
of the NDIS and the Federal Budget. As we await new
legislation about the changes, we will continue to keep
our community informed, and advocate for a fair and
sustainable NDIS that puts participants first.

3.What’s happening with the Brisbane

Healthy Living Precinct?

We recently announced the sale of our Woolloongabba
office at 109 Logan Road for $21 million. We will continue
operating from the site for the next few years while planning
and building our new Brisbane Healthy Living Centre nearby.

This milestone represents an important investment

in the future of our organisation and community.

Once complete, the Centre will bring together accessible
accommodation, health and rehabilitation services,

a fitness hub, hydrotherapy pool, and community
spaces in one purpose-built location designed to
support people with spinal cord damage and other
physical disabilities.

4. Who has been supporting Spinal Life recently?

A huge thank you to POA Billboards for selecting Spinal
Life as a recipient of its Doing Good Sponsorship Program.
Through this generous partnership, we received an
outdoor advertising package valued at more than $75,000.

Over a 12-week period, our campaign has appeared

on digital billboards across Cairns, Innisfail, Townsville,
Rockhampton, Yeppoon and North Brisbane, helping us
raise awareness of our services and connect with more
people in regional Queensland.

5. Any other good news to share?

I'd also like to congratulate Move Mobility on being
named Dealer of the Year at this year’s ATSA Independent
Living Expo Awards. As a part-owner, we're proud to work
alongside an organisation that shares our commitment to
independence, accessibility and inclusion.

From Brisbane to Bundaberg and Rockhampton, the
Move Mobility team continues to improve access to
quality assistive technology for people with disability.

We look forward to continuing to support Move Mobility’s
expansion in regional Queensland in the future.

As always, I'd love to hear from you. Please feel free to get
in touch at ceo@spinal.com.au, and | look forward to
sharing more updates in the next issue of The Advocate. @

Know you’re in
good hands

Our compassionate, highly-trained
Personal Support Workers are h -
here to support your independence

with dignity, respect and expert care.

Our tailored services include:

Personal care and grooming

Light housework and domestic support

Getting out and about

Medication assistance (eg. diabetes management)
Complex care

Bowel therapy and catheter care

Stoma support

PEG feeding

Ventilation assistance.

We work with NDIS, NIISQ, insurers and WorkCover
providers, and more.

Call 1300774 625
enquiries@spinal.com.au
spinal.com.au
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COLOURFUL

For Sunshine Coast artist Ro Clark, painting is more than
a creative outlet - it’s helping her navigate chronic pain,

embrace a second life and find a renewed sense of purpose.

Main photos: Mary McGillivray Photography

unshine Coast artist Roisin (Ro) Clark spends
her days surrounded by beauty.

From her home studio, she creates colourful works
inspired by Australian landscapes, native flora and the

changing seasons.
Her paintings
celebrate
regeneration,
resilience and the
quiet wonders of
the natural world.

But behind every
canvas is a reality
that belies their
beauty: the fact
that their creator
lives with severe
nerve pain

every minute of
every day.

Nearly seven years
ago, a rare spinal
cord injury left Ro
paralysed from the

ribs down. Today, painting has become far more than a
creative outlet. It helps her navigate chronic pain, process
profound life changes and share a message that has
become central to both her art and her outlook on life:
that beauty and pain can exist side by side.

Art had always been part of Ro’s life.

Before herinjury, she worked as a graphic designer while
also studying engineering part-time. Together with her
husband Matt, she was raising two children and enjoying
abusy and active
Sunshine Coast
lifestyle that included
plenty of travel and
outdoor adventures.

Painting was
something she loved,
but rarely had time
for. Then, in 2019,
everything changed.

During a beginners’
surfing lesson, Ro
began experiencing
back pain. Within
hours, she was
paralysed from

the ribs down.

Doctors initially
struggled to explain what had happened. There was no
traumatic injury, no obvious damage and no clear cause.
The answer ultimately came from an unlikely source: Ro’s
sister, who Googled ‘surfing” and ‘paralysis’ and discovered
information about a little-known condition called surfers’
myelopathy.

Beauty and pain can exist
side by side.”’

RO CLARK

The rare spinal cord condition primarily affects beginner surfers and
is thought to result from prolonged hyperextension of the spine while
paddling or attempting to stand on a board.

“None of the doctors and specialists had heard of it,” says Ro. “It’s really
rare - it’s probably more common to get eaten by a shark!”

After time in hospital and rehabilitation, followed by extensive modifications
to the family home, Ro began adjusting to a very different life.

What proved even harder than the paralysis was the pain.

Despite having no movement or sensation from her rib cage down, Ro
experiences constant nerve pain that she rates as an eight or nine out of 10.

“It’s like burning, pins and needles, and a crushing feeling that is just there
constantly,” she says. “It never eases.” »

PHOTO

Sunshine Coast artist

Ro Clark, surrounded

by some of her original
acrylic paintings inspired
by vibrant Australian
landscapes. Opposite
page: Wave Wisdom, one
of Ro’s limited-edition,
hand-signed prints.
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When medication left her struggling with brain fog, Ro
worked with a pain management team to explore other
ways of living alongside permanent pain.

“Really paying attention to my other feelings is key to me
enjoying life,” she explains. “I'm still in pain, but  make a
concerted effort to notice all the small, good things and
focus on those.”

According to Ro, pain also calls for distraction.

“Painting for me was, initially, that distraction, but it gradually
became something much bigger,” she says. “Now I'm using
my art to share my story and all the things that I've learned
through post-traumatic growth. It's given me a real purpose.”

At first, Ro could only paint in short bursts — she couldn’t
push past the pain for more than about 10 minutes. These
days, however, when she’s “in the flow” she can paint for up
to three hours at a time.

“I've got an accessible easel in my studio that lets me roll
my wheelchair underneath the canvas so | can get really
close to my paintings,” she explains. “It's an Australian
invention, and has been a real game-changer for me.”

Working from her home studio, Ro creates acrylic paintings
inspired largely by the Australian landscape. But for her,
nature is far more than a subject matter. It has become a
way of understanding resilience, adaptation and change.

Her latest collection, The Season After Fire, explores
regeneration after bushfires - seed pods opening,
new growth emerging and landscapes recovering
after devastation.

“The environment has adapted to be that way, to survive,”
she says. “There’s something very reassuring in that. Nature
is built to regenerate, and I think we are too.”

Those themes resonate deeply with Ro, who has spent years
adapting to a life she never expected.

“Everything’s got a deeper meaning for me now,” she says.
“I can readily see the beauty of imperfection in nature, but
when it comes to looking at my body with its changes, | find
it harder to see. Learning to extend that same compassion
to myselfis the journey 'm on.”

As well as original paintings, Ro creates commissions,
limited-edition prints and designs for textiles, homewares,
packaging and other creative projects.

Her first solo exhibition, held in Coolum earlier this year,
was a significant milestone, and she hopes there will be
more exhibitions in the future.

And while disability has shaped Ro’s perspective, she is clear
that she wants her work to be judged on its artistic merit.
“My disability definitely informs my perspective, but it
doesn’t change the practice,” she says.

FEATURE 9
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Opposite page,
clockwise from far left:
Ro at the beach on that
fateful day; in hospital
with her son Eamonn,
then just four years old -
her daughter Orla was
seven; Ro during her
rehabilitation journey.
This page, left: Wild
Banksia (2026, acrylic
on canvas, 120 x 100cm):
below: Ro at work in

her colourful - and
accessible - studio.
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Ro’s ability to find meaning in difficult circumstances is

woven through both her art and the way she talks about
her life.

She openly acknowledges the grief that came with losing
the life she once had. She has had to adapt to living with
pain, fatigue, support needs and a body that no longer
moves in the way it once did. She has also had to learn
to ask for help - something she says has been one of her
greatest challenges.

“Being quite an all-or-nothing person, | couldn’t keep
measuring myself against the me that existed before my
injury, so I needed to grieve that life and that person fully,”
she says. “I look at my life now as a second life - a bonus
life that’s giving me extra time with my family and friends,
to watch my kids grow up, and opportunities to learn
and to help others”

And, of course, to create art.
« Online art tutorials
“It's something I enjoy doing, and I do it every day,”
she says. “'m just loving having this purpose.” €
« Sta-Wet palette
Ro’s work can be viewed at roclarkart.com and on
Instagram at @roclarkart.

« Artristic easel


http://roclarkart.com
http://@roclarkart.
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Teresa Burbery is having a blast discovering
a sport that’s helping her manage pain,
reconnect with her competitive side
and find a welcoming community.
Photos: Steve Kuebler
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Teresa Burbery
finding her focus at
SSAA Caboolture.

hen Teresa Burbery first arrived at her local
\/\/shootmg range, she was curious and excited at

the thought of firing off a few rounds. But she
was also nervous.

“l was worried it might feel violent,” she explains.

Instead, it quickly became Teresa’s new passion — and her
Saturday morning ritual.

It has also reinforced something she feels strongly about:
that while disability is part of her life, it does not define her.

Teresa’s epiphany occurred last year, when she was applying
for a scholarship to study for a Diploma of Counselling at
TAFE. She initially began writing about herself by saying
she lived with disability. Then she stopped.

“I thought, hang on a minute, there’s so much more to
me than just my disability,” she says. And so she flipped
the script.

“I went back and started again: ‘My name is Teresa. I'm

42 and originally from New Zealand, but now live in
Burpengary with my two German Shepherds. I love training
them, I love art and | love hair - | was a hairdresser for

20 years and owned my own salon. | also love shooting,.
And | live with a disability.”

The path that led Teresa to shooting was anything but
straightforward. In 2016, she was hit by a car while cycling
and broke several bones in her back. She was still able to
walk, but lived with significant nerve pain.

Five years later, to help manage that pain, Teresa
underwent surgery for a spinal cord stimulator implant.
But during the procedure, her spinal cord was struck and
she woke up paralysed. The diagnosis was Brown-Séquard
syndrome: a rare neurological condition causing paralysis
on one side and complex nerve pain.

FEATURE 11

TERESA BURBERY

“It basically means that, thanks to the failed surgery,
I'm paralysed on my left side from the waist down, with
debilitating pain,” Teresa expains. “My right leg is still
damaged and painful from when the car hit me.”

Teresa can use a walker with assistance for about 20
metres, but it’s extremely painful and takes a toll on her
body. She uses a wheelchair full-time, which has been a
massive adjustment for someone who had always found
purpose, confidence and release through sport.

Before acquiring her spinal cord injury, Teresa was a
serious endurance cyclist, and had run five marathons,
including the Tokyo Marathon in 2013.

“l was so competitive and such an athlete from a young
age,” she reflects. “I remember thinking, how am | ever
going to feel like that again?”

Then she saw something about wheelchair archery, and
another thought popped into her head: what
about shooting?

After googling the Sporting Shooters’ Association of
Australia (SSAA) she emailed a few local ranges. One reply
changed everything.

“Colin ‘Doc’ Robinson from SSAA Caboolture emailed me
to say he and his wife, Leslie, were both wheelchair users,
qualified range officers and competitive shooters. They
invited me to come along and give it a try,” she says.

And so Teresa and her support worker did exactly that.
“They took us through a detailed safety briefing before we
went anywhere near the range,” says Teresa. “And as an
unlicensed shooter, | was also assigned a ‘stand behind’ -

a licensed shooter who guides and supervises beginners.”

Then came the moment Teresa fired her first shot. »
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“As soon as | pulled that trigger, | just felt this rush of
competitiveness come flooding back,” she says. “It was like
the thrill  used to get at the start of a marathon or during
aride - not just adrenaline, but focus. | was instantly in
competitive mode.”

And instantly hooked.

“ljust fell in love with it,” says Teresa, who now goes to
the range most Saturdays to pursue her passion, and says
there are a few things about the sport of shooting that are
likely to surprise newcomers.

The first is how adaptable and accessible it is, with a range
of equipment available for people with all sorts of dexterity

PHOTO issues and even vision problems.

Teresa (right) with

Colin ‘Doc’ Robinson It can also be a great workout.

and his wife Leslie,

both instructors, “When you shoot from a seated position you have to use
volunteer range all sorts of muscles,” Teresa explains. “The day after my
officers and safety fi . :

advocates at SSAA irst trip to the range | suddenly realised my abs were
Caboolture - and really sore - | felt like I'd been doing crunches! It’s a really
wheelchair users. effective and fun way to build strength.”

But perhaps the biggest surprise has been the effect on
Teresa’s pain.

“There’s never a moment when I’'m not in pain,” she says.
“But when I’'m shooting I'm not thinking about that. |

Featuring i =
become hyper-focused and concentrate on my breathing, g i tlgr/gﬁ%cﬁj(ﬁ)gce \
my grip, my posture - it’s like I'm in meditation mode.” S ’

————
N

Another unexpected benefit has been the sense of

community at SSAA Caboolture. -t-t -t -t -t

“From day one it’s been a joy,” says Teresa. “Everybody’s
Where can I try it? so friendly and so passionate about their sport - they all . .th ‘ f .t ) _

want to help. They’re all volunteers and many, like Doc, In e CO' I I Or Zone s fEL

are veterans. It’s very family-oriented, and we all celebrate . B .

e\/eryone’s achievements.” Wlth Infyna ChIC |nterm|ttent CatheterS

Comfort of clinical confidence: protection from potential UTI and urethral trauma.’* R

Teresa has sin m firearm safety course an

) eresd ‘as Sinee CO‘ pleteq 2 firearm safety cou ge and Physical comfort: easy and convenient with HydraBalance™ Lubricating Technology.*® n n a IC
What kind of firearm can I shoot? is applying for her firearm licence so she can continue . ' . o ' ‘

developing in the sport Emotional comfort: overcoming barriers like fear and embarrassment.®’ Intermittent Catheter

“My main goal for the future is to complete my counselling To experience Infyna Chic, call our Customer Care team 1800 880 851.
Do I need my own safety gear? diploma so | can support people adjusting to life with an

acqu ired disabil ity,” she Says. “And of course | want to keep References: 1. Hollister Data on file, 2021, 2023. 2. European Association of Urology Nurses (EAUN), Evidence-based Guidelines for Best Practice in Urological Health Care - Urethral Intermittent Catheterisation in Adults Including Urethral

. . s .. f . Intermittent Dilation (2024). Hollister Data on file, TR-00825, 2025. 3. Hollister Data on file, ref-03340, 2023; n=275, Infyna Chic™ End User Survey. 4. Hollister Data on file, 2018. 5. Hollister Data on file, 2019. 6. Hollister Data on file, 2020.

dOI I']g thIS SpOft that l love. It S gIVI ﬂg me OCUS: commun |ty: 7. Hollister Data on file, 2021, 2022, 2023. Prior to use of Infyna Chic™ catheters, be sure to read the Instructions for Use for information regarding Intended Use, Contraindications, Warnings, Precautions, and Instructions. Hollister, the Hollister

C an I com p ete 2 co mcI C| ence an d even res plte fro m p a I n logo, HydraBalance, the HydraBalance logo, Infyna Chic are trademarks of Hollister Incorporated. All other trademarks and copyrights are the property of their respective owners. © 2026 Hollister Incorporated. AUHC446 May 2026.

It's so empowering.” €Y

To find your nearest range, go to the Sporting Shooters’

Association of Australia website: ssaa.org.au o
% Hollister Start comfortable. Stay confident.
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Para powerlifter Caleb Bull is building strength,
confidence and big plans for the future.
Photos: Joep Buijs

hen Caleb Bull first entered the Sporting Wheelies
gym in 2018, becoming a competitive para
powerlifter was the furthest thing from his mind.

At the time, he was simply looking for rehabilitation after
unexpectedly breaking his femur. Initially misdiagnosed
as a sprain, the injury was later revealed to be a serious
fracture requiring surgery.

“l wanted to get some rehab on my leg and try to get back
to walking more,” says Caleb, 34, who was born with spina
bifida and primarily uses a wheelchair.

Someone recommended Sporting Wheelies, and Caleb
connected with an Exercise Physiologist who helped him
focus on rebuilding strength and fitness.

His initial goals were straightforward.

“I wanted to walk better, and work on my general fitness
and physique - gym bro stuff,” he says with a grin.

But then his Exercise Physiologist asked Caleb if he wanted
to have a go on the para powerlifting bench... and the rest
is history.

PHOTO

Left: Nicholas Elsey,
Sporting Wheelies Senior
Exercise Physiologist,
spots Caleb Bull

during a bench press.
This page: It’s all

smiles from the para
powerlifting devotee.

“From there | became addicted to going to the gym and
working out,” he says.

More importantly, he found a sport that challenges him,
motivates him and gives him clear goals to work towards.

ul

“Then | got introduced to the legend that is Hani Watson
and some of the other para powerlifters, and realised this
was something | could probably take seriously.”

Para powerlifting centres around a single discipline: the
bench press.

Athletes lie on a bench with their legs secured, unlike
traditional bench pressing, where athletes plant their feet
on the floor for stability and leverage. They then lower the
bar to their chest before pressing it back up with control
and proper technique. Three attempts are allowed, with
the best successful lift counting towards the final result.

“It’s all upper body,” explains Caleb, whose current
personal best is an impressive 95 kilograms.

His path to para powerlifting has been anything but
straightforward, with several major surgeries interrupting
his progress over the years, forcing him to repeatedly
pause training and focus on recovery.

But those setbacks also highlighted the value of the
foundation he had built through exercise.

“The hard work I've put in with the help of my Sporting
Wheelies Exercise Physiologists has helped me build a
solid foundation that has sped up recovery,” he says.

As his health stabilised, Caleb found himself able to train
consistently for the first time, and his focus has recently
shifted from rehabilitation to performance. As this issue
goes to print, he’s preparing for his first official para
powerlifting competitions, including the Melbourne Grand
Prix in August and the National Championships on the
Gold Coast later this year.

“I'm really excited about them,” he says.

just started going for personal bests in the gym,” he says.

SPORTING WHEELIES 15

Training at Sporting Wheelies remains central to his
preparations. Each week Caleb attends two exercise
physiology sessions, trains independently in the gym,
and joins the para powerlifting social group held

on Wednesdays.

“There are beginners and people who've been doing it
for a while. It’s mixed ages, mixed genders and a range of
disabilities,” he says.

For Caleb, that sense of community is one of the most
rewarding parts of the experience.

“| see people working hard on their own goals, which
inspires me, and I've been privileged to be supported

by amazing staff who have putin a lot of hard work
themselves to support me in my goals,” he says. “It’s been
super encouraging and motivating.”

The physical benefits are undeniable.

“Training at Sporting Wheelies has helped me become
fitter and stronger,” says Caleb. “It's greatly increased my
confidence and independence, and improved my physical
and mental health. It provides structure, routine and
purpose — something positive to work towards. Having
goals is a great source of joy and satisfaction. Even when |
don’t feel like going to the gym, I always notice the mental
boost afterwards.” »
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supports Caleb during

training; Nicholas and
Caleb talk strategy.

Training has also shown Caleb the benefits of practice and f ¥ . | A . Ac h I eve

consistency - concepts that he’s been able to transfer into both

his work as a student counsellor at the University of Queensland, . S 3 | | | D
and his music, which has been a lifelong passion. His nostalgic = f ~ il yo u r g Oa s
indie/punk-rock band JOAL, formed with mates from high school, e ’

even released their debut EP, Jam of a Lifetime, last year (check it

out on Apple Music or Bandcamp). i 5 | th roug h

Arecent incident highlighted just how valuable Caleb’s training i \ fe) |

has become, when he fell from his wheelchair while travelling ™ 4 _ l 4

down a hill. He put his hand out to break his fall and, while bruised - s | era py

and sore, managed to escape serious injury. 5. 4 i , _

“My Exercise Physiologist reckons that if I hadn’t been training N __ ; s u o rt

and building strength, | probably would have broken something.” 3 : 1Y o y ' &

Looking ahead, Caleb has ambitious goals. _ _ e y ; ;

He would love to compete internationally one day, with dreams 3 :~-,_.- ek _3;_ N e N
Para powerlifting of the Commonwealth Games, Paralympics or international ; REEE. ‘:‘:j-_.lf - o 1 GET STARTED TODAY
pro pointers competitions no longer feeling impossible. o '1 ! i-._-. y : B No WAITLIST!

It’s not uncommon for elite para “It's a weird thing to say,” he says, “but I'd like to aim for something

powerlifters to lift more than three like that.” _ 2 .
times their own body weight - a feat ; ' o

rarely seen in powerlifters who don’t For now, though, his focus is on the next lift, the next training :

have a disability. session and the next competition.

At the Rio 2016 Paralympics, Iranian And if he has one message for anyone considering giving para

champion Siamand Rahman became powerlifting at Sporting Wheelies a try?

the first Paralymplan fo bench press . o Expert Allied Health Services for People with Disability.
more than 300kg, setting a world record Join!” he says. “You won't regret it.” €Y

AL~ GO e L o Whether you’re an athlete, recovering from injury, managing pain, or looking

baby elephants! Find out more about para powerlifting at Sporting Wheelies

nd : : to increase your independence, our experienced team can help.
in Milton: sportingwheelies.org.au

We’ll work with you to reach your goals and improve your health,
fitness, mobility and wellbeing.

< - Exercise Physiolo

DS Help us share the message of inclusion - Physiotherapy
i : Through our Raising the Bar program students can: . Hyd rotherapy

« Try inclusive sports such as Wheelchair o Group Fitness Classes

Basketball, Boccia and Goalball . .
+ Learn from our Game Changers — Fully Accessible Gym

athletes with lived experience of disability

o Free 30-minute consultation available.
« Build empathy and challenge stereotypes

Got a contact at your local school?

Please share our program with them! ; cau. (07) 3253 3333

(07) 3253 3333 mailbox@sportingwheelies.org.au

raisingthebar@sportingwheelies.org.au



http://sportingwheelies.org.au

18 HEALTHY LIVING CEN

eimagined

—

A groundbreaking new virtual reality program is set
to change the way people choose power wheelchairs,
combining research and lived experience to let users

try before they buy.

Photos: Stephen Lawrence

Yet for many people choosing a power wheelchair

- one of the most important pieces of equipment
they’ll ever use - the decision comes with surprisingly little
hands-on experience.

You wouldn’t buy a car without taking it for a test drive.

For John ‘JJ’ Hitchens, that reality became clear after a
motorbike accident in 2020 left him with a diagnosis of
C4 complete quadriplegia.

“l was lying there in bed for eight months or so after my
accident, watching YouTube and trying to figure out how |
was going to do things again,” says JJ, who had worked as
a plumber before his injury.

With a problem-solving brain and plenty of time to
research, JJ became better informed than many people
choosing their first power wheelchair. Even so, he says the
chair he eventually selected was still not quite right.

“My final choice was a chair | probably wouldn’t choose
again,” he says. “There are a lot of different ones out there,
butit’s really hard to go and test them all. And if you get it

wrong, you’re pretty much stuck with that choice every day
until you get a new chair years later.”

For people who are newly injured and still in hospital, JJ
says the decision can be even more difficult because they’re
already dealing with so many other changes at once.

“Trying to choose the wheelchair you’ll go home in is really
hard,” he says.

Front-wheel-drive, mid-wheel-drive and rear-wheel-drive
chairs all handle differently, while features such as ilt, lift and
controls can dramatically change the driving experience.

“You can really tailor your wheelchair to your lifestyle,” JJ
says. “It’s a bit like shoes - you wouldn’t wear a pair of high
heels to go rock climbing!”

The challenge sparked an idea during a meeting of the
Participant Reference Group for the National Injury
Insurance Scheme Queensland (NIISQ), where JJ saw a
virtual reality rehabilitation demonstration by The University
of Queensland’s RECOVER Injury Research Centre.

“I'had the idea of using VR, paired with a specialised
controller, that simulates driving wheelchairs in a virtual
reality world,” JJ says. “The idea is really based around
people who may be newly injured, or people who are
getting a new wheelchair, so they can play this game and
get a better idea of what they want.”

That idea became the virtual reality wheelchair project,
funded by NIISQ and co-led by JJ as a consumer chief
investigator and Dr Robert Cuthbert, a virtual reality and
game design researcher at RECOVER.

“On my first day at RECOVER my boss, Professor Trevor
Russell, told me someone from the NIISQ Participant
Reference Group had asked whether virtual reality could
help when it came to making decisions about power
wheelchairs,” Robert recalls. “He told me to get in touch
with that person and start the project. That person was JJ.”

Robert has a particular interest in serious games - games
designed for purposes beyond entertainment - and had
previously explored the use of VR in burn rehabilitation.

JJ, meanwhile, thought his role would simply involve
sharing his ideas.

“At the start I was like, okay, it’s just another consultation
gig, he says. “I didn’t really realise exactly what we were
doing, and how important it could be. | thought | was just
going to give my two cents and then we’'d move on. But
we’re actually creating something.”

That co-design approach has become central to the

project. Rather than building a finished product and asking
for feedback at the end, wheelchair users, clinicians and
researchers have worked together throughout development.

PHOTO
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Cuthbert and John

‘JJ’ Hitchens are
reimagining how
people choose power
wheelchairs. This page,
from left: The virtual
environment lets users
navigate different
routes and scenarios
before choosing a
power wheelchair; The
controller replicates the
joystick used on many
power wheelchairs.

“Robert has the technical skills and I’'m just a plumber
in a wheelchair with the ideas,” says JJ, with typical,
amusing humility. “It’s pretty interesting how well we’ve
worked together.”

Before writing a single line of code, however, JJ insisted the
development team needed firsthand experience.

“JJ said, ‘First things first, you have to actually use some
wheelchairs before we build anything. Talking isn’t enough
- you need to have a go,” Robert says.

With support from Move Mobility, the team tested different
power wheelchairs before heading to the Hyperdome
Shopping Centre to experience the kinds of challenges
wheelchair users face every day.

“It was eye-opening,” Robert says. “That was one of the
first big moments for me where | really understood more
about what it’s like for people in wheelchairs - how bumpy
everything is and how scary ramps can be the first time you
go downone” »

Imagine sitting in a recliner
chair and trying to navigate
that through a shopping
centre - that’s basically what
we’re doing on a daily basis.”

JOHN “JJ’ HITCHENS
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PHOTO

Dr Robert adjusts
the virtual reality
headset on JJ.

Those experiences helped shape the VR wheelchair
program. Rather than creating a perfectly accessible
virtual world, the team recreated the kinds of obstacles
people regularly encounter, including narrow doorways,
uneven paths, cracked footpaths, grass, ramps and
abandoned e-scooters.

Users navigate virtual home and outdoor environments
while trialling front-, mid- and rear-wheel drive power
wheelchairs using a joystick-style controller.

To compensate for the fact VR cannot reproduce every
physical sensation, the team also developed a “sensation
meter” to indicate how different surfaces might feel.

For some wheelchair users, that sensation can trigger
spasms. For others, vibration can feel therapeutic. The
point, Robert says, is not to show people which chairis
best, but to help them ask better questions.

“We wanted the game to open up that conversation,” he
says. “What is sensation to me? Is it going to cause spasms,
oris it going to be therapeutic?”

The prototype is still evolving, with ongoing feedback from
wheelchair users, clinicians and community members.
Earlier this year, Spinal Life hosted pilot sessions at the
Healthy Living Centre in Brisbane, where participants tried
the simulator and shared their experiences.

Choosing your chair

Everyone has different needs when using a
wheelchair, but these are some of the questions
worth considering before choosing a power chair:

« Where will I use it most - indoors, outdoors or both?
« How much space do I need to turn?

« Will it fit through my doorways?

« How does it handle grass, gravel and uneven
footpaths?

o Will | use public transport?

« Do | need lift or tilt functions?

« How long am | likely to have this chair?

—
o
-

“The game’s definitely not finished,” JJ says. “We're still
consulting and talking to other wheelchair users, getting
information, trying to flesh it out and refine it.”

The long-term vision is for the simulator to support people
choosing their first power wheelchair, transitioning from a
manual to a power wheelchair, or selecting a replacement
chair. Robert also sees broader potential as an education
tool for students, health professionals, insurers and others
whose decisions influence accessibility.

“One unexpected thing we found was that people really
appreciated it as an empathy tool,” he says. “It helps
people understand what the day-to-day is like driving a
power wheelchair”

JJ agrees.

“Imagine sitting in a recliner chair and trying to navigate
that through a shopping centre,” he says. “That’s basically
what we’re doing on a daily basis. We’ve got to be looking
down all the time and seeing what bumps are coming. If
there’s a gutter with no ramp, we're stuck. If there are stairs
and no lift, we’re stuck. We have to turn around and go all
the way back the other way.”

For now, the team remains focused on refining the
simulator by continuing to learn from the people it’s
designed to support.

“I'm definitely interested in doing more things like this,” says
JJ. “I'think there are a lot of benefits to using virtual reality.” €

For more information about the Healthy Living Centre in
Brisbane, visit brisbane.spinalhealthyliving.com.au
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hen a mountain bike accident in 2023 left
Susanna Wills with a spinal cord injury, returning

to work wasn’t the first thing on her mind.

Five months in hospital gave her time to focus on
rehabilitation, but it also raised difficult questions about
what life - and her career - might look like afterwards.

“I was always pretty confident that I'd be able to come
back,” she says. “It was just how | was going to manage
working with a disability and the things that come along
with it.”

As a senior structural engineer with Northrop, Susanna
had spent years building a career she loved. She designs
buildings, manages projects and achieved Chartered
Engineer status in 2019. Walking away from that career was
never something that she considered.

During her time in hospital, Susanna was introduced to
Spinal Life’s Back2Work program.

For the past decade, Back2Work has been helping people
with spinal cord injury explore their employment options,
whether that means returning to a previous role, changing
careers or simply beginning to think about what work
might look like in the future.

Determined to return to the
career she loved, engineer
Susanna Wills found the
support she needed through
Spinal Life’s Back2Work
program and JobAccess.

“It’s exactly what it sounds like — we help people get back
to work,” says Back2Work Senior Vocational Rehabilitation
Counsellor Tania Goossen.

“But it’s also so much more than that. It’s about helping
people find the option that’s right for them. For some
people that’s returning to work quickly. For others,

it’s exploring new possibilities and finding work that’s
enjoyable, sustainable, safe and productive”

For Susanna, one of the biggest benefits was having someone
guide her through all of the available services and supports.

“When you're first injured, there’s so much information,”
she says. “Having someone help navigate it all made such
a difference”

Spinal Life connected Susanna with the Australian
Government’s JobAccess program and Employment
Assistance Fund (EAF), which provides financial assistance
for workplace modifications and equipment for eligible
employees with disability.

Around nine months after her accident, Susanna returned
to Northrop on a part-time basis. Her employer’s support

throughout her recovery made the transition much easier,
but there were still practical challenges to overcome.

Although her role is largely desk-based, sitting for long
periods can cause discomfort and place additional
pressure on her body.

Through the EAF, JobAccess helped fund a range of
workplace adjustments, including modifications to create
an accessible bathroom.

“Without an accessible bathroom on my level, I would
have had to go all the way to the basement,” explains
Susanna. “JobAccess helped fund the modifications, which
made such a big difference.”

Funding also covered an adjustable plinth that allows her
to relieve pressure throughout the day.

“Being able to lie down and stretch during the day has
made managing long periods of sitting so much easier.”

Other adjustments, including a sit-stand desk and trials of
standing wheelchairs, have helped make her working day
more comfortable and sustainable.

Today, Susanna is once again collaborating with
colleagues, meeting clients and managing structural
engineering projects.

She says having a supportive employer has been just as
important as the physical changes: “There’s a mental load
that comes with disability. A supportive employer takes
away one big thing you'd otherwise have to worry about.”

For Tania, that’s exactly what Back2Work is designed to
achieve. Rather than focusing solely on finding someone
ajob, the program works alongside participants to build
confidence, identify strengths and remove barriers that
might otherwise stand in the way.

“We focus on what people are good at,” she says.
“Sometimes people can’t return to the job they had
before, but we can help open up possibilities they
might never have realised were achievable”

BACK2WORK 23
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Sometimes that means supporting someone back into
their previous profession. Other times, it means helping
them discover an entirely new direction.

Susanna hopes more employers recognise that employing
people with disability doesn’t have to be complicated.

“It really doesn’t need to be a big deal,” she says. “Talk to
the person about what they need - and remember, there’s
funding available to help.”

She also encourages anyone returning to work after
acquiring a disability to explore the support available.

“I definitely recommend Back2Work and JobAccess,"

she says. “If something seems out of reach, they can help.
It’s one less barrier to worry about when you’re trying to
get back into the workforce.” @

Spinal Life’s Back2Work project is offered to newly
injured patients in the Spinal Injuries Unit at the Princess
Alexandra Hospital and other select hospitals, thanks to
the support of the Motor Accident Insurance Commission
(MAIC). For details, go to: spinal.com.au/back2work;

for more about JobAccess visit: jobaccess.gov.au

Back2Work in the community

Spinal Life’s Back2Work program now offers
ongoing employment support for people living

in the community. If you have eligible funding

you can access personalised, specialised support -
whether your injury happened two years ago or 20.
The team can help you explore career options, return
to work, change jobs, build confidence, identify your
strengths and navigate employment challenges.
Support is also available for employers.

To find out more, call 1300 774 625 or visit:
info.spinal.com.au/back2workcommunity.


http://info.spinal.com.au/back2workcommunity
http://jobaccess.gov.au

ost people who try adaptive mountain biking will
|\/| tell you it’s a thrilling — and challenging - sport. But
sometimes the biggest challenge isn’t the ride itself.

It’s finding bush trails that are genuinely accessible without
sacrificing the fun.

Many trails are simply too narrow, too steep or have
corners that are too tight to navigate safely. Others have
been modified to improve accessibility, but in the process
have lost some of the excitement and technical challenge.

That’s why adaptive mountain bike enthusiasts are so
excited about Carpet Snake, a new adaptive-friendly trail
at Gap Creek Reserve on Mount Coot-tha, which officially
opened on 11 July.

The 2.5-kilometre trail completes an accessible loop with
the nearby Crebra Climb trail. Riders make the ascent

via Crebra Climb before enjoying the downhill journey
on Carpet Snake. Together, they create a scenic - and
fun — opportunity for people of all abilities to experience
Brisbane’s bushland.

The trail was developed by Brisbane City Council’s Trail
Development Team, in collaboration with Spinal Life, Sporting
Wheelies, Push Mobility and a number of adaptive riders.

“If we had just gone by international mountain

bike standards, there wouldn’t have been the same
consideration of what adaptive mountain bike riders
actually need,” says Natural Environment Planning Officer
Recreation Wayne Hall.
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blazers

Brisbane’s newest adaptive mountain
bike trail shows that accessibility and
adventure can go hand in hand.

Instead, the project team developed a set of design
principles informed by the riders’ feedback and lived
experience. The result is a trail with a minimum width of 1.2
metres, gentle gradients and wider turning circles, while
still offering berms, jumps and more technical features for
riders looking for a challenge.

“The aim was never to build a smooth concrete path - it’s
an adaptive mountain bike trail, not a wheelchair path,”
explains Wayne. “We had to cater for the least able, but

at the same time satisfy people who are looking for the
excitement and adventure that comes with riding off-road.”

Dane Cross, Chief Operating Officer, Sporting Wheelies,
says: “The project is a strong example of advocacy in
action, and beautifully demonstrates that accessibility and
adventure don’t have to be mutually exclusive.”

With Carpet Snake now open, Wayne encourages adaptive
riders of all skill levels to come and give it a go.

“It’s great that adaptive riders have another opportunity to
get outdoors, challenge themselves and enjoy the freedom
of the trails,” he says. “There are more plans for similar
projects in the pipeline - and the more adaptive riders this
trail gets, the more we’ll be able to do in the future,

so come on down!” @

For more information about exploring Mt Coot-tha Reserve,
visit: brisbane.qld.gov.au/libraries-venues-and-facilities/
malls-and-precincts/mt-coot-tha-precinct/mt-coot-tha-
walking-tracks-and-bike-trails

Making sense of it all

How Peer Support helps people navigate life

after a spinal cord injury.

before a coffee catch-up or group meeting. It usually starts in hospital,

For most people living with a spinal cord injury, Peer Support begins long

when they’re dealing with one of the biggest challenges of their lives.

“They’re in shock, they’re in pain, they’re trying to understand medical language
and take in huge amounts of information,” says Katie Hammond, Team Leader -
Peer Support at Spinal Life. “Even just remembering everyone’s names can feel

impossible. Our job is to help people make sense of it all and navigate what can

feel like a whole new world.”

Working within hospitals with newly injured patients and their families, Spinal
Life’s Peer Support Officers help people and their families make sense of what’s
happening around them. They don’t replace the medical team - they complement
it by answering questions, explaining unfamiliar systems and reassuring people

that what they’re experiencing is normal.

“We're like translators,” says Katie. “If someone asks us the same question
20 times, we’'ll answer it 20 times - like it’s the first time they’ve heard it. We've
been in their shoes, and we know how overwhelming those early days can be.”

|
—
b

o
- Katie Haommond, Team Leader
S - Peer Support (and ray of
§ sunshine in human form)

E\OLUTION

SPECIALISING IN WHEELCHAIR
CUSTOM DESIGNED CARAVANS

Call Ellen to start your adventure and tailor
your travelling caravan home just for you!

Ellen Shambrook 0433 131 238
ellen@evolutioncaravans.com.au
evolutioncaravans.com.au

Beyond hospital, support looks
different for everyone. It might be a
one-on-one conversation in hospital,
a phone call, a home visit, an online
catch-up, a peer support group or
simply a regular coffee with people
who understand.

Whatever form it takes, the goal is the
same: to make support available as
early as possible, so people and their
families feel informed, supported and
less alone. €Y

For more details, visit spinal.com.
au/peer-support-groups

Find an event
in your region

Spinal Life Peer
Support Groups

Bribie Island:

Wayne Slattery 0449 923 887
Brisbane:

Fred Nitz 0412 190 585
Bundaberg:

Steve Richter 0413 457 284
Cairns:

Jonas Luetke 0437 151 478
Moreton Bay:

Ross Duncan 0475 077 080
Perth:

Lee Thompson or Rollo Craib
08 9449 8621

Rockhampton:

Robynne Clifton 0473 576 107
Townsville:

Bianca McDonnell 0428 234 216

Post Polio Groups

Cairns:

Joy Hay 4055 5795

Gold Coast:

Lyn Glover 0448 206 856
Sunshine Coast:

Cathy Newman 0439 775 464
or Noel Allen 0427 148 724

Transverse Myelitis Group

Ross Duncan 0475 077 080

“This caravan isn’t just a van, it’s
independence. It’s going to open up a whole

new world for us” - Lyn



http://evolutioncaravans.com.au
http://brisbane.qld.gov.au/libraries-venues-and-facilities/malls-and-precincts/mt-coot-tha-precinct/mt-coot
http://brisbane.qld.gov.au/libraries-venues-and-facilities/malls-and-precincts/mt-coot-tha-precinct/mt-coot
http://brisbane.qld.gov.au/libraries-venues-and-facilities/malls-and-precincts/mt-coot-tha-precinct/mt-coot
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Don’t

shoulder

the pain

For many wheelchair users,
shoulders play a vital role in
mobility, independence and
everyday life. Here’s how to

keep them healthy and strong.

or wheelchair users, shoulders are
Foften the unsung heroes of daily life.
They help propel chairs, perform
transfers, reach shelves, carry groceries,
get dressed and support countless other
everyday tasks. The challenge is that the

shoulder wasn’t designed to handle that
level of workload.

Over time, all that pushing, lifting and
reaching can take its toll, increasing
the risk of conditions such as rotator
cuff injuries, bursitis, tendonitis and
osteoarthritis.

The first signs can be easy to dismiss: an
ache after a long day, discomfort during
transfers, stiffness, weakness or pain
that disrupts sleep. But experts say early
action is key.

The good news is that looking after your
shoulders doesn’t necessarily mean
doing less. In many cases, it’s about
finding smarter, more efficient ways to
do the things you already do.

Here are five practical ways to keep your
shoulders healthy and strong.

Five ways to show your shoulders some love

1. Don’t ignore pain

An occasional ache after a busy day may not seem like a big deal, but
persistent pain, weakness or stiffness shouldn’t be ignored. Small
problems can become much harder to treat if they’re left to progress,
so seek advice early if something doesn’t feel right.

2. Build strength, not just endurance

The muscles around your shoulders and shoulder blades play an
important role in supporting the joint. Strengthening exercises,
stretching and range-of-motion activities can help improve stability and
reduce the risk of injury over time.

3. Pay attention to posture

Poor posture can place extra strain on already hard-working shoulders.

Sitting tall, ensuring your wheelchair is set up correctly and avoiding
rounded shoulders where possible can all help reduce unnecessary
stress on muscles and tendons.

4. Work smarter, not harder

Sometimes the smallest adjustments make the biggest difference.
Reviewing transfer techniques, using a slide board, moving frequently
used items to easier-to-reach locations or considering power-assist
options can help reduce the load placed on your shoulders each day.

5. Check your equipment

If you use a manual wheelchair, make sure your tyres are properly
inflated and your chair is well maintained. Under-inflated tyres
increase rolling resistance, meaning your shoulders have to work
harder with every push. A quick check today could save a lot of strain
tomorrow.

Remember: shoulders are closely linked to independence,
so protecting them now will help pay dividends later. €Y

Access shoulder support from Spinal Life’s Physiotherapists,
Exercise Physiologists and Occupational Therapists at spinal.com.au
orcall 1300 774 625.

ADVERTORIAL

Driveno
compete

For powerchair athlete Tristram Peters, the right vehicle
made all the difference on his journey back to international competition.

than getting from A to B. It's about being more
independent and having the freedom to pursue the
things that matter most.

For many people, accessible transport is about more

For Australian powerchair athlete Tristram Peters, access
to the right vehicle has played a vital role in helping him
return to the sports he loves and represent his country on
the world stage.

“In early 2023, | broke my femur while | was on the other
side of the world, in Dublin,” says Tristram. “The recovery
was brutal, and | struggled with my increased loss of
independence. But more than anything, | missed

playing sports.”

A powerchair football player for many years, Tristram

eventually returned to the game after recovering from
his injury. He also rediscovered his childhood sport of
powerchair hockey.

“Then, the luckiest, weirdest thing happened - | was
selected to represent my country in both sports, football
and hockey,” he said.

While the opportunity was exciting, it also presented a
significant challenge.

“The biggest concern was obviously logistics,” Tristram
explains. “Airlines in Australia only let you carry one

powerchair per flight. Even if | had interstate training
camps for both sports conveniently one after another, |
wouldn’t be able to fly with my day chair, my football chair
and my hockey chair.”

That's where Driving Mobility stepped in.

“Thankfully, | found Driving Mobility,” he says. “I hired a
Toyota Commuter that could fit all my powerchairs — and
medical equipment — for any drive south.”

The accessible vehicle gave Tristram the flexibility to
travel between interstate training camps and competitions,
helping him continue his journey towards international
competition in both sports.

“Because of Driving Mobility, | was able to train, qualify for
the World Championships for hockey in Finland, and get
closer to the World Cup for football in Argentina.”

Driving Mobility provides accessible vehicle hire
solutions that help people maintain their independence,
stay connected with their communities and pursue
opportunities that might otherwise be out of reach.

The team offers both short-term rental and long-term lease
vehicles, with a range of configurations available, including

one or two wheelchair positions and flexible seating options.

For more, visit drivingmobility.com.au or call 07 3252 3809.


http://drivingmobility.com.au
http://spinal.com.au 

A Come and Try day at Cairns Esplanade Lagoon gave
Healthy Living Centre client Laurel Smith the chance
to experience the water in a whole new way.

hen Laurel Smith arrived at the Cairns Esplanade
\/\/ Lagoon for a Come and Try day earlier this year,

she knew one thing for certain: she did not want
to miss out.

“l was the first one there,” she laughs. “First one to pick a
wheelchair, first one in the wheelchair, first one in the water.”

Hosted by Spinal Life’s Healthy Living Centre in Cairns,
the event gave people the chance to try out a range of
aquatic wheelchairs that make water access safer and
more enjoyable.

For Laurel, 57, who has been attending the Healthy Living
Centre since having a stroke seven years ago, it was an
opportunity she wasn’'t about to pass up.

While her regular hydrotherapy sessions focus on
rehabilitation, the Come and Try day offered a chance
to experience the water in a different way.

After Laurel was helped to choose the right aquatic
wheelchair for her needs, she headed into the lagoon,
assisted by Central Queensland University physiotherapy
students volunteering on the day.
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“I' had four people helping me and they were awesome,”
she says. “l just felt so safe being in an aquatic wheelchair
and surrounded by all these uni students.”

Once in the water, Laurel experienced something unexpected.

“My legs floated up a bit, and it was lovely to feel them just
float in the water,” she says. “Then I began to kick — it was
so nice to feel the water being forced between my toes on
my paralysed leg.”

It was a simple sensation, but for Laurel, it was the
highlight of a day that encouraged people to try something
new in a safe and welcoming environment.

It’s the sort of support she’s come to rely on from the
Healthy Living Centre over the years.

Before her stroke, Laurel worked as a teacher aide, was
studying to become a teacher and was hugely fit and
active. She even ran the Red Arrow every morning before
work - a deceptively tough 1.5-kilometre rainforest track
with more than 250 steps.

“I felt at the peak of my life — healthier and fitter than when

ground; enjoying the stunning

I was 21, and even planning to run my first marathon,”
she says. “And then I had my stroke.”

During the three months Laurel spent in Cairns Hospital,
she looked for ways to keep moving forward.

“l'thought, what can | work on while I'm lying on my back
in hospital?” she says. “And the answer was, my brain.”

Determined to continue working towards her teaching
degree, she ordered some books about retraining the brain,
and had her now-fiancé, Tim, bring in her study notes so she
could continue working on assignments.

“The hospital staff were so good to me,” she says. “The
nurses set up a room for me like a little classroom, and
then they all sat around the table and pretended to be

10 year olds so | could practise on them. And they made
sure they were really naughty little 10 year olds, too! They
put me through the wringer to see if | could handle it

She completed her studies and is now a permanent full-
time Year 5 teacher at a local school.

It was during her time in hospital that Laurel also learnt
about the Healthy Living Centre in Cairns, which at that
stage wasn’t even open.

“l went along to the opening and they told me they could
help with my rehab. I said, “You beauty, sign me up’ - and
I've been there ever since!”

Laurelis full of praise for the Healthy Living Centre.

“I can’t speak more highly of it,” she says. “If | could speak
to anybody who'’s just had a stroke,  would tell them:
this is the place you need to go to. They’re so supportive
and friendly - everyone really cares, from the people at
reception right through to management. And all of their
services really work.”

Over the past six years, Laurel has accessed physiotherapy,
exercise physiology, occupational therapy, hydrotherapy
and gym sessions. She also uses a Functional Electrical
Stimulation (FES) machine, which she credits with helping
improve movement in her arm.

“It's kind of like getting electrocuted while you exercise,”
she laughs, “but it’s making my dead arm work!”

Laurel’s rehabilitation continues, with the goal of relying
less on her wheelchair and using her walker more.
Alongside that, she’s planning her 2027 wedding to her
beloved Tim and looking forward to everything the future
still holds.

She also hopes there’ll be plenty more Come and Try days
after enjoying this one so much.

“It was just brilliant,” she says. “Absolutely brilliant.” €Y
For access to expert support and rehabilitation

services at the Healthy Living Centre in Cairns, visit:
spinalhealthyliving.com.au
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Takin’ it to
the Streets

After decades spent caring for others,
Fiona Streets found her perfect fit
at Spinal Life.

fter more than 25 years working in healthcare
and community services, Fiona Streets knows the
importance of looking after people.

She began her career as a nurse, caring directly for patients.
Today, she leads a team that helps others do the same.

As Team Leader - Service Delivery for Spinal Life in Central
Queensland, Fiona oversees Client Service Officers and
around 60 Personal Support Workers, helping to ensure
clients receive the support they need to live independently
and achieve their goals.

It's a role she loves — and one she’s worked towards over
many years.

“In August I will have been with Spinal Life for 16 years,”
says Fiona, who lives in Bundaberg. “And my hope is that
I'll stay here until | retire!”

Prior to joining the organisation, she spent a decade with
BlueCare and had worked in nursing for many years
before that.

Life beyond work

Family plays a big role in Fiona'’s life.

She’s a proud mother of three adult children,
and grandmother to three grandchildren
aged three, six and 16.

“I’m definitely a family person,” she says.

Most weekends are spent catching up with

the clan over barbecues and family gatherings.
When she does find time for herself, Fiona enjoys
relaxing at home near the river, watching movies
and, whenever she visits family on the Gold Coast,
indulging in a little retail therapy.

PHOTO

Fiona Streets, Spinal
Life’s Team Leader in
Central Queensland.

“I've done nursing all my life,” she says. “When my children
were still young, | was working in palliative care and | felt
like | was burning out. When you see so much death, it
changes you. | realised | needed a change.”

That change came when she made the move to Spinal Life.

Fiona initially worked as a Client Service Officer, building
strong relationships with clients, families and Personal
Support Workers across the region. About a year ago, she
stepped into her current leadership role.

While much of her work is now office-based, she enjoys
staying connected with clients.

“I still talk to clients, so I'm not missing them too much,”
she says. “After so many years, you build a lot of rapport
and trust.

No two days are exactly the same, but Fiona spends much
of her time supporting staff, solving problems and helping
ensure clients receive consistent, high-quality services.

“What I enjoy most is being able to make a genuine
difference in people’s lives,” she says. “Many of our clients
face complex challenges, and being someone they can
rely on for support, information or just a listening ear is
incredibly rewarding.”

It’s that opportunity to support both clients and colleagues
that continues to make the role so rewarding. @

For more information about Spinal Life’s Personal
Support and Home Care Services, call 1300 774 625
or visit spinal.com.au/personalsupport

Enjoy genuinely accessible
holiday and rehabilitation stays
in the heart of Cairns.

“It’s just all so nice
and easy.
I didn’t even have
to bring some of my
equipment, like a hoist,
because they’ve got
everything here.”
- Raymond, who has visited
the Centre twice, travelling

all the way from
New Zealand.

The Spinal Life Healthy Living Centre offers
modern, fully accessible accommodation
designed to make travel easy.

Located across from the scenic Cairns Esplanade, every stay includes:

Height-adjustable furniture

Roll-in showers

On-site hoists and essential equipment

Assistive technology to operate TV, aircon, blinds and more

Book a range of services to support your stay including Personal Support,
Allied Health, Hydrotherapy and access to our Adaptive Gym.

Call 1300774 625 i i
cairnshlc@spinal.com.au () Spmal Life
spinalhealthyliving.com.au Healthy Living Centre
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On the radar

News, notes and inclusive wins.

Win cash. Change lives.

Want the chance to win up to $35,000 in cash while
supporting Queenslanders with disability? Tickets are

now available in the Sporting Wheelies Art Union, with a
$20,000 first prize plus $5,000 VIP bonus draws every month.
Every ticket sold helps fund Sporting Wheelies’ sport and
recreation programs, creating more opportunities for people
with disability to lead active, healthy and connected lives.

For tickets and more information, visit sportingwheelies.
org.au/lottery

() Spinal Life

Healthy Living Centre

Youngcare grants now open

Applications are now open for
Youngcare’s At Home Care Grants, which
provide one-off funding of up to $10,000
to help people with high physical care
needs remain living at home.

Available nationwide, the grants can

be used for essential equipment, home
modifications and support services that
cannot be funded through other sources,
such as the NDIS. The aim is to improve
people’s quality of life while helping them
avoid moving into inappropriate housing.

People aged 16 to 65 with high physical
care needs who are living at home may
be eligible to apply. Applications can be
submitted by individuals or by eligible
organisations on someone’s behalf.

If you’re considering applying, it’s
important to start gathering any
supporting information, such as allied
health assessments and quotes, as these
may be required as part of your application.

Applications close on 13 August, so don’t
leave it until the last minute.

To check your eligibility and apply online,

visit youngcare.com.au/what-we-do/
grants/at-home-care-grants

In partnership with:

Expert dietitian support

Personalised nutrition advice to support your health and wellness

+ Healthy eating and nutrition « Weight management
« Bowel health support « Easy-to-follow tips
Appointments available in person at the

Healthy Living Centre Brisbane or via telehealth.

Book today - call 1300 380 694!

Help shape future services and outcomes

The International Spinal Cord Injury (Aus-InSCl)
Community Survey 2026-27 is now underway, giving
people with spinal cord injury the opportunity to help
shape future services, supports and outcomes.

Part of a global research project, the survey explores
how spinal cord injury affects people’s health, wellbeing
and everyday lives. The findings will help identify what’s
working well, where improvements are needed, and how
outcomes can be improved for people living with spinal
cord injury.

In Queensland, the survey is being conducted in
partnership with Spinal Life Australia and the Queensland
Spinal Cord Injuries Service’s Spinal Injuries Unit. Survey
invitations have been sent to eligible participants by either
by post or email. Expecting an email? Don’t forget to check
your junk or spam folder.

Do you have questions about the survey? Please contact
members@spinal.com.au. For details about the project,
visit hopkinscentre.edu.au/project/the-international-
spinal-cord-injury-insci-119
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Our commitment to child safety

Spinal Life and Sporting Wheelies are
committed to providing a child-safe
environment where children and young
people feel safe, respected and heard. We
have zero tolerance for child abuse and harm,
and our policies and practices align with
national and state child safety standards.

To learn more about our Child Safe Promise,
policies and support available to children and
families, visit spinal.com.au/child-safety

Food for thought

Spinal Life customers can now access expert dietitian services
through our new partnership with Simply Nutrition Dietitians.
Whether you’re looking to improve your overall health, manage
a medical condition or receive personalised nutrition advice,
specialised help is at hand. Consultations are offered via
telehealth Australia-wide, as well as in person at the Healthy
Living Centre in Brisbane on the third Thursday of each month.

If you or someone you know could benefit from practical
nutrition support, visit simplynutritiondietitians.com.au

Find your voice through song

People living with aphasia are invited to join Sing to Beat Aphasia, a
welcoming community choir that meets for two hours every Tuesday
from 10am. No singing experience is needed - just a willingness to enjoy
music, connect with others and share a cuppa afterwards. The choir
alternates between Logan Central Library and St David’s Neighbourhood
Centre in Coopers Plains.

For more information, visit enableme.org.au/community/support-
groups/aphasia-qld-inc-sing-to-beat-aphasia-logan-coopers-plains
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From left: Bianca
McDonnell; back in her
Navy days; the tree that
changed her future.

Charting a

course

After a freak accident ended her Navy career,
Bianca McDonnell found hope through Peer Support.
Today, she’s helping others find it too.

hen a massive tree suddenly toppled onto Bianca
McDonnell after a morning surfin January 2020,
her life changed in an instant.

“It was just one of those freak accidents,” Bianca recalls.
“Everyone else was still in the water, but I'd gone up early
to rinse off under the shower.”

She was airlifted to hospital after sustaining a T12
incomplete spinal cord injury, breaking her back in five
places, fracturing her femur and ribs, and puncturing a lung.

The months that followed were anything but easy for the
former Navy drone operator. Like many people adjusting
to life after spinal cord injury, Bianca found herself grieving
not only herinjuries, but also the future she had imagined.

“Knowing then and there that my career in Defence was
over was such a hard pill to swallow,” she says.

But then she met Spinal Life’s Peer Support team.

“Peer Support was so vital to me,” she says.
“Seeing people 10 or 15 years down the track
who were working, driving and living full
lives made me realise that life wasn’t
going to be as hard as | thought it
would be”

That experience planted a seed.
Five years later, after moving
north to be closer to family,

Bianca picked up the phone
and called Spinal Life.

“I told them, ‘'m in Townsville and | want to be a Peer
Support Officer.”

Today, she’s doing exactly that. Working alongside fellow
Peer Support Officer John Frasson, Bianca uses her own
lived experience to help others navigate the challenges
of a spinal cord injury.

As well as one-on-one chats in hospital or over the phone,
and group lunches every month, Bianca also helps
newcomers build confidence through activities such as
wheelchair basketball. Future plans include other fun
recreational opportunities and adaptive sports, including
fishing, tennis and the super-popular pickleball.

For Bianca, though, the most rewarding moments aren’t
the events themselves. They’re the conversations she has
with people who are at the beginning of a journey she
knows all too well.

Recently, one of the people she had been supporting in
hospital sent her a text message that perfectly summed up
why she loves the role. It read: “I wish I'd known about you
guys earlier. I've benefitted so much.”

For Bianca, it’s a reminder of just how powerful Peer
Support can be.

“I just want to give people the same experience that was
given to me,” she says. “To help them realise that there is
still a good life ahead.” @

To learn more, about Spinal Life’s Peer Support program,
visit spinal.com.au/peer-support

Empowering people with
disability to live more active,
independent lives through:

Highly trained personal support and in-home care
Tailored allied health therapies and services

Active, social and supportive communities
Partnerships with other NDIS providers

Advocacy to create better access, equity and inclusion.

EEsE Call 1300 774 625

ﬁ}' 1 enquiries@spinal.com.au
spinal.com.au
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Designed for life
Built for living

From daily drives to life’s big adventures, we make
mobility simple, safe & tailored to your life’s journey.

O Durable and customised mobility vehicle modifications
i? Hire and long-term lease of wheelchair-accessible vehicles

@ Expert support for NDIS vehicle modifications

S

e

o
Get in touch ~ wooenex o o
Book ltati isit E enquiries@drivingmobility.com.au .\ D”Vl n g
ook a consultation, visit our
Eagle Farm demo centre, or W drivingmobility.com.au . M o bi I i ty

arrange a mobile assessment. A 288 Curtin Ave West, Eagle Farm QLD 4009
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