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Case Studies regarding Airlines (c)

The following case studies were gained from our members across Australia and from advertising widely to hear about the issues that people with disabilities have experienced when they travel either internally within Australia or internationally.

Names will not be used but initials of the person will be used.  Please note, all persons have given their permission for this information to be passed on to relevant organisations and groups.

1.
JB


Has travelled recently interstate and been told each time by Virgin and Jetstar that he 
has to 
have a carer with him.  JB has cerebral palsy but demonstrated on two 
occasions that he is able to put on the drop down mask, eat unaided and can travel 
independently, but airlines still insist he needs a carer.

2.
SE


Recently traveled on Jetstar to New Zealand.  On arrival at airport check-in, was told 
that she needed to transfer into an airline wheelchair (the 4 small wheel ones).  
Although her husband was travelling with her she told the staff that she needed to go 
to the toilet before boarding and staff were not trained to assist her, so they allowed 
her to remain in her own wheelchair until 10 minutes before normal boarding.  


Once on board the seat allocation had to be changed as there was no lift up arm.  The 
return 
trip was the same and this time she was transferred to a bulkhead seat with no 
lift up arm and as the plane was full could not be changed.  On arrival no wheelchair 
was waiting and no external staff to assist, waited 15 minutes before an old on board 
wheelchair was found  (looked dangerous) and used to get off the plane into a 
wheelchair that was eventually brought 
to the air bridge.  Total transfers on arrival - 

3. 
KW


I have had trouble with Qantas as I travel with an assistance dog and they require me 
to complete a series of documents every time that I want to fly and these have to be 
done a minimum of 7 days in advance of travel or they can not guarantee that I will 
have approval to fly. The papers require that I prove my disability with a doctors 
report and also a report from the training establishment has to prove what the dogs 
has been trained to do and the time taken to train the dog.


According to Qantas they need this information to meet CASA requirements but this is 
not true as 4 associations have prior approval from CASA that any of the dogs trained 
by them are 
cleared to fly. But Qantas persists with this requirement. Last time I flew 
with them I flew under the government banner (DSQ) and this requirement was not 
required the next time I tried to fly with them.  I was unable to meet the 7 days but 
said if I could get the information to them they would tray and process it in time. My 
company cancelled and booked me on Virgin where I was informed that all I needed 
was my dogs work vest on him and my identification card.


One other problem I have found with airlines in Regional Queensland is that the 
ramp/lift that they want you to be loaded on is so narrow that a slightly larger person 
like me has trouble fitting. This was not the case with the Virgin lift there was plenty 
of room for both myself and my dog whilst on Qantas my dog has to be handled by 
another person meaning that I don't have that security for as long as it takes to get me 
on board.

4.
LL


I flew into Cairns (from Brisbane - Jetstar) and out of Townsville last week, and when I 
checked in was told that because Jet Star use containers, people need to vacate their 
own w/chairs as soon as they check in and get into an aisle chair until boarding!  I 
refused and after lots of debate and them telling me this was their policy (to which I 
said, show me) and finally I compromised by transferring into an airport wh/chair.


Then at the Townsville end, they said I could stay in my own chair, but then when I 
arranged to meet them at the airbridge, they had forgotten to bring the aisle chair and 
I had to wait until all passengers had boarded.  Once I arrived in Brisbane, I told my 
story to the JS groundstaff person, and she said 'to be honest, JS would prefer not to 
carry any PWDs or elderly etc, as it is a budget airline and it's all about cost-cutting' - I 
was horrified!


Does this mean that, once again, we cannot take advantage of discounted airlines 
because we are too much trouble for them?


I am also tired of inconsistencies with airline and ground staff (any airline); from how 
thorough one is checked through security, to what we are told, to how well they know 
how to handle people who use wheelchairs, and even how they put sticker labels on if 
I don't watch 
them.....I have had these long labels put on the wheel rim (like, how the 
hell am I supposed to push my chair with that on?)and many times, despite me asking 
nicely, they stick them directly onto parts of my chair....difficult to remove and looks 
awful for months.


It's these frustrations that make the difference between a successful holiday or 
business trip, or make you wish you had not gone at all!

5.
A S-T


I have had extremely helpful & excellent service from Virgin on many flights. Always 
been given 1st class for my guide dog & I, & staff have always been pleasant & 
attentive to both of us.


Not so good with QANTAS, though infinitely better than the 1 time I flew with Rex! 
NEVER again! Seating was so cramped that she [dog] ended up with oil on her back 
from trying to squeeze in, & I, with leg cramps, & no one came near us.


One time flying in to Sydney on QANTAS, being off loaded last [which is normally 
fine] we 
were just left on the tarmac! The bus did not pull up near terminal 
entrance, & all other passengers had gone on, & I had NO idea where I was supposed 
to go. Luckily I have a very 
intelligent guide dog, & she was able to work it out.  But, 
mostly been happy with flights.

6.
BL


a friend of mine, a member of your organisation  asked me to send an email regards a 
recent 
trip I had to Las Vegas as a quad in a motorised wheelchair. 


I arrived Brisbane airport check in QANTAS domestic to Sydney I took a friend to help 
disconnect battery and help transfer if needed I can stand to transfer with something 
(rail/post)to hold or someone to help balance because I was travelling alone a 
supervisor was called it was obvious by his supercilious smart manner he did not agree 
to my travelling alone in a loud voice firing personal questions about toileting.  At this 
stage  other passengers were all around, very embarrassing! 


I had to explain had a spill proof bottle after him telling me I'd better go toilet before 
boarding - how demeaning (remember was only 1hr to Sydney),  My friend remarked 
to me if it was up to the super I wouldn't be going.


Once in cabin wheelchair the crew were lovely. The airport transfers to United were a 
bit to be desired but I cant complain.  Once I was put in the hands of United they were 
so helpful and attentive both at the airport and on the plane.  The American attitude 
seemed to be your a full paying passenger and treated as such.  


As mentioned I had a special bottle, and 2 tactful passengers next to me (who took leg 
stretches together when needed), but I'm quite sure if I had needed to go to on board 
toilet the crew would helped. I cant say enough about United, they even upgraded 
me to business class 
coming back to oz. I sound very one eyed but I'm have no reason 
to be and just telling my experience as it happened hope this helps.

7.
L W.


On the topic of travel to/from Hawaii, I would recommend NOT assuming that all of 
continental USA is the same in quality of service to people with disabilities. I am not 
permanently in a wheelchair yet, but require one for distances and can no longer 
carry/pull my luggage. I travelled last year via Qantas Melbourne to San Francisco via 
Sydney, Auckland and LA, return. The first stuff-up was due to the travel agent's 
booking of wheelchair assistance not getting through. I saw it on their screen, it was 
confirmed, but once I got there the airline had no record of it (they also mucked up 
my gluten-free meal, but that's another story- potentially a long time between meals 
when things go wrong in that department!). I HAD phoned the airline to check it was 
booked the day before, only to be told that I needed to check with the travel agent as 
they couldn't access my booking because it was booked through an agent.


Qantas ground staff were very helpful though, at least on the departing end. They 
quickly organised a chair when I spoke to them there and ensured it was booked for 
the return flight too.


That brings me to the service in Sydney, LA and San Francisco, on the return flight in 
particular. I had the assistance booked (and it actually was this time). I'll start in San 
Francisco. I got off a bus at the airport, having been told that I would be met by 
someone with a wheelchair for me (and if they weren't there for me to just speak to 
the staff person who is at the bus terminal), only to be told that that was never 
possible, that airport wheelchairs could never leave the terminal and that I would have 
to walk with my luggage to the inquiries desk (not even willingness to get me a trolley, 
and no telecommunication device possible to arrange one to come to me). Once at the 
inquiries desk I was told it wasn't anything to do with them, that it was through the 
airline, and no, he can't ring the airline, I'd have to walk "just over there" to the Qantas 
desk (easy for him to say!). In a stunned state of forced helplessness I started to slowly 
make my way across the distance full of other passengers, when a security guard saw 
me struggling. I burst into full smile and tears of joy as he assisted me all the way to 
the help desk and told them that HE thought it was unacceptable treatment of me 
(despite it having nothing to do with his job).


To cut a long story short, getting a chair at each point was difficult, particularly when I 
at times felt interrogated (rather than polite questioning) as to why I needed one as I 
seemed to be standing OK with my walking stick. Not something I needed to either 
answer or avoid (by the third time I was basically telling them I needed it and I didn't 
need to give them details of my disability to them - bad enough having to admit to 
myself that I had deteriorated enough to require assistance, I didn't need to tell my 
story to them in order to get a chair to help me get on the plane).


Other experiences included booking a chair in Sydney and eventually getting it, only 
to be wheeled part of the distance of that airport only to be told that that was the end 
of their area 
and that I would have to get out and wait until another person from the 
other section of the 
airport (from domestic to international) met me. I was directed 
up an elevator and immediately left alone, only to find that the elevator needed key 
access and there was absolutely no-one else in sight (seemed I was in some back area 
somewhere unfrequented). Finding my way up a relatively close escalator, I 
approached another airport staff person who told me she had nothing to do with 
wheelchairs and to sit and wait while she (begrudgingly) find one for me. This 
involved me walking a fair distance to a seat, so I leaned against a nearby post, only to 
be told to move myself and my baggage as I was obstructing a thoroughfare 
(despite there being plenty of room and no other people there). By that stage I was 
fuming, but with difficulty resisted the temptation to scream and told her that I would 
move when I 
had assistance as I was unable to walk the distance, particularly 
dragging my 
luggage. She mumbled something about getting security, when an 
airport people-mover turned up. I was told to put my bag in the back, but he very 
begrudgingly did it for me when I said I was unable to lift it  myself. I was then driven 
part way to where I needed to be and then told to get out and walk the rest as the 
people-mover couldn't go down that particular ramp as the turn was too tight! I was 
flabbergasted! I couldn't' even see any people or exit yet!


I ended up having to refuse to move until a wheelchair was eventually obtained for 
me, with me being told off for having booked a people mover when I needed I 
wheelchair - I couldn't win! Blamed for their lack of effective communication.   I won't 
continue to give details of all the airport experiences at the different airports - they are 
too ridiculous to continue with. What I will say is that I expected it to be a fairly 
simple process. I wasn't in a wheelchair permanently, it was only a little assistance I 
needed, not as if I even needed help transferring to/from the chair yet. What a 
disappointment I had!


When I did have a chair and a person to push and assist with luggage, I received the 
way too usual treatment of having the person treat me as if my brain didn't function 
either. I had my passport and ticket snatched from me and an attempt to speak for me 
(having not known me for more than 2 minutes!). I was wheeled up out of the way 
while my 'driver' was negotiating a queue jumping session, leaving me literally 
facing the corner of two blank walls.


I think I did well restraining myself. I am not usually one to bide my tongue, but I 
know my emotions at the time would interfere with my ability to get through in any 
way that would be taken seriously. So instead I made a fairly good effort to politely 
point out that I still had a functional brain, was able to communicate, and was not 
baggage that could simply be tucked into a corner to be out of the way. I wanted the 
people concerned and the airlines in general to get the message too, so they would 
actually learn something.


Once I calmed down a bit (it took a few weeks!) I started writing down details, and 
am in the process of writing letters to the airlines and the airports. I am writing it 
as a 
list of suggestions on improvements, rather than just a complaint, which I believe 
would be less listened to. I would like to see all airport staff spending time in our 
shoes/on our wheels/using our (insert relevant mobility or other aid). I would like to 
see basic education on disability etiquette taught to these people who are effectively 
thrown in there with absolutely no knowledge. (One young man was actually quite 
polite after I spoke to him of what he had not realised he was doing. He told me he 
was given keys to the lock-up of the wheelchairs, a key to the elevator and told he 
would be phoned when someone needed his assistance. That was the extent of his 
training!).


Well, I know I've been rambling, and apologies to those who I'm sure know this 
experience way too well. Apart from needing to feel heard (in a forum where I know I 
am) I wanted to point out to those who are wheelchair mobile on a permanent basis 
that those of us who are in the 'between' basket experience some interesting obstacles 
and resistance too.


I'll let the group know if I ever get a response from the airlines and/or airports (I flew 
with United this time - it wasn't an improvement!)

8.
H E


 in March 2006 I sustained a nasty leg fracture - was operated on in New Zealand, and 
3 weeks later considered fit to travel back to Australia - in wheelchair and on crutches 
when necessary. I traveled Qantas.  I was treated with utmost consideration and 
kindness on the local Invercargill - Christchurch flight (NZ carrier), stopover in 
Christchurch, flight back to Sydney.  This may have been helped by the fact that I was 
given a business class seat as the leg couldn't bend.


The final bit was however awful.  The chap who pushed my wheelchair from the plane 
to the 
terminal was horrid.  He waited for about half an hour at the diplomatic queue 
before deciding that there wouldn't be a break in the people going through, then 
joined the END of the line in the normal queue.  I was exhausted.  He then said he 
couldn't take my bag off the carousel but 
grumpily agreed to realizing that I wasn't 
remotely able to do it.  He then said he had to leave me before the exit - yet the car 
sent to pick me up was parked outside.  He again grumpily agreed to push me out to 
the car.  I needed to get in the back on the driver's side so I could drag the injured leg 
across the seat - he said he couldn't wheel me on to the road - so I had to get there 
myself on my crutches.  He was rude, unhelpful, and practically had me in tears.  
Maybe he was just having an "off" day - but I do think he was in the wrong job.

9.
J F.


 I have flown within Australia and overseas.  I have found that internally mostly staff 
are not too bad.  have improved in their attitudes over the past few years, They have 
become less patronising. I have found that some of the Qantas staff have learned to 
say 'How can I best help you?" which I like. It leaves how much and what kind of help 
I need up to me. But you do still encounter ignorance among check-in staff sometimes. 
There is need for all staff to be trained in disability awareness and in the precise 
disability policy of the airline they work with.


One of my pet hates is that time and time again I am allotted a seat that doesn't have 
an arm that lifts up, even though I ask for this in the Boarding Lounge. I need this in 
order to transfer independently. Sometimes I have been reassured that I have been 
given this type of seat and then I haven't. I don't know why this is so hard. 


On a flight from Singapore to Melbourne on Singapore Airlines, a flight attendant 
tried to tell me that there were no arms that lifted on the whole plane. Having just 
flown on an identical plane from London, I knew exactly where seats with the lifting 
arms were located (2 seats away in the same middle row where they wanted to put 
me) but she kept insisting that this wasn't the case. In the end, I wouldn't give up and 
sure enough the seat I indicated had a lifting arm, so they transferred me after trying 
to convince me that they would lift me in and out every time I wanted to go to the 
toilet. I am tall and heavy compared to them. They were tiny, so I said that this was 
silly. Anyway, why not make it so I can transfer independently and save us all a great 
deal of trouble.


My second bugbear is that at Melbourne Airport in particular, they will let you take 
your chair up to the plane door and then you transfer to the aisle wheelchair, but they 
try as hard as they can not to have to bring the chair up to the plane door when you 
arrive there. They give a myriad of different excuses for this. At many other airports 
throughout the world I never have this problem. They obligingly bring it up to the 
plane. Having my chair means that no-one has to push me. I can find my way to 
baggage claim on my own, so that one of their staff members isn't occupied.  I am 
safer and more comfortable in my own chair. 


Coming back from NZ a couple of years ago, they insisted I get on one of their 
wheelchairs. 
After 4 hours on a plane without a toilet that I could use, I really needed 
to use a toilet pronto but wouldn't have been able to transfer safely off the airport 
chair on to the toilet. They gave me a list of excuses but finally when I said I hadn't 
been to the toilet for 4 or more hours and needed to go NOW, they got my chair in 
double quick time. I think they feared a nasty mess on 
the airport floor.

10.
TB


 all my stories are about 'meet and greet' assistance. For your info, I always fly Qantas, 
and have been very well served by them 85% of the  time. Once was QF's own fault 
(Singapore airport) that meet and greet wasn't arranged. London Heathrow stuffed up 
once, (good once), not QF's fault. Sydney transferring from international arrivals to 
domestic was a bit of a farce, I was handed over to four Polish passengers on the same 
journey that didn't speak a word of English!


Perhaps your study could include the airports that provide the meet and greet service 
to the 
airlines on arrival?   Singapore airport has a special assistance lounge where 
they look after passengers in transit, and their service was pretty good.

11.
MK


A couple of weeks ago my friend from Adelaide travelled from Adelaide to Sydney 
for 
a week. he flew one way Virgin Blue and another way Jetstar. He said the staff 
were relatively friendly on both 
airlines but in Sydney we had an argument with 
Jetstar staff in relation to his wheelchair. one staff member informed us that he 
could stay in his wheelchair while another insisted he changed over.  We explained 
to both ground staff personnel as to why it would be better to remain in his 
wheelchair. after a long argument we finally got our way but they were not friendly 
at all. When I waited with  him till he boarded a lot of the ground staff would not be 
friendly to him and they ignored him. finally when the chair came the person who 
had 
it just said " hurry up and change". we took down the details of these people and 
reported them.


A few years ago when I was travelling with the NSW team to Brisbane via Virgin 
Blue there were 10 
wheelies and 20 non wheelies. Of those 20 a lot had crutches 
and 
other aids. The crew were very helpful and supportive.



After reading your message I can not believe how you were treated.  I'm disgusted. 
I am horrified to hear that Jetstar would prefer not to carry disabled people or 
elderly people. What a disgrace! It is a form of discrimination! We may be in a 
wheel chair or we have a walking frame, or we may have another form of helping 
aid, 
but it does not make us any different!!! WHAT IS HAPPENING WITH EQUALITY? 
WHY AREN'T WE BEING TREATED EQUAL?



Not only are the airlines not so good with labelling wheelchairs!  They are also good 
with losing wheelchairs! the amounts of times I have heard a wheelchair go missing 
is just unbelievable. 

 12/
MB


As a Caseworker for a young man with Autism I had the experience of dealing with 
airlines so that this young man could travel interstate to visit with his Mother.  


Difficulties arose when we contacted the airlines to request some assistance with the 
fare of the support worker who would required to travel with the young man to his 
destination.   Our argument was that we were supporting the youth to travel and he was paying for this support.  We also let the airlines know that we were intending to decrease support gradually and eventually the person would be able to travel alone.  Outcome of this was that we received no assistance from the airline concerned. It was not their policy to assist in this way (financially) nor were they able to allow this person on by himself.  We took the case to the Anti discrimination tribunal and unfortunately I was not working for the organization when the final outcome was released.  I do remember however that  HREOC was very interested in the case and commented that they had received several requests for assistance around the same issue


This may or may not be of use for the project, however I still maintain that the airline 
industry needs to review it's policies around people with disabilities and their families, 
given the extra expense often required for these families.  

Positive Experiences

1.
My name is C F. I am vision impaired and a white cane user and live in Cairns.  I have 
flown 
with a 
number of different airlines (Virgin, Qantas, SAA) within Australia, and 
overseas. My 
experiences have all been good ones. I have found the staff on all, and in 
all areas (ground, air) to be very obliging and helpful.

2.
In 2003 I suffered a major trauma accident resulting in the loss of my right leg above 
the knee and significant damage to my left. For short distance walking I use a cane 
and for long 
distance I use a wheelchair-I am 41 years of age.


When I travel I only ever take my cane and have flown with both Qantas and Jetstar. I 
will be flying 
with Virgin Blue in April this year. At all times the staff have been 
extremely courteous. I spend plenty of time going through security due to the metal in 
both legs but I have never been disheartened by this. It is, after all of benefit to us all.


Airline staff at the check in, gate lounge and on the flight have been wonderful. They 
have offered transport via golf cart if required; assistance with hand luggage and 
always have stored my luggage if I have trouble balancing. I really have nothing 
negative to report. In fact they have gone out of their way.  I appreciate that I am 
unable to sit on an exit aisle or the like due to the safety of other passengers-and that 
makes perfect sense.  Personally I congratulate them on providing the seating I have 
requested and offering assistance at all times. 


Sue Egan


Executive Officer - B.Comm.W., M. Dis.St.

