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As 2022 comes to a close, we received sad news 
of the unexpected passing of Cliff Wise.

Many readers will know, or know of, Cliff. For 
all of us at AQA Cliff was one of our founding 
fathers, joining the Board of the newly formed 
AQA Victoria Ltd in 1987. He would later Chair 
the Board from 1991 – 1994. 

At a recent memorial service, people drawn from 
every corner of Cliff’s life shared similar stories 
of a generous spirited man with a quirky sense 
of humour who always looked for the positive in 
life.     

In our last issue for 2022, I’d like to pay a 
particular tribute to a man who made a 
tremendous contribution to the lives of others 
through his involvement in the establishment of 
funded Home Based Attendant Care.      

One of AQA’s strategic objectives is that our 
voice is heard in public discourse, advocating for 
our clients and community in matters that affect 
them.

It’s hard to imagine in an NDIS & TAC world, 
but back in the mid ‘80s Australia was only just 
starting to consider alternatives to institutional 
living for those who had sustained a high level 
SCI. Prior to 1987, there was no such thing as 
funded personal care to support people with 
physical disability in the community. 

Vale Cliff Wise
by Peter Trethewey 
AQA CEO

At the time of his injury, Cliff was married with young 
children and an established career.  At home, at work 
and in his community was where he needed to be. Cliff 
was one of the first to pilot a new home based Attendant 
Care Program, at that stage offering 350 places across 
Australia, to encourage people with disability living in 
institutional accommodation to live in the community. 

There had been a poor take up of places in the first year 
of the pilot from people in nursing homes, and there was 
a real risk that this fledgling program would be lost. 

The AQA Board joined forces with DASSI, another 
member-based attendant care organisation, to create a 
lobby group set on:

 ▬ Converting the Pilot 
Attendant Care Program into 
a recognised Accommodation 
Support Service in its 
own right, included in the 
Disability Act 1986. 

 ▬ Widening the target 
group to include people in 
acute and rehabilitation 
care, people already in the 
community and in danger of 
being institutionalised or re-
institutionalised.

 ▬ Expanding the 
restrictive guidelines to allow 
for provision of more hours 
to cater for individual needs 
where required.

Cliff and the lobby team in Canberra advocating for community based supports, 1989
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PETER TRETHEWEY 
CEO AQA VICTORIA

Among its many activities, the group headed to 
Canberra for face-to-face meetings with relevant 
Ministers and Senators, using their lived experience to 
educate about what attendant care was, and how cost 
effective community based supports were compared to 
the costs of Supported Residential placement.

At the time, Senator Janet Powell, herself having 
contracted polio, addressed the Senate: 

I return to Cliff Wise, the school teacher I have referred 
to. Looking at the actual figure involved, because he is 
now back in productive work and because his wife has 
not had to stay at home and look after him full time, as 
she might have had to do under different circumstances, 
she is able to make an economic contribution as well. 
Indeed, figures supplied to me show that the net cost 
of attendant care in this case would be $16,945. The 
unemployment benefit that would have had to be paid to 
him if he were not able to be employed would be $5,500 
plus associated benefits. 
All up, the cost per person 
would be under $11,000. 
In this case we have two 
productive members of the 
community in work paying 
taxes far above what the cost 
to that community and to the 
Government would be.

This could have been straight 
out of the Productivity 
Commission report that lead 
to the NDIS.

In short, as a result of 
their work, the Disability 
Act was amended and 
Community Based Attendant 
Care became recognised 
alongside other supports.    

In a recent memoir, Cliff 
reflected: this involvement is 
the singular most satisfying 
contribution I have made in my time as a disabled 
person. Without the intervention of this group the 
concept of “attendant care” may well have withered 
on the vine and not exist in its current form, and at the 
worst, not exist at all.

Cliff’s legacy is certainly found in his family and friends, 
in his professional and community achievements and 
the way he lived life positively. His legacy is also in 
reminding us of the power of lived experience applied 

to advocating for our clients and community in matters 
that affect them, and, as the baton gets passed, in 
prompting us to ask the question: what are the issues 
in 2023 that would have seen Cliff drive his Ford 
Fairmont Ghia station wagon to Canberra to make the 
case?

On behalf of everyone at AQA, we celebrate the life 
and lasting legacy of Cliff Wise.   

left: Cliff 
recieves his OAM 
in 2007

below: Cliff 
and the team 
presenting in 
Canberra
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Upcoming events

WHEELCHAIR SKILLS  
Join us to develop your wheelchair skills and build 
your confidence when moving about in the community. 
Be guided by Specialist Peer Trainer Dave Ball in 
negotiating your way through a variety of obstacles 
and terrains. Call our team to register. 

Each course runs twice a day at the AQA office 
in Fairfield: 

 ▬ 20 January: 10:00am - 1pm and 1:30 - 4:30pm
 ▬ 21 January: 10:00am - 1pm and 1:30 - 4:30pm 

FREE WHEELCHAIR SKILLS SESSIONS FOR 
YOUNG MEN
Are you a young man living with a SCI and interested 
in building your wheelchair skills? 

We have funding for a limited amount of spots for men 
aged 35 and under to learn how to negotiate curbs, 
backwheel balance, cross roads and thresholds, and 
tackle slopes, transfers, and different terrains. Give 
our team a call to join a session in January. 

AQA COMMUNITY BBQ
Come along to our community BBQ and celebrate the 
amazing work of AQA Volunteers. Call our team to RSVP.

 ▬  Feb 4, 12-4pm, Altona Lifesaving Club

DISCOVERING THE 
POWER IN ME (DPM)

Like to find out more or 
get involved? 

Call 03 9489 0777 
or email community@aqavic.org.au

Beginning on Feburary 14, AQA will be holding an 
online motivational and goal setting course specifically 
designed for people living with complex physical 
disability, called Discovering the Power in Me (DPM).

The course aims to build hope, inner strength, 

resiliency, and self-efficacy in people with disabilities 
- and their families - in order to reassert control over 
their lives. 

DPM is facilitated by people living with a spinal cord 
injury, and combines video-based material with group 
discussion and dedicated one-on-one coaching.

What's covered: 

 ▬ setting and achieving goals 
 ▬  finding creative solutions and possibilities
 ▬  building a future of hope and resiliency
 ▬  taking control of the way we think

DPM is for people who are wanting to make positive 
changes in their lives, but are not sure how to go 
about it. This course is also  ideal for those wanting 
to connect with like-minded people in a supportive 
community. 

DPM is delivered online, across five days, and includes 
six 1-hour peer coaching sessions. The dates are:

 ▬ Feb 14, 16, 21, 23, 28.  

There is a fee for participating in DPM. Please reach 
out if you would like to explore your funding options.
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Wrapping 
up 2022 
COMMUNITY NETWORKS 
UPDATE

by Georgina Fiorentino 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT & NETWORK COORDINATOR

AQA recently welcomed a new Community 
Engagement & Networks Coordinator, Lachie 
O'Brien, who’ll be filling in for Peter Van 
Benthem while he’s on leave. Lachie (in the 
grey t-shirt in the photo to your right) is an 
energetic T2 paraplegic and has been a long-
time Peer Mentor for AQA. 

Lachie brings to the team a wealth of practical SCI-related 
skills and experience, and an enthusiastic drive to help the 
community across Victoria. Outside of work, Lachie is a 
keen hand-cyclist, a qualified chef, and a personal trainer! 

NETWORK ACTIVITIES

In October, the Mornington Network visited the Green 
Olive Winery at Red Hill where they welcomed a couple of 
new network members and their families. The Gipplsand 
group visited the Holden Museum in Trafalgar, with many 
enjoying the nostalgia of seeing the first Holden car they 
owned, or learning all about Peter Brock’s history and his 
iconic racing cars. Lachie then hosted his first Melbourne 
Network Webinar on Exercise, Daily Activity and Transfers, 
which you can watch here.

We started November with a bang with a memorable 
shooting event, combining the Western, Central West 
and Northern Community Networks - don’t miss Lachie’s 
full account on p. 08. The remaining networks gathered 
together to share their stories and life experiences, a 
form of indirect peer mentoring, at places including the 

After exploring the treasures of the Holden Museum in Trafalgar, the 
Gippsland Network share a lunch togther

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F-7R_cTjL-k
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Warragul Country Club (Gippsland), Sofia Frankston 
(Mornington) and Leopold Sportsman Club (South West). 

Later in November, AQA teamed up with the Royal Talbot 
Rehabilitation Centre to host a Beach Access Day at the St 
Kilda Surf Life Saving Club. Royal Talbot inpatients, SCIS 
Staff and Peer Mentors braved the cold weather to listen to 
Beach Access Project Officer Bern Walker, from Accessible 
Beaches. 

Bern spoke about visiting the beaches around our beautiful 
bay, and what is being done to roll out more Australia-
wide. A beach wheelchair was available for display, with 
long-time Peer Mentor Gary Hopkinson trying out the 
chair along the blue beach mat, and onto the sand, with 
the assistance of Talbot staff. Check out the Accessible 
Beaches website at https://accessiblebeaches.com/ for 
information on planning your next beach trip this summer!

C O M M U N I T Y  N E W S

LOOKING FORWARD

In 2023, we will continue to help connect people to share 
their skills and knowledge, and to participate in webinars, 
activities, events, and the community. We will also 
prioritise the inclusion of specialty guest speakers, as 
well as continuing to encourage new community networks 
to join in. A big thank you to everyone who attended and 
assisted with the Community Networks this year. Happy 
Holidays to everyone!

The Mornington Network visited the Green 
Olive Winery in Red Hill, enjoying a lunch and 

the tranquil vistas

In Melbourne, we hosted a presentation on 
beach access, and had the opportunity to try 
out some of  the equipment



8 AQA NEWSLINK DECEMBER 2022

C O M M U N I T Y  N E W S

In November, Georgina, Naz and myself set out to Marong 
in Bendigo to take part in shooting targets (not each 
other).

This activity was part of the monthly regional network 
meeting in which Bendigo, Echuca/Shepparton and 
Ballarat/Bacchus Marsh were all brought together to take 
part. 

It was a nice, warm day and we had a great turn out, with 
over 20 members involved. There was a wide variety of 
shooting abilities, different levels of spinal injuries and a 
mix of old and new members. Great conversations were 
had around shooting adaptations and personal milestones.

A massive thank you to Bendigo member Jason Dean, who 
came up with the idea to go shooting, and played a huge 
part in organizing the event. Jason also put together a 
delicious feast and displayed his brilliantly designed device 
that made shooting for people with minimal arm/hand 
function possible. 

It's fantastic to have passionate members who step up 
to be proactive in organising events. We invited Active 
Rehabilitation along to display their wheelchairs and 
equipment, and they kindly covered the venue hire cost, 
and Sporting Shooters Association of Australia (SCAA) 
supplied the rifles.

The Marong Rifle Range is usually closed on Wednesdays 
but the SCAA opened their gates to everyone and 

RIFLE RANGE REPORT
By Lachlan O'Brien 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT & NETWORK COORDINATOR.

made sure there was plenty of staff to help out all the 
participants. They would like to welcome us again, and 
are trying to help make opportunities like this available 
for more shooting ranges. They also have noted that the 
bathroom setup at Marong was not suitable and have said 
they will make it accessible for future gatherings. SCAA 
were all over safety precautions, and adapting the rules 
and procedures to suit wheelchair users.

Best shooter of the day goes to Naz, who hit multiple 
bullseyes, and entertainer of the day goes to Georgina, 
who thought that a target is the blank section of paper in 
between the targets. 

It's fantastic to have passionate 
members who step up and be 

proactive in organising events.
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Image courtesy of The Field

It was great to see the official launch of The Field 
employment website recently.  The new website is 
the initiative of Australian of the Year, and seven-time 
Australian Open champion Dylan Alcott, and has the 
backing of Prime Minister Albanese and NDIS Minister Bill 
Shorten. 

Dylan has made expanding employment opportunities for 
people with disabilities one of his priorities. The great thing 
for jobseekers with a disability is that it allows them to 
connect with inclusive employers including Coles, Bendigo 
Bank, Tennis Australia, and many more.

It gives employers the opportunity to be proactive in 
creating inclusive workplaces and recruitment processes 
for people with disabilities to have more choice and control 
over their careers.

The online platform is designed to connect people with 
disabilities to potential employers and highlight their skills, 
experience and qualifications. Their aim is impressive, 
hoping to attract 100,000 job seekers and 45,000 
businesses across Australia.

Employment equality for people with disability has not 
changed in over 28 years. Despite the widely documented 
skills shortage in Australia, over 500,000 working-age 
people with disability are currently actively looking for 
work. 

The employment website 
that’s changing the game
Learn about The Field, Dylan Alcott’s new initiative  
aiming to expand employment opportunities for people living with disability.

by Nazim Erdem, AQA Practice Leader

The Field will provide jobseekers with disability an 
opportunity to showcase their strengths and abilities online 
to registered hiring managers across corporate, small and 
medium enterprises, and government sectors who are 
ready to tap into an under-utilised talent pool.

Employment issues has been a passion for Dylan for many 
years. In fact, in the October 2019 issue of NewsLink, Dylan 
spoke about his “Remove the Barrier” campaign. Dylan 
said “One of the hardest things to overcome is actually the 
barriers that you can’t see. Those invisible barriers and 
things like unconscious bias and discrimination”. 

“You can’t see unconscious bias but I promise you, as 
someone who’s faced it, you can feel it”. 

Unconscious bias, as Dylan puts it, is a lack of expectation, 
negative perception and an assumption that people with 
a disability are broken, less capable and unemployable 
because of their disability. 

“It’s not fair, but more importantly, it’s not true,” he said.

The Field is a game changer.  Job seekers no longer need 
to hide their disability when applying for a job because they 
know the employers they are reaching out to are already 
aware. If you are a job seeker, we encourage you to register 
on the website and create your profile, it’s quite easy. 
Resumes can be uploaded through video, audio, or text, 
depending on your preference.

https://www.thefield.jobs/Job/Home
https://www.thefield.jobs/Job/Home
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During November, after two years of being unable to 
connect in person due to the Covid lockdowns, we were 
able to finally welcome our community into the office to 
celebrate the past year, and acknowledge the valuable 
contribution of our staff, volunteers, and clients.

The atmosphere was cheerful and welcoming, with friends 
catching up and all of us lockdown newbies finally being 
able to meet everybody face to face. It was especially 
exciting seeing what everyone looked like under their 
masks.

Once everyone had settled in, our Executive Manager of 
Services, Annie Lillywhite, kicked off the ceremony with a 
warm welcome to all the guests, and then presented the 5, 
10, 15, 20, and 25 Years of Service awards to the following 
Office Staff and Support Workers:

5 Years: Amandeep Kaur, Anna Krestev, Annie Lillywhite, 
Ashlee Young, Bharti Soni, Bianca White, Chantelle 
Schultes, Emily Fitchett, Emily Strachan, Eunice Morris, 
Hayley Reid, Isabella Kreuzer, Jarrod Ford, Jennifer Paton, 
Josephine Mwanambala, Joshua Hose, Joti Bhattarai, 
Kathleen Cox, Kristine Cosma, Linda Dennerley, Linda 
Edwards, Lindsay Gray, Lisa Jepson, Nadhira Perera, 
Nadia Rangan, Nan Ji, Nicole Martin Perez, Princess Dawn 
Mercader, Ravishu Bawa, Ru Luo, Samantha Fellows, 
Samantha Osborn, Sarah Black, and Victoria Hackett

10 Years: Asegedech Teke, Debbie Ciardullo, Geoffery 
Hooker, Theorge Theodor, Jacqueline Basile, Jay Wenett, 
Kellie Gillies-Leticq, Loran Dunn, Michael Van Aken, and 
Rachel Forson

Celebrating our achievements
After years apart, the AQA community came together  
for an evening of recognition, connection and celebration.

by Bella Gilmore , AQA Concierge Team

15 Years: Agnes Yick, An Bo, Cait Minotti, Dorota Scally, 
Fetiyne Elidemir, Kristy Brooks, Peter Trethewey, Sharon 
Miller, Thora Savage, and Vicki Hansen

20 Years: Dzung Tran and Fiona Gologranc

25 Years: Nazim Erdem and Pauline Van Aken

The list demonstrates an impressive level of dedication 
within our community.  

Nazim Erdem, our Practice Leader, went up after Annie 
to announce the Community Volunteer awards to the 
following volunteers:

C O M M U N I T Y  N E W S
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Volunteers: Gary Hopkinson, Karen James, Richard Balsillie, Hue Kwan, 
and David Jacka.

He also announced the winner of the Nigel Steele Award, which went to 
Ben Gruter, who is the first person to win it two years in a row. (You can 
read about Ben's experience of Peer Mentoring on p.12)

We also had the honour of having two guest speakers from our 
community. First, we had Les Maxwell, an AQA client who kindly gave a 
heartwarming virtual speech about her time with AQA, which she joined in 
1993. She told us about how she makes an effort to stay in touch with her 
carers, and has made some lifelong connections. 

One example she had was a carer whose daughter was three years old 
when they met, and now the daughter is in her 30’s and they’re still in 
touch to this day.  Les also shared the importance of receiving assistance 
from Support Workers, stating that “anybody who is disabled requires 
carers, it is an essential part of our ability to cope in life”. 

Later on, we had Jude Antony, who shared his inspiring story of his 
journey with paraplegia. He talked about his time in Sri Lanka, where he 
became a paraplegic at age 11 from a bomb blast during the Civil War, 
and was fully dependent on his family for a few years. He discussed how 
he came to the discovery that he could live independently, with the right 
support. And he talked about the hurdles he overcame to be where he is 

now, with a family, a career at the Australian Tax Office, and 
many sporting achievements. Jude’s speech not only left 
us with a lot of laughs, but also a lot to consider regarding 
the steps we take towards self-improvement.

It was a great experience to be able to hear some of the 
perspectives and experiences of people in our community, 
and to hear how much they’ve achieved.

When all the speeches were finished, it was finally time 
to party! Our guests enjoyed a live performance from the 
extremely talented Oliver Joan Little, and munched on the 
vast food platter with a drink or two.

A massive thank you to everyone who made the event 
happen. Without the teamwork of the office staff who 
lent us their equipment, assisted with the decorations, 
organised the certificates and catering, and stayed back 
to clean up, the event would not have been the night that it 
was.



12 AQA NEWSLINK DECEMBER 2022

AC C E S S  A N D  I N C L U S I O N

What Peer Support means to me
Peer Mentor Ben Gruter describes his first experience meeting a Peer Mentor in rehab, his 

journey to becoming one, and the need for more. 

by Ben Gruter,  AQA Peer Mentor

Although it was ten years ago, I still remember the first 
time I met with one of the AQA Peer Support Mentors. 
What struck me was nothing he said or did, but the fact 
that he was wearing street clothes. In the four months 
since I was admitted to the Austin, and then to the Talbot, 
all the people I saw in wheelchairs were wearing the 
rehabilitation uniform – tracky-daks and a T-shirt. Seeing 
a wheelchair user dressed in the 
way I had previously dressed 
pulled me up short and made me 
focus on life after rehab and on the 
many ways, both big and small, I 
was going to have to get used to 
living that life.

I had four fantastic mentors during the sixteen months 
I was in hospital and rehab. We talked about all sorts 
of things from vehicle conversions to bowel care, 
from dealing with funding bodies to negotiating with 
employers. Even when we were just chatting, I found 
our conversations uplifting and helpful. They were easy 
conversations because I didn’t have to explain how things 

were with me. My mentors, having had similar experiences, 
knew, and could tell me what worked for them and where 
to get help and assistance.

Apart from the street clothes, what also struck me was 
that every one of my mentors had recovered from their 
spinal cord injury (some much more debilitating than my 
T5 injury) to live fulfilling and useful lives. Not only that, 

some were very high achievers 
in their fields.  Over time I was to 
meet doctors, engineers, business 
people, journalists, farmers and 
tradies who you would think 
could no longer practice their 
occupation, all continuing to 

succeed in their personal, professional and work lives.  
Even now, after all this time, I am in awe of what some of 
my spinal cord injured friends have achieved.

Four or five years ago at the urging of my wife, who 
thought I was getting too slack, I became a peer support 
mentor.  After initial training at AQA I embarked on my 
first visit to the Talbot.  It was my first time back in five 

I get as much out of being a 
mentor as hopefully those who I 
mentor get out of the program
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WIN a 4-day stay at the Healthy Living Centre 
Accessible accommodation in the heart of Cairns 
Being away from home doesn’t have to be an overwhelming challenge. That’s why Coloplast has partnered with Spinal Life 
Australia to give you the chance to win a trip to tropical Cairns. Take a break from your routine and try new therapies and 
services, meet new people, and explore the area!

Coloplast Pty Ltd, PO Box 240, Mount Waverley, VIC 3149 Australia 

www.coloplast.com.au The Coloplast logo is a registered trademark of Coloplast A/S. ©2022-10 CEX200. All rights reserved Coloplast A/S

To enter, scan the QR code to visit 
our website and complete the online 
form during the promotion period.

coloplast.to/HealthRetreat

Entries open 12:00AM AEDT 02/10/2022 and close 12:00AM AEDT 08/01/2023. Open to all Australian 
residents aged 18+ only. Limit one entry per person. Drawn at Coloplast Ltd, ABN 57 054 949 692, Level 4 1 
Acacia Place, Notting Hill Victoria 3168 at 12:00 noon AEDT on the 09/01/2023. Winner name published online 
at coloplast.to/HealthRetreat. The total prize pool is valued at $2,723.98. Full terms and conditions are available 
at coloplast.to/AU_TermsandConditions. Promoter: Coloplast Ltd, ABN 57 054 949 692, Level 4 1 Acacia Place, 
Notting Hill, Victoria, 3168. Ph:1800 333 317.

Go in the chance to win the Health Retreat Package:
• Three nights in a spacious two-bedroom apartment; 

perfect for family or group stays
• One hour of allied health services per day (Occupational 

Therapy, Physiotherapy, Exercise Physiology and 
Hydrotherapy)

• Access to adaptive equipment at the onsite specialist gym 
during your stay

• $1,000 pre-paid Visa Card

CEX200.indd   1CEX200.indd   1 14/10/2022   1:34:37 PM14/10/2022   1:34:37 PM

or six years. Going back that first time was not easy and I was very nervous 
about approaching people. All that passed when I was having those easy 
conversations that only people who have shared a life changing experience 
can enjoy. 

I have heard a lot of familiar stories, but everyone is an individual and 
everyone approaches recovery in their own way. I am glad to help where I 
can. Not that I am a do-gooder. I get as 
much out of being a mentor as hopefully 
those who I mentor get out of the 
program.

The last three years have been very 
difficult for the Peer Mentoring Support 
programme.  For a long time we were 
unable to go into the Austin or Talbot and 
we had to do mentoring by telephone with 
those who were there during that terrible 
time. 

AQA and the Austin are now trying to 
revitalise the program. I would urge 
everyone to consider it. Everyone can 
make a difference and you never know 
what is going to help someone on the path 
to recovery. It may even be the clothes you 
wear.

If you are interested in joining the Peer 
Mentoring Support program contact Naz 
Erdem or  Josh Hose on 9489 0777 at AQA.

Everyone can make a 
difference and you never know 
what is going to help someone 
on the path to recovery

Ben's wife, Christine, urged Ben to give 
mentoring a go a few years ago

https://www.coloplast.com.au/about-us/landing-pages/gethealthycompetition/
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I took the title of this piece from a song from the Little River 
Band, from the 1970s: "Hang on, help is on its way I will be 
there as fast as I can". I thought it reflected my situation at 
the time. So, here’s what happened.

A few months ago I was driving on Springvale Road on 
my way to Dance & Roll, a para dance group. I could hear 
a noise coming from my car. I thought it might have been 
from the window being left open. I was in my car earlier in 
the day with my partner, and I thought I 
heard something then too.

When I got on the freeway the noise 
was getting louder. I pulled into the 
emergency lane to see if my other 
window was open, but It was closed. I 
started driving again, with the noise only 
getting louder. I was getting worried.

I pulled over to the emergency 
lane again and called the RACV for 
assistance.  

The  RACV staff member was very 
helpful. I mentioned to her that I use a 
wheelchair, and she advised me to stay 
in my car as it would not be safe for me 
to get out in the emergency lane. After 
a few conversations  she decided to 
organise Vicroads to come out and make 
the area safe for me in the emergency 
lane. The staff member was very 
thorough and was asking me questions 
along the way. She said that she made 
me a priority.   

After speaking to RACV I called my partner to explain the 
situation, as I was a bit stressed and vulnerable with all 
these cars driving past on the freeway. My partner advised 
me to relax and just breathe.

I then texted the coordinator of Dance & Roll to let her 
know what was going on, and that I wouldn't make dancing 
that night. Another friend passed me on the freeway on 
her way to Dance & Roll, and she sent me a message later 
asking if I was okay. I then had another message from 
another friend from Dance & Roll checking on me. So 
people were connecting with me through this situation, and 
making sure that I was okay.

The Vicroads staff member didn't take too long to arrive, 
and identified the problem very quickly!  It was a flat tyre, 

Hang on,  
help is on its way
Peer Volunteer and dancer Karen James 
shares how her support network kicked into 
gear when she needed it.

by Karen James, AQA Peer Volunteer

and he was able to fix it straight away, so I didn't need a 
maxi taxi or tow truck. Thank goodness I had a spare tyre. 
I was also very happy with the support that I received from 
RACV, which I passed on.

I did think that I am so glad for mobile phones. What did 
we do without them? I then called my partner again to say 
everything was fine.  

 It was so important having that phone contact and not 
getting out of the car. I was on my own but I felt connected 
with people, and I was confident with the RACV and 
Vicroads support. Well done to them!

I hope this helps any AQA members in the future, as help 
can be on its way! 

Throughout the whole ordeal, Karen felt supported by her community
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Eighteen months ago, I had my vanity remodelled in my 
ensuite. The new basin worked well – I could get my knees 
under the new basin, but I had trouble with the tap. 

It was by chance I saw on Facebook an advert for a tap 
attachment, and it looked like it could improve the workings 
of my taps! 

I did a bit of research, and no local plumbing equipment 
supplier had anything similar. I then looked at eBay and 
there were quite a few, most made with ABS (a type of 
hardened plastic). The one I chose is made of brass, at a 
cost of just under $22. The same manufacturer had an ABS 
version at about $13. The other ones available were all ABS 
and similar pricing. 

The gadget makes using the tap easier – I can even get my 
mouth wet – I haven’t been able to do that for close to 20 
years! 

The gadget can rotate 360 degrees at the mount, on the 
side and at the outlet. The outlet also is changeable from 
normal to spray. I hope you find this helpful.

I CAN GET MY  
MOUTH WET FOR THE 
FIRST TIME IN 20 YEARS
by Grant Meyers

https://act-green.bbraun.cloud/hcp
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Dance & Rolls’ 3rd annual Gala night – where does 
one start – this was a night filled with love, laughter, 
embraces and dancing with a wonderful group of 
friends, family members and support workers. This 
was the first time I attended this event, and the first 
time I was able to meet in person the faces that I have 
danced with online since July last year.

My name is Ellie, and I became a T5 complete 
paraplegic at the age of 45, from an accident on our 
50 acre property in February last year, in a little rural 
town called Yea in Victoria. After four months and one 
day in hospitals and rehab at The Royal Talbot, I came 
home June 11.

Coming home was a surreal experience, and it was 
another six weeks before I was able to find and start 
with a physiotherapist and exercise physiologist, so 
there was a lot of sitting looking out the window at the 
birds and reading books.

A night filled with  
dancing, love and laughter
Ellie, who’s been living with a T5 spinal cord injury since February 2021,  
describes the impact of finding community and passion in para dancing.

by Ellie Gay

A few weeks after returning home I 
was sitting out on my veranda reading 
a book when my phone rang. It was 
Josh Hose from AQA asking what I was 
doing, and seeing if in about 15 minutes 
I would like to join a zoom session with 
the SCI Women’s Community Network 
group – so within 10 minutes I was in 
the online waiting room ready to meet 
other women with spinal injuries. 

It was in this group that I met Rocca, 
Georgina, and Karen, as well as a few 
other women. Little did I know these 
women would be paramount in my 
health, wellbeing and being part of 
something wonderful in my future.

I then received an email from Rocca 
– who is the founder and backbone 
of Dance & Roll, which is a nonprofit 
organisation that started three years 
ago, with the first session being held at 
The Royal Talbot. 

Rocca asked if I would like to participate 
in two free sessions to see if I would be 
interested in joining in the next term.  
It only took one session for me to be 
hooked with the energy, laughter and 
fun that exuded from the screen. 
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Living in a rural town has been fabulous to have a 
community that is so invested in helping me be the 
best that I can be. But, being so far away from many 
activities means that Dance & Roll was a lifeline for 
me, not only through connecting me with other people 
in chairs, but to have become a valued member of 
the Dance & Roll Family. I am now proud to be the 
secretary of Dance & Roll and this will continue to be a 
huge part of my life moving forward.

Back to the sensational Gala Night. The event was held 
at The Darebin Arts Centre, which has been a blessing 
to have as a place for a social catch-up and an hour of 
dance each Thursday night, for people who live close 
enough. The style of dance ranges from Zumba, disco, 
pop, tango, African beats… the list goes on.

The Gala Night started at 5pm, and despite the most ridiculous downpour, 
there was a small window where the rain had ebbed enough that we could 
all get out of our vehicles and start to meet in the foyer (luckily, I wore 
waterproof mascara). 

It was the first time I was meeting the Dance & Roll family in person, and it 
was a surreal experience that will stay with me for life.  We started making 
our way into the grand room for canapes and drinks and more emotional 
embraces and conversations. 

Rocca then started the presentation of gifts to say a huge thank you to our 
five amazing instructors, who, both online and at the Darebin Arts Centre, 
have left their fingerprint on the evolution of Dance & Roll. Rocca then 
announced the winner of the Karen Bloomberg award. Karen was a dear 
friend to Rocca and an integral part of Dance & Roll, who sadly passed 

away earlier this year. To honour her 
involvement Rocca devised an award 
that would recognise a member’s 
contribution to this wonderful club. 
The proud winner of this award was 
Georgina, who is the treasurer and a 
vital member of Dance & Roll.

Later on, we had two ladies from Ignite 
Bollywood involve us in an energetic 
Bollywood workshop, which everyone 
thoroughly enjoyed and worked up a 
sweat in learning the choreography to 
a Bollywood song. By this stage of the 
evening all our faces were aching from 
smiling so much. 

We kept dancing with three 
choreographed songs (one including 
keyword sign, that Karen was a huge 
advocate for in helping those with 
disabilities to communicate) that we’d 
been learning. Next was a free-for-all 
with a conga line, Grease Lightning, 
September, and many other upbeat 
songs. The night was supposed to finish 
at 8, but I know I left reluctantly at 8.40 
after many goodbyes. 

Thank you Dance & Roll for everything, 
and I look forward to many more nights 
to remember.
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In a new series for NewsLink, we talk to people in our 
community about their personal transport, or as we like 
to call it “their rides”.  Naz interviews AQA’s Peter Van 
Benthem about his current transport and other vehicles 
he’s had in the past. 

Is your vehicle just a means of transport or a hobby?

Both! We have our family daily drivers that suit their 
applications, and we also have classic cars that we store, 
and are driven on occasions or events. 

My car is a 2016 Kia Carnival. Because I can’t drive, the van 
is modified to allow me and my power wheelchair to travel 
in it.

Me & My Ride: 
Peter Van Benthem
Hear about the cars people in our community 
are driving, modifying and enjoying.

by Nazim Erdem

Do you have any other vehicles, and what have you owned 
in the past?

Other vehicles between our family are classic and collector 
cars. Currently we have 2 VH Commodores, XY panel van 
and a VF Maloo ute. Over the last 15 years, I've had many 
classic cars as I bought and sold many as a hobby and a 
way to raise funds to put back into restoring them to sell. 
But mainly (Ford & Holden) Aussie V8 Collector classics, 
had more Holdens even though I'm a bit of a Ford guy, but 
love both depending on the model. 

In the last 15 years I have had: 7 HT/HK Holdens, 5 
Holden Toranas, 11 1970’s Holden HQ, HJ, HX, HZ and 6 

WB Holdens. Also 8 Ford XY, XA, XB, XC, 3 
Toyotas, 2 Datsuns and 2 Mercs. I had a few 
Mustang USA muscle cars, and 1 Cadilac, 
which was an original teamsters mafia car, 
and 1 English convertible. 

What modifications do you have / what 
features are good / what has it done for you.

My daily accessible vehicle, the Kia 
Carnival has had a lot mods done. The 
accessible mods are worth as much as the 
car was when new, but this really is a great 
accessible vehicle. The floor from the rear 
to the middle is lowered, allowing for more 
head room. I roll up and enter via the ramp 
at rear and drive my wheelchair into the van, 
then into a docking station which is located 
in the middle of the vehicle that locks the 
wheelchair in. 
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After my SCI in the year 1999, I didn't have an accessible 
vehicle for about two years. I used taxis or public 
transport, which was good, but having an accessible 
vehicle was so good for my independence and getting 
my family and me out doing much more - it was a game 
changer. 

All my carers drive me around in my car, taking me to work 
or chores. My wife or son can drive us to visit family and 
friends, and on country drives, which I love to do. And my 
buddies often pick me up and take us to parties or events.

 What do you love about car culture ? 

Between friends/family and I, we played around heaps 
with classic cars. What was a hobby turned into a fun way 
to fund more classic cars and gather like minded people 
together - we have made a lot of good friends. We started 
a car club and I'm the Treasurer, so we organise car 
events, hang out and go on cruises.

What would be your dream car or your Sunday car?

Any V8 convertible on a good day zipping around the 
countryside with a pub stop, country market or swap meet, 
hanging out with family & friends.

Any advice for others looking at setting themselves up 
with a modified vehicle?

Having an accessible vehicle can be a key to more 
independence, inclusion in your network of life. Choosing 
an accessible vehicle starts with:

• Who it needs to carry/service (you and ?).

• The type of mods you need to make it accessible.

• What you plan to do (travel? take extra equipment? or 
maybe a small car for city parking?)

• Who is driving your car (you or family/carers?)

• Your budget / funding body support to purchase and 
do mods?

Have you got a 
story you'd like 
to share with our 
community about 
a hobby or passion 
of yours? We'd 
love to hear from 
you! Send an email 
to: news@aqavic.
org.au



Can I... will I... 
What’s next for me?
We’ve been there and aren’t afraid 
of the tough questions.

AQA is a not-for-profit organisation 
Learn more about AQA and our services at www.aqavic.org.au

Resourcing you to live well

After hearing the words spinal cord injury and spending weeks in hospital, rehab or 
bed your mind can race with a million questions: Will I be independent, can I have sex 
again, what happens when I get home, will my life be the same... Is there anyone I can 
turn to? 

It can be hard to see what’s next or what’s possible for you, and your family & friends 
can have similar questions.

While few can honestly say “I know what you’re going through” we’ve got peer 
mentors with lived experience of disabilty, who have been there and who have worked 
alongside other people facing similar situations.

If you’d like a confidential chat to one of our 
peer mentors, please get in touch.
Call  (03) 9489 0777 
or email: community@aqavic.org.au 


