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A wheelchair 
view of the 
world

What’s the best way to 

understand what life is like for a 

person in a wheelchair?

Spend a day in one.

And that’s exactly what Ken Diehm did on 

International Day of People with Disability in December.

Disability access had emerged as the top issue for the whole 

community during consultations to determine capital works 

priorities for the City of Greater Geraldton.

“It occurred to me that as I was not disabled I didn’t appreciate 
the difficulties and challenges that people with a disability have, 
especially with the infrastructure that councils provide, such as 
roadways, pathways and access to buildings,” recalls Ken, who is 
the City’s CEO. 

“I contacted Chris Kerr, a local resident and Count Me In ambassador 
who is wheelchair-bound, and suggested we do a tour of the town. 
She put it to me that a tour was not enough and that I should 
think about spending a whole day in a wheelchair. She made the 
valid comment that there was little value in the exercise unless 
I was committed to carrying through on what I learned from my 
experience.”

Ken said that his experience on that day is having broad repercussions 
throughout the City. “It taught me to look at designs for council 
infrastructure from a completely different perspective and to try to 
understand how that design might impact on accessibility for people 
with disabilities.

“The biggest lesson I learned was that you have no idea what the 
challenges are until you sit in a wheelchair. Even paths I had thought 
were exceptional quality were a struggle in a wheelchair because 
they had a slight camber on them for drainage. I was constantly 
pushing against the natural fall of the path.

“The other big lesson was that we can build infrastructure that meets 
the disability access provisions of the National Construction Code but 
still not get it right for people with disabilities. Typically, engineers’ 

focus is to design things that meet codes and standards. We need 
to go beyond that and actively and consciously think about access 
and inclusion for all people. 

“Since my wheelchair tour of the City, we are fixing issues, such as 
disabled parking bays and facilities in parks. But, more broadly, we 
are looking at our plans and assets to see how we can make them 
more inclusive and accessible.

“We agreed we would provide the Disability Services Commission 
(DSC) with a copy of the footpath renewal program and the new 
footpath programs to review from the perspective of access for 
people with disabilities.

“We are developing with DSC a two-to-three hour program to 
ensure all staff involved in design, construction and maintenance 
of infrastructure have first-hand experience of life in a wheelchair. 
The program will involve an initial briefing, a wheelchair tour of the 
Geraldton business district and a debriefing. 

“We are also looking at providing disability access to the main 
beach.”

At the office
Ken borrowed a wheelchair and started the day with a tour of the 
central business district that Chris mapped out, then returned to 
the council offices to continue normal business activities in the 
wheelchair.

“Going to the toilet I found incredibly difficult. Just opening the 
door to get in was a challenge,” he says. “Most toilet entry doors 
are spring-loaded to close automatically and are hard to open from 
a wheelchair. Manoeuvring through the airlock and opening the 
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second door was hard, too. By the end of the day my 
knuckles were bruised from hitting them as I went 
through doorways.

“I have a door directly from my office to where my car 
is parked. I could get out but a four-centimetre high 
lip at the door made it impossible to get back into my 
office without assistance. 

“I had a meeting at a local coffee shop. When it came 
time to pay, I found the counter was too high for 
someone in a wheelchair. Tables and chairs were too 
close together and I had to apologise to patrons as I 
bumped into chairs getting through.

“People who didn’t know me treated me differently. 
They talked louder and slower. I think they assumed 
I was intellectually challenged, not just physically 
challenged. People tended to avoid eye contact. 
From their body language it looked like they felt 
uncomfortable around me. The lesson is that it’s 
not just accessibility challenges that people with 
disabilities face but the social perceptions of others.

“I was glad when the day was over. There are so many 
things you take for granted and don’t appreciate. I 
was an able-bodied person in a wheelchair. I can only 
imagine the challenges people face if they don’t have 
the use of their limbs. 

“My challenge for the day was substantially 

easier than the day-to-day challenges that 

people with disabilities have.”

Disabled parking bays
The council had recently installed some disabled parking bays which 
met disability access provisions of width and signage, yet still presented 
difficulties for people in wheelchairs.

“Access to one of the bays was from the road, not the footpath, making 
it unsafe,” Ken says. “We are now auditing all our disabled parking bays 
to make sure the configuration doesn’t force people onto the road to get 
into their vehicle.

“Until you hop into a wheelchair and try to use a bay, you don’t understand 
that it doesn’t fully meet the objective of accessibility.”

Leading by example
“Ken is leading by example,” says Chris Kerr, 

a Count Me In Ambassador for the Disability 

Services Commission.

She applauds Ken Diehm’s initiative to 

understand access and inclusion activities for 

people with a disability.

“The City of Greater Geraldton has been 

reviewing its Disability Access and Inclusion 

Plan (DAIP) and consulting with the 

community. The day-in-a-wheelchair was 

an excellent way for Ken to understand 

how some of the issues covered in the DAIP 

translate to people’s lives.

“It is good to see the City of Geraldton 

leading the way. We hope that business and 

the rest of the community will get on board 

to help make Geraldton a more welcoming 

and accessible community.”

Facilities in parks
A common issue in parks is that shaded seating areas for picnics and 
barbecues are often built on a concrete slab raised above grass level, with 
table and chairs taking pride of place. 

“Often, there is no room for a wheelchair to get into the shade or it’s 
impossible to get the wheelchair up onto the slab,” Ken points out. “So 
people in wheelchairs have to sit outside the shade structure on the grass 
and away from the rest of the gathering. We have fixed one of our shade 
areas by raising the level of the grass to the top of the concrete, and we 
are going to look at designs for future spaces.

“Often there are simple things in the way infrastructure is built that could 
be changed without significant cost increases that allow people with 
disabilities to participate more fully.”




