








CHAPTER THREE TRIP PLANNING

If you get services overseas, ask questions and get assurances
before you leave home. Do not assume that someone else will
make the arrangements for you!

If you need frequent or extensive support, or if this service cannot
be found within your travel group or your host organization, you
may decide to hire your own support person from home. For
instance, if you will need a sign language interpreter, its not likely
that you will find someone within your group who can provide
this service. Additionally, it is difficult to find sign language
interpreters who are able to interpret sign languages other than
those used in their own countries. Deaf exchange participants
have dealt with this in a variety of ways. Some participants have
used interpreters from home who were willing to work for a flat
daily rate rather than an hourly wage. Others have used advanced
interpreting students who charged less because they were not yet
certified and they were very interested in traveling. The Deaf
participants involved in these exchanges agreed to use these
interpreting students after meeting with them and determining
that the situation would provide adequate interpretation for the
program. If you can guarantee a certain amount of free time to
your interpreter while abroad or the person is motivated by the
idea of travel, you will be in a better position to negotiate. Some
Deaf participants on long-term exchanges have found that after
being abroad for a while they were able to transfer to using the sign
language of the host country, and didn't need interpreters as often.
If you connect with members of the Deaf community in the host
country, you'll have greater opportunities to practice the local sign
language and may need your interpreter’s services less frequently.

Sarah Beauchamp traveled to Scotland on a university exchange
program. She brought an American Sign Language (ASL) inter-
preter with her from home, but also had the opportunity to
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connect with the Deaf community in Scotland and learn British
Sign Language (BSL). “Besides eating haggis (which is an entirely
different story),” Beauchamp says, “my experience in Scotland
also provided me with the most amazing cultural experience: learn-
ing BSL. It was completely different from ASL. Learning and sign-
ing BSL made me feel more like I was in a foreign country, com-
pared to the familiarity I felt when speaking English.” Beauchamp
continued to use the ASL interpreter from home when needed,
but found ample opportunity to practice her new BSL skills. “
even ran into people at pubs who knew BSL!" she says. “I was so
excited and felt very liberated that I could communicate and have
a good time simultaneously.”

If you hire someone from your home country to provide any kind
of support, this entails several important steps: recruiting the right
person, agreeing upon duties and terms, securing additional
funding and obtaining necessary documentation (such as pass-
ports and visas).

Mary Lou Breslin describes the perfect travel helper this way: “A
good attendant with the right physical skills and also the right
attitude, because you run into all kinds of stuff. You have to go
with the flow and you absolutely have to maintain your cool”—
and so does your assistant. Consider also the more rigorous con-
ditions you and your helper will encounter in other countries,
and find someone “who is very competent in handling situations
that come up where there’s a lot of unusual kinds of lifting. When
there’s not an aisle chair in an airplane, for example, which is very
typical in Eastern Europe, or where the bathrooms aren't great.”

Compatibility is important too. If you're a highly adventurous
traveler, you probably don't want to bring along someone who’s
timid or overly cautious. If you like to stay up late or, conversely,
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you function best in the early morning hours, your travel and
personal care routines will run more smoothly if your attendant
shares your preferences.

Jenny Kemn, who has traveled to China, Kenya, Uganda, Mexico,
Uzbekistan and Pakistan, looks for an attendant who can share
the good times and the bad times. “It’s become more important to
me to feel like I have built-in support,” says Kern. “As I'm more
in tune with my emotional life, I need to know that I'm going to
be able to share that. If I need to have a good cry, I need to be sure
this person isn't going to be freaked out by it.” She recalls a
particularly difficult trip, her first overseas experience, for the
Forum on Women in China. Dealing with access barriers, obstinate
officials and physical discomforts, Kern felt a lot of anxiety. In
contrast, her attendant remained cheerful throughout their time
in Beijing. “On one hand, it was helpful,” says Kern. “In another
way, | felt my fears were invalidated.” Depending on the
challenges you foresee on your particular journey, the ideal travel
attendant may need to be ready to play a more proactive role than
would be the case at home. “That person may be your conduit to
communicate with somebody who’ in charge, in an inaccessible
place,” says Mary Lou Breslin. In that event, assertiveness and
good communication skills would be important qualities for your
assistant to possess.

How can you find a good travel assistant? “The best thing to do is
to ask around,” says Breslin. Pass the word among “friends,
colleagues, students in your community who have traveled,” she
advises. Another approach is to place ads in newspapers, or post
notices in community centers, colleges and other public places.
Breslin also advises that you list the specific qualifications you
are looking for. “I prefer someone who has traveled before, who’s
had experience with airports, airport security, wheelchair

BB



SURVIVAL STRATEGIES FOR GOING ABROAQD- A GUIDE FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

dismantling and aisle chairs,” she
explains. “But it’s not a requirement.”

Remember that if you plan to bring a
person from home who will provide ser-
vices for you, you must double your at-
tention to certain aspects of your travel
preparations. As discussed above, an
assistant can increase your expenses, as
you must usually pay some or all of his
or her expenses, including airfare, lodg-
ing, ground transportation and food. Be
sure to build this into your travel
budget, and fundraise accordingly. It is
important to be clear about what the
payment arrangements will be—wages,
a stipend or expenses only? Does it
include transportation, food, lodging,
etc? Be sure to budget for such items, if
payment will include them.

Make sure the person providing
services to you has a passport and other
required travel documents. If you're
traveling to a country that requires a
visa, investigate thoroughly to deter-
mine what documentation is required.
While your participation in an
exchange program, conference or job
will likely support your visa application,
your assistant’s application will need to
be written differently, to describe her
or his role and responsibilities.

A

Disability organizations
in the host country can
often provide information
on accessibility and dis-
ability-related resources,
and important cultural
information about per-
ceptions of disabilities in
that country.
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Be sure to research any additional issues related to international
travel restrictions for an assistant. Harriet Johnson discovered one
key issue involved in traveling to Cuba: The U.S. government
requires a State Department permit to travel to Cuba, due to the
embargo against that country. This policy had prevented Johnson
from going to Cuba once before in the 1980s. “I had considered
going to Cuba with a delegation of lawyers,” she explains, “but
the permit obtained for the group did not cover personal assis-
tants. I inquired about getting the permit modified, but the
sponsoring organization wanted to keep a low profile with the U.S.
government, and given the political situation at that time, T didn't
blame them.” In 1997, with this concern addressed, Johnson was
able to travel to Cuba because the State Department permit cov-
ered both conference participants and attendants.

Traveling successfully with an assistant, interpreter or other
support person requires more than just budgeting and taking care
of visa requirements. The close proximity of travel, hectic schedules
and the stress of dealing with obstacles and strangers’ attitudes
can create fatigue and tension, which can sometimes disrupt your
working relationship with your travel assistant. Both you and your
helper may become irritable, even uncooperative. Richard
Mouzon, a quadriplegic who has traveled extensively with a
personal attendant, advises: “You have to have patience. That’s
what wears on me towards the end of a lot of trips.”

You can avoid trouble with your assistant by planning ahead, and
by communicating clearly. Susan Brown, who has accompanied
and assisted several different disabled travelers, feels it’s essential
to make expectations clear, including:

* The duties, hours and rules involved in the job

* A complete travel itinerary
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*» Any information you find in your research about cultural
norms, climate, etc.

» The kinds of activities you and your assistant will be
involved in

» Suggestions for how to dress, based both on cultural norms
and the types of meetings or other activities your
assistant will be attending

In addition, Brown urges disabled travelers and their support
people to discuss possible scenarios involving prejudice and
discrimination, and to talk about how to deal with those
situations when they arise. “Watching people do discriminatory
things is frustrating and overwhelming,” she says. “It made me
angry many times. Be prepared for that.” Brown adds that you’re
probably going to get stared at, people may say things and you
may get ignored. The person at the desk may ask, “What does she
want?” Brown advises: “You're going to have to deal with that. I
would tell the person who'’s doing the hiring that you need to be
really clear about what you want in those situations. Do you want
the attendant to ignore the person who’s asking an offensive
question? Or will you or your attendant prepare a rude reply? Or
will you advise your attendant to be very polite, smile and answer
for you?”

To avoid burnout on longer trips, Brown recommends arranging
for a backup for your primary support person, if possible. This
might be a friend or acquaintance in the destination country, a
fellow traveler or a worker hired from a local agency—*“just
someone to do a little bit of work, like to help someone go to bed
one night, so the assistant can crash really early. If there’s any way
that can happen, I think that is invaluable.” If that is not feasible,
try occasionally to allow your assistant even a short time off
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during the day—perhaps by “making sure that you are set for the
next hour or two while you read your book or whatever, and the
attendant can just go away.” Brown adds, “If there's any way you
can swing it, letting the attendant have their own room, at least
sometimes, makes a huge difference.”

Finally, show appreciation for efforts of the person providing
services to you. “People have been really nice to me,” says Brown,
describing small but meaningful rewards offered by travelers for
whom she has worked. “Like, they know I like chocolate, so they
buy me chocolate every once in a while.” To Brown, these little
gifts are a way of saying, “Thanks for being here!”

Animal Companions: The Pros and Cons of Traveling with
Service Dogs

Some disabled people rely upon dogs for various kinds of
assistance including mobility, reaching and safety alerts. If you
use a dog, you will need to decide whether to bring him or her
with you during your international exchange.

On the plus side, having a dog with you may allow you to maintain
the independence abroad that you have come to expect at home.

On the other hand, depending upon where you are going, there
are serious drawbacks to bringing along a dog. Some countries
have strict quarantine laws, which make it virtually impossible to
come into the country with a dog or any other animal. Don
Galloway encountered this barrier when he began his job as Peace
Corps director in Jamaica. Due to the country’s quarantine laws,
Galloway was not allowed to bring his guide dog with him.
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Even in the absence of such quaran-
tine laws, Galloway never travels
abroad with a guide dog now. Cultur-
ally, these animals would be a problem
“almost everywhere, except parts of
Western Europe,” says Galloway. “In
some cases, a dog is looked upon as
being a very unclean animal,” he points
out. The breeds most often trained to
be dog guides may be the most prob-
lematic in some countries, Galloway
adds. “Colonial powers used to use
dogs for crowd control,” he says. “They
used German shepherds and Belgian
shepherds, so people are very frightened
of those dogs.”

Like Galloway, Jean Parker thinks it
best to travel without a dog in tow.
When she did have a guide dog, she
left him at home when she traveled
abroad, choosing not to spend her time
and energy negotiating various laws
and customs regarding dogs. In addi-
tion, she worried for the safety of her
dog in some environments. There are
places where people are cruel to ani-
mals. Parker says, “1 don't think it's fair
to knowingly put your dog in danger.”

However, with enough careful plan-
ning, and in the right environment, a
dog guide can be an asset. Denise

P 2

Be prepared to approach
your accommodation
needs creatively, and be
flexible about trying
new disability-related
supports and services.
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Decker spent a three-year fellowship in Brazil with Partners of
the Americas. She designed and conducted a project called En-
couraging Independence that trained volunteers to help people
with disabilities in Brasilia, the project site. Decker did bring along
her dog guide, named Quadrant, who played a very important
role in her trainings. “Bringing a dog guide to Brazil,” Decker
says, “offered an interesting set of potential difficulties, which I
overcame by making advance arrangements and working with
my Brazilian counterparts. I had to arrange permissions with the
airline and the organizations where we would research and train.
People are generally willing to grant these permissions, but they
can take time, especially when individuals may not be accustomed
to working with animals, even trained ones.” She adds: “I found
it useful to plan how to describe what Quadrant does for me and
to have the name of a veterinarian in case of need.” Her dog was
featured in a newspaper article due to its uniqueness in Brasilia.

You should also contact your overseas school or host organization
to discuss accommodations necessary for your service dog. Marisa
Saldafia, who is blind and travels with a guide dog named Acer,
went to Victoria, Australia to study at La Trobe University. Before
applying to attend La Trobe, Saldafia contacted the college where
she would be living, as well as a staff member in the International
Programs Office at La Trobe, and an instructor from the Guide Dog
Association in Victoria. “Conveniently, the college offered me a room
on the first floor of the dormitory and close to a relieving spot for
Acer,” says Saldafia. She had a very positive experience, both with
her exchange program and with her service dog.

If you are considering traveling internationally with a dog, contact
blind organizations and/or guide or service dog schools in your
destination country to find out how practical that would be. Also
contact the country’s embassy or consulate to find out about docu-
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mentation required for bringing a dog into the country. Many
countries require up-to-date vaccinations and sometimes
microchipping (an identifying computer chip placed just under
the skin of the animal). “You need to be really sure you know
what the laws are and cultural norms are,” says Jean Parker. In
some countries, she adds, people are beginning to use guide dogs
more frequently. Arm yourself with information, and make the
best choice for you—and for your dog.

Group Orientation: Becoming Part of the Team

If you will be traveling as part of a delegation, school group or
other exchange involving a group of people, you may find that
you have a built-in support system, and a valuable resource for
access and accommodations. This resource will prove most
effective if you and your fellow travelers spend some time on team
building. However, do not take for granted that this informal
support system will offer consistent support; expectations need
to be discussed and realistically planned for.

The key to team building is good communication. Recognize the
importance of sharing information about what you need from the
group, and what you can offer to the group.

Jean Parker joined a delegation, sponsored by the Center for
Global Education at Augsburg College, to travel to Central America,
including Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua and Guatemala. As a
blind traveler, Parker needed to make sure she could count on
occasional mobility assistance, and that she had access to all relevant
information. “When the group first got together, I asked for some
time on the agenda at the introductory meeting,” says Parker. “I
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explained how the cane works, that when the cane hits something,
it's okay; how to walk as a sighted guide; just the basics like that.”

Another time, Parker visited several towns along the U.S.-Mexico
border with a delegation sponsored by Border Links. This trip
involved both learning and service. Delegates studied issues such
as immigration, trade and globalization, and they also helped with
painting and other chores in some churches. Again, Parker spoke
honestly about her participation in the group’s activities. “I told
them, ahead of time, my expectation was that 1 would be given a
task along with everybody else,” she says. In both cases, Parker
found that her explanations were well received and helpful to
everyone. “By and large, people who go on exchanges are open to
new things,” Parker says. She advises disabled travelers to invest
the time and energy necessary to educate and build good work-
ing relationships with other delegates. “The more preparation you
can do, the more setting out what your expectations are, and finding
out what their expectations are,” she says, the greater the chance
that “you can avoid trouble, awkwardness, and wasting time.”

In preparing for a 1995 Mobility International USA trip to Russia,
the group of people with and without disabilities bonded quickly
and worked together well. According to Mary Ann Higgins,
exchange coordinator, a critical part of the pre-trip orientation
was talking about how they were going to work together as a
team so that everybody could participate equally. Higgins
explained that curbs, stairs and less than accessible transportation
were simply the reality that they would face daily in Russia, but
that in working together as a group, those barriers would become
unimportant. In their group discussion, people who used wheel-
chairs talked about how they preferred to be lifted and pushed,
people who were blind talked about how they liked to be assisted,
and people who were Deaf discussed what they needed to get the
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most out of the experience. Everyone
also shared what he or she had to offer
the group. It made for a much more
successful and fulfilling experience for
everyone.

Remember that in dealing with a group,
accommodation is a two-way street. Just
as you may expect other people in your
group to make adjustments or even
compromises in order to include you,
likewise you should expect to make ad-
justments, share responsibilities and
consider other people’s needs in addition
to your own. “When traveling in a
group, you must always keep in mind
that your needs and wants are not the
only ones, and each group member will
have to make sacrifices,” says Emily
Johnson, a paraplegic who participated
in the Semester at Sea program, a study
program which included visits to South
America, Africa and Asia. To illustrate
her point, Johnson describes a trip she
and her fellow students took from
Mombasa to Nairobi, Kenya, on an old,
inaccessible train. Despite the problems
this mode of transportation posed for
Johnson, it was much preferable for all
the other students because it was inex-
pensive and fit their limited onshore
schedule. “Although a plane flight
would have been more accessible,”
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Ifyou are traveling as part
of a group, be proactive in
addressing expectations
and support issues to
avoid assumptions on both
sides. Be clear about any
support you would like
from the group, but also
make sure they know what
things you don’t want
them to help with, so they
don’t jump to conclusions
about your needs.
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Johnson says, “it was in the group’s best interest to take the train.
Therefore, I chose to make the train work.” This was not easy. “The
hallways were about the width of shoulders—way too narrow for
my chair to fit,” Johnson recalls. “After my friends got me and my
broken-down chair through the door of the train, I had to be car-
ried down the hall to our coach. Because it was so narrow;, it took
two of the guys with us to carry me—one behind me holding un-
der my arms and the other in front holding my knees. It was quite
difficult, mostly because we could not stop laughing!” Johnson’s
willingness to join her friends on a less-than-accessible train ride
was rewarded with solidarity and support from them in working
around the barriers.

Packing: Making Sure You Have What You Need

Your final step in preparing for your trip abroad will be packing.
This should be a carefully thought out process. Keep in mind
both day-to-day necessities and what you’ll need if things don't
go as planned. When Elise Read, who has diabetes, went to China
for a study abroad program, she “set off for Beijing with an extra
suitcase packed specifically with double the supply of medica-
tions 1 would need for my four months abroad (just to be safe).”
These extra supplies gave her a sense of preparedness and peace
of mind in embarking on this journey.

First, pack a small bag with items that are absolutely essential, to
carry with you in transit. Rosangela Berman-Bieler, in her travels
around the world, has lost her luggage more times than she cares to
remember. “Carry one change of clothes, as well as necessary [medi-
cal] items or supplies, in your carry-on bag,” Berman-Bieler advises.
In addition to the necessities and accessories that any traveler
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would pack, be sure to think about any items you may need
related to your disability and/or to your travel plans. When packing
your luggage, consider both what you expect to be doing overseas,
and possible situations that may arise unexpectedly. “Bring
everything vital,” says Jenny Kern, who has traveled to Uzbekistan,
Uganda, Costa Rica and several other countries. For example,
says Kern, “It makes sense to bring clean syringes to Eurasia or
Africa, anywhere there would be concern about contaminated needles.
If you have an emergency and you have to go to a hospital, you have
your own needles. It’s realistic to be concerned about HIV.”

Based on the stories and tips shared by people who gave input
into this book, the following is a list designed to help you begin
thinking about the kinds of things that you may need to bring
along when traveling internationally.

* Replacement parts for your wheelchair or other adaptive
equipment

* A toolkit for maintaining and repairing your wheelchair
or other adaptive equipment

* Batteries for hearing aids and other equipment

* A portable commode chair, if you may be staying in a place
with an inaccessible toilet

* Catheter supplies
* Paper or fabric masks to filter out dust and germs

* Doctor’ letter, translated in generic terms in the language
of the country

» An ample supply of all your regular medications, including
extras in case you lose some, or in case you need to take
higher dosages due to unusual conditions
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* Emergency medications, in case you need them
* Written prescriptions for all your medications

* A list of the generic names of all your medications
(physicians in other countries may not always recognize
the brand names)

* Clean syringes

* Voltage adapters and extension cords for your electrical
equipment such as battery chargers, ventilators and
nebulizers

* Sign language/foreign language dictionaries

* Extra pants readily available in case of accidents

Your Best Resource: Developing Disability Community Contacts

One of the best things you can do, as you plan for your trip
overseas, is to reach out to people with disabilities in the country
or countries you will be exploring. Most of the experienced
travelers who offered comments for this book emphasized how im-
portant such contacts can be, for helping you plan and deal with
the problems that arise when your best-laid plans go awry and for
increasing your perspective on the host country. “You should al-
ways try to connect with an indigenous person in that society
with a similar disability,” says Don Galloway. Provided they are
knowledgeable, “they can show you the ropes,” says Galloway.

Disability organizations abroad may be able to assist with accom-
modation arrangements; providing referral to local disability-
related resources; locating personal assistants, sign interpreters
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and mobility guides; and advising program participants on
accessibility in the host country. They may also be a good
resource for finding accessible housing as their members may
already have accessible housing and be interested in hosting a
person with a disability from another country.

Rosangela Berman-Beiler travels abroad frequently in her role as
an adviser to the Inter-American Development Bank. Wherever
she goes, she finds that the most reliable and informative travel
planning resource is the host country’s disability community.
Whether she’s looking for wheelchair-accessible ground trans-
portation, suitable lodging or information about the area she’s
planning to visit, Berman-Bieler first reaches out to her fellow
wheelchair users and other people with disabilities. “I always try
to find a local disabled person to help me,” she says. 1f she doesn't
already have these contacts in an area to which she is traveling,
she locates them in a variety of ways: she searches the Internet,
calls international organizations with affiliates in the country and
inquires at local independent living centers, rehabilitation
centers or even hospitals. “I keep a folder in my computer called
‘Travel’,” says Berman-Bieler, “and everything I collect I keep in
there—who I talked to, what they helped me with, what services
were available—for future reference.”

These disability community contacts have enriched Berman-
Bieler’s travel experiences, as well as helping her out of some
difficult situations. Once, on her way to Mexico, Berman-Bieler’s
wheelchair was damaged, leaving her without independent
mobility. Airline officials had told her that nobody in Mexico sold
or repaired power chairs. She refused to believe that, and so she
spent a full day in her hotel room, phoning Mexicans with
disabilities that she knew. Eventually she was referred to a wheel-
chair repair shop owner who was also paraplegic. He had a van
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with a lift and responded to Berman-Bieler’s pleas for assistance.
That evening, he picked her up at her hotel and drove her to his
workshop, where he had another wheelchair from which he took
parts. He kept his staff working on her wheelchair until 11 pm,
and succeeded in fixing it. “It was a totally difficult situation for
me, and he saved me without even knowing whether the airline
would pay him or not,” says Berman-Bieler. He also became a
close friend. “That evening we went to have dinner in Mexico
City,” she says, “and he showed me the old part of the city and its
ruins.”

Disability contacts abroad, both individuals and organizations,
can be an important resource for travelers with all kinds of
disabilities. People with psychiatric disabilities may find needed
peer support in adjusting to new environments and stresses.
Exchange participants with learning disabilities may find people
who can help them locate tutors and/or strategize for other types
of learning supports. Deaf travelers often find Deaf community
contacts that offer valuable information about the local Deaf
culture, finding interpreters and learning the country’s sign
language. Travelers with chronic health conditions may connect
with local people with similar medical needs who can refer them
to specialists, help find medications and supplies, and make
suggestions for appropriate foods that are available locally.
Traveling would be more difficult, says Berman-Bieler, if not for
the alliances that we have among disabled people.

By considering your needs creatively, researching your exchange
program and your destination country thoroughly, planning ahead
carefully and developing disability contacts, you will increase your
chances of having a successful, productive and satisfying interna-
tional experience. You may find that this planning process
becomes a journey in itself!
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