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Group talks up all-terrain wheelchairs 
Access Abi l i ty Wisconsin 
aims to put one in every 
county across the s tate 
Paul A , Smith 

Twelve ycacs have passed, but Mon­
ica Spacnl of Mlne,al Point, Wisconsin, 
r<'membe,s the moment as clearly as 
any in her l ife. 

•wowtM said Spacnl, 59, recalling the 
2012 experience of using an all-terrain 
wheelchair. ·n wns eye-opening and af­
forded me a fr<"cdom I thought I might 
never have again. I knew I wasn't going 
to let  that go, c i lher." 

Spacnl, who was paralyzed from the 
waist down in a 2001 skiing accident,
had bem restricted to paved or other 
relatively ffot surfaces In her tradilional 
wheelchnlr. 

But the all-tNrain wheelchair was 
powered by an electric motor and 
equipped wllh tracks s imilar to a tank. It 
allowed Spaenl to travel Independently
that day across a grassy and stubble­
filled field on a pheasant  hunt as her 
husband, Steve, walked nearby. 

And for lhe first time in yea,s on an
outdoor excursion,  Monica Spnenl said, 
her husband wasn"t worried t1bou1 her
safety. 

•u was like I found a new pair of hik­
ing boots,M Spacnl said. �It opened a
door for rne.N 

Othl?rs, too. 
In  2013, Spacni was one of the found­

Ing members and Is current board presi­
dent of Access Abll lly Wisconsin, a 
nonprofit formed to provide oppo11unl­
t lcs for Individuals with mobility chal­
lengi;>s to enjoy nature and outdoor rec­
reational experiences. I ts  motto ls �out­
doors Access 4 All.� 

11\e group Is working wlth pa11ncrs to 
purchase and place all-terrain wheel ­
chairs In each county of Wisconsin. As 
of this spring, i i  had reached 32. 

Under  AAW's typical arrangement, 
the al l - temtln wheelchair and  n trailer 
are hosted by n local organizat ion or fa­
cility. Pcoplc w!l l bonow lt for an outing. 
The use of 1he all-terrain wheelchair 
and trailer ls free. 

AAW Is hold ing e 10th anniversary 

Monica Spaenl  traver1ts a marsh area 
with her husband, Slav•, and their dog 
Ragnar. Spaenl, president of Access 
Ability Wisconsin, has a fleet of 
al l -terra in  wheelchalrs avallable lo 
borrow for free or a donation around 
the state. 
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celebration June 1 In Madison to help 
raise awareness for all-terrain wheel • 
chairs, promote opportunities fo, peo­
ple to use them and attract more part­
ners in Its quest to have the equipment
statewide. 

Traditional wheelchairs eren't oftc-n 
stable enough fo, safe movement across 
rugged or uneven ground and aren"t 
suited to travel over sand, gravel or long 
grass, 

But the right piece or equipment ran 
make a woild or d i fference for those 
1\l i lh physical challenges. 

Thi:11. o!thc all -tcrrnin wheekhal, as 
the off-,oad altcmath•e among wheel­
chairs. 

· 1 1 opens up so many possibilities," 
Spaeni said. �It allows people to focus 
on what's possible instead of what's 
not." 

The al l- terrain wheelchairs have five 
speeds and can travel as fast as 5 mph. 
Slandtnd models feature a joystick and 
push buttons for controls but can also be 
fined with a �puffer" for people withou1
the USC or their hands. 

The ability to adjust the scat posit ton 
- from t ilted slightly forward to a dl'ep 
recline - adds a measure or comfort and 
safety. When going uphl l l ,  the user can
ti lt  forward. I f  going downhill. i t  can be
adjusted backw(ird. The chair can also 
turn in a t ight radius. 
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let LocallQ help you creat• • 
lm1rt Aeuultment lolutlon
for 111 your hire n11d1. 

Critlcol to those who Sl)('nd their day 
In a chair, the movements also al low the
user 10 change pos\1 lons and alle\<\ate 
pressure points on the tallbonc, back 
and thighs .  

Wi th an electric 1>0wer source, the 
chair nms quiet as a whisper. When
rully charged, the batteries can run the
chair constantly for many hours. 

Spaenl said the chairs aren't only for 
those unable to walk. They can be used 
by anyone, perhaps through age, injury 
or dlst>ase, who has difficulty navigating
trails or other outdoor terrain. 

The uses of an a.II - terrain wheelchair 
a,c virtually unlimited. 

Spaent. for example, recentl)' used 
on<> on an outing to find and pick mo,el 
mushrooms and prune trees. The equip­
ment was used In April by Justin Nlne­
dorf as he tagged a wild turkey near Os­
seo. 

And last Sept<'mber Randall Sonnen­
berg of Watertown used an al l · tenaln 
wheelchatr to learn fly casting. 

At a July 2022 event to mark the 
placement of an all•tcrraln wheelchair
at Wehr Natu,c Center In  frankl in,  Dar• 
rln Malsack, then 45. and his daughter
Sofia, 5, bothofMilwaukee,drove onth<> 
grounds on Darrin's camoutlage•col­
ored all - terrain wheelchair. 

Darrin, who Is p.,rnlyzed from the 
chest down, said he had n plow auach­
mcnt for his all - terra in wheelc)1Rir 
which he used to clear snow from his
driveway. 

The benefits or the aJl- terrain whcel­
c-1,alr oicndeU to his dau�htcr, Danh,
said.

�u really helps her get outdoors wllh 
me," he said. �rd say it 's as much for her 

as lt ls for me." 
Other adaptive features for the al l ­

terrain wheelchairs Include mounts for 
cameras  and extensions for tools. 

Spaenl said the value of the equip­
ment is multiplied many t imes through 
the menial and physical health benefits 
It provides to usc,s and their families. 

.. When we started, we said helping 
people with physlcaJ challenges get out· 
doors was very Important," Spaeni said, 
·And of cou1se that's tnie. But we also 
now know I t  increases Independence 
and dec1eases depression. It's a mental 
health solution, 100.· 

Spacnl said MW has hel1>ed more 
fomilies get out together and helped ln­
c,ease social connections In  communi­
ties. 

· 1f  ) 'OU are stuck Inside for any rea­
son, It 's no fun,· Sp.'lenl said. ·These all­
te,!aln wheelchalrs can be a l ife chang­
er. 

AAW has grown substant ially in all 
a,;pccts over the last decade. I I  has gone
from one all -terrain wheelchair in Dane 
County to at leas I one in  32 counties, By 
the end of 2024, Spacnl expects to ndd 
two more counties to the l ist .  In 2023
AAW was al 44 events, Spaenl said. And 
thC' organi1.atlon now has two full ·t ime
employees, Including a certified rccre­
a1 ional therapist. 

The biggest challenge in scaling up Is
cost. Spaenl said an al l - terrain wheel• 
chair and t railer runs abou1 $25,000. 

·we're working on new parrnershlps 
and granl programs," Sp.aenl said. " I t's a 
chc11lcnge but you know that never 
stopped us before. Our goal Is to get
them t n al l  72 counties in \Visconsln and 
we're not changlng.M 

Nothing 
ever 
changes. 
Until you 
change it. 
Access our easy-to-use election 
guides to help you vote for the 
progress you want to see. 

Vote informed at 
thopubllcoplnlon�om/electlon1/voter-gulde 

Smart Solutions Include: 
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