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Andrew Garnett is the CEO and president of Dania Beach’s Special Needs Group which is a global provider of wheelchair, scooter and oxygen
equipment rentals and other specialty products to cruise ship and other travelers with mobility or medical-related needs.

Dania firm broadens horizons
for travelers with disabilities

BY ARLENE SATCHELL
Staff writer

For 10 years, Dania Beach-
based Special Needs Group has
been helping travelers with disa-
bilities discover more of the
world.

Since its founding in 2007, the
company’s Special Needs at Sea
division has fulfilled more than
150,000 orders for mobility and
medical-related equipment from
people who want to maintain
their independence when trav-
eling.

The company’s mission is to
make travel easy, comfortable and
accessible for people who require
mobility aids or specialized
equipment to get around.

The most popular items rented
by cruise travelers are motorized
scooters, wheelchairs and oxygen
concentrators, said Andrew Gar-
nett, Special Needs’ founder and
president.

Special Needs typically delivers
equipment directly to customer
cabins before they depart, and
arranges for pickups upon the
travelers’ return.

Cruise lines typically provide a
handful of wheelchairs for board-
ing and disembarkation purposes
or onboard emergencies. Custom-
ers with mobility issues are gener-
ally advised to bring their own
equipment or rent it if needed for
the entire trip.

Special Needs also provides
travelers with hospital beds, as-
sisted-listening devices and
menus in Braille among other
products, Garnett said.

The company is introducing a
new product designed by a medi-
cal doctor that helps to alleviate
acid reflux issues, he said.

“We view ourselves as an em-
powerment company,” said Gar-
nett. “We want people to go on
vacation and have fun”
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Andrew Garnett’s Special Needs
Group provides specialized equip-
ment to travelers departing on

more than 30 cruise lines in 35
countries.

Over the decade, customers
have repeatedly thanked Special
Needs for its services noting that
without the equipment, they
would not have been able to trav-
el, Garnett said. “They say, ‘be-
cause of us, the world is a bigger
place’”

Jerry Desmarais of Dream
Vacations travel agency in Wilton
Manors said he’s seen increased
demand for motorized scooters
and wheelchairs from cruise
clients.

For some of them, it’s almost
second nature after insurance to
request a motorized scooter or
wheelchair, he said.

“Before they couldn’t travel,
now there’s no reason not to
travel,” Desmarais said. “People
are able to do more and don’t
have to depend on others to take
them where they want to go.”

In part, demand for the serv-
ices is driven by an aging popula-
tion, the advent of bigger ships
and the cruise industry’s efforts to
better cater to people with disa-
bilities, cruise agents say.

“Without a doubt, if it weren’t
for the ability to have access to
this equipment, they wouldn’t
travel,” said Debra Kerper of

Dallas-based Easy Access Travel,
a franchise agency of Cruise Plan-
ners, an American Express Travel
Representative in Coral Springs.

As someone who is physically
challenged, Kerper knows first-
hand the benefits of having a
wheelchair or scooter when
traveling.

“Beyond the cabins, it’s impor-
tant that they can get around the
ships and get around the ports,”
said Kerper, who has rented
equipment from Special Needs
for customers for 10 years.

While some cruise lines do a
better job than others at accom-
modating travelers with disabili-
ties, the industry overall has
“stepped up to the plate,” noted
Kerper, who is a disability advis-
ory board member for cruise lines
Royal Caribbean and Celebrity.

Cruise ships carrying pas-
sengers to and from U.S. ports are
subject to requirements of the
Americans with Disabilities Act
as outlined in the U.S. Depart-
ment of Transportation’s pas-
senger vessel regulations, accord-
ing to trade group Cruise Lines
International Association.

These regulations prohibit
cruise lines from discriminating
against passengers on the basis of
disability. Their ships and related
facilities must be accessible, CLIA
said.

On member-operated ships,
CLIA said accessible cabin fea-
tures include specially equipped
cabins with wide doors and large
bathrooms, roll-in showers and
special placement of faucet han-
dles, lavatory fittings and grab
rails. They also include wheel-
chair-friendly counter heights
and entertainment seating, Braille
text for elevator buttons, room
numbers and signage for the
visually impaired, Braille menus
and assistance for passengers
with hearing impairments.

Yet, in recent years, some
cruise lines have run afoul of the
ADA.

Americans with disabilities
spent $17.3 billion on travel in
2015, up from $13.6 billion in
2002, according to a national
survey commissioned by Chi-
cago-based nonprofit Open Doors
Organization.

This year, Special Needs is
expected to deliver its specialized
equipment, of which it owns 99
percent, to travelers departing on
more than 30 cruise lines in165
ports across 35 countries. That’s
up from17 cruise lines in 2012 and
six in 2007 when the business
started.

In January, sales from its rent-
als grew 20 percent compared
with the same month in 2015,
which marked the best month in
the company’s history, he noted.

In 2007, Special Needs had 788
orders for its accessibility equip-
ment, which grew to12,771in
2012. By the end of 2017, the com-
pany expects to reach nearly
20,000 orders annually.

The company also serves trav-
elers visiting hotels, resorts,
theme parks and convention
centers. Hot destinations for its
services include Orlando, Las
Vegas and Paris.

As for the future, Garnett re-
mains optimistic about demand
given the industry growth fore-
cast on the horizon.

Nearly 26 million people
around the world are expected to
take a cruise in 2017, up from 24.2
million in 2016, according to the
CLIA.

‘We feel the market is going to
continue to grow for us,” Garnett
said. “The future is very bright.”
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