
This information sheet covers all the things that you need to think about when
travelling with spinal cord injury (SCI) or cauda equina syndrome (CES) from
arriving at the airport, to getting on a plane. For information on booking your air
travel, see our other information sheets. Good planning and preparation are
important to make your journey as smooth as possible. There may be many
processes to follow, but air travel can open up the world to you. SIA are keen to
encourage everyone to travel by air if they want to.  
 
This is the second Air Travel information sheet in this series. For more useful
advice, hints and tips see: 1 - Preparation, booking and assistance 3 - Managing
your Equipment and 4 - Managing your Health. 

Check out our Access All Areas videos that follow a group of our members as
they go through the airport and board an aircraft. It contains useful information
on what to expect with a focus on special assistance and equipment. 
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THINGS TO CONSIDER
BEFORE ARRIVING AT THE AIRPORT
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Once you have booked your flight, take some time to think about making your way
through the airport and how you might need to prepare for this. Specialist
assistance is available to support you throughout the airport all the way to
boarding the plane.  Use the following information as a checklist to plan your way
through the airport making sure you get all the support you need.  
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You must book special assistance at least 48 hours before your flight
to make sure that the airline can give you the assistance you need. 
 

BOOKING YOUR SPECIAL ASSISTANCE

You should aim to arrive at the airport 3 hours before your flight.
It takes time to get through security and to the boarding gates. 

 

Most airlines allow an additional item of disability equipment to be carried free of
charge in addition to your wheelchair (for example a travel shower chair). 

Think about the luggage you are taking and if you will need support to carry
this.
Think about what you pack in both your cabin and hold luggage.
You might want to pack disposable supplies (like catheters), medications and
any other essential supplies in your hand luggage, in case your hold luggage
is lost.

There are plenty of disabled parking spaces at most airports. Think about your
parking options. You may find the additional cost of a ‘collect and deliver’ car
parking service is worth it. Collect and deliver services mean you will drive right
to the terminal and when you return your car will be brought to you. This means
you won’t need to use buses to the terminal and there is less distance to travel
with luggage. 

ARRIVING AT THE AIRPORT

PARKING

LUGGAGE



When you arrive at the airport you 
will find assistance phones located
in the carparks and entrances to 
the terminals to contact the special 
assistance team.   
They will come to help you with 
luggage, guide you to the check-in 
desks, and help you when you need.

Think about how large an airport is and that you want to save your energy for
when you arrive at your destination.  Even if you can walk distances it can be
useful to think about getting a buggy or using a wheelchair to cover the large
distances in an airport.   
If you use a manual wheelchair, you may find a powered add on may be
helpful for getting around the airport to conserve energy levels.  
If you want, you can make your own way to the designated special assistance
check in desks within the terminal.   There are usually special assistance
desks before and after the security check.   
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AT THE AIRPORT
GETTING ASSISTANCE
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You will be asked a number of questions when you check in. This may include
details you have already provided at booking which can seem repetitive, however
it is important to confirm the information in case anything has changed.  

Questions might include: 
If you need additional assistance for getting to the gate and boarding the
plane.
If you want to take your own wheelchair up to the aircraft.
The measurements and weight of your wheelchair.
If you use a powered wheelchair you will be asked about what battery type it
uses ( see our Air Travel – Managing your Equipment Information sheet, and
Powered wheelchair information sheet). 

CHECK IN
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TOILET FACILITIES
It is a good idea to use the toilets in the airport before you board the plane.
There are usually disabled toilets before and after security at all airports. Most
airports now have a Changing Places facility. This is a larger accessible toilet
which has hoist facilities and a changing table. Please check the airport website
for details. There is often only one Changing Places toilet at an airport, so it is
useful to check if this is before or after security. Special assistance teams can
take you to the facility if you need.  
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There will often be an alternative lane for people who need special
assistance when going through security.
If you cannot stand and need to stay in your wheelchair you will be asked to
agree to be searched while you are sitting.
This will be done in a private room.
This will involve being patted down.
You may be asked to take off your outer clothing such as jackets and shoes. 
You should let the security officer know if you are not able to do any part of
the search and they should adapt this for you.
If you have any questions about this, then contact the airport you are flying
from to discuss this.  
Your wheelchair and shoes may also be checked for chemicals.

SECURITY

https://www.changing-places.org/


At the boarding gate you will be met by the assistance team. The airline will call
for passengers who need assistance to board first. You will be taken to the side of
the aircraft by the special assistance team. Aircraft aisles are too narrow for a
standard wheelchair. If you are unable to walk to your seat you will need to
transfer onto an aisle chair. You can either transfer yourself or the special
assistance team will help transfer you. It is possible that equipment will be used
for this. 

If your aircraft is not on a jetty
(a connecting walkway) then you 
will be taken to the aircraft in 
an Ambulift. This is a boarding 
vehicle that lifts a wheelchair 
user up to the plane door.  

BOARDING THE PLANE

Check the airport website as it
will often give information about
the distances and time it takes to
get around the airport and to get
to each gate. 
Remember to leave plenty of
time to get to the gate as they
could be far away. 
Think about using a special
assistance buggy to get to the
gate if you can only walk short
distances.  
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GETTING TO THE GATE 



Promove sling 
A Promove sling is like a hoist sling but has handles
which means it can be placed under someone and they
can be physically lifted. A minimum of two people should
help with this. This may be used to transfer someone
from their wheelchair to the aisle chair and then from
the aisle chair to the airplane seat. 
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ONBOARD EQUIPMENT
To get onboard the aircraft and sit in your seat, the special assistance staff are
trained to use different equipment to transfer you. These include: 

Eagle Hoist 
For those who need more assistance, an Eagle hoist can
be used for the transfer. This works in the same way as a
normal hoist, but is narrower so it fits down the aisle of a
plane.  

Cushions 
For more information on cushions see Wheelchair
cushion information sheet. It is recommended that you
sit on your pressure relieving cushion that you use in
your wheelchair to reduce the risk to your skin and
provide some extra support.  

You might want to think about your balance when sitting
on a plane seat. If you are concerned, you can recline
your seat (put your seat back) or you may think about
using a chest strap for extra support (see image).

Staff will be able to help you with putting your hand
luggage in the overhead locker. 



CHILDREN
WITH SCI

For younger/smaller children who need assistance it may feel more
comfortable for parents to help them.  The special assistance teams
can still offer help/support. There are some additional pieces of
equipment or seating aids that can give support or comfort for
children on a plane. 

GETTING OFF THE PLANE 
This will be similar to boarding the plane, however you are normally asked to
wait until everyone else has got off the aircraft before being helped off the
plane. Your wheelchair will be waiting for you at the jetty or aircraft side and
you will be helped from the aisle chair back into your wheelchair. There are a
few airports that are not able to bring your wheelchair to you at the jetty or
aircraft side, and you will be assisted in an airport wheelchair to the baggage
hall to collect your wheelchair and baggage. The special assistance team can
help you until you leave the airport. 

This information sheet has been prepared by SIA and contains general advice that we hope will be useful. Nothing in this information sheet should be construed as giving
specific advice, and it should not be relied on as a basis for any decision or action. SIA does not accept any liability arising from its use. We aim to ensure the information
is as up-to-date and accurate as possible, but please be warned that certain areas are subject to change from time to time. Please note that the inclusion of named
agencies, companies, products, services or publications in this factsheet does not constitute a recommendation or endorsement.

Review July 2025

spinal.co.uk
Registered Charity Number: 1054097

For more information, visit our Travel Hub or contact us at:
Spinal Injuries Association, SIA House, 2 Trueman Place, Oldbrook, Milton Keynes, MK6 2HH
e: travel@spinal.co.uk   t: 0800 980 0501 (freephone support line: Monday - Friday 10.00am-4.00pm) 

Travel with
Confidence

https://www.spinal.co.uk/travel

