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D o you have a friend or family member who
uses a wheelchair? A local Arizona compa-

ny is an industry leader in mobility for folks with
disabilities. It’s a place called Vantage Mobility

Interna tional (VMI).
Ever since the original Chrysler minivan de -

buted in 1987—and even a bit prior—the  foun -
ders of VMI have tasked themselves with cus-
tomizing vehicles to make them wheelchair friend-
ly. The WAV (Wheelchair Accessible Vehi cle) in -
dus try has since become a large and important
part of the automotive world. It’s estimated there
are around 30,000 new WAVs sold across the na -
tion each year, from a variety of manufacturers.

VMI leaders and representatives took us on a
guided tour of their manufacturing and assembly
facility in Phoenix, where Director of Production
Brian Crowe introduced us to the step-by-step proc -
ess by which a new minivan, straight from Chrys -
ler, Dodge or Toyota, or a Honda Pilot SUV (VMI is
the first to pioneer this conversion)—goes through
a complete transformation.

What starts as a cookie-cutter family hauler

gets stripped down to basically just a shell. The
floor is lowered 10 inches or more via installation
of a new frame. Pre cision welds are made where
the doors are extended, the ramp is installed, and
the engine is dropped so that the vehicle’s center
of gravity and sense of balance still remain large-
ly the same. It takes about two and a half days
from start to finish for the conversion to take
place, and there are about 200 personnel making
it all happen.

Because of the vast number of unique needs
WAV customers have, the vehicles themselves are
also heavily customizable. Some vans even have
the ability to “kneel,” like city buses, to lower the
angle of the ramp and make for easier ride-up.
There are features available such as an in te grated
remote for quick stow/deploy conversion function-
ality, power sliding doors, flexible seating configu-
rations and rust-mitigation coatings on all steel

components. A van that’s intended to be driven by
a caregiver, for example, will need to be set up dif-
ferently than one that will be operated by someone
who is in a wheelchair.

One great thing about VMI’s customization work
is that any factory warranties on the vehicles from
the manufacturer still apply. VMI has such a great
relationship with the automakers, in fact, that its
engineers are invited to take part in the design dis-
cussions when new models are undergoing devel-
opment. VMI’s Phoenix facility distributes its vans

to dealerships only, but its Atlanta operation sells
converted vans directly to end users.

The leadership and executive teams at VMI are
mostly all new to the organization—within about
the last three years—and they are all passionate
about what they do. There is a huge opportunity
and a need to enable the great numbers of people
around the country who have mobility challenges.
The more the VMI team can do to make readily-
available solutions for those needs, the happier
they themselves will be. ■

HOW THEY’RE BUILT
Working closely with original equipment
manufacturers (OEMs), VMI has developed
a state-of-the-art mobility van conversion
facility featuring the latest in assembly line
technology and CAD software. Every acces-
sible vehicle conversion goes through an
ex tensive process that begins with the re -
moval of interior components and undercar-
riage, and concludes with a 200-point in -
spec tion and extensive road test.

The process for building a VMI-convert-
ed Chrysler, Dodge, Honda or Toyota wheel-
chair accessible van is complex. Refined
by the Lean Six Sigma methodology, this
cut ting-edge process can transform an
ordinary vehicle into a new level of inde-
pendence for wheelchair users.

Without compromising the integrity of
the original chassis, drivetrain, brakes or
suspension systems, Vantage Mobility Inc.
completely re works each van. The floor is
replaced, lines lengthened, body cladding
revised, suspension modified and seating
ad justed to ac commodate a wheelchair.
Every wheelchair-accessible vehicle main-
tains the same integrity and character it
was originally designed with, but then gets
personalized for each customer with paint,
style and finish.

To guarantee accuracy and quality in ev -
ery detail, inside and out, the assembly line
utilizes a series of checkpoints throughout
the conversion process to ensure function-
ality and repeatability. Each system and
step has been thoroughly engineered, test-
ed and approved by the OEMs to deliver the
perks and safety of the original vehicle,
with user-friendly wheelchair-accessible
capabilities. •

SIDE-ENTRY MINIVANS: Chrysler Pacifica,
Dodge Grand Caravan, Toyota Sienna

SIDE-ENTRY SUV: Honda Pilot
REAR-ENTRY MINIVAN: Dodge Grand Caravan
PLATFORM LIFTS: Clearway, KlearVue,

Reliant, SlideAway

www.vantagemobility.com
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