It is not a business that will make her rich, but Doreen Gurski gets huge bonuses in the thankful and relieved expressions on her customers’ faces.

Gurski owns Aftercare Home Products and Services, a business in Kitchener that fixes and does consignment sales of used walkers, scooters, manual and motorized wheelchairs, tilt chairs and other assistive equipment, including commodes and hospital beds.
The business, which has been operating since 1995, collects the equipment from people’s homes as well as from nursing homes, and fixes and sells the items on a 50-50 consignment basis.

It also runs a repair business that Gurski describes as something like a Speedy Muffler shop for people in wheelchairs. “We have all the spare parts like the wheels and the cushions and the backing,” she says. ‘If somebody needs a repair, a new part might easily cost $600 for this kind of equipment. But we might have a used part for $100 plus labour, so they can get their mobility device going again.”

The business is a huge help to people who struggle to pay for new equipment. “The first question people will ask when they come in here is ‘How much will it cost’?” says Gurski. She tells them the price and often a look of relief washes over their faces. She also tells them how to apply for help through Ontario March of Dimes if they need it. 

The used equipment Gurski sells doesn’t qualify for the Ontario assistive devices program, but she discounts it so it is usually cheaper than new equipment purchased through the government program.

Gurski says she gets many customers who don’t meet the requirements of the provincial program, or the program doesn’t work for them because approval takes too long and they don’t need new equipment.

She cites the example of a tilt-in-space wheelchair with cushion support and backing, which might cost $5,000 new. The government program covers 75 per cent of the cost, so the buyer still pays $1,250. Gurski says she might sell that same chair, in almost-new condition, for about $860 on consignment.

People with equipment to sell sometimes try to sell it privately through websites, but Gurski says they often find that it is not so easy to do. “I have tried to sell wheelchairs that way, but you actually don’t get very many nibbles.”

The business started because Gurski had a friend who did repairs for a large company that sold home medical equipment. He noticed that people were leaving old wheelchairs and walkers at the curb for garbage pickup because they didn’t know what to do with them.

At the time, Gurski was looking for a new business to get into. She had a part-time business selling crafts, but it wasn’t viable as a full time venture. “With crafts, after you have paid your rent, you really aren’t making anything,” she says.

So she wrote the business plan for Aftercare. Initially, her friend operated the business while she stayed in the background. However, in 2009 he couldn’t continue working on the business full-time. “So he basically just handed the business back to me,” Gurski says.

He taught her to do repairs and she got her beginners’ certification in that trade. Her friend still comes in to help when he can, especially for advanced repairs.

Gurski says Aftercare is not a business that makes a lot of money, but it is solid. “I don’t want to make $1 million, but as long as I can cover my costs, cover my rent and cover my living expenses, that is all I need and I am pretty happy.”

It’s a business that gives back to the community. One year, Aftercare teamed up with a church to donate 62 cots with pillows and mattresses to the Out of the Cold program. Every Christmas, it has a draw to give away a substantial piece of equipment, like a scooter or a lift chair, to a disabled customer. 

What Gurski likes most about the business is the opportunity to help people who are in a distressing time of their life. “You can see the look of relief on their faces,” she says. “They are so happy.”
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