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As stated in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, “Disability is not an intrinsic
characteristic of the individual, but the negative and variable result of the interaction between the person,
with his or her physical, mental, intellectual, relational or sensory characteristics, and the barriers, material
or immaterial, posed by the contexts in which he or she lives.” This foundational understanding highlights a
crucial truth: context is the variable that determines difficulty. When barriers are removed, participation
becomes possible, and opportunities for meaningful engagement emerge.

Accessible and inclusive tourism ensures that everyone can participate fully in travel and leisure activities.
This approach not only fulfills ethical and legal responsibilities but also fosters social equity and enriches the
tourism experience for all. However, not all tourism sites are prepared in this respect. For example, natural
areas often pose challenges due to their rugged terrains and traditional designs; consequently, accessible
tourism in nature therefore involves innovative solutions to make these spaces navigable and enjoyable for
visitors with physical, sensory, or cognitive disabilities. Nevertheless, investment has not been enough and
they frequently lack convenient infrastructure to guarantee tourism activities are for all. 

Natural area guides and tourism operators also play a critical role in bridging the gap between accessibility
challenges and inclusive experiences. By adopting inclusive design principles, they ensure that trails, visitor
centers, and activities are accessible to all. Guides can foster meaningful connections by adapting
interpretative methods to meet diverse needs, using tactile, visual, or auditory tools, and providing tailored
services. Operators, in turn, can create systemic inclusivity through training, collaboration with
stakeholders, and embedding accessibility in the design of services and infrastructure.

Within this context, the DIANA project - Developing Inclusive and Accessible Natural Areas emerges as an
initiative aimed at making natural areas accessible and inclusive. This Erasmus+ project (KA210 VET –
Small-scale partnerships in vocational education and training project) is being implemented by three
European organisations from Italy, Macedonia, and Spain and it combines research, stakeholder
engagement, and best practices to create a comprehensive framework for inclusive tourism. Central to the
DIANA project is the development of a training toolkit designed to empower guides, operators, and park
managers with the skills and knowledge to deliver accessible tourism experiences. The toolkit includes
actionable strategies and practical tools to address physical, cognitive, and sensory accessibility, aligning
with sustainability and universal design principles.

This training toolkit has been designed with versatility in mind, allowing for both global and partial use. Each
module has been developed as a standalone training pill, enabling users to select and implement the
specific content most relevant to their needs. Whether used in its entirety for a comprehensive approach
to accessible and inclusive tourism in natural areas or employed individually to address specific gaps or
training objectives, the toolkit offers flexibility and practicality for diverse contexts and audiences. This
modular structure ensures that the toolkit adapts seamlessly to various educational, operational, and
organizational settings.

Through its focus on training and innovation, the DIANA project underscores the importance of collective
action in transforming natural tourism into an inclusive sector. This toolkit is not just a resource; it is a call to
action for the tourism industry to embrace accessibility as a core value, ensuring that everyone has the
opportunity to connect with nature on their own terms.

A Quick Approach to Accessible and Inclusive Tourism in Protected Natural Areas 
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INTRODUCTION AND CONTEX

https://dianaerasmus.eu/


 Understanding Accessibility and Inclusivity: Raise awareness of the importance of accessible

tourism in natural areas and ensure guides, tour operators and other participants understand the needs

of people with physical, cognitive, and sensory disabilities.

1.

 Developing Skills for Accessible Inclusive Tourism: Equip nature guides, heritage interpreters,

interpretive hosts, tourism operators, and park managers with the knowledge and practical skills

needed to deliver inclusive tourism experiences.

2.

Implementing Accessible Infrastructure and Services: Provide actionable strategies for improving

the physical, cognitive, and sensory accessibility of natural environments and services.

3.

Promoting Sustainability and Collaboration: Ensure that accessibility improvements are aligned with

sustainability goals and foster collaboration between stakeholders, including local communities,

disability organizations (attention to people with functional diversities), and environmental bodies.

4.

Core Objectives of the Toolkit
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Summary

Inclusive design in natural areas aims to create environments that are welcoming, accessible, and
enjoyable for all visitors, regardless of their abilities. By implementing inclusive design, natural spaces like
parks, reserves, and heritage sites can provide meaningful experiences to everyone, including people with
physical, sensory, and cognitive disabilities, as well as older adults and families with young children.

The essence of inclusive design goes beyond removing barriers; it involves a proactive approach to
shaping spaces that support diverse needs. This includes designing accessible pathways, signage, rest
areas, and other facilities that allow all visitors to navigate comfortably and safely. Inclusive infrastructure
also prioritizes interpretive tools that enable visitors to connect with the natural and cultural significance of
the area, offering audio guides, tactile models, and sensory experiences to ensure that everyone can
engage in their own way. 

By embracing inclusive design, natural areas promote equality, enhance visitor satisfaction, and contribute
to sustainable, responsible tourism. This approach recognizes the value of accessibility as part of our
collective commitment to creating spaces where everyone feels welcome and able to experience the
beauty and tranquility of nature.
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TRAINING MODULES 

PART ONE - CORE CONCEPTS TO GET USED TO ACCESSIBILITY AND INCLUSIVITY
IN NATURE TOURISM

Module 3: Inclusive Design and Infrastructure in Natural Areas

1.Principles of Universal Design in Tourism

Universal design is a philosophy that encourages designing environments usable by as many people as

possible, without needing adaptation. In tourism, this means creating spaces, infrastructure, and

experiences that are accessible to everyone, regardless of age, ability, or background.

Core Principles of Universal Design:

Equitable Use: Design is useful and accessible to people with diverse abilities (e.g., ramps and

pathways that work for both wheelchair users and families with strollers).

1.

Flexibility in Use: Accommodates a range of individual preferences and abilities (e.g., audio guides and

text descriptions for different learning styles).

2.

Simple and Intuitive Use: Easy to understand, regardless of experience, knowledge, or concentration

levels (e.g., simple signage and clear instructions).

3.

Perceptible Information: Communicates necessary information effectively to all users, using multiple

sensory channels (e.g., visual, tactile, and auditory).

4.

Tolerance for Error: Minimizes adverse consequences from unintended actions (e.g., low barriers and

safe edges on pathways).

5.

Low Physical Effort: Design can be used comfortably with minimal fatigue (e.g., smooth trails and

regular resting points).

6.

Size and Space for Approach and Use: Provides enough space for various physical postures and

movements (e.g., wide paths, accessible parking).

7.



Application in Tourism: Universal design principles in natural tourism help create inclusive environments.

For instance, an accessible trail that includes ramps, clear signage, and wide paths caters to visitors with

mobility aids, families with young children, and older adults.

2. Designing Accessible Utilities
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UTILITY KEY ELEMENTS

Accessible Pathways
Designing accessible trails and

pathways requires attention to both
natural terrain and man-made

elements

Ramps and Gradual Slopes: Replace stairs with ramps or gradual inclines (ideally under 5%
grade) to support wheelchair access.
Wide Pathways: Pathways should be at least 1.5 meters wide to allow two-way traffic for
wheelchairs and other mobility devices.
Stable, Non-Slip Surfaces: Use compacted gravel, concrete, or asphalt to provide a smooth,
non-slip surface.
Tactile Markers: Add tactile paving to warn of changes in path direction, elevation, or surface.

Accessible Facilities 
Beyond the trail itself, other facilities

must be accessible

Restrooms: Design accessible restrooms with wide entryways, grab bars, and low sinks for
wheelchair users.
Parking: Accessible parking spots near entrances, marked with clear signage and room for
wheelchair access.
Rest Areas: Seating should be provided at regular intervals along trails, with accessible
benches and shaded spots for comfort.

Signage Effective signage is critical for
wayfinding and providing information

along trails.

Large, High-Contrast Text: Ensures readability for visitors with low vision.
Pictograms and Universal Symbols: Use icons for universal understanding.
Braille and Tactile Signs: For visually impaired visitors, include Braille and tactile maps at key
locations like trailheads.

Example: Ezero Mladost in Veles, North Macedonia developed accessible pathways leading to the lake,
with clear signage, accessible restrooms, and designated seating areas. The pathways were built with
stable surfaces suitable for wheelchair access, and accessible benches were placed at regular intervals.

3. Heritage Interpretation for Accessible Tourism

Heritage interpretation is a powerful communication tool in tourism and leisure, designed to reveal the

meaning and significance of heritage sites, both tangible and intangible. By engaging visitors emotionally

and intellectually, heritage interpretation helps transform a simple visit into a meaningful, memorable

experience. Here are some essential elements of heritage interpretation to consider when designing

interpretative content for a site, product, route, trail or destination:

Revealing Significance: Heritage interpretation uncovers the deeper value and story behind natural,

cultural, and man-made heritage. It goes beyond presenting facts, aiming to connect visitors to the

essence of the place. By interpreting both visible aspects (like monuments, landscapes) and invisible

ones (such as traditions and historical narratives), visitors gain a comprehensive understanding and

appreciation of what makes the heritage unique.

1.

Encouraging Interactivity: Effective interpretation fosters an interactive experience for visitors,

prompting them to think, ask questions, and engage with the heritage on a personal level. Through

guided tours, interactive displays, and storytelling, interpretation provokes curiosity and dialogue,

allowing visitors to form their own connections with the heritage.

2.

Connecting to Core Values: Heritage interpretation focuses on the core values that define the

heritage, whether it's cultural pride, environmental stewardship, or historical remembrance. These

values guide how the heritage is presented, giving visitors insight into why the heritage matters not

only to the site but to broader communities and cultures.

3.



1.

2.

                                                                                                                                                                                                   3.

Fotering a Sense of Place: Each heritage site has a distinct identity, a "sense of place," that reflects its

history, culture, and environment. Interpretation strengthens this sense of place by helping visitors feel

grounded and connected to the site’s unique character. For instance, in a natural park, interpretation

may emphasize ecological values and the connection between humans and nature, enhancing visitors'

appreciation of the setting.

4.

Enabling Privileged Access: Through interpretation, visitors gain privileged access to the heritage that

goes beyond surface-level tourism. It offers insights, stories, and perspectives that deepen their

understanding and appreciation. This might include explaining the cultural significance of rituals,

showing hidden architectural features, or narrating local legends that bring the place to life in a way

that general tourism does not.

5.

Creating an Experiential and Emotional Connection: Heritage interpretation aims to be both

experiential and emotional. It allows visitors to feel a personal connection to the site, often evoking

emotions like wonder, reverence, or empathy. For instance, sharing a powerful historical event

associated with a site or the story of a community’s struggle can create lasting emotional impacts on

visitors.

6.

Engaging the Senses: An immersive interpretative experience uses all the senses to bring the heritage

alive. Visitors might hear traditional music, touch historical artifacts, taste local food, or smell native

plants. This multisensory approach enriches the experience and makes the interpretation more

memorable and impactful.

7.
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Which methods can you use to implement accessible heritage interpretation?

Multisensory Experiences: Use audio, tactile, and visual cues to allow diverse sensory engagement.1.

Simplified Language and Symbols: Avoid jargon and use clear, straightforward language and

symbols.

2.

Personalized Learning: Offer different interpretive formats to meet various learning styles (e.g.,

interactive displays, audio guides, touchable artifacts).

3.

Audio Guides with Descriptive Language: Describe scenic views and cultural significance for visitors

with visual impairments.

4.

Interactive Displays and Models: Tactile models or 3D replicas allow visitors with visual impairments

or cognitive disabilities to engage with artifacts or landscapes.

5.

Captions and Subtitles: Include captions on visual media for hearing-impaired visitors.6.

In sum, heritage interpretation is not just about sharing information—it’s about building meaningful

connections between the heritage and the visitor. This approach transforms heritage sites from mere

attractions into places of personal relevance and understanding, fostering a deeper respect and connection

to the heritage being shared. It can contribute to the communication strategy, explained in Module 8.

Example: La Via degli Dei, Apennine Mountains, Italy has been adapted with tactile markers and sensory

cues, allowing visually impaired visitors to independently experience its historical and natural significance.

Guided by trained professionals, the trail incorporates descriptive and sensory information about key

cultural landmarks, making heritage interpretation accessible and inclusive.
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4. Enhancing Facilities for Cognitive and Sensory Accessibility

TYPE OF ACCESSIBILITY KEY ELEMENTS

Cognitive Accessibility To support
visitors with cognitive disabilities,

provide clear and consistent
information that is easy to understand

and follow.

Simple Signage: Use icons and minimal text for clear communication.
Color-Coded Maps and Trails: Use color-coding to indicate trail difficulty or access to
facilities.
Quiet Zones: Designate quiet areas where visitors can retreat from sensory stimulation.

Sensory Accessibility Create sensory-
friendly environments by addressing
needs related to vision, hearing, and

touch.

Sensory Gardens: Sensory gardens provide a calming environment where visitors can
engage with plants through smell, touch, and sight, making the experience inclusive for all.
Tactile Maps and Models: Include Braille and tactile maps to help visually impaired visitors
navigate spaces.
Assistive Listening Devices: For guided tours, provide assistive listening devices to amplify
sound for visitors with hearing impairments.

Example: Montseny Natural Park in Catalonia has enhanced accessibility by offering tactile exhibits,

simplified signage, and interactive displays tailored for visitors with cognitive and sensory disabilities.

Through customized workshops and sensory experiences, the park ensures that all visitors can

meaningfully engage with its biodiversity and cultural heritage while fostering environmental

awareness.

5. Case Studies from the Compendium: Accessible Trails and Sensory Experiences
1. Parco Naturale Adamello Brenta, Trentino, Italy

Description: The accessible trail at Lago Nambino was designed to be inclusive for individuals with

sensory disabilities and mobility challenges. Renovations included improving the trail’s surface and

adding wooden railings to ensure safety.

Key Features:
         Surface improvements for wheelchair accessibility.

         Features that support sensory disabilities.

         Collaborative efforts with local disability organizations.

Takeaway: Collaborative design with disability organizations can enhance inclusivity while maintaining

the trail's natural beauty.

2. Oasi WWF Lago di Marena, Bibbiena, Tuscany, Italy
Description: This sensory trail is designed for visitors with visual and motor disabilities, incorporating

tactile markers and Braille signage to offer an immersive experience.

Key Features:
         Tactile markers and Braille signs for sensory engagement.

         Inclusion through "Oasi per tutti" initiative for accessibility.

         Managed by WWF, ensuring sustainable practices.

Takeaway: Sensory trails provide enriching experiences for visitors with disabilities and promote a

deeper connection with nature.
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Conclusion

Inclusive design in natural areas aims to create environments that are accessible, welcoming, and

enjoyable for all, including individuals with physical, sensory, and cognitive disabilities, older adults, and

families with young children. This approach ensures that parks, reserves, and heritage sites provide

meaningful experiences to all visitors by proactively designing spaces to support diverse needs and

abilities.

Inclusive infrastructure goes beyond removing barriers; it incorporates accessible pathways, rest areas,

clear signage, and interpretive tools like audio guides, tactile models, and sensory experiences. By adopting

inclusive design principles, natural areas foster equality, enhance visitor satisfaction, and promote

sustainable, responsible tourism. This commitment not only enhances accessibility but also builds spaces

where everyone can experience and enjoy the natural environment on equal terms.

3. La Gomera, Canary Islands, Spain
Description: This accessible trail in Garajonay National Park offers a multi-sensory experience, incorporating

tactile, audio, and visual elements to engage visitors with disabilities in the laurel forest environment.

Key Features:
        Accessibility Enhancements: Paved trails and resting areas make it accessible for wheelchair users.

        Sensory Elements: Audio guides and tactile features cater to visitors with visual and cognitive disabilities.

        Inclusive Tourism: Guided tours led by trained staff, ensuring inclusive experiences for diverse visitors.

        Environmental Conservation: Eco-friendly materials and low-impact design.

Takeaway: Multi-sensory design in natural trails enriches accessibility, allowing visitors of all abilities to deeply

connect with and enjoy protected natural environments.
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