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INTRODUCTION AND CONTEX

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

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.



https://dianaerasmus.eu/

Core Objectives of the Toolkit

1. 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.

2. 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.

3.Implementing Accessible Infrastructure and Services: Provide actionable strategies for improving
the physical, cognitive, and sensory accessibility of natural environments and services.

4.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.




TRAINING MODULES

PART TWO - ACCESSIBILITY AND INCLUSIVITY IN ACTION: KEY TOOLS READY TO
PUT INTO PRACTICE

Module 6: Collaboration and Stakeholder Engagement

Summary

The goal of this module is to equip participants with the skills and knowledge to foster collaboration with
key stakeholders—such as local communities, disability organizations, and environmental bodies—in order
to create and promote inclusive tourism environments.

Participants will understand the importance of participatory planning, learn from real-world examples of
collaboration, and engage in a practical exercise to map stakeholders and design collaboration channels.

Real-world case studies will highlight how stakeholder engagement has driven improvements in various
tourism settings.

Additionally, participants will engage in a hands-on exercise to develop a strategy of stakeholder
engagement that can be applied to their infrastructures and services.

l.Introduction to Stakeholder Collaboration in Accessible Tourism

Creating accessible and inclusive tourism in natural areas requires the participation of multiple
stakeholders who each bring unique perspectives and expertise. Stakeholders can include local
communities, disability organizations, environmental groups, government entities, and tourism operators.
Their collaboration is essential to ensuring that accessibility measures are not only effective but also
sustainable and reflective of the diverse needs of all visitors.

By working together, stakeholders can address various aspects of accessibility—from physical
infrastructure to cognitive and sensory accommodations—while ensuring that natural conservation goals

are met.

This module will explore how to engage these stakeholders and foster collaboration that results in
meaningful, long-term improvements in accessibility.

2.Engaging Local Communities, Organizations, and Environmental Bodies

2.1.The Role of Local Communities

Local communities are often the custodians of natural areas and have intimate knowledge of the
landscape, its challenges, and its potential. Engaging local residents in the process of making tourism more
accessible is vital.

Their participation ensures that solutions are culturally appropriate, contextually relevant, and sensitive to

local environmental and social dynamics.




And vice versa, the inclusion of local communities helps promote a sense of ownership and long-term

stewardship of accessibility initiatives.

How to engage with local communities:

¢ Organize community forums, town hall meetings and focus groups to discuss accessibility goals.

« Involve local residents in the design and management of accessible infrastructure.

» Offer opportunities for locals to be trained as guides and accessibility ambassadors.

» Adopt new technological devices (i.e. online platforms or social media) to foster local community
engagement, as they are extremely useful tools to listen to users and pay attention to their needs and
expectations.

2.2.Collaborating with Organizations working on Diverse Abilities

Organizations focusing on diverse abilities bring critical expertise in understanding the specific needs of
people with physical, cognitive, and sensory disabilities.

These groups can provide guidance on designing accessible infrastructure, ensuring inclusive
communication, and creating tourism experiences that cater to all abilities.

Collaborating with such organizations helps ensure that accessibility initiatives are not just compliance-
driven but truly responsive to the needs of diverse visitors.

How to collaborate with these organizations:
« Partner with disability advocacy groups to co-develop accessibility strategies.
« Consult with these organizations during the design and evaluation of tourism services and facilities.
 Invite them to conduct accessibility audits and training for staff in natural areas.

2.3.Involving Environmental Bodies

While increasing accessibility is a priority, it must be balanced with environmental conservation efforts.
Environmental bodies, such as conservation organizations and park management teams, play a crucial role
in ensuring that any accessibility modifications are sustainable and do not negatively impact the natural
environment.

Collaborative planning with environmental experts ensures that accessible infrastructure, such as trails and
pathways, is designed to minimize ecological disruption while maximizing inclusivity.

Ways to engage environmental bodies:
* Work with environmental organizations to assess the ecological impact of accessibility improvements.
e Collaborate on creating eco-friendly, sustainable solutions for accessibility (e.g., using renewable
materials or solar-powered facilities).
« Establish joint committees with environmentalists and accessibility advocates to ensure that both goals

are aligned.




3. The Importance of Participatory Planning with People of Diverse Abilities

3.1.What is Participatory Planning?

Participatory planning is a collaborative approach where stakeholders, especially those affected by the
decisions (in this case, people of diverse abilities), are actively involved in the design, implementation, and
evaluation of tourism projects.

This ensures that accessibility measures are genuinely reflective of the needs of those they are meant to
serve.

People of diverse abilities should be central in planning discussions, providing first-hand insights into what
is needed for an inclusive tourism experience.

3.2.Why Include People with Diverse Abilities in Planning?

Involving individuals with different abilities and functional diversities helps ensure that accessibility features
are not token gestures but practical, usable, and enriching. People with disabilities can provide valuable
input on challenges they face in natural areas, including physical barriers, sensory overload, or inadequate
coghitive support. By involving them early and consistently, tourism planners can avoid common pitfalls
and create environments that cater to a wide range of needs.

Key benefits of participatory planning:
« User-centered design: Ensures that infrastructure and services meet the actual needs of diverse
visitors.
+ Improved satisfaction: Visitors with disabilities are more likely to have a positive experience when
they feel their needs have been considered.
« Increased trust and engagement: When people with disabilities are part of the planning process, they
are more likely to trust the system and recommend the experience to others.

3.3.Best Practices in Participatory Planning
» Co-design workshops: Organize workshops where stakeholders (including people with disabilities,
park managers, and accessibility experts) collaborate to design accessibility solutions.
+ Feedback loops: Regularly engage with people with disabilities throughout the project lifecycle, from
initial design to post-implementation evaluation.
« Pilot programs: Before implementing large-scale accessibility changes, run small-scale pilot programs
to gather feedback and make adjustments.

4.Case Studies/Examples: How Collaboration Improved Accessibility in Natural Areas

4.1.A network of engaged stakeholders in Tuscany.

The "MARCHIO OPEN" initiative is a certification program designed to promote and recognize accessibility

in tourist accommodations, cultural sites, and natural areas across Tuscany.




This certification is awarded to sites that meet specific accessibility standards, ensuring they are equipped

to accommodate visitors with various types of disabilities.

The "MARCHIO OPEN" mark helps visitors easily identify places that are inclusive and accessible, enhancing
their ability to plan their visits with confidence.

To guarantee its success, "MARCHIO OPEN" certification program encourages diverse stakeholders to
maintain high accessibility standards across the region.

4.2."Feel Nature" campaign in North Macedonia's Pelister National Park

Involving local communities and individuals with disabilities in the planning and decision-making processes
is another critical factor for the sustainability of these initiatives, to ensure that the solutions implemented
truly meet users' needs.

The "Feel Nature" campaign in North Macedonia's Pelister National Park is a good example. The goal of this
campaign was to shift public perception of visually impaired people by showcasing positive examples of
overcoming disabilities.

4.3. Public-Private Alliances for Accessibility and Inclusiveness in Tourism.

Public-private partnerships (PPPs) have been instrumental in inclusive tourism efforts in marine protected
areas (MPAs), as seen in Southern ltaly. These partnerships, involving public institutions and private tourism
stakeholders, help align goals around accessibility, fostering collaboration.

Stakeholders with diverse expertise contribute to overcoming accessibility challenges, while maintaining a
focus on sustainability. This has also been demonstrated in Spain, where a relevant case can be
mentioned: the Real Patronato sobre Discapacidad -which brings together ministerial departments, regional
and local administrations, organizations representing the disabled, scientific entities and professional
experts in this field- and its agreement with the Fundaciéon Laboral de la Construccion and the ACS
Foundation, which has made it possible to carry out projects and initiatives for the promotion of universal
accessibility in tourism and heritage.

5. Hands-On Exercise: Mapping Stakeholders and Designhing Collaboration Channels

Exercise Objective:
Participants will learn how to map the key stakeholders involved in accessible tourism and design effective
collaboration channels to maintain close and productive relationships with them.

Step-by-Step Instructions:

1.1dentify Stakeholders:
¢ Local Communities: Identify community leaders, local businesses, and resident groups.

« Disability Organizations: List both local and national disability advocacy groups.




e Environmental Bodies: Map relevant conservation organizations, government entities, and

environmental experts.
e Tourism Operators and Guides: Include those responsible for offering services and tours in natural

areas.

2.Assess Stakeholder Roles:
» Determine what role each stakeholder will play (e.g., advisor, partner, collaborator).
e Consider what each stakeholder brings to the table—whether expertise, financial resources, or
advocacy powetr.

3.Design Collaboration Channels:

¢ Regular Meetings: Plan monthly or quarterly stakeholder meetings to discuss progress and address
concerns.

¢ Online Platforms: Create online groups or platforms where stakeholders can share updates, ideas, and
feedback in real-time.

¢ Workshops and Training Sessions: Organize joint workshops to ensure all stakeholders are aligned on
accessibility goals and responsibilities.

e Feedback Loops: Establish clear channels for ongoing feedback, ensuring that all stakeholders,
especially disability organizations, are continuously involved.

4.Develop a Collaboration Action Plan:
« Create a timeline for engaging each stakeholder group, specifying key actions and responsibilities.
» Designate a lead contact person for each stakeholder group to ensure consistent communication.

5.Evaluate and Adjust:
¢ Revisit the stakeholder map and collaboration channels periodically to adjust as needed based on
feedback and the evolving needs of the project.
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Conclusion

Stakeholder collaboration is at the heart of creating and promoting accessible tourism in natural areas.

By engaging local communities, disability organizations, and environmental bodies in a meaningful way,
protected natural areas can become models of inclusivity while preserving the integrity of the
environment.

Through participatory planning, stakeholders can ensure that accessibility initiatives are practical,
sustainable, and responsive to the needs of all visitors.
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