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1
Introduction 

EDF welcomes the intentions of the European Commission to progress a strategic and cooperative approach to tourism involving all stakeholders and consumer groups, including disabled people.

EDF is most interested to work with the European Commission in developing policy initiatives on ‘tourism-for-all’ begun under the French Presidency and taken forward by the Belgian Presidency.   

This work complements the aims and objectives of the recent European Commission communication ‘Towards a barrier Free Europe for People with disabilities’.  A communication which sets out a series of commitments on the part of the Commission to complement and build upon the anti-discrimination package of Directives adopted in 2000.  The European Commission also proposes to develop initiatives using Article 13 and Article 95 of the EU Treaties to break down access barriers in the field of built environment, transport and information communications which exclude disabled people from full and equal integration in society.   These are all areas, which are relevant to achieving tourism for all in particular accessible tourism for persons with disabilities.

2 Tourism as a social right 

EDF believes that the right to travel and access tourist activities should be perceived as a key social right for disabled people and their families.     Travel and tourism is an important aspect in the quality of life of all persons.  For disabled people and their families the chance to go away on holiday can be a particularly important chance to relax and recuperate.  For disabled people to be denied the freedom to travel, whether for leisure or business, infringes upon their social rights and goes against all principles of equal opportunities principles and non-discrimination.  It represents a barrier to the freedom of movement: a right laid down in the EU Treaties but denied to disabled citizens.

3 Accessible tourism makes good business sense

A ‘tourism for all’ approach makes good business sense.  The European Commission handbook on ‘Making Europe accessible for tourists with disabilities’
 identifies the economic potential of ensuring disabled persons and their families can benefit from the tourist industry.  The untapped potential clientele of disabled consumers is estimated at 35 million overnight travellers plus accompanying family and friends

The demographic changes of an ageing population have important economic implications for the tourist industry.  Older people share many of the access barriers faced by disabled people.  By addressing these issues the tourist industry would generate more business by attracting more customers.  By improving the quality of service for disabled people, the tourist industry would improve the quality of service for all customers.

4
Barriers for tourists with disabilities

Persons with disabilities are regularly confronted by environment, economic, social and attitudinal barriers when travelling as tourists. Physical barriers include inaccessible transport and holiday resorts, inaccessible IST based information, lack of adequate or appropriate assistance and discrimination by travel services and operators or hotel and restaurants.

While some member states have national regulations addressing access for disabled people to public buildings and transport, accessibility is not consistently defined across all sectors; there is a lack of authoritative access standards and legislation is often not enforced.  The majority of hotels, apartments, restaurants, bars, visitor’s attractions and modes of transport are inaccessible for disabled people.

Disabled people and their families also face economic barriers due to the fact that many people with disabilities have low incomes due to a greater tendency for disabled people to have low paid jobs or to be unemployed.   Disabled people also incur additional costs which directly relate to their disability (eg. Insurance, medical expenses, equipments and aids, specialised services, personal assistance support). 
5 Greater convergence of policies on tourism

EDF would welcome the EU proposals for an increase coordination of tourism policies across the member states and to define, at EU level, coherent measures and tools to increase knowledge, competitiveness and sustainable development of the tourist industry.

At present one of the barriers to travel for disabled people is the diverse and often confusing set of policies and standards existing across the EU member states regarding access for disabled persons to goods, services, transport and the built environment.  EDF would wish to see these policies and standards made more transparent and would favour closer convergence in this field.

6
Tourism and disability access is a horizontal issue

It is important that access for disabled people is recognised as a horizontal issue as is tourism itself.  To develop and implement effectively a ‘tourism for all’ approach and ensure access for disabled people is tackled properly a number of issues across a range of interrelated policy areas must be addressed including in the field of regional development, social and employment policy, environmental development and information technologies.

7
Development of a European Accessibility Label 

EDF very much welcomes the proposal of the Ministerial Conference of Bruges to develop a European label of accessibility. Currently, no standard exists to determine how disability symbols should or can be used.  The labels schemes that are used in different member states are often used inappropriately as marketing tools.  For example, hotels often declare that they are wheelchair accessible, using the wheelchair symbol, but they are not full accessible for wheelchair users.

Another problem is the standard of access a disabled tourist can expect across the EU varies considerably and means that disabled tourists and their families have no confidence in the declarations made by service providers regarding the level of access they provide to disabled customers.

The recently produced report on ‘Tourism for All’
 is an important reference document for this work.  EDF would agree with the statement made in this report that in developing proposals for a European Accessibility Label, the level of effectiveness of the existing building regulations, standards and guidelines must be examined in order to identify best practice.  This work should be undertaken in cooperation with the EDF and consultation with the ISO Technical Committee 145 who are currently working on standardisation in the field of labelling and symbols.

A European accessibility label would establish clear standards and clear rules governing use of disability symbols by service providers in the tourist industry.  EDF believes that the greatest effect will be achieved through following up legislation in this field.
8 Improving training in order to upgrade skills in the tourism industry

It is important that disability awareness training is systematically provided throughout the key sectors of the tourist industry.  Many barriers faced by disabled tourists are due to the negative attitudes of staff working in the industry.

Travel operators and tour operators have a particular responsibility in advising tourists with disabilities on the services available and tailoring the service to the needs of disabled customers.   In their role as advisor on accessible services,  the travel agents and tour operators must ensure that their staff receive adequate disability awareness training and that the services they provide are, in themselves, accessible for disabled customers.
9 Improving the quality of tourist products

In measuring quality of tourist products, access for disabled people must be among the assessment criteria.   Work relating to the development of a European accessibility label will assist in providing appropriate quality indicators on access.  These criteria must address the broad range of disabilities including physical disability, sensory disability and learning disabilities.

Quality assessments can include the gathering of data on the levels of satisfaction of customers with disabilities and their families on the range of tourist services provided in Europe.   Such information is also useful in identifying cases of good practice for purposes of benchmarking.   The data gathering exercise should be repeated regularly to record and monitor improvements in service access.

10 Impact of information and communication technology based services in the tourism sector

As advocated for in the report on ‘Tourism for All’
, EDF would agree that information about accessibility of premises, facilities and services should be made available fully in accessible formats and take account of the wide range of user requirements.   The internet is increasingly used as a means of providing and exchanging information.   The recently published European Commission Website Accessibility Initiative guidelines should be referred to in ensuring accessibility of websites.

11 Consultation with representative disability organisations

For the interests of disabled people to be adequately reflected in EU policy on tourism, there must be consultation with representative disability organisations.

Therefore, EDF’s involvement and consultation on the Tourism Advisory Committee and a European Tourism Forum is very important.   It is also important that national disability organisations are similarly represented on national and regional consultation bodies on tourism.

Disabled people as users and consumers of goods and services are in the best position to advise on how their needs can be met. The diversity and heterogeneity of disability must be recognised.  Actions to break down barriers to disabled people must address barriers not just for persons with physical disabilities but also for those with sensory disabilities, learning disabilities and invisible disabilities such as epilepsy or diabetes.  For example, while hotels may have adaptations for wheelchair users they often neglect requirements for persons with visual or hearing impairment even in relation to emergency evacuation systems and safety requirements.
12 European Year for people with Disabilities 2003

2003 will mark the European Year for people with Disabilities and presents an important opportunity for EU decision makers to focus attention on the needs of disabled people and their families in this sector.

EDF would welcome the adoption of a tourism accessibility label in 2003 and for a European Tourism Summit in 2003 to focus on issues regarding disability access in tourism.
13  EDF campaign for an EU disability specific directive

One of the key objectives of EDF for 2003 is the campaign for the creation of a specific EU non-discrimination Directive on Disability which would legislate against not only discrimination in employment but discrimination across the range of areas of EU competence in particular access to goods, services, access to premises and equipment and which would require clearly define mandatory access standards. 

While closer communication and consultation between the tourist industry and representative disability organisations is an essential means to promote accessible services in the tourism sector, EDF considers legislation is also required if the problem of access barriers which exclude disabled people from participating in society are to be addressed effectively and comprehensively across the tourist industry in Europe.
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