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Input to the European Commission Consultation on an “AGENDA FOR A SUSTAINABLE AND COMPETITIVE EUROPEAN TOURISM”

Being able to travel and to access tourist activities is necessary in order to achieve social inclusion of disabled people. To be denied this right goes against the principles of equal opportunities and non-discrimination. It represents a barrier to the freedom of movement. Therefore, from the point of view of the disabled potential tourists, there is a need for urgent action in the field of accessible tourism policies. Accessibility must be considered as an integral part of the sustainability concept. 
Accessible tourism makes good business sense. Disabled people make up approximately 50 million citizens in the European Union, and these people are all potential consumers and tourists, provided that the tourist sites are accessible.

Also a lot of older people share the same barriers as disabled people and would also benefit from accessible tourism. But accessibility and design for all also means comfortable, high quality tourism, which all people would benefit from. In addition, constructing an accessible built environment and accessible modes of transport does not represent a higher cost in itself. What IS costly is to adapt a building or a vehicle to become accessible once it is already constructed. Therefore, accessibility must be considered from the very beginning of each project linked to tourism. 

Currently, the two key barriers faced by disabled people concerning tourism within the EU are:

· lack of physical accessibility and

· lack of reliable information on accessibility. 

EDF would welcome EU proposals for an increased coordination of tourism policies across the Member States. At present, one of the barriers to traveling for disabled people is the diverse and often confusing set of policies and standards existing across the EU Member States regarding access for disabled people. EDF would wish to see these policies and standards made more transparent and favor closer convergence in this field. As it is now, each Member State defines its own way of implementing the concept of “tourism for all”, as well as policy initiatives associated with it. This is certainly not satisfactory.  

As mentioned, there are two main barriers. The first one relates to accessibility. The second one relates to lack of reliable information on accessibility. Too often, tourism service providers use the accessibility labels inappropriately as marketing tools. As long as there is not something as a European accessibility label, disabled people are unable to trust the existing symbols and can therefore not travel with confidence. 

What EDF asks for, is therefore a European standard, for accessibility symbols. Not only the wheelchair symbol, but also other symbols for people with sensory disabilities or cognitive impairments. Accessibility is of course not only about wheelchair access. It is also important that requirements for persons with visual or hearing impairments or intellectual disabilities and so on, are taken into account. Hotels often neglect this even in relation to emergency evacuations and safety requirements. 

However, these standards will only have any real value if there are clear rules on how and when to use the accessibility symbols and that the use of the standards are correctly implemented. This means that there must be an independent expert evaluator that states whether a certain tourist site has the permission of using those symbols or not in their advertising. With reliable information as regard the accessibility of a particular tourist site, more disabled people would feel confident to travel and to enjoy tourism. 
In the European Commission study on how to improve information of the accessibility of tourism facilities for disabled people it was acknowledged that appropriate information is indeed a necessary prerequisite for the possibility of planning a holiday. However, in this study it is suggested that the tourism providers themselves should make an evaluation of the accessibility level at their particular site. This is not an objective way of investigating the level of accessibility of a place and in addition, the personnel do not necessarily have the required expertise on accessibility to judge this in a satisfactory way. The result of misleading or incorrect information can literally mean the end of the holiday for a disabled person. 

EDF would therefore support independent assessment of the accessibility of tourist sites.
Disability awareness and disability equality training of personnel working in the tourism sector I also crucial, as attitudinal barriers and lack of understanding of disability is one of the major obstacles to equal access to tourism for disabled people today. 
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