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Good morning, everyone, and welcome to the Accessible Tourism Seminar here in Athens. 
My name is Heidi Kjærnes, and I represent the Sunnaas FoundaCon – proud organizer of 
today’s event. 
 
We are deeply honoured to host this gathering under the auspices of the City of Athens, and 
it’s a privilege to welcome all of you here today. 
In this presentaCon, I’ll share insights and results from our three-year project: 
Adapt2Explore – a Nordic iniCaCve that shows how small steps can create big impact in 
accessible tourism. 
 
Adapt2Explore started with a simple quesCon: What would it take to make nature-based 
tourism more accessible in the Nordic region? 
We ran the project over three years – in close collaboraCon with tourism operators, local 
hosts, travellers with lived experience, and public authoriCes. 
The nature was there. The demand was real. But access was oTen missing. 
Our mission was therefore to bridge that gap – and help create meaningful inclusion. 
 
So, what do we mean by accessible tourism? It’s about removing barriers that prevent 
people from parCcipaCng. 
It’s not just about physical access – it’s about dignity, independence, and equal experiences. 
ENAT defines it as the ongoing effort to ensure desCnaCons, products, and services are 
accessible to all – regardless of age or ability. And that’s what we’re working toward. 
Accessible tourism also supports the UN Sustainable Development Goals. By making tourism 
accessible, we are helping build more inclusive and sustainable socieCes. 
 
Our approach was hands-on. We didn’t stay in meeCng rooms – we tested things in real life 
and in nature. 
Winter, summer, rain or snow – we explored together with travellers with access needs, 
tourism professionals, local hosts, and public decision-makers. 
And we quickly saw: you don’t need to build a perfect system – small, pracCcal adjustments 
make a big difference when they are designed with people, not just for them. 
That’s why we focused on real-world tesCng and soluCons co-created with persons living 
with disability and hosts. 
Simple changes – like a portable ramp, a visual map, or clear accessibility informaCon – can 
open the door to meaningful experiences when developed in collaboraCon. 
 
Too many people are sCll excluded from travel, especially outdoor experiences – not 
because they don’t want to go. 
Too oTen, it’s physical barriers, unwelcoming aZtudes, or missing informaCon that stand in 
the way. 
With Adapt2Explore, we work to open the door to parCcipaCon – by removing one barrier at 

mailto:post@sunnaasstiftelsen.no
http://www.sunnaasstiftelsen.no/


 
 

Sunnaas Founda*on 
Phone +47 971 53 904 |E-mail post@sunnaass34elsen.no |URL www.sunnaass34elsen.no   

Bankaccount 8601.18.15628 |Org.no. 989 599 94 
IBAN NO09 8601 1815 628       BIC/SWIFT DABANO22 

a Cme. 
It starts by meeCng people with openness – and the will to make it work. 
Because in the end: “ParCcipaCon happens when we remove barriers – not when we expect 
people to overcome them.” 
 
Let me share some examples from the field. 
In winter, parCcipants did snowmobile, dogsled ride and ice fishing. In summer, we tried 
adapCve surfing, kayaks, and ArcCc Ocean floaCng. 
And what made this possible? Local tourism actors, like you – who said “yes.” That’s how 
parCcipaCon became reality. 
 
We also wanted to support the tourism industry in Norway, so we developed a digital course 
– short, pracCcal, and free. 
It takes just 15 minutes and helps the tourist industry understand real-life accessibility – 
from physical barriers to communicaCon and mindset. 
It is now part of the NaConal Sustainability Academy in Norway. 
 
What do hosts actually learn? 
They learn that accessibility is smart business. That ramps, accessible informaCon and 
mindset maber. 
That invisible disabiliCes – like cogniCve challenges or faCgue – require flexible soluCons. 
Most of all, they learn to stop assuming – and start asking: “How can I help?” 
One great example is Lofoten Beach Camp in Northern Norway. 
Per Benjaminsen and his team made small but thoughcul adjustments to host an adapCve 
watersports camp. 
He said: “It’s not that much that needs to be done – just will and awareness.” 
It shows that accessibility doesn’t require large investments – but rather awareness, 
collaboraCon, and the will to take small, pracCcal steps. 
 
Accessible design doesn’t just benefit wheelchair users. 
It also helps elderly travellers, families with strollers, people recovering from injury or illness. 
And the truth is – when we improve access for some, we improve the experience for 
everyone. 
Accessible tourism is not only the right thing to do – it’s good business. 
Travellers with accessibility needs tend to spend more per trip and return more oTen. They 
are loyal, and they tell others. 
In short: accessibility builds stronger businesses. 
 
Across Europe, we’re talking about 140 million travellers with accessibility needs. That’s a 
huge market. 
In Norway, a study from Menon Economics showed that improving accessibility in Northern 
Norway alone could bring in over 600,000 addiConal guest nights per year – a 10% increase. 
That’s powerful data – especially for seasonal and rural desCnaCons looking for growth. 
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As part of the Adapt2Explore project, we developed concrete tools to support hosts: a set of 
10 pracCcal recommendaCons, a free downloadable guide in English, and a strong reminder 
that accessibility benefits everyone — not only wheelchair users, but also families with 
strollers, elderly travellers, and people recovering from illness or injury. These tools are 
designed to inspire acCon and show that small adjustments can create big impact. 
So what have we really learned? 
You don’t need perfect infrastructure – but you do need awareness and will. 
You need collaboraCon between travellers with lived experience, hosts, and decision-
makers. 
Because real inclusion happens when small steps are taken – together. 
 
Our next goal is to share our experiences further – across Europe. 
We want to expand training, support peer-led travel, and provide tools for guides and 
frontline staff. 
Because accessible tourism shouldn’t be a niche – it should be the new normal. 
And we are already puZng this into pracCce. 
Today, as part of the ongoing internaConal AcCve RehabilitaCon Camp in Loutraki, 
parCcipants and partners are gathering here in Athens for a symbolic event at the Acropolis 
– demonstraCng that access and inclusion are possible in even the most iconic places. 
We will see if we can make it. And if we don’t make it to the top today, it won’t be because 
the Rock isn’t physically accessible – but perhaps because of uncertainty, unfamiliarity, or 
hesitaCon. 
These are human factors that can be overcome – when we build trust and share knowledge. 
 
The Sunnaas FoundaCon, together with our internaConal partners and our local partner Alli 
Opsi, has worked closely with local experience providers – with support from local travel 
businesses – to idenCfy and implement pracCcal accessibility soluCons, in dialogue, not in 
theory. 
This collaboraCon shows what is possible when inclusion is a shared goal – across sectors 
and borders. 
To close: Accessibility is everyone’s business. Small adjustments maber more than you think. 
Travel is a right – not a luxury. Let’s work across sectors and borders to create real access – 
for all. 
And please feel free to reach out. We would love to connect and collaborate. 
 
“Accessible tourism isn’t about perfecCon – it’s about parCcipaCon. And it starts when we 
stop asking ‘if’ – and start asking ‘how.’” 
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