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Adapt2Explore — Three Years in the North

by Heidi Kjaernes, Project Manager, the Sunnaas Foundation
Presented at the Accessible Tourism Seminar, Athens, 2025

Good morning, everyone, and welcome to the Accessible Tourism Seminar here in Athens.
My name is Heidi Kjaernes, and | represent the Sunnaas Foundation — 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 presentation, I'll share insights and results from our three-year project:
Adapt2Explore —a Nordic initiative that shows how small steps can create big impact in
accessible tourism.

Adapt2Explore started with a simple question: What would it take to make nature-based
tourism more accessible in the Nordic region?

We ran the project over three years —in close collaboration with tourism operators, local
hosts, travellers with lived experience, and public authorities.

The nature was there. The demand was real. But access was often 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 participating.

It’s not just about physical access —it’s about dignity, independence, and equal experiences.
ENAT defines it as the ongoing effort to ensure destinations, 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 societies.

Our approach was hands-on. We didn’t stay in meeting 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, practical adjustments
make a big difference when they are designed with people, not just for them.

That’s why we focused on real-world testing and solutions co-created with persons living
with disability and hosts.

Simple changes — like a portable ramp, a visual map, or clear accessibility information — can
open the door to meaningful experiences when developed in collaboration.

Too many people are still excluded from travel, especially outdoor experiences — not
because they don’t want to go.
Too often, it’s physical barriers, unwelcoming attitudes, or missing information that stand in
the way.
With Adapt2Explore, we work to open the door to participation — by removing one barrier at
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a time.

It starts by meeting people with openness — and the will to make it work.
Because in the end: “Participation happens when we remove barriers — not when we expect
people to overcome them.”

Let me share some examples from the field.

In winter, participants did snowmobile, dogsled ride and ice fishing. In summer, we tried
adaptive surfing, kayaks, and Arctic Ocean floating.

And what made this possible? Local tourism actors, like you — who said “yes.” That’s how
participation became reality.

We also wanted to support the tourism industry in Norway, so we developed a digital course
— short, practical, and free.

It takes just 15 minutes and helps the tourist industry understand real-life accessibility —
from physical barriers to communication and mindset.

It is now part of the National Sustainability Academy in Norway.

What do hosts actually learn?

They learn that accessibility is smart business. That ramps, accessible information and
mindset matter.

That invisible disabilities — like cognitive challenges or fatigue — require flexible solutions.
Most of all, they learn to stop assuming — and start asking: “How can | help?”

One great example is Lofoten Beach Camp in Northern Norway.

Per Benjaminsen and his team made small but thoughtful adjustments to host an adaptive
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,
collaboration, and the will to take small, practical 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 often. 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 additional guest nights per year —a 10% increase.
That’s powerful data — especially for seasonal and rural destinations looking for growth.
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As part of the Adapt2Explore project, we developed concrete tools to support hosts: a set of
10 practical recommendations, 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 action 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 collaboration 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 putting this into practice.

Today, as part of the ongoing international Active Rehabilitation Camp in Loutraki,
participants and partners are gathering here in Athens for a symbolic event at the Acropolis
— demonstrating 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
hesitation.

These are human factors that can be overcome — when we build trust and share knowledge.

The Sunnaas Foundation, together with our international partners and our local partner Alli
Opsi, has worked closely with local experience providers — with support from local travel
businesses — to identify and implement practical accessibility solutions, in dialogue, not in
theory.

This collaboration shows what is possible when inclusion is a shared goal — across sectors
and borders.

To close: Accessibility is everyone’s business. Small adjustments matter 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 perfection —it’s about participation. And it starts when we
stop asking ‘if’ —and start asking ‘how.””
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