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Accessibility Policy and Standards in Zagreb County – Handbook

We often hear broad, generalized statements from various entities and stakeholders, both directly and indirectly connected to the tourism sector, about the great importance of accessible tourism for persons with disabilities, both in our country and worldwide.
However, the premise on which such reflections almost always begin is most often misguided and consequently limiting. This seemingly universally understood and accepted concept conceals many pitfalls for those who approach the topic superficially and hastily. Therefore, it is necessary to take a step back in order to clearly and accurately define the principles of accessible tourism, so that we can collectively and continuously enjoy the multiple benefits that such tourism genuinely provides. Although persons with disabilities are indeed the primary target group of accessible tourism, the foundation for creating all appropriate conditions for its development must be comprehensiveness, inclusiveness, simplicity, and sustainability, rather than merely potential or sporadic benefits for tourists with disabilities.
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ACCESIBLE TOURISM

There are many approaches to accessible tourism and even more definitions of it, but true accessible tourism should always include four key components. If even one of these is missing, we cannot speak of genuine accessible tourism, but rather of other narrow, incomplete, or insufficient forms of tourism. Fortunately, this approach has long been recognized by the United Nations World Tourism Organization, which identifies accessible tourism as a central element of all responsible and sustainable tourism, as well as a human rights imperative and an exceptional business opportunity that benefits not only persons with disabilities, but everyone.

Put simply: Accessible tourism encompasses all types of tourism and can be applied to every one of them, while remaining easy to implement and economically sustainable in the long term. Sounds logical, right? And it truly is—especially when the topic is approached correctly. 


FEATURES OF ACCESSIBLE TOURISM

Around 70% of all disabilities are invisible or difficult to notice. People with disabilities make up at least 15% of the global population, which is about 1.2 billion people. At least 30% of persons with disabilities travel regularly, and their travel patterns are typically not tied to seasonality. When satisfied, these travellers often return to destinations that offer proven accessibility, tend to spend more due to objective additional needs, and almost always travel with one or two accompanying persons.

When we consider these key factors, we arrive at a massive potential market of 360 million travellers with disabilities, which—when including their companions—grows to nearly one billion potential tourists. This is a market no serious tourism-focused country should overlook, especially given that many travellers from this segment avoid peak-season crowds, making them an even more attractive target group for tourism providers

FEATURES OF ACCESSIBLE TOURISM

Accessible tourism can also be described as a “meta-niche”, as it encompasses health, social, cultural, adventure, religious, rural, gastronomic, and all other forms of tourism. None of these—whether listed or not—should be considered truly accessible if they do not promote the comprehensiveness of accessible services and facilities, if they fail to address the diverse accessibility needs of all potential guests, or if they lack a clear vision of sustainable development and long-term value creation.

One tourism stakeholder that recognized this long ago is Scandic Hotels, a highly successful Swedish hotel chain with 280 properties and 58,000 accommodation units, which has developed accessibility standards covering as many as 159 criteria, implemented across six countries.

Their systematic and detailed approach to accessible tourism clearly demonstrates that accessibility is first and foremost a way of thinking, a mindset and lifestyle, a sign of awareness and education, and an expression of empathy and solidarity—only then does it become the practical design or adaptation of access routes, facilities, and vehicles.


FEATURES OF ACCESSIBLE TOURISM

As they often point out in the aforementioned hotel group: why shouldn’t all guests be able to enjoy all the services and amenities a hotel offers?
Why shouldn’t every guest be able to adjust the headrest of an electric bed while lying down and enjoy reading more comfortably? Why shouldn’t all guests be able to reach a lower-positioned clothes rail, light switch, or door peephole? Why shouldn’t everyone be able to easily reach a remote control or telephone placed conveniently on a bedside table? Why shouldn’t all guests in need be able to promptly call for staff assistance in the event of a fall, fire, or other emergency?

One of the core roles of accessible tourism is precisely to raise such rhetorical, thought-provoking questions—questions that few people consciously consider, yet to which almost everyone intuitively knows the answers. In this context, there is no justified reason in modern, sustainable tourism why all guests should not be able to enjoy the full range of services and amenities they pay for.


FEATURES OF ACCESSIBLE TOURISM

It should also be emphasized that accessible tourism is particularly important for older adults (the largest secondary target group), families with children in strollers and young children in general, people with temporary impairments, people with obesity or excess weight, as well as individuals with specific health, dietary, or similar needs, and many others—in short, for all those who, for any reason, have an increased need for accessibility.

In conclusion, persons with disabilities are undeniably both the primary foundational group and the primary target group of accessible tourism—the group on which everything is built and the ultimate benchmark of true accessibility. However, it must never be overlooked that accessible tourism is not, and must not be, tourism solely for persons with disabilities and their families. Its key purpose is to be tourism for everyone. Only through such an approach can accessible tourism truly be sustainable, and this fact should be consistently emphasized at every opportunity.

FEATURES OF ACCESSIBLE TOURISM

1. A tourist who encounters any kind of barrier when travelling to the destination, within the destination, or on the return journey—barriers that prevent free and safe movement from any point A to any point B—cannot expect accessible transport, let alone comprehensive accessible tourism.

2. A tourist who can reach the destination without difficulty and requires a fully accessible hotel room, but encounters thresholds or a bathtub in the bathroom that cannot be accessed, cannot enjoy the benefits of accessible accommodation, and therefore cannot experience comprehensive accessible tourism.

3. A tourist who has a fully accessible hotel room at the destination but cannot access the pool, sauna, restaurant, or café is likewise far from being a participant in accessible tourism, as they lack full accessibility of services and facilities within the accommodation—and thus a complete accessible tourism experience.
FEATURES OF ACCESSIBLE TOURISM

4. A tourist who has all the above elements of accessible transport and accommodation, as well as accessible services and facilities within the accommodation, but cannot freely use toilets, access exhibits, or comfortably attend performances or sporting events in a city museum, gallery, archaeological site, concert hall, or sports venue, does not have access to accessible services and facilities at the destination—and therefore comprehensive accessible tourism still does not exist.

5. A tourist who requires accessible tourism and has all the necessary elements of accessible transport, accommodation, and destination services, but whose driver, tour guide, receptionist, housekeeper, chef, waiter, curator, porter, or any other tourism service provider does not know how to appropriately interact with them, cannot have a fully pleasant or complete accessible tourism experience.

6. A tourist who has all of the above elements of accessible tourism is, in essence, one thing only: a respected and satisfied customer.

FEATURES OF ACCESSIBLE TOURISM

There are numerous differences within categories and sub-categories of disabilities, as well as specific requirements for reasonable accommodation. This is why it is essential to educate yourself about the basic types of disabilities and learn as much as possible about the accessibility needs of your potential guests.

In other words, be an informed, prepared, and engaged service provider—and a good businessperson—who views accessible tourism primarily as an excellent business opportunity, not as an imposed obligation or a generous act of charity.

You should also be aware that accessibility for some target groups can be implemented much more easily and cost-effectively than for others. For example, adjustments for people with sensory impairments are often very simple and require minimal investment, yet many tourism stakeholders overlook precisely this form of reasonable accommodation.

MAIN TARGET GROUPS

· people who use wheelchairs
· people with physical impairments
· people with visual impairments
· people with hearing impairments
· people with multiple impairments
· people with cognitive, neurodevelopmental, and intellectual disabilities
· people with mental health difficulties and behavioral disorders
· people with organic or psychosomatic conditions
· people with temporary disabilities
· people who are overweight or obese
· older adults and retirees
· families with young children (especially those using strollers)

PROPER APPROACH TO GUESTS WITH DISABILITIES
· educate yourself about your guests’ needs and use appropriate terminology
· think proactively, do not take things for granted, and leave nothing to chance
· be prepared for compromise and improvisation due to challenging circumstances
· rely on simple and cost-effective solutions for reasonable accommodation
· ensure that you can always be seen and heard clearly
· remember that not all guests with disabilities have the same needs, even if they share the same type of disability
· approach each guest individually and avoid comparing them to relatives, friends, or acquaintances in similar situations
· do not address companions if your message is intended for the guest with a disability
· relax and avoid being excessively serious or overly humorous
· avoid stereotypes, flattery, and expressions of pity at all costs


PROPER APPROACH TO GUESTS WITH DISABILITIES
· do not hesitate to use everyday words and phrases such as walk, run, see, look, hear, listen, and similar expressions
· do not question guests about their disability
· avoid asking too many questions about the assistive devices guests use
· do not move or touch wheelchairs, crutches, or any other assistive device without permission
· inform guests about all available assistive equipment at the venue
· do not lecture, patronize, or question guests’ decisions in any situation
· offer help discreetly, but never insist or become intrusive
· strive to maintain balance between the needs of groups and individuals
· keep your authority and stay composed even in challenging situations
· welcome constructive criticism and use it for personal improvement
· aim to meet reasonable requests and needs whenever possible

OPPORTUNITIES FOR REASONABLE ADAPTATION
It has been emphasized several times that one of the most notable qualities of accessible tourism is the simplicity of adaptation. As shown in the photographs at the end of this manual, the possibilities for reasonable accommodation are not limited only to various access routes, buildings, and vehicles. In fact, the more untouched and harmonious a space is with its surroundings, meaning the less an adaptation disrupts or alters it—the easier it is to make that space truly functional and accessible.
This characteristic of accessibility is particularly important to mention because heritage conservators often do not give accessible tourism a real chance to demonstrate its full potential, usually out of fear, lack of knowledge, or the assumption that adaptations will damage protected cultural assets of great historical and artistic value. A similar belief exists regarding national parks and nature parks, where it is commonly presumed that any adjustments might disturb the natural balance.
Of course, critics of accessibility adaptations often ignore or refuse to acknowledge that such adaptations rely on reasonableness, sensitivity, and subtlety, otherwise losing their purpose. It is clear that no one—including persons with disabilities—can enjoy a destination’s cultural or natural heritage if it is destroyed or devalued in the process..

OPTIONS FOR REASONABLE ADAPTATION


So, if you already have two or three steps at an access point or entrance, bridge the height difference with an appropriate ramp, which can be modular or movable, wooden or decorative, and not necessarily metal or permanently concreted in a way that disrupts the surrounding space. If you have bungalows or gazebos on your property, use wooden pathways to enable everyone to move more easily along uneven dirt paths leading to them, instead of struggling in mud or being unable to access them.

If you work in a national park, level paths and access routes to viewpoints and install tactile indicators, which can even be made from locally available biodegradable materials, rather than having wheelchair users wait at the park entrance because they cannot move anywhere else, while visitors with visual impairments risk falling down slopes, into water, or holes because they cannot determine their exact position.

If you work in a local tourist board and your destination has a sea or river beach, place access mats over sand and gravel so that people with mobility impairments do not sink into soft surfaces and can reach the water.

Of course, critics of accessibility adaptations often ignore or refuse to acknowledge that such adjustments must always be based on reasonableness, consideration, and subtlety—otherwise, they lose purpose.
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If you work in a museum or gallery, shop, or souvenir store, remember that not everyone experiences exhibited artworks or shops in the same way. In addition to installing access ramps, use available technological solutions so that visitors or customers with sensory impairments can fully experience the content you offer, rather than wandering the space uninterested or sitting aside.

If you run a restaurant or another hospitality venue, ensure that most tables are neither too high nor too low, that everyone can easily access the bar, and that restrooms are fully accessible—so guests are not injured, unable to reach tables, order or pick up drinks, or access facilities with dignity.
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