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New Opportunities 
'Barrier-Free Travel' 

• In 

T HERE ARE milli ons of people with disa biliti es in the Pac ific 

Asia region, man y of who m would lo ve to travel bur ca nnO[. The 

rcason? Most Pacific As ia counrries lack the fac ilities and services 

to carer co the special needs of th is untapped marker. 

Peo ple w ith disabil ities have t he sa me motivations to trave l 

as the rest of the population. Unfortunately, barr iers ro tra vel 

d isproporrionarely a ffec t people wi th disab il ities, mak ing it 

harder for them to access and enjoy desri narions and arrracrions. 

This will have to change, concludes t he Un ited Na ti o ns 

Eco no mic and Social Commissio n for the As ia Pac ific 

(ESCA P) in a major study entirled Barrier-Free Travel (or People 

with Disabilities ill the Asia Pacific Regioll. The srud y shows that 

while the industry has moved to att ract eco touri sts, 

gays, lesbia ns, and orher niche markers, it has done little or 

noth ing to attracr people with di sa bilities. It also noces that 

there is a clear correla tion between the growing numbers of 

mature-age travel lers and those with disa bilities - the elderly 

often suffer from disab ili ties o f some form bur still enjoy 

tra vel ling. 

ESCAr's study accuses the travel and m urism industry of 

indirectl y, perha ps inadvertently, discriminating aga inst travel lers 

with disa bilities. It says: " Historica lly, people with di sa bilities 

have been devalued and, as a result, been treated poorly in man y 

areas of service provision. Tourism has been no exception ... The 

attiwde the tourism industry has towa rds people with di sa bil iti es 

has a major impact upon their experi ences." 

Barriel"-Free Travel (BFT) 

The po litica ll y co rrect terminology used by the ESCAP stud y'S 

amhors when refe rring ro a disabled pe rson's freedom to travel is 

" barrier-free trave]" (BIT). Wri tten by Bruce Cameron, Beth 

Foggin and Simon Darcy, the ESCAr stud y considers a ll forms of 

disa bility - ph ys ica l, senso ry and in tellectual. The lead a uthor, 

lVir. Cameron, is a Sydney-based writer of guidebooks for peop le 

with disa bilities . 

For ma ny yea rs, Bangkok-based ESCAP has been work ing 

th rough irs Transporr a nd Tourism Division on ways of 

improvi ng conditions for BFT. They have organised a number of 

conferences and seminars and completed a prev io ll s stud y in 

200 1. 

The purpose of thi s latest stud y was [0: 

• Demonstrate an economic rationale for developi ng BIT 

• Identify ex isting barriers to BFT 

Identi fy good examples of BIT practice with in ESCAP 

member countries 

• Develop guidelines and directio ns fo r developing a BIT 

industry 

The stud y comprised a review of existing literature a nd 

secondary data, a quest ionnaire survey of ESCAr member 

coun tries and a direct sea rch of rh e Internet for elements of good 

to uri sm practi ce. 

Of ESCAP's 60 mcmber countries, onl y 26 were included in 

the research, prima ril y due to time consrraints. Of those, only 

seven responded. One member country decl ined to pa nicipare 

because it claimed it had committed resources to a similar APEC 

project. Another member country responded by returning a copy 

of its response to the APEC project. The researchers inferred 

from the low response rate that countries either did not have 

knowledge of BFT o r had committed resources to the APEC 

project and were not prepa red to duplicate thei f effo rts. 

The stud y concluded that there is a paucity of statistica l 

data relating to BIT. No country studied had undertaken 

a natio nal ap proach [0 researching the economic potentia l of 

the BFT market. However, two Austra li an sta tcs, New South 

Wales and Queensland, to th ei r credit, had srudied the potentia l 

of BIT. 
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8FT Market Size 

Based on data gathered from various househo ld and census surveys, rhe stud y offered the fo llowing estimates on people with 

di s:lbili ties in variolls countries: 

Comparative ES(i m~ues of Disabi lity Rates 

Country Year of Survey Population (million) 

Australia 1983 J8.6 

New Zealand 1996 3.6 

Canada 1991 30.6 

e h;n, (PRC) 1987 1,265.5 

India I 984/85 135.:1 

Pakistan 1991 983.3 

Thai land Unknown 60 

Sri Lanka Unknown 18.9 

Peru Unknown 26.1 

USA 2000 270.3 

Austria 1995 8.1 

Belgium 1997 10.2 

Denmark 1995 5.3 

Germany 1998 82 

Greece 1991 10.6 

Spain 1999 39.1 

France 1999 58.8 

Finland 2000 5.J 

Ireland N/A 3.6 

Ita ly 1994 56.8 

Luxembourg N/A 0.4 

Netherlands 1999 15.7 

Portugal N/A 9.9 

Sweden 1999 8.9 

UK 2000 57.7 

Total 

The chart estimates a total market of 232.6 milJion 

people with disabilities in these markets alone, many of 

wh ich arc major generators of vis itor arriva ls to and within 

the Pacific Asia region. This is a sign ificant number of people, 

most of whom can still trave l. Furthermore, mOSt people with 

di sab ilities travel with a partner or with family, further 

increasing the size of this untapped market. Thc purchasing 

power potential this represents is to be the subject o f a futu re 

study. 

One issue not canvassed in ESCAP's study is domestic BI--I, 

wh ich is a strong factor in North America , Europe, Japan, 

Australia and New Zealand. Domestic BFT could well be an 

Percent of Population People wi th Disabilities (Mi ll ion) 

19.6 3.6 

J 9. 1 0.7 

15.5 4.7 

4.9 62 

4.9 6.6 

4.8 47.2 

0.8 0.5 

0.4 0. 1 

0.2 0.1 

J9.5 52.7 

12.5 1.0 

12.9 1.3 

17.4 0.9 

17.3 14.2 

8.2 0.9 

9.9 3.9 

15.3 9.0 

22.9 1.2 

10.9 0.4 

7.8 4.4 

16.5 0.1 

18.6 2.9 

18.4 1.8 

17.1 1.5 

18.8 10.8 

232.6 

issue for countries in which people have to travel for var io ll s 

reasons includ ing visi ting families, medica l treatment or 

cmployment. 

8FT for Se niors 

The number o f potential vis itors from Western countries is 

grow ing rapidly as their populations age. There are increasing 

numbers of "Baby Boomer" retirees with disposable income 

and leisure time. Furthermo re, the older a person, the more 

likely he or she wi ll have a disabi lity of some kind. It is 

therefore relevant to link aging and disabi lity when assessing 

a potential source market. 
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The Australian Bureau of Statisties (ABS) identifies that the 

proportion of Austra lians with a disability has steadily increased 

since its first survey in ·198 1. The rate has steadily increased from 

15 percent in 198 ·[, to ·19 percent in 1998. This is panly due to 

an aging population. The disabi lity rate increases from four 

percent of chi ldren five years or rounger, to 84 percent of people 

85 rears or older. In 1998, there were 2.3 million Australians 

aged 65 rears or over. More than half (54 percent) had a 

disability. 

Provision, presentation, promotion and marketing of BFT 

facili ti es can provide destinations with a competitive advantage 

among both seniors and disabled travellers. The seniors market 

is well-established market for many industries, including the 

travel and tourism industry. BIT offers a new segmentarion 

opportunity for the travel indusrry, merging the special 

requirements of both seniors and disabled travellers. As a bonus, 

safe and accessible infrastructure and fac ilities may also be 

attractive to families with young children 

The demand for BIT is being recognised and driven by 

mature economies such as the United Stares, Canada, United 

Kingdom, Germany, Japan , Hong Kong SAR, Singapore, 

Australia and New Zealand. These countries also happen to be 

among the largest generamrs of inbound tourism to the Pacific 

Asia region. 

In Austra lia, BFT represents a new and emerging market 

comprising both seniors and people with disabilities. From 

Austral ia's la rgest source market for overseas visitors, New 

Zealand, the Australian Tourist Commission {ATC} identifies 

rwo marker segments: 

• Retirees aged more than 64 yea rs o ld , representing 

nine percent of the New Zealand market. (They view 

Australia as an easy and sa fe destination. ) 

• Empty Neste rs aged 44-64, represeming 21 percent of 

the New Zealand market 

Collecting information on BFT products at their 

destinations would be one of the easiest ways for nationa l 

tourism organisations to begin the process of establishing a new 

market segment campaign. However, the sheer lack of information 

is one of the major barriers to estab lishing a BIT destination. It 

is also a major ba rri er to travel for people with disabilities. 

Barriers to BFT 

The travel and tourism industry, as part of the wide r society, has 

its own barriers impeding its ability to respond to the need for 

BFT. The ESCAP stud y finds that there are "u nderlying 

differences between dle \"estern and Eastern cultural 
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conceptualisations of disability". This involves differences in 

psychosocial factors , such as religion, ideas of prestige and 

visib ili ty, empire- and ego-bui lding, social and political 

inequalities, as we ll as inappropriate education and tra ining. 

These conceptua li sa tions may affect the levels of acceptance of 

travellers with disa bilities in va rious regions. 

The many myths associated with travellers with di sa bilities 

are reinforcing the bar ri ers preveming destinations from 

seriously looking at the potential for BIT. Such myths suggest 

that the market is inconsequential, that people with disabilities 

travel in 'packs', and that they are best catered for through 

activ ities organ ised by institutions and governments familiar 

with their needs. Other myths say thar accessible faci lities are too 

expensive, that they are never used and that people with 

disabi lities can not afford to use them. 

Other barriers to barrier-free travel include: 

COST: Holidays for people with disabilities can cost 

between 30 and 200 percent more than hol idays for the non­

disabled. There are well-documented additional costs associated 

with having a disability. These include mobility equ ipment 

(wheelchairs, crutches, orthopedic shoes etc), personal care 

equipment (s hower chairs, commode, hoist, slings etc) and 

su pplies, attendant care and ext ra transpo rt costs due to 

inaccessible public transpon. The higher the person's support 

needs, the more complicated and costly the travel 

arrangements become. Furthermore, many destinations simply 

do not ha ve any budget accommodat ion o ptions fo r 

disabled travell ers. 

INFORMATION: People with disabilities need ro do 

substantiall y more travel planning than do the non-disabled . 

The ir use of tra vel agents has generally proven unsatisfnctory. 

T he Internet ]s a great medium for information, however, 

research has revealed that on ly eight national touri sm 

organisation Web si tes offered any accessibility features when 

words li ke 'disability', 'd isabled' and ' handicap.:\.. were entered 

into the Google search engine. 

Research has found that disability organisations provide 

the most important information outside of fami ly and friends. 

Moreover, travellers with disabilities use rhe mass media very 

sparingly. 

TRANSPORT: Transport is a malor facil itator of 

soc iali sation and leisure experiences. In many developed nations 

wi th anti-discrimination legislarion, the accessibility of public 

transport to the disabled is a major political issue and has 

resulted in design and techno logy so lutions to barrier-free publ ic 

transport, combining curbs ide, platform and vehicular features. 
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However, both developed and developing counrries in Pacific provides travellers wi th disabilities easy mob il ity between their 

As ia have lagged behind. 

Disabled people will avo id a desti nat ion if they believe 

transport problems to be insurmoun ta ble or unreasonably 

difficult. The lack o f ba rrier-free publ ic t r:m sport and barr ier-free 

ro urs adversely affects the inclusiveness of a destination for 

people with di sab ilities. 

LEGISLATION: The lack of anri -di sc rimination legislation 

indi rectl y affects transport options and the regula tion o f the bu il t 

environment, wh ich a rc centra l components ro the ba rri er-free 

natu re of a desti nation. Legislation would encourage builders 

and rra nsport operato rs and other stakeholders in a destina tion 

to incorporate features that would ca ter to the physical and 

sensory requ irements of t rave llers with di sa bilities . Many 

countries in Pacifi c Asia do not have national bui lding codes or 

standards for access . Current Austra lian and New Zealand 

building codes and standards offer a fram ework for improving 

access ro the built enviro nment. 

Secondl y, disabi lity disc rimination legislation encourages an 

attitudi na l environment, where the behav io ur of se rvice 

providers is sensit ive to the needs of travellers with disabi li ti es. 

Disa bi li ty se rvices should be part of ma instream service 

provision, not an added ex tra. 

ACCOMMO DATION: Most tou rism opetato rs do not 

understand what access ible or ba rri er- free accommodation 

enra ils. As such, they arc unab le to provide accura te information 

about the fea tures in their own rooms. In many cases, 

accommodation operators (knowingly or not) misrepresent their 

rooms in promotions, so the traveller upon arrival finds them 

completely inappropri ate . \"(fhen this occurs in one's own country 

it is se rious, but when it occurs overseas it can be devastating. 

Barriers to accommodation occll r in relation to its externa l 

environment (its loca tion, prox imi ty to services, publ ic tra nsport, 

parking etc) through to the reception, facil ities, services and the 

rooms themselves. The accommodation needs of people wi th 

disabi lities are dependent on the individual, their disabi lity and 

their necessa ry level o f ca re. The most important access and 

in fo rmation requirements for trave llers wi th di sabi lities involve 

the dimensions and organisation of space. 

The BFT Destination 

The tourism experience involves multiple interactions. Public 

transport, the buil t environment, the streetsca pe, 

accommodation, attractions, tours, day trips and the attitudes of 

customer service sca ff, a ll play important roles in the tourism 

experiences of people with disabilities . A BFT dest ination 

accommodation and the res tau rants, shops. clubs, attractions 

::l.Ild other places of interest of rhe desti nation. 

People with disab ili ties have the same motivations to travel 

as the rest of [he community. However, they ha ve to face a ra nge 

o f constra ints and ba rriers that impede their travel. Two 

components centra l to the ba rrier-free nature of a destination are 

the country or reg ion's di sability di scrimination legisla tion and 

the regulation of the buil t environment. 

With or wi thout appro priate legisla t io n, dest inati on 

marketers and those responsible fo r planning destinations 

have an opportuni ty to be proactive in removing the barriers 

faced by travellers with di sabilities. They can identify elements 

of good practice and adapt those to thei r needs. They can 

ass ist to ur operators in developing the BFT indust ry by 

providing a br idge between exist ing a ttractio ns and an 

evolving transporr infrastructure. Nations in a particular 

geogra phic region could consider a collecti ve ap proach in 

developing BI-I in thei r region. 

People with disabi lities a re trave llers and customers -

people - with spec ific needs rhat have not yet been mer, in 

neither a human sense nor a marketing sense. Dest inations first 

to recognise and service these cuStomers will gnin competitive 

advantage. 
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