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Slide one
Last year I was awarded a Churchill Fellowship which allowed me to travel for eight weeks meeting with organisations and people around the world who are experts in the field of accessible tourism.
I would encourage anyone who believes they have a project they want to see come to fruition that is needed in Australia to investigate the possibility of a Churchill Fellowship for themselves. www.churchilltrust.com.au - it has been a very worthwhile experience for me.
Slide two – Aim of the fellowship

The aim of my fellowship was to look into what could be the best method of collecting, collating and disseminating information on accessible travel choices. I didn’t find the easy answer I was looking for, but I learnt a lot,  including that most places are still struggling with the same problems and they haven’t found the easy answer either. I did meet some wonderful people and now have this international network of experts I can call on when I need.
Slide 3 - Highlights

Throughout the Fellowship I met experts in the field who were able to answer some of my questions. What they really showed me was to just get on and do it…..
Of particular note are the people at Keroul in Montreal. There are a team of people there who specialise in accessible tourism, they have the ear of government on accessible tourism and 30 years experience collecting, collating and disseminating information about accessible tourism for people with a physical disability. While my goal is to develop a repository that covers all disabilities, the lessons I learnt from Keroul will be put to good use. 
If you are interested they have a wonderful product called the Accessible Road which is like a niche tourist path of fully accessible tourism product. A person only has to pick up the map and will be able to journey along the path knowing that the services and products featured are fully accessible. 

In Europe I met with representatives from ENAT (the European Network of Accessible Travel) a number of times. Discussing and reviewing some of the latest projects happening across Europe. Europe has a different set of problems to Australia – in some ways they are much further ahead in the provision of information but naturally have many other problems to overcome to be able to provide accessible tourism. There is a lot of activity occurring in Eastern Europe currently within the accessible tourism field as they strive to develop products for a growing number of tourists to their regions.
People kept suggesting accessible locations and attractions to visit, but my main focus was in information provision and not the tourism products themselves.

Slide 4 –Information Collection

So what did I learn and what am I going to put into practise? This slide identifies the importance of a system for auditing. IDEAS has been collecting information on accessible travel for many years and has been well aware of the shortcomings of collecting information based on self assessment. But how can we afford to physically assess all the tourism products and services around Australia without large amounts of funding? This has been our dilemma for a number of years. This was of particular interest for me overseas to see how the various information databases available had their information collected. In some ways I didn’t learn anything new. I found that wherever there were $$$ attached to auditing the products, there was a collection of information available for people to access. Whether that information was in alternative formats and accessible to a wide range of people was a different issue. But point 1 was that we needed to have some $$$ to support the collection of the information as we need to do it on site with trained assessors.

The second point was what information to collect and whether it should be based on Australian standards or not. This point always raises different opinions. As we know people with disability are not a homogenous group – people always have a difference of opinion on this point. What I did find overseas was two streams of thought. similar to that here. The first one is that it needs to be based on national standards (and while I was overseas there was a call from a few of the key players that it should not only be national but an international set of auditing standards for tourism products) and these should conform to standards such as our accessibility standards or the second being  – to forget the standards -  we just want the information so we can make our own decision! I am sure this difference in opinion is nothing new to the audience here today.

Our answer to that will possibly be somewhere in between. I value the notion of descriptive information (in a variety of formats) but in order to include or exclude a product or service there will need to be some criteria. This criteria could well be based on a set of standards. Whether these are our 1428 series of standards or an additional set of criteria to be determined, is a question which remains to be solved. Maybe there is room for both as we build the auditing system.

Slide 5 – Information Collation

The collection of information is only one aspect of the journey to information provision. Once the information is collected it needs to be sorted and collated. These days, this is obviously going to be done in some sort of electronic storage system. We have been very lucky to have pro bono support from our Community Business Partner Data Diction P/L who develop and provide database technology to the community and local government sector. 
While away I met with a number of organisations and found a myriad of different systems being utilised. Most have been developed locally with little knowledge and interconnection between them. There is a developer in Israel who has developed a system that can work across 2-3 international sets of standards. But otherwise there is very little conformity. Why was I surprised? We have a number of systems in Australia within the sector that have NO conformity. I find this to be frustrating and I am sure I am not the only one. 
To have to search numerous different databases to get the information you want when you are travelling to a regional or national destination is frustrating. If we are going to use this electronic technology there is no reason why the information can’t be collected from many different sources and housed together quite easily. The UK has developed a model that seems to be working well. Tourism for All UK has worked hard to bring together different information collected by different organisations and is collating them into one national database. This is then included in the mainstream website disseminating tourism information. (But that’s another point)
So, the aim is to collect the information and store it in one national database, so that people can access the information from one place if they so desire.
Slide 6 – information Dissemination

Once we have collected the information and collated it we need to disseminate it. There is no point holding and maintaining all this information if people can not access it. Dissemination of course needs to occur in many ways and in many formats to ensure that the people who want to access the information collected can actually do that. I will say now that IDEAS has SOME work to do on this point. In order to ensure that information disseminated is relevant to your audience it has to be made available in formats that are suitable. Nothing new…we knew this ….Why then don’t we do it???? 
On this point I have to see I didn’t learn anything new while I was away on my journey. There were no databases or websites which stood out to me saying – this is the one being everything to all people. So we have a bit of work to do on this, but with the team we have working with us I believe we will achieve this. 
What I do know is that no information disseminator can provide information in one format only. A range of formats is required that includes the variety of ways people like to receive their information. Included in this I believe is access to a free telephone service where people can talk or text to a “live” person and get a response to their particular question, without it having to be moulded to a particular script or set of responses based on the question asked.

Slide 7 – Knowledge gained

The organisation I work for (IDEAS) has three guiding points for the provision of information. The information must be accurate, relevant and up to date. I believe the only way we are going to manage to meet those in the provision of accessible tourism information is to develop a national audit system that will integrate the information into the mainstream tourist information. We know this is a long term goal for a number of reasons, one being that we know  mainstream is not ready to provide this information in truly accessible formats or with a good understanding of the information needs of people with disability. Hopefully, by the time we collect and collate the information,  mainstream will have improved their dissemination techniques and we can look at providing the information the way it should be.

Slide 8 – Next Steps

So, obviously I have some work to do….sourcing funds, developing audit systems, databases and end user interfaces as well as education the mainstream tourism sector. 
That should keep my team and I out of trouble for many years to come…..

Slide 9
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Slide 10 – Follow up contact details for IDEAS
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