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Accessibility and the Experience of the Olympic and Paralympic Games, ATHENS 2004
Katerina Papamichail

1. Introduction

My presentation is about accessibility in Athens and Greece – before, during and after the Olympic and Paralympic Games, which – as you know - took place in August and September 2004. 

Apart from describing the accessibility issues, I hope that you I will give you a feeling of the excitement and the big celebration we had in Athens. 

The 2004 Games were a turning-point for Greece - and not least in the area of accessibility. In fact, we can thank the Games for making many people aware of the need for accessibility and creating the much more accessible environment we have today.  

These achievements are part of the “Olympic heritage”, which allows more visitors to enjoy their stay in Greece and gives the residents a better quality of life. I cannot say that everything was done – or that it was always done in the best way; but I can assure you that there has been a big step forward and a lot of good practice examples, resulting in better accessibility for all.  Come to Greece and you will find that the Olympic torch has passed over, like a magic wand, leaving a twinkling trail of accessibility improvements.  

2. Greece 

Greece is a very beautiful country and has been attracting many hundreds of thousands of tourists since the early years of “mass tourism” in Europe during the 1960s. 

Many small islands and other communities have adapted their economies to this reality, the populations have changed, and Greek society has learned to live with – and from tourism to a very high degree. The consumer – and the tourist – has been brought into centre stage.  

Yet, all this time, the lack of accessibility was not really seen as a “big issue” by the businesses or the authorities, neither with respect to the tourists nor even for residents. People with mobility problems, and many groups of tourists – elderly and disabled people, especially, have been excluded or have faced many difficulties.

It is true that the typically wild and mountainous Greek landscape and the traditional design of villages - with narrow streets full of steps, or buildings on several levels – have often worked against the adoption of accessible solutions. 

In cities the natural conditions are less severe but at the same time, the demands for an accessible environment are greater. Although the need has been present, until recently, even the capital city, Athens, a city of 5 million people, which is also the point of arrival for many tourists, has not been friendly or accessible for disabled and elderly people or children.

Archaeological sites, including the highest symbol of Greek civilisation, The Acropolis, have been out of reach for many, many visitors.
3. Recent History: Taking the first steps towards accessibility

As in many European countries, the initiative to remove architectural barriers in buildings and streets started with the awareness that all citizens – including disabled people have the right to live and participate in society on equal terms. 

During the 1990s, the “Office of People with Special Needs”, was formed within the Ministry of Environment, Planning and Public Works, led by a disabled architect, Ms. Argyro Levendi, and supported by a small team of volunteer architects and other specialists from the public sector. This office produced the first Accessibility Guidelines, which were published in 1998 and distributed widely to municipalities and all public authorities. Seminars were also held around Greece for technicians, and the office exchanged many experiences with accessibility experts from the rest of Europe.

Since there was poor legislation to back up the guidelines, and no real incentives, the immediate progress was not very encouraging.

With the later, extended legislation some good examples, like the access provisions in banks and post offices, the ‘Megaron of Music’ concert hall, and some other public buildings, were produced. But still, there was a long way to go to achieve accessibility for all.   

Here you see the private museum of jewelry by Ilias Lalaounis with an innovative platform lift. 

Implementation of the accessibility measures was often perceived as “another burden” in the planning process. Also, the awareness of citizens was very poor: a typical example being the widespread habit of parking cars on pavements and even at dropped kerbs.  

There is no doubt in my mind that the Olympics have “kick-started” a significant revolution in terms of making Greek cities more accessible. And the most important thing: people have become more aware of what accessibility means, and in what ways it benefits everyone. With the improvements to the environment, the general population and business people enjoyed being hospitable and catering to “new” groups of visitors and customers who appeared on the scene.  

For example, at the Baliousis taverna, near the Olympic village, some modifications were made (temporary ramp, paved pathway, and accessible toilet were added), as requested by the French Paralympic team.

And in Plaka, the old area of Athens where many tourists come, the shopkeepers made their own ramps to get the customers inside.

4. Planning for the Games

Being a small country, Greece had a huge job to do, to prepare for the 2004 Games. 

We had to renovate, modernise or build sports venues, public transport systems, roads, railways and ports. We needed housing for 22,000 athletes and officials, accommodation for thousands of people from the media, hotels for spectators, and improvements in all the traditional tourist services such as the museums and archaeological sites, restaurants, shops and tavernas. And all these had to be accessible by the deadline, which was finally met – with success! 

The words about access had to be turned into actual changes on the ground. 

Fortunately, for the first time in Olympic history, the planning for the Olympic and Paralympic Games in Athens was placed under a single organisation.  This has undoubtedly allowed accessibility issues to be put on the agenda and implemented as an integrated part of the planning and design work.  

The requirements for the Paralympics sharpened the awareness that the city and sports venues would be used by disabled athletes, disabled officials and disabled or elderly spectators – for both events. 

Accessibility had to be considered from the very earliest stages of design, so as to make the best solution possible, and to save both time and money. Accessibility could not be simply “added on at the end”, as most decision-makers and planners thought. 

5. What were the hurdles?

· To spread the relevant information about the need for accessibility to the decision-makers, and the methods to the contractors and technicians

· There was not awareness or anyhow, the same level of awareness among our colleagues: planners, managers and workers at all levels

· Because the Olympic Games was felt to be the bigger and more demanding event, it was difficult to convince people to think of accessibility FIRST – and realise that accessibility issues could not wait until the 2-week transition period between the two events. 

· There was also a lack of understanding that accessibility was not only needed for the Paralympics!

· And finally, the implementation had to be watched very closely during the whole process. We did not have the luxury to make mistakes, and when they did occur they had to be corrected immediately.

For handling these issues, within the ATHENS 2004 Organising Committee, we were just 2 engineers (who had been part of the first Ministerial team working on accessibility). Our jobs included: establishing accessibility requirements, making the accessibility “overlays”, following the progress of the work, and checking the implementation of accessibility in every installation – both in the venues, and the city environment. 

Our tools were:

· the national legislation,

· the national and international guidelines, 

· best practices, 

· the accessibility committee of ATHENS 2004, 

· our own long experience, 

· and the knowledge and cooperation of the technical officials and managers associated with the sports, and the Team Work. 

Added to this we had the contribution of disability NGOs and the great support of the General Secretariat of the Olympic Games, which prepared a general action plan on accessibility in cooperation with the ATHENS 2004 Paralympic Division. This plan included cooperation with all the Olympic municipalities, which each had an “Olympic route” where special improvements had to be made. The result of this was that visitors had smooth and easy access between the main parts of the Olympic municipalities, the sports venues and local tourist attractions. 

6. The Olympic Heritage: a more friendly and accessible country for all tourists and residents

Greece received many complements for the good organisation of the Games and the quality of the facilities, in which accessibility was a key element. 

I would like to highlight, with some pictures, the more important and successful aspects, especially those that tourists will appreciate, now and in the future.   

The New Airport

- Here you can see something of the overall accessibility, tactile routes, and special assistance counter.  

Public Transport

· The suburban railway. 

· The Athens Metro and Rail network, is an example of good practice in accessibility in Europe, and also it succeeds aesthetically. 

· All the railway stations have been fully-renovated. They have lifts on both platforms and connecting bridges or underpasses.

· There is also at least one security guard on duty on each station and cleaning staff throughout the whole day.

· The tram system is accessible, even for independent wheelchair-users.

· Public low-floor buses have ramps for wheelchair users and bus drivers are trained to operate them.

Taken together, the improvements to the public transport have changed the lives of Athens residents, visitors and tourists, taking into account the needs of disabled passengers.

Public Buildings and Services, for example, Post offices and banks have been adapted, with general improved access and also lower counters.

The National Museum has a ramp entrance at the side.

Archaeological Sites and Pedestrian Areas

· The pedestrian area joining the archaeological sites of central Athens, has 5 kilometres of paved streets and paths, is provided with tactile routes for blind persons and full wheelchair accessibility

· And the most challenging project: Lift access to the Acropolis has been achieved for wheelchair users and people with walking difficulties.

City environment 

· This new, beautiful foot-bridge designed by Santiago Calatrava crosses one of the main roads into Athens. It has a lift at each end – connecting to the Metro station below ground on the south side. 

- Dropped kerbs and tactile routes can be found everywhere in central Athens 

Beaches

· Thanks to an initiative by Mr. Polis (who is now a member of the OSSATE Team) a solution has been found even for wheelchair users to have access to beaches and to the sea. 

Accessible shops and private businesses: The ‘ERMIS - accessible choice’ programme.

The programme “ERMIS-accessible choice” was an initiative of the ATHENS 2004 Organising Committee for the Olympic Games and the Athens and Thessaloniki Chambers of Commerce and Industry and the Chambers of Magnesia (Volos), Irakleio (Crete) and Achaia (Patras). The programme was sponsored by VISA International, Worldwide Partner of the Olympic and Paralympic Games. The Guide of the programme “ERMIS-accessible choice” aimed to inform all visitors of the Olympic and Paralympic Games as well as the Greek and foreign public about the businesses that applied to the programme and were declared disability-friendly, according to specific criteria.

Sports Venues 

· The ATHENS 2004 Olympic complex, (also designed by Calatrava) was the highlight of the improvements to the city.

The Velodrome 

The arcade

The athletics track

Basketball

Swimming pool

The map of the Olympic Tennis Centre, in the Spectators’ Guide, shows the accessible entrances and facilities.

· We designed temporary, portable accessible toilets for all the venues. 

Hotels 

· Many were renovated, and new accommodation was built following the legally required access standards.

And finally, the biggest venue: the Olympic and Paralympic Village, which was a small city and a big “hotel” that housed, fed, entertained, trained, and looked after 16,000 Olympic athletes and officials, followed by 6,300 Paralympic athletes and officials – 24 hours a day. 

· The main dining was in a huge tent with space for 5,000 diners.

· Housing: here we see the Great Britain team accommodation, and their executive limousine and the phone box (just like home). 

· Accessible accommodation included a standard solution for the bathrooms.

· Due to the requirement for high basements for team offices we were obliged to provide main entrance access via ramps. It was noticeable that everybody used the ramps!

· The athletes’ village will be opened as social housing for about 10,000 people, after the kitchens have been added and re-decoration has been completed.

· Gym, a sports centre for track and field, shops in the international zone, 

· Swimming pool, the sauna was made accessible for wheelchair users.

· Some people got medals (!) and we all have golden memories of the village!

7. Conclusions

With the right incentive, legislation in place and the right information and expertise, the real key to making an accessible environment is the DECISION to do it. 

The decision to host the Paralympic Games was the trigger which was needed to make Greece follow the path of accessibility. 

Building on the previous experience and achievements, and knowing that we had to rise to the occasion, we reached most of our goals. So now we can say, with confidence, that all groups of tourists and visitors will enjoy friendlier and more accessible surroundings in Greece.

We know that more needs to be done, of course, and Greece has to continue, even without the “magic wand". Now, I really believe and I do hope that Greek businesses and public authorities have the awareness and the positive attitude to continue on this path, in initiatives such as OSSATE. 

Finally, here are just two recent examples that show businesses in Greece are looking towards the development of a new tourist market in Greece.

- The Sirens holiday apartments near Loutraki

- Disabled Sailing Holidays.
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