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n Pebruary of 2015, & picture
vam viral on soctal media. It
showad a yroup of white peo
ple being carried by Ugandans on
stretehers in Bwindi Impenetrable
Forest. The young men were all
weanng unitorms, which painted
the picture that they worked for o
rovernment body. It looked like, in
desperation, the government was
willing to do anything just to make
tourism dollars.
Steven Asiimwe,
ocutive officer of U a Tourism
Board says, “This is & premium ser
Vice tor tourists who wish to enjoy
nature without doing the hard work
involved. Tasks such as climbing
t. Rwenzori or tracking gorillas in
Bwindi and Mgahinga are not easy
for everybody to do by themselves.
S0 we employ porters to help carry
thern ™
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Tt turns ovf a group of tourists who
could afford it, wished to track go
rillas without expending any energy.
But social media was having none of

t, and soon the narrative became
about how well-meaning uneducated
workmen were robbed of their dig-
nity without even knowing it. The
nation was flabbergasted: at least on
social media.

In August 2016, one year and a half
after the viral picture, the same scen

A

= . i

phayed out again, but this time it was
brilliant, ethical and noble.

drives invention

A group of 10 German tourists were
aided to track gorillas in Bwindi on
stretchers carried by Ugandan men,
only this time; all the tourists in-
volved were people living with dis-
abilities and had no other way of
tracking gorillas, since it can only be
done on foot.

Hassan Pirani, owner of Safa-
niuganda Limited, a Muyenga-hased
tour company, is the man who cre-
ated the.special service for tourists
with disabilities.

“In March 2016, I was at the Inter-
national Tourism Bazaar in Germany
when I met officials from one of the

many companies that specialise in
tours for the handicapped. They had
agroup of handicapped tourists that
wanted to track gorillas in Uganda.
They wanted to know if the neces-
sary facilities were in place, :md_ if
not, they wanted me to come up with
something. They were desperate,”
says Pirani.

1t was clear from the word go that
the only apparatus for the job would
be a stretcher carried by locals. So
long as it was narrow enough for the
footpaths in the impenetrable forest
and light enough to be carried easily

by menyall wouldbe well. « - -~

After four months of working with
an engineer, the final prototype was
created and it weighed animpressive
six kilogrammes. It was as narrow as
90em.

The day those German tourists
climbed onto those stretchers to
track gorillas in August last year was
the first step in making Uganda’s
tourism sector friendly for people
living with disabilities (PWDs).

The drive to get equij

*Uganda islosing millions of dollars
in tourism income because of being
unfriendly to people living with dis-
abilities. In much of the West, dis-
abled people have lots of privileges
and more often than not, they have
more money to spend than other
people.”

Asiimwe is aware of this fact. “In
many Western countries, people
living with disabilities are not only
strongly encouraged to travel but the
state actually sponsors them to take
trips regularly. Clearly, they appreci-
atethe fact that PWDs are more often

than not left at home when the rest
of the family go to have funin places
such as beaches or exotic places
around the world.”

‘When asked what Uganda has done
to attract these tourists, Asiimwe
highlights that all the five star ho-

tels have special rooms designed for
PWDs. He added that during inspec-
tions of tourist lodges and hotels, fa-
cilities that are unfriendly to PWDs
are rated very poorly.

“We encourage all hotels and
lodges to be mindful of people with
disabilities. We ask that accommoda-
tion providers offer well trained, well
exposed staff to be on call fulltime
for these special tourists, and that
rooms must be easy for wheelchair
access.”

But this is not enough, according
to Pirani. “However helpful the staff
maybe, they could never replace what
special facilities for PWDs could do,
especially when it comes to personal
space and convenience. It is not con-
venient until convenience rooms are
convenient enough,” he says.

What the tourists need
A good number of people with dis-
abilities need a special toilet that is
much lower than regular ones. They
need special bathrooms with strong
handles in strategic positions to
make it easy for one to pull oneself
around. Short of these, you would
have to manually lend ahelping hand
and thatisnot convenient.
Sadly, most Ugandan hotels and
_Jodges cannot hoast of haying such
facilities, according to the executive

director of Uganda Hotel Association,
Jean Byamugisha,

“At the moment, I can say only five
star hotels in Kampala have the spe-
cially designed rooms for tourists
with disabilities,” she says, adding
that not every PWDs needs a spe-
cially designed room to be comfort-
able. “The tourism sector is definitely
friendly to PWDs because wel ensufe

air, rooms on the ground floor if
:)I:::: is no elevator, assigning well
trained staff to support themin any-
way and so on,” she says.
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sA specially designed room for peo-

plewith disabilities has the following.

features: Level flatdrive, vﬁ;lee: :Su:;
hair-accessible toilef

e Mo ith rals for hold:

hat our
PWDs, by doing everything possible
to make their stay as comfortable as
possible; that is, giving them rooms
that are easily accessible by wheel-

PWD FACILITIES
NOT CONMMON

an d
i , fold-down shower chair,
iﬂﬁﬁzﬁ"mmm and ground floor
h;::e(clie:ia Kawarach, an official at
Marasa Africa says, “Generally, we do
not get many disabled guests com-
ing on safari. The reason for the low
numbers, I think, is that we have not
sold the country as being friendly to

«Truth be told, the tourism sector
in Uganda is not friendly to disabled
people. Tomakeit: friendly, we would
have to look at all aspects of the sa-
fari, right from transportation to the

for peopl 4
are: Parzaand Mweyasafari
Lodge Bwindi. The four luxury
lodges only have sevenrooms

to even the activi-
ies themselves.” 1
u;lsotv}/.even Emma Mugizi, the public
relations officer, Ministry of Tourism,
wildlife and Antiquities, argues that
the ministryincorporates gender and
labour laws in its laws and policies
and that access for PWDs is one of

the important features they lobk out +
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BYAMUGISHA EXECUTIVE

\ OF UGANDA HOTE(
DRECTE ASSOCIATION
QUHERS A5

£S IN SHILLINGS THAT
“EACH TOURIST WITH
»p’lsAB"JTlEs PAID FOR THE
ETCHER SERVICE ON

3 when grading and c]nssi[ying ho-
fOr ¥ e rhrough inspection exercises,
qlso encourage ho::pimlity estab-
1‘s“m‘,“uwilhuut facilities for PWDs
put them in place,” she says. She
not able to give quantifiable in-
tion about the establishments
s atoffer these §ervices.

" Many companies around the world

specialise in tours for handi
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eople with disabilities

Required items ina hotel;

Designated handicap parking
\wl.h‘n priority location in the
parking lot.

Step-free access (level or
ramped) and/or lift access to

g P]e because it isa lycmlive busi-
X Hess. Just to paint a picture; on top
 of the 60O dollars that each tourist
 paid for the gorilla-tracking permit,

one paid 450 dollars extra for

0 dollars were paid to the

that provided the stretcher

. These young men were not
oyed by Uganda Wildlife Au-
ty or UTB. They were just mem-
of the surrounding community
o were for the first time benefit-
from the tourism economy that
therwise always exclusively en-
d by the government and lodge

b countries, mostly in Africa,

gem not to realise the potential in

ing friendly to PWDs. Any playerin

tourism sector that desires to go

he next level must furnish tour-

s with disabilities with the conve-
enceand comfort they deserve,

Roo

Automated door opening.

Ground level/lobby level ac-

cessible washroom.

Elevator to above ground ac-

cessible accommodation,

Level or ramped access to

public areas.

ms:

‘Wider entry and bathroom

doorways - external 80 cm,

internal 75 cm..

Mid-heéight light switches and

power outlets.

Lever type door handles.

Manoeuvring space on each

side of the bed - 90 em

Roll-in shower.

Wheeled shower chair and/or

wall-mounted shower seat.

Grab bars in bathroom.

Raised toilet.

Lower hanging closet space.
SWWW. ScOns

gorilta tracking trip.
Left: Ahotel

If T had to he
somewheore in
Tganda right
now, it wonld
definitely ho...
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KIDEPO VALLEY NATIONAL PARIK:
Gazetted a5 a national park in 1962,

park It has an abundance of mammals
and bird spacies which will keed your eyes
(idego ranks among Africa’s f
Camping at the par g
you complata ralaation and peace of mind.
MARIA BABIRYE, ENTREPRENEUR

MT RWENZORI PEAK: | would be 2t th
peak of Mount Rwenzori. It is the highest.
point of Uganda, snowcapped and with
beautiful scenery. | love challenges and
there is the climbing expedition that tal
between five to seven days, so l would |
0 meet that challenge.

DENNIS KIKOMEKO, LAWYER

MABAMBA SWAMP: ltisone o
best and most convenient places '
the elusive Shoebill Stork. After a
minutes in 3 small cance. the pag
reeds open up into flat grassy we
whera Shoebill storks can be see
reqularly. There are 2150 other £=

such as the Purple swamp her

| Heron, Black Crake, Papyrus G

| Common Sand piper, among ¢
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