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The purpose of Universal Design is to increase people’s opportunities to participate in society

through the design of products, services, methods of communication, buildings and built-up

spaces that are accessible to as many as possible. Many will suffer from some form of

disability at some time in life, either temporarily or long-term. Disability is best viewed as yet

another aspect of the diversity of humankind. By applying the principles of Universal Design

to shared spaces and media, it is possible to create general solutions that cater to many,

while avoiding the need to implement special solutions for various groups. The terminology

of Universal Design is not limited to building or architecture, but is equally important in

sectors such as education, information, design, et cetera (Rogaland County Authority 2014).

The purpose of Universal Design is to increase people’s
opportunities to participate in society through the design of
products, services, methods of communication, buildings and
built-up spaces that are accessible to as many as possible.
Many will suffer from some form of disability at some time in
life, either temporarily or long-term. Disability is best viewed as
yet another aspect of the diversity of humankind. By applying
the principles of Universal Design to shared spaces and media,
it is possible to create general solutions that cater to many,
while avoiding the need to implement special solutions for
various groups. The terminology of Universal Design is not
limited to building or architecture, but is equally important in
sectors such as education, information, design, et cetera
(Rogaland County Authority 2014).

“Universal Design is the design of products and surroundings
in a manner that ensures they can be used by everyone, to the
extent possible, without the need for adaptation or special
design.” (The Norwegian Ministry of the Climate and
Environment 2007, 6)

The mainstays of Universal Design are human dignity, respect
for the individual and protection against discrimination. The
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities, established in 2006, aims to prevent discrimination

of people with disabilities and has played an important role in highlighting equality,
participation and self-determination. The Convention has proven to be a powerful tool to
ensure respect for the civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights of people with
disabilities.

The
implementation of
Universal Design in the
heritage sector
requires willingness to
find good compromises
that make the project
feasible. Ideally, the
consultant should have
experience from,
insight into and respect
for both Universal
Design and cultural
heritage protection, in
addition to formal
training as an architect
or construction
engineer, ensuring
cross-disciplinary
expertise, to ensure
sustainable solutions
and compromises.



Demographic forecasts show that the age group 67+ will have increased by 80% by 2030.
(Rogaland County Authority 2014, 11 b) This is a strong reminder of the importance of
prioritising ongoing awareness and potential solutions to accessibility within everyday life.
Each and every one of us wishes to stay in control of our own lives, participating actively
within our societies. In order to achieve this, we must develop an inclusive society together,
applying a long-term perspective. This responsibility rests equally with the public and private
sectors.

The recently revised County Plan for Universal Design (Rogaland County Authority, 2014) was
first prepared in 2007 with the aim of raising universal design higher on the agenda. One of
the main objectives of the work to raise quality of life in the region has been “Equal living
conditions for all, in all stages of life”. (Rogaland County Authority 2007, 8). The revised plan is
an update of the original, with some minor changes, as well as one added focus area:

1. Knowledge and expertise

2. Building and construction

3. Outdoor areas, outdoor recreation and cultural heritage sites

4. Information and communication technology

5. Transport

6. Innovation in business, industry and tourism

The main objective of the County Plan for Universal Design is stated as follows:

“Universal design will form the basis for all public planning and design of public and private
services, products and surroundings, and will result in one design for all users.” (Rogaland
County Authority 2014, 5)

Rogaland County Authority was awarded the 2007 Budstikka Award by the Ministry of
Children, Equality and Social Inclusion for “the comprehensive manner in which the County
Plan for Universal Design highlighted key contributing areas for making the county accessible
to all." (Rogaland County Authority 2014, 2 c)

Rogaland County Authority is well underway in this mission, but achieving the objectives set
out in the plan requires a substantial and sustained effort. The design applications have, to a
large extent, followed up the County Plan for Universal Design, taking its cue from the plan’s
six focus areas and the pilot county project. Efforts are being made to develop expertise and
thereby contribute knowledge and understanding of what Universal Design means for the
individual, for the municipalities and other stakeholders. The Authority is also implementing
measures to improve people’s access to their physical surroundings. The County Plan sets the
course for municipal and state planning and serves to define the county authority’s
commitment in its work. The principle of sector responsibility forms the basis for the follow-



up of the plan, meaning that each individual public body is responsible for universal design
within its field of expertise. This emphasises the importance of inter-agency collaboration in
the field of Universal Design. 

Universal Design projects in Rogaland within a national context

The County Plan for Universal Design was passed unanimously by the County Assembly in
March 2007, followed by the approval of the Ministry of the Climate and Environment in
autumn the same year. The County Assembly also adopted a motion to present an
application for Rogaland to be given status as a pioneer county for the implementation of
Universal Design. This motion formed the basis for Rogaland County Authority’s application to
become a pilot scheme, upon the invitation of the Ministry of Climate and Environment in
January 2009.

Rogaland County Authority was selected to become one of eight pilot counties in Norway in
May 2009, in accordance with Measure K1 of the Government’s 2009-2013 Action Plan for
Universal Design. This action plan would form the basis for the development of universal
design as a strategy in all municipal and county planning and administrative management.
The measure covered resource municipalities, pilot counties and new pilot municipalities.

From 2009 to 2013, 11 of the county’s 26 municipalities participated as pilots for all or parts of
the period (The Ministry of Climate and Environment 2013), and Rogaland was the county
with the highest participation rate in this national project. The Ministry of Climate and
Environment has gathered outstanding examples from the K1 Project in a report, and 5 of the
37 selected examples are from Rogaland:

Special snow-removal procedure ensuring good accessibility in Bryne

The cultural heritage Stone Age site in Randaberg (Vistehola Cave) has been made more
accessible

Universal Design applied to a church in the Jæren area (Frøyland and Orstad Church)

Training courses aimed at builders and craftspersons.

A sensory garden created between stone fences in Jæren (Kleppheimen in Klepp)

Each example ties in with an area of expertise and says something about the processes that
went into the final result, and which methods the municipalities and county believe have
been successful. Many of the examples reach across multiple sectors and can be categorised
under several technical areas of expertise.

The county initiative ‘City of Culture for All’ was inspired by Stavangerand Sandnes, which
were awarded joint status as the 2008 European Capital of Culture. The project’s objective
was to study the venues of the Capital of Culture events and to what extent they were
accessible to all, based on universal design principles. The results were published on



www.tilgjengelighet.no, (tilgjengelighet means accessibility in Norwegian). The user
organisations welcomed this initiative and reported that the need for such a website was
substantial. This website is a useful information channel for the general public about
accessibility to various locations in the county. It also serves as a marketing channel through
which the county authority can issue information about ongoing Universal Design measures
(Rogaland County Authority 2014).

In addition to cultural venues, the website also covers tourism (hotels, restaurants,
attractions, cultural heritage sites and outdoor recreation areas), public buildings, secondary
schools, sports venues and different types of outdoor areas. The website is currently only
available in Norwegian, but work is underway to establish an English version.

Increasing accessibility of Cultural Heritage Sites

Increased accessibility to the Stone Age site of Vistehola Cave is one of the specific outcomes
of the joint efforts made possible by the pilot scheme funding from the Ministry of Climate
and Environment and the County. The county contributed 70% of the funding and the
remainder was provided by Rogaland County Council (Rogaland County Authority 2013). The
primary objective for Universal Design is ensuring an equal degree of access for all, which
applies to outdoor areas and cultural heritage sites.However, the application of Universal
Design to such heritage sites will always entail compromises.

The Ministry of Climate and the Environment (2010) took the initiative to develop processes
for achieving good compromises between Universal Design and protection of cultural and
heritage features. The Cultural Heritage Act is a særlov, or special act, meaning that the
protection of the heritage sites is at least as important as the concern for socially inclusive
design. If the site cannot be modified for accessibility while still preserving the integrity of its
cultural value, facilitation may have to be abandoned. However, protection of such places
must strive to implement Universal Design, based on respect for the cultural value of such
sites. The key words must be dialogue, mutual respect and compromise. Rogaland County
Authority chose to commence the accessibility program with Vistehola Cave, as there was
already an awareness that the site required considerable facilitation measures (Rogaland
County Authority 2013)

Vistehola Cave: the facilitation of an outdoor Cultural Heritage Site

Vistehola Cave is one of the most famous prehistoric sites in Rogaland, and perhaps all of
Norway. A series of important discoveries of ancient bone and antler artefacts have proved
the site is of major archaeological interest. Such artefacts are specific to the region, and of
considerable rarity as are the Mesolithic bone and shell middens present at the site (Rogaland
County Authority 2013, 5). Vistehola Cave has provided us with some of the most important
insights into the diet of the Mesolithic period. To crown it all, in the middle of the cave is the

http://www.tilgjengelighet.no/


funeral site of the so-called Viste Boy. He represents one of very few human remains ever
found from this early period of Norwegian prehistory. The area has not been completely
excavated yet, and there may be important archaeological discoveries still in the ground.

Another important aspect of Vistehola Cave is that, unlike many sites of the period, it offers
an understandable connection to the deep past. The cave was the dwelling of prehistoric
people, and it is easy to envision the connection between habitation and surrounding
landscape, as the beach is just 20–30 metres from the cave entrance. To maintain that special
narrative, it has been considered vital to avoid modifications which would rob the public of
the opportunity to view and reflect on life at Vistehola Cave during the Mesolithic and
Neolithic periods.

Confronting accessibility challenges at Vistehola Cave

The site itself required substantial measures to develop Universally Designed access such as a
firm, even and nonslip surface, able to withstand heavy rains, frost and frost heave, along
with a maximum ascent/descent gradient of 1:15. However, the site also requires protection,
with no digging permitted below the turf to avoid damage to stratigraphic layers. Any possible
solution devised had to be discreet, in order to avoid drawing attention away from the site.
The cave’s immediate landscape is spatially limited, and it would be easy to inadvertently
change it. There was also the requirement to develop a prototype cultural heritage sign.

The prime issue was simple yet problematic—how could such a surface be created without
digging? One proposal in the early stages was to use large slabs of local stone placed at the
level of the current grass-covered ground. This solution was well-adapted to the area,
addressing the relationship to the cultural heritage site itself. However, it took just one field
trip with the representatives from the disability organizations to demonstrate that this was
unworkable. Similar solutions elsewhere had proved unsatisfactory, with users describing it
as feeling like driving on a washboard. In addition, this problem would be exacerbated by
frost heave. This early dialogue with the representative groups saved a lot of work on a
potentially poor solution.

A traditional gravel path would have been an eyesore and ruined the ‘Stone Age Experience’
for visitors. Such gravel paths are initially suitable for wheelchairs, but deteriorate as the
grass grows inwards from the sides. This left us with so-called reinforced grass. This is
traditionally made from concrete tiles with holes in them, through which the grass grows.
However, this solution required digging 50 cm down to create a self-draining and frost-
protected layer. This was not an option at Vistehola, and we were not immediately able to find
any solutions to the challenge we faced.

The solution for Vistehola Cave was previously untested and came into being as the result of
cooperation with an innovative cross-disciplinary consultant. This consultant brought



experience from major construction projects to the table, combined with knowledge and
work experience from other heritage protection projects. The solution entailed reinforcing
the grass by using aluminium grating, similar to the grating used offshore in fish farming and
oil production.

This grating is certified non-skid; the sections can be welded together, making it far less
susceptible to frost heave than small concrete tiles, thus preserving an even surface. No
drainage is required, and therefore no digging, unlike the other mentioned solutions. The
grating could be placed level with the current ground at the cave entrance, only requiring
removal of 5–7 cm of turf, thus avoiding damage to older layers.

In order to achieve the desired gradient of descent for maximum accessibility, the path had to
be raised by up to 50 cm from the parking lot to the cave. This required considerable
landscaping to hide the build-up, in order to make it look like part of the landscape. It was
acknowledged that the path width could not meet desired Universal Design requirements if
wishing to avoid altering the main features of the landscape. Increasing the width of the path
from the 120 cm to 140 cm would have required landscaping an area two metres wider,
significantly altering the local landscape (Rogaland County Authority 2015).

The landscape gardeners in Randaberg Municipality vouched that they could maintain this
solution with lawnmowers without problems or significantly higher workloads. This
sustainable solution reinforces the importance of early engagement with the maintenance
crews, as their input on details throughout the process ensures trouble-free maintenance. In
the case of Vistahola, maintenance staff were crucial to completing the construction phase.
Without their contribution, the implemented measures could well have been financially
unfeasible.

Environmentally, the solution is fully reversible. Everything is covered with a fabric layer,
without intruding into the layers below, and this can be removed at any time if a decision is
made to remove it. The following pages show a number of photos from the cave before,
during and after the Universal Design access project was put in place (See Figure 1 to 15).

Accessibility through signage

The project also included the development of a Universally Designed prototype sign, which
included enhanced audio and tactile experiences, emphasising that the site was truly
accessible and inclusive for all disabilities. The principle was to employ a 'common' attraction
sign like the ones already in use (the top half can be seen in the photo below) as a template
on which the Universal Design component is ‘latched on’ to (the lowest tile on the picture
below). The Universal Design addition was given a tactile design, as well as an audio element
with an MP3 player which can be accessed with an individual’s own earphones.



By linking Universal Design principles to a conventional heritage sign, we achieved ease of use
for sign designers, ensuring it will be used at other sites. The general qualities of the original
sign are retained—this is no iconogram lacking visual qualities. The application of Universal
Design simply enriches the traditional sign by allowing more people to gain knowledge of the
site and take part in the experience. This sign also shows the cave entrance outline, the rock
face and the ground beneath. Combined with the explanation given by the audio experience,
this provides visitors with vision impairments with the opportunity to form an impression of
the cave, its surroundings and size. In addition, the tactile experience describes the path
network, enabling use of the path by people with vision impairments. Some development
work remains for the technical audio solution, such as preparing the MP3 player for outdoor
use in all weathers. This means that the sign is not fully compliant with the principles of
Universal Design yet, but it will be.

The tactile information chosen is combined with a physical, local audio source instead of a QR
code, which, despite their many advantages, are not very well-suited for people with vision
impairments, as was confirmed in dialog with the Norwegian Association of the Blind and
Partially Sighted.

Discreetly designed rest bench near the area entrance

The installation of a rest bench in the area was considered important for all visitors requiring
a break, but especially for those who do not walk with ease. It would also enable quiet
reflection and rest while viewing the cave from a distance. From the bench, both the cave and
the landscape are visible, as they would have been during the Mesolithic and Neolithic
periods, except that the sea-level was much higher then, and would have been much closer to
the foundation of the bench. With such a dramatic environmental history to tell, a bench and
table adhering strictly to Universal Design principles would not have blended in here, and
another compromise was required.

Our consultant wanted a robust bench, conjuring up associations with log canoes and the like
—a Stone Age look, if you will. Wheelchairs can get next to the bench although cannot be
wheeled beneath it. The bench is also wide enough to serve as a table. A lot of what a
traditional bench-and-table solution would have provided is realised here. The bench is also
heavy enough to make it impossible to move by children, securing it in place without the need
for digging or casting foundations in this vulnerable area.

Success criteria in the Vistehola Project

There has been much to be learned from this project in a wide range of areas, including
physical designs and methods. Some challenges remain in getting the audio experience in
place, as well as minor path adjustments and grating connections. Each challenge has been
approached with an innovative spirit and resolved accordingly. Much of this is due to the



support received across the political spectrum for the framework provided by the County
Plan, and of course from the financing provided by the Ministry of Climate and Environment
and the County Authority.

Close cooperation with the Parks Department in Randaberg Municipality resulted in
enthusiastic user input from the earliest stages of the project. This was vital for the physical
completion of the site and to ensure that any solutions could be easily maintained. The
heritage protection authorities monitored the project closely, during both planning and
execution. Their input encouraged a solution-oriented mentality, ensuring there was no
compromising of the basic integrity of the site.

Vital lessons were learnt from the project. The implementation of Universal Design in the
heritage sector requires willingness to find good compromises that make the project feasible.
Ideally, the consultant should have experience from, insight into and respect for both
Universal Design and cultural heritage protection, in addition to formal training as an
architect or construction engineer, ensuring cross-disciplinary expertise, to ensure
sustainable solutions and compromises.

Costs and benefits of Universal Design

Rogaland County Authority has not made any attempt at quantifying costs and benefits of
Universal Design (Rogaland County Authority 2014). However, Norwegian public study report
NOU 2005:8 contains an assessment of costs and benefits from the introduction of the ban
on discrimination, mandatory general facilitation and mandatory universal design of
buildings, facilities and outdoor areas intended for use by the public. The study’s starting
point was that costs are unavoidable if the goal is to avoid discrimination.

For new buildings and facilities, Universal Design means ensuring solutions that are necessary
for some and good for everyone. This does not necessarily mean additional costs. Effective
planning and execution can ensure good access with all its associated benefits. The costs of
modifying existing buildings, facilities and infrastructure can be significant, but also provides
numerous benefits, from improved quality of life, to improved quality and safety. Improved
accessibility improves the living conditions of many, increasing their opportunity to
participate in education, work, housing, services and recreation. In addition, there is the
inherent value of inclusion and less discrimination.

The findings of Peter Neumann’s survey, entitled “Economic Impulses of Accessible Tourism
for All” (Neumann 2003) support those of the Open Doors Organization, indicating that
removing physical barriers can enhance the tourism industry significantly. ENAT (European
Network for Accessible Tourism) has published a marketing survey conducted by the Open
Doors Organization in Chicago (ENAT 2015). The survey shows that, over the last two years, 26
million adults with disabilities have completed 73 million recreational and/or business trips,
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although even now, 25 years after the enactment of the Americans with Disabilities Act,
considerable work remains to make air travel, hotels and restaurants universally accessible. 
It is important to remember this is not a small, niche market – a recent marketing survey
shows that adults with disabilities spent USD 17.3 billion (ENAT 2015) per year in 2015, up
from USD 13.6 billion in 2002. And as people with disabilities often travel with one or more
other adults, the survey claims that the economic effect can be considered to be double that,
i.e. USD 34.6 billion.

There was the awareness throughout that this project was very much a pioneering one. The
site’s success will be monitored, with further lessons expected to be learnt from the
implementation of the scheme.
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FIG 1. BEFORE THE UNIVERSAL DESIGN ACCESS WAS PUT IN PLACE.

FIG 2. VISUALISATION OF THE CHOSEN SOLUTION, INCLUDING PRACTICAL ASSESSMENT OF THE LANDSCAPE
IMPACT.
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FIG 3. HERE WE SEE THE CREW USING WIRES ON TWO DIFFERENT LEVELS TO CHECK HOW THE PATH CAN BE
ELEVATED WITHOUT INTERRUPTING THE MAIN LANDSCAPE LINES. A HIGHER BUILD-UP RESULTS IN A LESS STEEP
INCLINE AND BETTER DESIGN SOLUTION, BUT ALSO INCREASED LANDSCAPE INTERVENTION.

FIG 4. PHYSICAL EXECUTION. FILLING IN GRAVEL TO PROVIDE A SOUND FOUNDATION FOR THE GRATING.
EVERYTHING IS REVERSIBLE TO AVOID DAMAGING THE ORIGINAL SURFACE.
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FIG 5. PEELING BACK 5–7 CM OF TURF DIRECTLY IN FRONT OF THE CAVE TO INSTALL THE GRATING AT THE
CURRENT GROUND LEVEL. THE ENTIRE PROCESS WAS MONITORED BY ARCHAEOLOGISTS; NO DISCOVERIES WERE
MADE.
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FIG 6. THE GRATES BEING INSTALLED. NOTE THE SOIL LAYER ON TOP OF THE GRAVEL. THIS PROVIDES THE GRASS
WITH SOMEWHERE TO TAKE HOLD. NOTE ALSO HOW MUCH THE PATH IS RAISED.

FIG 7. THE GRASS IS PEELED BACK BEFORE FILLING OVER WITH SAND AND SOIL TO ADAPT THE RAISED PATH TO
THE LANDSCAPE. THE PEELED-OFF AREA SHOWS THE EXTENT OF LANDSCAPING REQUIRED TO ADAPT THE 120 CM
WIDE PATH TO THE LANDSCAPE.
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FIG 8. THE LANDSCAPING MEASURES ARE WELL UNDERWAY. NOTE THE FABRIC ON THE GROUND. ALSO NOTE THAT
A GOOD DEAL OF SAND IS NEEDED AT THE FAR END OF THE LANDSCAPED AREA TO KEEP THE PATH IN PLACE.

FIG 9. THE RECENTLY PEELED-BACK GRASS IS GROWING BACK.
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FIG 10. JANUARY 2012. THE STONE-SET LINE TOWARDS THE EDGE OF THE PARKING LOT IS NOT IN PLACE YET. THE
PATH IS STILL SHOWING, AS THE GRASS HAS NOT GROWN BACK. NOTE THE REST OF PATH BLENDS WITH THE
LANDSCAPE, WITH THE MAIN LINES LEADING TOWARDS THE KNOLL TO THE LEFT AND TOWARDS THE CAVE
REMAINING UNCHANGED.
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FIG 11. APRIL 2012. LINE TOWARDS AND DELINEATION OF THE PARKING LOT IN PLACE; NOTE THE GRASS GROWING
THROUGH THE GRATING.

FIG 12. AUGUST 2012, THE WORKING GROUP ON AN INSPECTION – THE PATH IS ALMOST INVISIBLE FROM THE
ROAD. FROM THE LEFT: JAN-KÅRE RUUD, UNIVERSAL DESIGN ADVISOR IN RANDABERG MUNICIPALITY (RM);
CONSULTANT SVEIN DØRHEIM, D.SIGN; LINDA NILSEN ASK, UNIVERSAL DESIGN PROJECT MANAGER IN ROGALAND
COUNTY AUTHORITY (RCA); FLEMMING KRØGER, ARCHAEOLOGIST (RCA), TONE EDVARDSEN, COUNCIL FOR PEOPLE
WITH DISABILITIES IN RANDABERG AND THOMAS AASE, HEAD OF PARKS MAINTENANCE IN RM. NOT PICTURED:
KRISTIAN BORE, THE NORWEGIAN FEDERATION OF ORGANIZATIONS OF DISABLED PEOPLE’S (FFO) REPRESENTATIVE
ON THE WORKING GROUP.
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FIG 13. AUGUST 2012. BIRD’S VIEW OF THE PATH. NOTE HOW THE GRASS HAS GROWN BEST NEAR THE CAVE,
WHERE THERE IS NO GRAVEL UNDER THE GRATING. THE LANDSCAPE GARDENER ESTIMATES THAT THE ENTIRE
PATH WILL BE EQUALLY GREEN AFTER THE 2013 GROWTH SEASON.
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FIG 14. READY, JUST BEFORE OFFICIAL OPENING 19 SEPTEMBER 2012.

FIG15. MORE ELEMENTS THAN JUST PHYSICAL ACCESS—THE INCLUSIVE CULTURAL HERITAGE SIGN.
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