
Accessibility Features 
in Nature for 

Individuals with Non-
Motor Disabilities



Disability Rights New Jersey

Disability Rights New Jersey answers the calls of those in need, 
advocating for the rights of individuals with disabilities 
statewide.  

Disability Rights New Jersey provides legal assistance to 
individuals with disabilities in issue areas such as abuse or 
neglect, discrimination, voting rights, access to services and 
supports, and employment.  In addition to individual 
representation, Disability Rights has the unique authority under 
our federal mandate to monitor for and investigate abuse and 
neglect in any facility that serves people with disabilities. 



Legal Disclaimer
• Information provided for informational purposes only and does 

not constitute legal advice

• No contract or attorney-client relationship

• No promise or warranty

• We have tried to use language that is person-centered, and 
affirms the individual with a disability's rights, but we recognize 
that the disability community has varied preferences on 
terminology.



Presentation Aims

Discuss federal and state regulations

Explore four non-mobility specific disabilities and discuss access to 
nature within those categories

Review accessible examples within our state and across the nation

Tips, considerations, how to start the conversation in your area.
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Federal Regulations



New Jersey Regulations 
& Legislation

• New Jersey Law Against Discrimination 
(N.J.S.A. §10:5-12)

• Facilities for persons with physical 
disabilities (N.J.S.A. § 52:32-4)

• Jake's Law (N.J.S.A § 52:27D-123.10 
(2019))

• New Jersey laws are generally less 
specific in their requirements than the 
ADA, but perhaps that's changing.
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Sensory Processing Disorder

https://familyachievement.com/eight-sensory-systems/

• Complex disorder of the brain that 
affects how a person processes 
sensory information

• Hypersensitivity
• Hyposensitivity
• Can impact children and adults with 

ADHD or Autism
• Might be a barrier to exploring 

natural areas



Best Practices

• Website or Bulletin Alerts:
• Wet or muddy areas

• High traffic times

• Social story for needed tasks

• Video walk-through

• Marking low-sensory areas

https://www.tapinto.net/to wns/mountainside/sect ions/educ ation/art icles /union-county-
s-first-sensory-friendly-trail-at-watchung-reservation-is-officially-open 

https://autismnaturetrail.com/#visiting 

• Communication Boards

• Marked break areas

• Family bathrooms

• Disability centered training for staff 
and volunteers

https://www.tenaflynaturecenter.org/  

https://www.tapinto.net/towns/mountainside/sections/education/articles/union-county-s-first-sensory-friendly-trail-at-watchung-reservation-is-officially-open
https://www.tapinto.net/towns/mountainside/sections/education/articles/union-county-s-first-sensory-friendly-trail-at-watchung-reservation-is-officially-open
https://autismnaturetrail.com/
https://www.tenaflynaturecenter.org/


Visual Impairments

•Visual impairments can vary.

•20 million Americans
• More than 170,000 in New Jersey report blindness or 

severe difficulty seeing

• "Legally Blind"

•Visual impairments do not prevent independence in 
mobility, but can affect it



Best Practices for Accommodating Individuals 
with Visual Impairments

•Privacy

•Tactile maps

•3D printed models

•Voice Map

•Navigation apps and 
devices

•Obstacle avoidance
https://www.blindsquare.com/2021/10/08/bli
ndsquare-among-citylabs-roundup-of-apps-
redefining-accessibility/ http://phillytouchtours.com/

https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/sequoia-kings-canyon-
national-parks-leading-in-accessible-outdoor-experiences.htm

https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/ai/seeing-ai

http://phillytouchtours.com/
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/sequoia-kings-canyon-national-parks-leading-in-accessible-outdoor-experiences.htm
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/sequoia-kings-canyon-national-parks-leading-in-accessible-outdoor-experiences.htm
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/ai/seeing-ai


Anxiety and Other Mental Health Disabilities

• Psychological research is 
advancing our understanding 
of how time in nature can 
improve our mental health and 
sharpen our cognition

• Spending time in nature can 
reduce symptoms of 
depression and anxiety 

• Green exercise

• Forest Bathing
The Healing Power of Nature: Understanding the Impact of Interaction with 
Nature on Human Well-Being



Best Practices for Accommodating Anxiety
• Facebook or community calendars for social meet-ups

• Planned or guided activities

• Suggestions on the website with self-guided activities

• Video walk-through

• Clear maps and trail markings

• Website with packing or gear list

• Markings with distance if 
traveler wanted to turn around

Penguin.com/mentalhealthresources  



Deaf and Hard of Hearing

• About 3.6% of Americans are hard of 
hearing
• 850,000 in New Jersey report 

some degree of hearing loss.

• 11 million people hard of hearing, 
∼1,000,000 functionally deaf.

• About 48 million (or 14%) of 
Americans report some degree of 
hearing loss

• Deaf with a capital 'D' vs. deaf



Best Practices for Accommodating Deaf and Hard 
of Hearing Individuals

• Visual cues and online resources

• Avoid audio presentations without transcript available

• Avoid videos without captions

• Have available sign language interpretation services

• Training for park staff on communication options

for Deaf and Hard of Hearing individuals

• Providing assistive devices or structures

to aide signing

• Avoid plastic slides in park playgrounds

https://www.inclusiveplaygrounds
.net/stainless-steel-slide.html

https://www.healthyhearing.com/report/52264-
Universal-signs-for-hearing-loss

https://neosensory.com/product/clarify/

https://www.inclusiveplaygrounds.net/stainless-steel-slide.html
https://www.inclusiveplaygrounds.net/stainless-steel-slide.html
https://www.healthyhearing.com/report/52264-Universal-signs-for-hearing-loss
https://www.healthyhearing.com/report/52264-Universal-signs-for-hearing-loss
https://neosensory.com/product/clarify/
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Universally Designed Areas

• MASS Audubon: guide to create an all-
person’s trail or nature area
• .5-.75 miles long

• Even pavement, gravel, or boardwalk

• Spaces to rest

• Audio tours, braille and tactile features

• Handrails

• Post-and-rope guided system

• Review the disabled hikers’ trail rating 
system
• https://www.disabledhikers.com/trail-rating-

system 

https://www.disabledhikers.com/trail-rating-system
https://www.disabledhikers.com/trail-rating-system


How to Start the Conversation?
• Changes like these can be expensive

• Grant funding may be available, but limited

• Inclusive Healthy Communities Grant Program

• The National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) periodically has 
competitive grants available for park and recreation agencies

• www.NJRPA.org/grants

• Smart investment and continuous and concerted effort to explain the 
necessity of projects



Conclusion

• "Knowledge of any kind of accessibility features can decrease levels of 
anxiety one may experience. Even if features don’t fit a person’s 
needs exactly, it is comforting to know they have access in mind at all. 
I shy away from nature/outdoor experiences because I get nervous 
about the idea of issues like falling and navigating spaces in my head 
before even tackling physical concerns."
• Jessica Lax, Disability Rights New Jersey



Questions?



Contact Us for More Information:

We are located at: 

210 South Broad Street, Third Floor

Trenton, New Jersey 08608

We can be reached at: 

800-922-7233 (NJ Only)

609-292-9742

advocate@disabilityrightsnj.org



Visit us online: disabilityrightsnj.org

@disabilityrightsnewjersey

@advocateDRNJ

@disabilityrightsnj

@disability-rights-nj

@disabilityrightsnewjersey
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