
 

  



Introduction 

The Shared Island Dialogue series was launched by An Taoiseach Micheál Martin TD on 22 October 

2020 as part of the Government’s Shared Island Initiative to foster constructive and inclusive civic 

dialogue on all aspects of a shared future on the island underpinned by the Good Friday Agreement. 

The Dialogue Series brings people together from across the island to discuss key concerns for the 

future, opportunities for cross learning and understanding and harnessing the full potential of 

cooperation through the framework of the Good Friday Agreement. 

The Dialogues actively seek as broad a range of perspective and experience from civil society on the 

island as possible and ensure the inclusion of voices that have been under-represented in the Peace 

Process, including women, young people and new communities on the island. 

Previous Dialogues have focused on the themes of New Generations and New Voices on the Good 

Friday Agreement; climate and environment; civil society cooperation; equality issues; economic 

recovery on the island; health cooperation; and the future of education. Reports and videos from past 

dialogues are available online here.  

The key points from these discussions have also been captured in a composite report: “Looking to a 

shared future: Report on the Shared Island Dialogue series 2020-2021”, which can be read here. 

The eighth Shared Island Dialogue took place on 20 January 2022 on the theme “Tourism on the 

shared island: Building on past success to create a sustainable future”. Over 160 tourism and civil 

society stakeholders from across the island joined the event online to discuss the success of tourism 

cooperation on the island of Ireland and explore how best to enhance opportunities for domestic 

and international visitors in the years ahead.   

The event was opened by Minister for Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media, Catherine 

Martin, TD who gave an opening address and also participated in a follow-up discussion. 

Participants heard from Dr Howard Hastings OBE, Chairman of Hastings Hotels who provided a guest 

address to the event in which he outlined the opportunities he sees for further cooperation North 

and South to boost tourism across the island. 

The Dialogue was moderated by travel writer and broadcaster Fionn Davenport and featured two 

panel discussions which addressed the topics 20 Years of tourism cooperation on the island and 

Looking to the future of tourism on the island. 

In the course of the event, discussion focused on the benefits that have been delivered for people 

through North/South cooperation on tourism through the framework of the Good Friday Agreement 

including industry and community collaboration on the island and the marketing of the island of 

Ireland as a destination for tourists overseas. Panellists also explored avenues for increased 

cooperation and collaboration into the future including on growing sustainable tourism on the island 

and how the current circumstances of the pandemic might be an opportunity to develop and grow 

cross-border on-island tourism. 

The Dialogues are organised by the Shared Island unit in the Department of the Taoiseach working 

closely with the Department of Foreign Affairs, relevant Government Departments and Agencies and 

in consultation with civil society stakeholders on the island. 

Further information on the Shared Island Dialogue series including videos of the plenary sessions 

from these events is available on the gov.ie website. 

 

https://www.gov.ie/en/speech/c70b3-online-address-by-an-taoiseach-on-shared-island/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/3eb3c-shared-island-dialogues/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/dialogues
https://assets.gov.ie/206731/b3b0f5c0-e107-4295-8f25-481871a99ba6.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/3eb3c-shared-island-dialogues/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/dialogues#tourism-on-the-shared-island-building-on-past-success-to-create-a-sustainable-future
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/3eb3c-shared-island-dialogues/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/dialogues#tourism-on-the-shared-island-building-on-past-success-to-create-a-sustainable-future
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B845bIeAMXM
https://youtu.be/6rIgHHztc2c
https://youtu.be/6rIgHHztc2c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v_HnM1hhAsw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zXA0WdqZ-EU
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/3eb3c-shared-island-dialogues/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/dialogues


Report:  Tourism on the shared island: Building on past success to create a sustainable future 

Summary: 

Over the course of the Dialogue a number of key themes emerged from the discussions that took 

place: 

 Cooperation in tourism has been in place for over 50 years and has grown considerably over the 

past two decades since the signing of the Good Friday Agreement and the establishment of 

Tourism Ireland. There are already strong cross-border links between the tourism agencies and 

tourism businesses on the island and the scope to further develop these beneficial links was 

broadly recognised. 

 The importance of strong connectivity and well-developed infrastructure to support both 

international and domestic tourism was raised as a theme in both panels. 

 Tourism is significant contributor to economic prosperity on the island. As an industry, it 

generates over €5.8 billion to both economies and supports 325,000 jobs on the island. Tourism 

is an essential and unique economic driver for regions right across the island, and also positively 

impacts on linked sectors and industries such as agriculture, food and drinks, the cultural and 

activities sectors and retail.  

 While the challenges to sector arising from the COVID-19 pandemic was noted, opportunities 

were also discussed. These include greater alignment and linkages between tourism initiatives 

on the island such as the Causeway Coastal Route and the Wild Atlantic Way; maintaining and 

further developing on a cross-border basis the on-island tourism that has grown in response to 

pandemic travel restrictions; and the related development of sustainable tourism on the island. 

Greater industry engagement and collaboration is going to be key to delivering on these cross-

border opportunities. 

 The main challenges currently facing the sector relate to staffing and recruitment and 

digitisation of the sector. There is significant potential to work together cross-border in 

developing solutions to these challenges, which are similarly structured both North and South. 

 Tourism is shifting towards a more experience-oriented industry which can benefit regions and 

areas outside traditional tourism ‘hot spots’. This shift provides opportunity to create industry 

clusters linked by interests such as food, that could be more effectively developed as all-island 

products. The experience of New Zealand in successfully marketing such an approach was noted 

in the discussion. 

 Creating easily accessible information hubs for tourists is essential to the growth of tourism on 

the island. The work being undertaken by both Tourism Northern Ireland and Fáilte Ireland in 

this regard was recognised as a positive step in the right direction. 

 The importance of sustainability to the future of tourism was discussed at a range of points 

throughout the Dialogue and the added potential for collaboration at both industry and 

governmental levels was noted. The common commitments by both Administrations on the 

island to achieving net zero and the change in consumer sentiment in this area both provide a 

strong basis for cooperation and knowledge sharing in the sector across the island.  

  



Minister Contribution 

 In her address, Minister for Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media, Catherine 

Martin, TD emphasised the economic benefits that tourism generates on the island, noting that 

in 2019 before the pandemic, a record of over 11 million tourists visited the island. This tourism 

generated more than €5.8 billion to both economies and supported 325,000 jobs. 

 The Minister acknowledged how existing North/South and East/West cooperation has 

benefitted Tourism including through the work of Tourism Ireland and the operation of the 

Common Travel Area and the British Visa Waiver scheme and how this cooperation has resulted 

in more visitors coming to the island.  

 She also recognised other areas of cooperation in the sector including the joint development of 

the ‘Taste the Island’ initiative by Fáilte Ireland and Tourism NI, the cross-border cultural 

projects funded through her Department’s Cooperation with Northern Ireland Scheme and 

cross-border local authority cooperation on increasing tourism opportunities along the border. 

The opportunities to support cross-border cooperation on sustainable tourism through the 

PEACE PLUS programme was noted in this context. 

 In the context of the challenges that have been faced by the sector as a result of the COVID-19 

pandemic, the Minister noted the opportunities to grow more local and sustainable tourism on 

the island and to increase tourist flows in both directions, further developing the on-island 

tourism market. 

 The Minister also spoke of the Irish Government commitments to developing tourism 

infrastructure on the island as outlined in the renewed National Development Plan and with 

support from the Shared Island Fund. Projects referenced included the Ulster Canal, the Narrow 

Water Bridge, the development of an island-wide greenway network, and linking up the Wild 

Atlantic Way with the Causeway Coastal Route. 

 She outlined measures that are being adopted by tourism agencies to promote sustainable 

tourism under the Government’s Sustainable Tourism Interim Action Plan. These include the 

development of carbon calculators to help tourists and tourism businesses evaluate the impact 

of their carbon footprint on the environment; the roll-out of supports to help the industry to 

implement sustainability best-practices; and tailoring marketing programmes to focus on 

sustainable tourism product. 

 In the follow-up discussion with the moderator, Minister Martin spoke of how a shared island 

approach can benefit the tourism sector noting that most overseas visitors view the island as a 

single destination and that there are opportunities to build on the existing successful work of 

Tourism Ireland. 

 The importance of the sector to regional and local economies in both parts of the island was 

also discussed including its significance as a provider of jobs for young people, North and South. 

 The Minister highlighted the collaboration that took place between Departments and Agencies 

on the island in responding to the COVID-19 pandemic and the ongoing engagement that is 

happening in responding to current shared challenges such as the skills shortage in the sector.  

 The Minister also spoke of the opportunities for collaboration on the development of 

sustainable tourism and making the island and industry leader in this regard. Noting the 

increasing emphasis that tourists are placing on sustainability, she felt that it was an area that 

could greatly benefit from a joined up North/South approach.  

  

https://www.seupb.eu/PEACEPLUS


Guest Contribution 

The Shared Island Dialogue featured a guest contribution from Dr Howard Hastings OBE, Chairman 

of Hastings Hotels. In his address, Howard spoke of the success that Tourism Ireland has brought to 

Tourism on the island and also addressed challenges and opportunities for the on-island tourism 

market. Some of the key points of his address included: 

 Dr Hastings outlined the important role that North/South cooperation through Tourism 

Ireland has played in growing the tourism sector on the island. Noting that tourism on the 

island has outperformed world markets since the formation of Tourism Ireland, he spoke of 

the many successful initiatives that have been undertaken by the agency to deliver 

increased visitor numbers to the island. 

 While acknowledging the success of Tourism Ireland, Dr Hastings also spoke of missed 

opportunities such as limiting ‘The Gathering’ to the Republic and urging for an all-island 

approach for future initiatives. 

 He also spoke of the opportunities to develop the island’s potential as a food destination 

and for greater cooperation North and South to generate new commercial opportunities 

focused on conference and incentive travel. 

 Dr Hasting’s also spoke of a need for greater alignment between government and industry 

on tourism in Northern Ireland and for increased Executive funding to Tourism Ireland to 

help realise NI’s full potential as a tourist destination.  

 In the second half of his address, Dr Hasting’s focused on tourist flows on the island noting 

that traditionally tourist flows have been greater in one direction, from North to South. He 

remarked on the increase of tourists from the South to Northern Ireland as a result of the 

pandemic and how this provides an opportunity to grow the on-island tourist market. 

 Suggestions made to this end included connecting the Wild Atlantic Way and Causeway 

Coastal routes; including Enniskillen and Armagh in Ireland’s Hidden Heartlands; and 

rotating the Irish open golf championship around the entire island. 

 Dr Hastings also spoke of the need for all-island organisations to consider hosting more 

events in Northern Ireland. Referencing the success of the Fleadh Cheoil in Derry in 2013 he 

called on other organisations to take similar steps and demonstrate their “all-island 

credentials”.  

 Finally, in closing, Dr Hastings emphasised the importance of the tourism sector to society as 

a whole, not only as a driver of economic activity in rural and hard to reach areas but as a 

source of social cohesion and as an expression of the multiple cultural traditions and 

identities on the island.  

  



Panel Discussion 1 

20 Years of tourism cooperation on the island  

Key Messages: 

This panel was moderated by Fionn Davenport and had the following panellists: 

- Ruth Andrews, Chief Executive, Incoming Tour Operators Association (ITOA) & Chair, Irish 

Tourist Industry Confederation (ITIC)  

- Niall Gibbons, Chief Executive, Tourism Ireland 

- Judith Owens MBE, CEO, TBL International (Titanic Belfast, SS Nomadic, Titanic Exhibition 

Centre) 

 

This panel is available online and can be watched back here. 

 

Key themes that emerged from the discussion included: 

 This panel featured a discussion on existing North/South cooperation on tourism on the island 

and how it has developed since the signing of the Good Friday Agreement. Panellists explored 

the growth of the sector over the past two decades; how industry and community collaboration 

in tourism has developed North and South; the benefits incurred through overseas marketing of 

the island as a single destination. 

 The panel noted that North/South tourism co-operation pre-exists the Good Friday Agreement 

and has its foundations in the Lemass – O’Neill talks of the 1960’s, which instigated cooperation 

between the two tourist boards on the island. This developed further in the 1980’s, supported 

by the International Fund for Ireland and also driven by industry who began to market the island 

as a single destination. Cooperation has increased substantially over the past 20 years with the 

foundation of Tourism Ireland (TI) as one of the North/South agencies under the North South 

Ministerial Council (NSMC). 

 Since the establishment of Tourism Ireland, the island has seen record growth in the tourism 

sector both North and South. TI now has an operation in more than 20 countries around the 

world and pre-pandemic was focused on growth from long-haul markets in China and Asia. This 

cooperation resulted in Ireland being ranked third in the world for effectiveness of marketing 

and branding to attract tourists.   

 The development of the sector in Northern Ireland more generally since the signing of the Good 

Friday Agreement was also discussed. The development of international-standard tourist 

products such as the Titanic experience, Experience the Giant Spirit and the opening of a new 

£40million Game of Thrones visitor experience in Banbridge were all recognised as key 

attractions that give visitors another reason to visit the island. Judith Owens MBE, further 

remarked that over the past decade Northern Ireland has experienced an investment of over 

£800 million in building hotels and that there are over 40 developments ongoing. 

 Panellists remarked on the importance of cross-border institutional and industry cooperation 

to achieving this growth. Niall Gibbons remarked on the all-island cooperation through TI’s 

central marketing partnership group, which is a collaborative structure between Tourism Ireland, 

sister agencies and industry to identify emerging trends in tourism to support the island’s 

response to these. Judith Owens MBE, spoke of the rapid growth in tourism in Northern Ireland 

over the last decade due to collaboration from industry, officials and politicians citing the 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v_HnM1hhAsw


approach that was taken to the Centenary of Titanic to develop an international tourist 

attraction as a major success of taking such an approach. 

 Ruth Andrews spoke of the increased industry cooperation that has taken place on the island 

over the past 20 years. She spoke of the opportunities to grow tourism businesses because of 

all-island collaboration in tourism and the how development of iconic attractions and 

destination experiences have helped to drive and shape industry, which has been fundamental 

to propelling growth in the sector over the last decade. 

 All panellists noted the importance of infrastructure and all-island transport links to support 

tourism development on the island. This was spoken of in the context of international tourism 

and the development of on-island tourism. Ruth Andrews noted the opportunities to grow 

tourism through better connectivity on the island. The importance of good transport links for the 

development of local, regional and cross-border tourism products was also noted.  

 Panellists further noted opportunities for the sector post-COVID. These include building on the 

growth in all-island tourism over the last two years. Niall Gibbons remarked on the increase in 

tourists from the Republic going to Northern Ireland since travel restrictions came into place. He 

further noted how shifts in trading flows post-Brexit might also further support this growth as 

new cross-border business and trade flows emerge.  

 The shift in tourism towards an experience-oriented industry was also a common theme during 

the discussion. Judith Owens MBE spoke of how the telling of stories that exist across the island 

is a key selling point to both international and domestic markets. Niall Gibbons spoke of a 

greater interest in outdoor activities among tourists. In response to a question on the position 

of Lough Neagh, he noted the cooperation between Fáilte Ireland and Tourism NI on marketing 

the blueways on the island remarking on the potential to join up all the waterways across the 

island in the next decade. 

 The role of Public-Private Partnerships in the development of North/South tourism cooperation 

was recognised as a success in terms of its delivery of investment to the sector and supporting 

product development on the island. Ruth Andrews spoke how capital investment has led to a 

better tourism product on the island which help attract more visitors and noted the multiplier 

effect this has on other industries and sectors such as agriculture, food and drinks, the cultural 

and activities sector as well as retail, all of which also benefit when tourism is doing well. 

 The potential for clustering in the sector was noted as providing opportunities for communities 

and industry to work together to create expanded experiences that will encourage the tourist to 

spend more time and experience all an area has to offer. The potential was also noted for the 

creation of clusters linked by interests such as food, that could be developed as all-island 

products. Community collaboration was identified as critical to the success of such initiatives and 

unique experiences for the visitor. The benefit of such an approach for the development of 

sustainable tourism was also noted. The importance of creating easily accessible information 

hubs for tourists was also raised with recognition of the work being undertaken by both Tourism 

Northern Ireland and Fáilte Ireland in this regard. 

 In closing out the session, Niall Gibbons noted some practical areas where North/South 

cooperation could be more forthcoming to improve the visitor experience on the island. These 

include streamlining licence requirements to support cross-border fishing experiences and the 

removal of fees linked to cross border car hire. Addressing confusion around Brexit and 

protecting successful initiatives such as the British Irish Visa Scheme and the UK Short Stay Visa 

Waiver Programme were also mentioned as priority actions. 



Panel Discussion 2 

Looking to the future 

Key Messages: 

This panel was moderated by Fionn Davenport and had the following panellists: 

- René de Monchy, Chief Executive, Tourism New Zealand 

- Paul Kelly, CEO, Fáilte Ireland 

- Brenda Morgan MBE, Chair, NI Tourism Alliance 

 

This discussion is available online and can be watched back here. 

 

Key themes that emerged from the discussion included: 

 Panellists spoke of the challenges and opportunities the tourism industry face over the next 

decade. It was highlighted that as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic very strong 

partnerships have been forged between the tourism authorities and industry 

representatives. Greater industry engagement and collaboration is vital going forward. The 

opportunities to work together on an all island basis to solve these challenges and leverage 

the opportunities are phenomenal. 

 Staffing and recruitment is a huge challenge now facing the industry. In order to combat 

this, it is essential to have an industry that is really attractive to potential employees. In 

response to a question on how these labour challenges can be addressed, Paul Kelly spoke of 

Fáilte Ireland’s significant research around staff recruitment and retention which found that 

the vast majority of people in the tourism industry are happy with their jobs. Some of the 

issues raised in the research are: pay, quality of life, improved planning of shift times and 

being as flexible as possible around people's working hours to suit lifestyle. It was agreed 

that this whole area was complex and challenging and not just about rates of pay. It is 

essential to create decent conditions of employment in order to have a sustainable sector. 

 The panel spoke of the digital challenges facing the tourism industry as the world embraces 

technology but by the same token, they recognised the huge opportunities for the 

industries willing to rise to this challenge.  

 Similar to the first panel, there was widespread agreement that connectivity and access are 

critically important to tourism, not only from overseas and also as regards access throughout 

the island in terms of promoting seamless cross-border travel. The need to support 

Donegal/Dublin, Derry/Dublin and Belfast/Cork air routes was raised.   

 All three panellists discussed the importance of domestic tourism, and how its value was 

possibly underestimated pre-COVID. All panellists agreed that domestic tourism is vitally 

important from a regional point of view and also from a seasonality perspective. Paul Kelly 

and Brenda Morgan noted that satisfaction levels of domestic tourists that took trips during 

COVID were very high. Paul Kelly further advised that there are lots of opportunities to work 

together on cross-border initiatives, for example Fáilte Ireland and Tourism Northern Ireland 

have been working on the proposed Irish Sea Way - a route connecting Derry to Cork along 

the eastern part of the country, effectively connecting up on the other part of the coast line 

from the Wild Atlantic Way. Cycle greenways were also mentioned in relation to their 

potential to add to the island’s tourism product. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zXA0WdqZ-EU


 René de Monchy spoke about the New Zealand Government’s interventions and supports to 

protect strategic assets to protect the future viability of Tourism.   

 The issue around tourism being a meritocracy not a democracy (i.e. visitors favouring tourist 

hot-spots over less popular or remote areas) was discussed with Brenda Morgan advising 

that it requires finding a balance between the main attractions and main cities and 

extending this to other locations through different and appealing ‘experiences’. The issue 

highlights the value of cross-border collaboration. To be creative going forward, industry 

needs to be engaged and ready along with support from Government and tourism agencies. 

René de Monchy advised that New Zealand promotes itself to a portfolio of markets with 

different interests and the sum of which leverages maximum benefit in terms of attracting 

tourists all around the country. 

 Sustainability was discussed in depth by the panellists in relation to what sustainability looks 

like across the entire tourism eco-system from an environmental, social and economic 

perspective.  

 It was noted by one contributor to the discussion that market research shows that more 

than 50% of tourists are now hoping to see their visits bring benefit to the people, locations 

and communities they visit and not just extracting their own tourist value.  

 René de Monchy spoke about how the New Zealand Government introduced a Wellbeing 

budget over the last few years and this has changed how New Zealanders now think about 

tourism and its impact, thus enriching not only New Zealand’s economy but also its 

environment and communities.  

 Paul Kelly advised that Ireland has had some notable successes in this area, such as the 

Burren Eco-tourism Network and various Greenways that have been developed in recent 

years. He further noted that Fáilte Ireland’s sustainability model comprises visitor, industry, 

community and environment and they apply this to all developments, interventions and 

investments. They have carried out environmental monitoring on the Wild Atlantic Way 

since the outset to ensure that where there are more visitors to certain areas, this is 

environmentally sustainable. 

 There was also discussion on the Sustainable Tourism Working Group that published its 

initial report last year along with a set of actions that are currently being progressed. That 

working group comprised of representatives from the Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, 

Gaeltacht, Sport and Media, Fáilte Ireland, Tourism Ireland and industry stakeholders, with 

developments and information being shared with colleagues in Northern Ireland and vice 

versa.  

 The need for independent certification to prove credentials with regard sustainable and 

regenerative tourism was also raised. 

 René de Monchy spoke about how the NZ Government set a demanding target of making 

New Zealand's energy 100% renewable by 2030 and that this target is cascading through all 

parts of the public sector, including the tourism sector. All Government agencies in NZ now 

have to report on their entire carbon footprint and mitigation measures in place to reduce it. 

The NZ Government is investing in changing the public service which includes building 

standards, cleaner energy sources and electric vehicles to achieve that target. It was agreed 

that measurement is key in order for public agencies to understand what their carbon 

footprint is and how they are going to mitigate same. 



 In response to a contribution from the Irish Countrywoman’s Association on how product 

development by communities e.g. crafts, food preparation and presentation etc. can 

contribute to the future of sustainable tourism on the island, Paul Kelly, spoke of the desire 

among visitors for genuine authentic experiences and of the need to constantly develop new 

saleable experiences and things that add to an area's attractiveness.  He added that Fáilte 

Ireland are always looking to enhance micro tourism products and destinations and will 

follow up ICA in this regard. 

 There were a number of suggestions and contributions to the discussion that there was not 

time to explore in greater detail over the course of the panel. These included support for 

greater inclusion of locations in both parts of the island in established and new tourist 

brands such as the Wild Atlantic Way and Irish Hidden Heartlands; the importance of 

ensuring seamlessness of cross-border travel; and, the introduction of a cross-border 

voucher scheme and marketing campaign, jointly funded by both Administrations to 

encourage more on-island travel and tourism. Questions around funding for new tourism 

strategies were also raised. 



  


