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Our relationship with landscape is complex ï reactions are instinctive 
yet hard to define, but it is clear that there is a deeper value of it to us 
below the surface of the instant gratification óInstagramô moment, which 
nevertheless signposts the significance of a place. 

In óThe History of the Countrysideô (1986), the botanist Oliver Rackham 
describes four ways in which ólandscape is lostô- through the loss of 
beauty, loss of freedom, loss of wildlife and vegetation and the loss  of 
meaning. Robert Macfarlane, acknowledged as one of the finest 
writers on the connection between us, landscape and wild places, says 
in óLandmarksô (2015) that he ñadmires the way aesthetics, human 
experience, ecology and semantics are given parity in this listò. 

Glenveagh is a perfect example of that fusion of values, with a designed 
architecture and gardens deliberately set within a wild and dramatic 
landscape of immense ecological importance. It  is in the layers of cultural 
and built heritage, cultivation, wildlife and habitat that meaning is found 
and while even a superficial exposure brings reward, rich experiences 
are to be had in a deeper understanding of, and immersion in, all these 
complex interactions. 

The value of Glenveagh then, is not just in its tourism based economic 
importance to Donegal, important though that is, but in its much wider 
contribution to human experience, reinforcing our recognition of the 
need for protection and enhancement of wild landscapes and habitats, 
bringing alive the purpose of official designations, proving the need for 
investment in their long term care and showing how human interaction is 
compatible with sustainability of wild places.  
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Background 

Glenveagh National Park is one of six National Parks in Ireland. It  is over 16,000ha 
in area, situated in the Derryveagh Mountains in north west Donegal. The largest 
part consists of the former 19th Century estate around Lough Veagh, acquired by 
the state in 1983, with the current visitor centre at the northern end of the glen 
opened in 1986. 

The Derryveagh Mountains are part of the European Natura 2000 network of 
protected sites. There are two large protected overlapping sites; the Cloghermore 
Bog and Glenveagh SAC (site code 002047) and the Derryveagh and Glendowan 
Mountain SPA (site code 4039). The National Park is entirely within these sites. 

Glenveagh is the largest tourist attraction in Donegal with over 200,000 visitors per 
year, a figure which has risen significantly in the last five years. A detailed analysis 
of visitor figures and their implication is in Appendix A. 

Planning for recreation and tourism in the National Parks has developed in recent 
years with a strategic partnership between the Department of Housing, Local 
Government and Heritage, and Fáilte Ireland. This has led to the preparation of 

óExperiencing  the  Wild  Heart  of  Ireland ô, a Tourism Interpretation Master Plan (TIMP), 
to guide the phased development of enhanced visitor experiences in all the National 
Parks. This in turn led to the commissioning of this Visitor Experience Development 
and Management Plan (VEDMP) specific to Glenveagh. 

This VEDMP was initially developed between 2018 and 2019, with the intention 
of completing a draft plan  for public consultation in 2020. As a consequence of 
the global Covid-19 pandemic, the draft Plan was delayed and has undergone a 
reassessment, with consideration given to the effects and changes to local, national 
and international visitor numbers and behaviors in the National Park. Although visitor 
patterns were clearly different in 2020 and 2021, some of the changes in visitor 
habits seem to be longer lasting and account has been taken of those in reviewing 
and finalizing the Draft Plan. In the intervening period some of the proposals have 
already been taken forward by NPWS, as set out in this updated Draft Plan 

The VEDMP seeks to provide guidance on future development within Glenveagh 
National Park, ensuring sustainable tourism within the Park and wider area is married 
with the promotion and support of nature conservation. 
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The óSignificanceô of Glenveagh can be 

summarised as follows: 

Å The sublime landscape setting, the created and managed estate set against 
the wild and dramatic landscape ï a fusion between óGardenô and óNatureô. 

Å The importance and value of the landscape and habitat ï designated both as 
a SAC (Special Area of Conservation), and a SPA (Special Protection Area) as 
part of the European Natura 2000 Network of protected sites, all founded on 
the areas of ecological importance to a number of key species and habitats. 

Å A place of retreat and escape since Victorian times, creating a designed 
óhighland estateô of castle, outbuildings and gardens enhanced and developed 
by successive owners into the middle of the 20th Century, bringing in American 
and international influences. 

Å Gardens of great significance in the history of ornamental horticulture in 
Ireland, in particular under the ownership of Henry McIlhenny from 1937-1983, 
with a continuing commitment to the highest horticultural  standards. 

Å The layers of human interaction beneath the Victorian and later designed 
landscapes, from earliest times to surviving traces of habitation and subsistence 
farming, giving cultural and historical significance to the landscape which still 
has resonances for todayôs society. 

Å The importance of the built heritage including the castle and outbuildings on 
the RPS (Record of Protected Structures) and the NIAH (National Inventory 
of Architectural Heritage), with the consequent responsibility to conserve and 
enhance their character and significance. 

Å The National Park designation which brings with it a recognition of the need 
for and potential of management and visitor services including environmental 
education, landscape and habitat enhancement. The state ownership is a 
recognition of the national importance of Glenveagh to the people of Ireland 
ï óa place apartô from normal everyday life, but a place of immense value to 
human experience and ecology. 
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Existing Buildings and Infrastructure 

There have been three main phases of building at Glenveagh: 
 

 

1867 ï 1921 
Construction of the Castle and some outbuildings by Mr and Mrs Adair, 
including the laying out of the gardens and tree screen planting. 

 

1937 ï 1983 
Significant alterations and extensions to the Castle complex and gardens 
by Mr McIlhenny 

 

 

1983 ï present day 
New visitor facilities and associated administration buildings and various 
alterations to the historic buildings by the Office of Public Works and the 
National Parks and Wildlife Service. 

 
The buildings are considered within three main groups: 

 

[A] Visitor Welcome Area 

 

Visitor Hub 

Bridge House 

Administration Complex 
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B] Castle and Gardens 

 

Castle (and attached buildings) 

Pool and Boathouse 

Garden buildings and Garden yard 

Deer larder 

Motor House 

Gardenerôs Cottage 

Nursery building 

Saw Mill 

Shelter 

[C] The Wider Site 

 

Viewpoint 

Stalkerôs Hut 

Fishermanôs Hut 

Derrylahan Shelter 

Broganôs Cottage (ruin) 

Jetty Site 
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Visitor Analysis 

Glenveagh National Park is currently the most visited attraction in Donegal. Visitors 
are drawn to the unique landscape, history and natural ecology of the National Park. 
The annual number of visitors to Glenveagh National Park demonstrates the key role 
of providing compelling visitor experiences as a tourism driver. 

Glenveagh National Park has demonstrated a year on year growth in visitor 
numbers since a reliable record was established in 2014; (40% between 2014- 
2017) with an annual peak number of 211,000. Visitor numbers in 2020 (102,000) 
and 2021 (121,000) were significantly affected by the global Covid-19 pandemic, 
recovering to 165,000 in 2022. 

Analysis of visitor numbers and profiles, and underlying trends in the years before 
the pandemic has been carried out by Outdoor Recreation Northern Ireland 
(ORNI) as one of the foundation documents of this plan. This is presented in full 
in Appendix A. This analysis builds on óExperiencing  the  Wild  Heart  of Ireland  ï A 
Tourism Interpretative Master Plan for Irelandôs National Parksô (TIMP) previously 
produced by the National Parks and Wildlife Service, the Department of Housing, 
Local Government and Heritage, and Fáilte Ireland. 

 
To further inform the Visitor analysis, the following has taken place: 

Å Review of current visitor data 
Å Review of relevant available research & insights 
Å One-to-one consultation with key stakeholders 

The broad insights provided within Appendix A demonstrate the majority of the 
current visitor focus is on the area between the castle, formal gardens and the visitor 
centre with limited dispersal around the site. 

One of the key concerns evident within the Visitor Analysis is the tendency for short 
or transitory stays, with visitor groups visiting the National Park for a day visit, and 
making their way onwards without  significant stay within the wider region of the 
North West / Donegal. 

The key challenge for sustainable tourism within Donegal is to ensure that the 
positive effects of visits to Glenveagh National Park are felt throughout  the wider 
region of Donegal, promoting longer stays within the area, and visits to wider areas 
beyond the confines of the Park. Another specific challenge for Donegal tourism in 
general is to encourage overseas visitors to journey further  north than Galway on 
the Wild Atlantic Way. 

It  is intended that the positive effects experienced as a consequence of the proposed 
development enhancements within this draft plan are felt not only within the National 
Park, but within the wider area; providing opportunities for private sector enterprise 
within the region.  

The visitor numbers in 2022 rose significantly to 165,000 and the expectation is that 
2023 will see a continuation of this rise back to pre-pandemic levels. All the evidence 
seems to indicate that the rise in appreciation of nature and open spaces through 
the pandemic will be sustained by increased visits to national parks by Irish residents 
and that international visitors are returning so it is likely annual visitor numbers will 
exceed pre-pandemic levels in coming years. 
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Visitor Experience Development and 

Management Plan 

The central challenge for the Visitor Experience Development and Management 
Plan is how to balance the ever-increasing desire for people to visit and experience 
Glenveagh, welcome as that is, with the overriding importance of protecting and 
conserving those values which give Glenveagh its significance. 

This Visitor Experience Development and Management Plan sets out a strategy for 
achieving the over-arching objective for Glenveagh National Park which is to create 
a sustainable balance between enhancing Glenveagh as a major visitor destination 
based on outdoor recreation, trail networks, and direct experiences with nature, and 
conserving its natural, built and cultural heritage. The Draft Plan sets out an iterative 
process which will continually adapt to the needs of all users of the National Park and 
will balance the core conservation and heritage values with visitor demand. 

The Visitor Experience Development and Management Plan is informed by the 
previously published Tourism Interpretation Master Plan (TIMP), which identifies the 
unique character of each of Irelandôs National Parks and seeks to guide the phased 
and coherent development of sustainable tourism within the parks. 

A Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) backed up by an Appropriate 
Assessment (AA) and Natura Impact Report (NIR) has informed each stage of the 
evolution of this Plan and has resulted in a series of evidence-based measures 
that will ensure that the implementation of the Visitor Experience Development and 
Management Plan will cause no harm to the sensitive surrounding environment. 

This Visitor Experience Development and Management Plan is firmly based on the 
belief it is possible to achieve that balance ï all the proposals for development of 
the physical infrastructure and attractions are carefully considered against their 
impact on the significance of the place and a series of enhancements will ensure 
that significance grows. 

The over-arching objective for the Visitor Experience Development and Management 
plan will be achieved by pursuing a set of detailed objectives under 4 themes or 
óStrandsô 

 

  

Strand 1: Tourism and recreation objectives 

O1: To create a world-class visitor experience centred on heritage and outdoor 
recreation 

O2: To safeguard the attractive landscape qualities of the glen; its tranquillity, phys - 
ical splendour, sense of wilderness and the abrupt juxtaposition of designed and 
ónaturalô spaces 

 
Strand 2: Conservation objectives 

O3: To conserve the biodiversity and ecological features of Glenveagh, whilst main- 
taining the favourable conservation status of the habitats and species that support 
the associated Natura 2000 sites 
O4: To enhance and conserve Glenveagh Castle and Gardens and related buildings 

 
Strand 3: Nature learning objective 

05: to provide enhanced facilities for interpretation,  education and training, and 
concerted action to raise awareness and knowledge of biodiversity and the ecosys- 
tem in the Derryveagh Mountains and the Natura 2000 network 

 
Strand 4: Infrastructure Objectives 

O6: To address current issues of congestion and lack of facilities 
O7: To enable a sustainable growth of visitor numbers. 

This document sets out a series of potential proposals which seek to fulfil  each of 
these objectives and address existing issues within the National Park. These pro- 
posals have been carefully considered and designed to allow the park to flex their 
operations in line with demand over the duration of the year. 
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Identification of Issues 

During October and November 2018 consultations were held with all relevant 
Glenveagh staff in association with detailed site surveys and previous reports to 
discern key issues which effect visitor experience. The focus of these discussions 
was on existing layouts and visitor flows. A number of key issues emerged in relation 
to the built infrastructure, some of which overlap with traffic, education, visitor 
management and activity topics. The main issues identified were: 

Å Traffic access and car parking congestion at peak times ï this is largely dealt with 
in the traffic  section but there are implications for the visitor hub development as 
discussed below. 

Å Poor visitor direction and orientation on arrival ï the main access path from the car 
park leads past, not obviously to, the visitor centre so new visitors are confused as 
to the direction they go (down to bus? down to lake? or uphill into visitor centre?). 

Å The visitor centre is now somewhat visually cut off from the obvious viewpoint 
across the Lough and arrival point as trees and vegetation have grown up. For 
visitors leaving the park in particular there is no need to go back out through the 
visitor centre and few do. This has a significant impact on the viability of a shop 
ï experience elsewhere shows most people buy on the way out to avoid having to 
carry their purchases around with them but there is no óexit through the gift shopô at 
Glenveagh and a significant potential income is not realised. 

Å This also affects the main restaurant ï there is not enough off-season footfall  to 
keep the restaurant open all year round and this seems to be putting  pressure on 
the Castle tearoom. 

Å The bus pick-up point is too prominent ï not only visually intrusive but it discourages 
the walking / cycling options.  

Å The Visitor Centre was built circa. 1985 and since construction has not had any 
major refurbishment. It  is showing significant wear and tear including some roof 
leaks and is badly in need of investment. 
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Car parking 
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Å The environmental education programme is currently located in the Bridge House 
and whilst it offers good accommodation all the rooms are quite small and it serves 
to disassociate the environmental education programme from the overall visitor 
experience. 

Å The earth sheltered car park toilets are not in good order and not attractive to use 
and there is insufficient WC provision overall. 

Å The 2020 and 2021 seasons were unusual due to the effects of the Covid 19 
pandemic. The absence of international and national visitors was at times more 
than compensated for by an increase in local users and there was an increased 
public value placed in outdoor recreation spaces. This trend has continued and 
as national and then international visitors have returned, all the capacity issues 
identified in this  report are increasing. 

Å The biggest single complaint the staff receive relates to congestion at the Castle 
tearooms and, at busy times, significant crowding in and around the Castle and 
Garden buildings area. There is a lack of covered outdoor space which could offer 
additional seating during wet periods.  

Å The Castle is relatively small and there is a limit to the capacity of the tours. At 
present, a majority of first time visitors (e.g. most tour bus groups) want a castle tour. 

Å Some of the upper tower rooms at the Castle are unused ï stripped out some years 
ago following water ingress and dry rot but not re-instated. There is water ingress 
through the Castle walls in some locations at all levels. 

Å Most of the óworkingô garden activities, including using significant machinery, 
take place in the Garden Yard at the Castle and its approach road. This leads to a 
significant number of staff vehicles in and around the Castle and Garden buildings. 
By contrast, the former Nursery area is under used. 

Å The Orangery and Greenhouse attached to the Walled Garden side of the 
Garden buildings are in very poor condition and are in need of significant repair or 
replacement. 

Å There are unused buildings in and around the Castle complex ï former Deer 
Larder, Garage, part of the upper floors of the Garden buildings etc. 

Å The garden statuary, walls, steps, and other garden structures are deteriorating 
and in need of significant specialist conservation. Some initial and urgent 
conservation repairs were carried out in 2021 and 2022 but a comprehensive 
conservation programme is still required including consideration of bringing some of 
the more vulnerable items under cover in, for example the Orangery. 
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Identification  of Issues 

 

 
Facility Capacity 

Immediate pre-pandemic annual visitor numbers were circa 200,000 which is a 
recent substantial increase, giving rise to congestion problems on key days. In 
2020 and 2021 these dropped significantly but rose back to 165,000 in 2022. July 
and August figures in 2022 were circa 30,000 per month  The major issues are 
largely caused by extreme peaks of demand on relatively few days rather than the 
total annual numbers, but the overall increases are putting a strain on capacity and 
this will increase, with the risk of both  visitor disappointment and environmental 
impact 

Existing facilities, including the Visitor Centre and car park, were designed for a 
smaller number of anticipated visitors (80,000) than is experienced today, and as 
such have recently struggled to deal with peak visitor demand. 

The challenge is to design in capacity for what will be an inevitable increase in visitor 
numbers and so mitigate congestion and ensure visitors have a great experience 
whilst avoiding environmental impact and habitat damage. 
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Identification  of Issues 

 

Traffic and Car Parking 

 
The main entrance to the park and visitor centre is on the north -eastern park 
boundary and is accessed via the R251. The R251 joins the N56 in the nearby village 
of Termon. The N56 is a national road which connects Donegal Town to Letterkenny. 
A number of upgrade schemes along the route have commenced in 2019. 

The park has experienced significant issues with traffic  management in the peak 
season, pushing the overflow of cars onto the R251. 

Once the car park has reached capacity, and visitors and vehicles continue to arrive 
the vehicular overflow extends out of the Park onto the main R251. Visitors then 
continue to park along both sides of the R251 causing significant problems as the 
road becomes impassable at times. The R251 is a public road and staff within the 
Park have no remit to control the traffic  on this road- it becomes an enforcement 
issue for An Garda Síochána. Emergency vehicles experience difficulty  navigating 
the route when the R251 becomes heavily congested. 

A number of surveys have been carried out by Kevin McShane Ltd to determine the 
capacity and capability of the traffic infrastructure currently provided. The findings of 
these are detailed in the Technical Note in Appendix C. 

From analysis of visitor numbers, it can be seen that numbers to the Park rose 
sharply typically during the Easter Holidays. Staff surveys have also been carried out 
to establish a working knowledge of the issues faced at the Park. Parking availability 
and traffic  congestion were one of the main items identified as concern by staff. 

Staff at the Park identified significant issues with traffic congestion at the Park during 
peak visitor periods. During these times the existing 224 space car park quickly 
reaches capacity and becomes heavily congested. Staff have been required to take 
on traffic management roles to help avoid accidents and injury occurring within the 
Park and the public road and this contributes to staff stress and places a burden on 
staff to manage public parking. . To respond to urgent demand a 60 space extension 
to the car park was granted a 10 year Temporary Planning Permission by Donegal 
Co Council in late 2022 as an interim road safety measure pending finalization of this 
Plan. It  was first used at St. Patrickôs weekend in 2023 and is reported by staff as 
being fully used on a number of busy days this year to date. 
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Interpretation 

Interpretation  is primarily a communication process that helps people make sense 
of, and understand more about what it is they are experiencing when visiting a site, 
collection or event. It  is an essential tool which contributes to the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service satisfying its responsibilities to educate and engage with the public 
about the importance of the natural environment. 

Fáilte Irelandôs manual óSharing Our Stories: Using interpretation  to improve the 
visitorsô experience at heritage sitesô states that 

 

ñInterpretation is rather  like  storytelling;  it  pulls  the 
right story out of the bag, dusts it down and presents 
it  to  people  in  a coherent  way.  Stories  often  contain 
facts and truth but they draw on emotions, create 
atmosphere, encourage imagination  and can provoke 
questions and debate.ò 

Getting the story right is an essential first step in the process of developing new 
interpretative experiences. 

Currently within the Glenveagh site, most opportunities for interpretation are 
restricted to specific and fixed areas such as the existing visitor centre, the castle 
and the gardens. It  has been noted that there is currently little opportunity for visitors 
to direct their own interpretative and informal learning journey as they move through 
the park. 

The existing visitor centreôs adjacency to the main car park seems to assume a 
model of learning and engagement that requires visitors to óload upô on information 
before their onward journey. Rather than incorporating interpretation throughout the 
visitor journey, the current layout requires the visitor to gain information regarding all 
aspects of the Parkôs heritage and significance at the visitor centre, which they must 
retain in order to apply during their self-guided exploration of the park. 
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Identification  of Issues 

 

 
Nature Learning 

The Bridge House/Teach an Droichid functions as a base for formal education 
programming in the Park. It  is provided by a small team consisting of one permanent 
staff member and seasonal employees. The education programme consists of 
curriculum-linked modules catering for National Schools, Junior and Leaving 
Certificate and A-Level students. It  is the only accredited Discover Primary Science 
and Maths Centre in the North West. 

The current accommodation within Bridge House presents significant issues for 
teaching, learning and staff accommodation, with space limited and universal 
access inhibited. 

There are safety issues with regards to pedestrian access to the building, which is 
via a roadway with no footpath path. The location of the building is not sign-posted, 
and the sign on the building indicating the location of the nature learning centre is 
small and easily missed. 

A log cabin building located on the nature trail in Derrylahan woods acts a basic 
additional classroom space for educational activities, providing opportunity to host 
outdoor activities within a safe area.  
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Identification  of Issues 

 

 
Gardens 

 
The Castle Gardens have drawn international attention to Glenveagh since the early 
1970ôs. Their continued development represents an enormous cultural achievement 
and are evidence of a sustained commitment to the very highest standards in the 
art of horticulture.  These high standards of craft gardening distinguish the Castle 
Gardens as one of the most significant óHistoric Flower Gardensô in the whole of 
Ireland. The Gardens have unique value as an example of a long-term ecologically 
sustainable relationship between human culture and natural biodiversity. From 
the poorest wet peaty soil, in one of the most inhospitable locations in the region, 
a garden of great beauty and fame has been established, supporting a team of 
gardeners and drawing visitors from far and wide. 

Careful consideration is called for to conserve and manage change at the site in 
order to ensure its sustainability, that it may be enjoyed by future generations. The 
management of the site calls for an intense conservation effort  while providing for 
continued public access. Achieving this delicate balance of protecting the Garden 
and its significance while making it accessible requires the provision of sustained 
resources. In order to help the gardens to perpetuate, a sufficient level of staffing is 
needed to ensure all the necessary work is performed. Staff training and up-skilling 
are recognised as an integral part of its conservation and development. 
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The Castle 

Glenveagh Castle is currently one of the most popular parts of the National Park, but 
there are significant capacity issues which impact on the visitor experience. There 
are also a range of conservation works required, which are set out in the Strand 4 
proposals and the Appendices, and if these are implemented then currently unused 
rooms may become available to add to the visitor experience. 

The Castle grounds are currently one of the most popular areas of the Park, and 
many visitors head straight for this area, travelling from the car park/ visitor centre 
area on foot or by bike or by shuttle bus to avail of a Castle tour,  visit the gardens 
and use the café. 

For this reason, and by nature of its layout, the area can frequently become congested 
during busy periods, with tour groups arriving by the bus load, and queues forming 
at the entrance to the café.  

The arrival experience at the Castle, especially for bus passengers, lacks a sense 
of welcome or threshold due to the lack of clear signage of appropriate visibility and 
impact. 

The signage in the vicinity of the bus drop off point is relatively discreet, and easily 
obscured by congregations of tour groups and other visitors. These signs are all 
mounted against the perimeter of the arrival area, on low level posts without  any 
eye-catching quality to draw attention to these key pointers, such as a taller frame 
or landscaped area. 

There is a sign with a rather dry description of Glenveagh Castle and instructions for 
purchasing tickets and a blank space for staff to indicate the departure time of the 
last bus, which is currently unused. 

There is some signage with a way-finding function, with arrow posts and an illustrated 
óbirdôs eye viewô map panel of the vicinity. 

The lack of clear welcome and orientation information at this point misses a prime 

 

 
opportunity  to reaffirm and bolster visitorsô sense of purpose and sense of place - 
both key factors in priming visitors for a meaningful visit in which they are likely to 
engage with interpretative experiences. 
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Trails 

 

One of the fundamental reasons for people visiting Glenveagh National Park is to be 
able to walk and cycle in the spectacular environment and the trail network is thus 
obviously crucial to the visitor experience. It  is also a primary means of fulfilling  the 
NPWSôs environmental education mission and a vital tool in ecological management 
of the sensitive habitats to prevent harm from visitor impacts. 

 
The current trail system in Glenveagh National Park is comprised of six looped and 
linear trails ranging in length from 2km to 8km. 

Some of the trails provide connections to areas outside the Park namely the Upper 
Glen Trail and Lough Inshagh Trail, while the others provide walking options 
contained within the managed area of the park. 

Some of the trails within the Park are suitable for walkers only, whilst others are 
shared with cyclists. None of the trails are wheelchair accessible throughout  their 
length, although parts of some trails are.  

There is a mixture of linear and circular trails which start from either one of two 
trailheads, namely the Visitor Centre and at the Castle. 

From the Visitor Centre Derrylahan Trail (circular) 
Lakeside Trail (linear) 

From the Castle Castle Garden Trail (circular) 
Viewpoint Trail (circular) 
Upper Glen Trail (linear) 

The Lough Inshagh Trail is accessed from the Lakeside Trail and can therefore be 
started from either the Visitor Centre, the Castle, or Gartan area. 

The trails are used by not only visitors to the Park but also by the local community 
for exercise and recreation and by the on-site Education Service providing a range 
of education and training opportunities for schools, groups, individual and others 
visiting the Park. 
The Park currently operates a seasonal bus service for walkers on weekends and 
bank holidays during the summer months. It  leaves the main Visitor at 10am with 
drop offs at Gartan (for  Lough Inshagh Trail) and the head of Glen Veagh (for  the 
Upper Glen Path) with collection again at 4pm. 

From the data counter provided by the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) 
the trails received approximately 116,404 visits in 2017 
The Lakeside Trail receives the highest footfall for both walking and cycling, although 
the Upper Glen Trail, receives the largest number of cyclists as a percentage of total 
use. 

Although in the past guided walks were offered to visitors, due to cutbacks and 
staffing shortages these have not been offered since 2013. Information  about the 
walks in the Park can however be obtained through knowledgeable staff in the Visitor 
Centre, a map and book on Glenveagh. 

In 2015, a comprehensive audit was carried out by the National Trails Office (NTO) 
of each of the above trails. Specific recommendations were made for the current 
status of each trail, together with recommendations for the entire trail network. 
Recommendations for future trail development were also put forward as part of 
the óExperiencing  the  Wild  Heart  Ireland  ï A Tourism  Interpretative  Master  Plan for 
Irelandôs National  Parksô (TIMP). 

The Trails Masterplan considers the recommendations made in both these reports 
and make recommendations for future development within the context of findings 
also gathered through extensive consultation with Park staff and the local community 
and detailed on-site investigations. 



 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Glenveagh 

Draft Proposals 

 

 
ñ...to create  a sustainable  balance  between 
enhancing Glenveagh as a major visitor 
destination  based  on  outdoor  recreation,  trail 
networks,  and  direct  experiences  with  nature, 
and conserving its natural, built and cultural 
heritage...ò 
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Meeting the Objectives 

After examination of the current situation within Glenveagh National Park and 
identification of key issues, the multi-disciplinary design team have developed an 
integrated series of proposals which seek to inform future development within the 
National Park. 

The over-arching objective of the Glenveagh Visitor Development and Management 
Plan is to create a sustainable balance between developing Glenveagh as a major 
visitor destination and conserving and enhancing its natural, built and cultural 
heritage and enhance the quality of the visitor experience at Glenveagh. 

The draft proposals to achieve this are based on four interconnected strands 

Å Strand 1 - Tourism and recreation objectives 
Å Strand 2 - Conservation objectives 
Å Strand 3 - Nature learning objectives 
Å Strand 4 - Infrastructure  Objectives 

The objectives of the Plan are based on enhancing the quality of these four strands, 
addressing current inadequacies and challenges, and supporting the aspirations 
in the Tourism Interpretation  Master Plan (TIMP) which aims to develop the overall 
visitor experience in Donegal and the economic benefits of more visitors staying for 
longer periods. 

 
It  is not an objective of this Plan to increase visitor numbers per se but as the visitor 
experience is reliant on adequate provision of facilities for visitors and a recognition 
of various carrying capacities then it is important to plan for a sustainable increase 
in numbers and ensure that appropriately considered policies and investment are 
put in place to manage such increases as may occur. As a result, projected visitor 
numbers and planned increases in infrastructure improvements are integral to this 
plan but they are not the primary objectives of it.  These projections are based on 
a review of similar scaled and located tourism developments, but they are only 
projections, and the draft recommendations include review and forward planning 
mechanisms to respond to the actual visitor numbers as they develop over the next 
10 years. 

 

 
 

 

It is recognised that the protection and enhancement of the natural and built 
environment at Glenveagh is the highest priority ï it is the reason why the site has its 
multiple designations and it is the major draw for visitors. This is a Visitor Experience 
Development and Management Plan and so the focus is on the development of 
appropriately considered enhancements to existing visitor facilities. Protection of 
the existing assets goes hand in hand with this development, but the proposed 
projects designed to protect those assets will be largely guided by other documents, 
including Conservation Management Plans for the natural and built environment. 

 
This draft Plan does, however, have to ensure that the proposed enhancements to 
the visitor facilities do no harm to the environment, and to set out policies by which 
visitor developments and environment enhancement can be aligned. An important 
part of that  was the decision to carry out a Strategic Environmental Assessment 
(SEA) of this draft Plan, and this is contained in a stand-alone review of the draft 
Plan. 
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STRAND 3  

Nature Learning Objective 

 
Interpretation and Nature Learning 

 
 

 

Ensure interpretation  and education of the 
natural, built and cultural heritage is at the 
heart of every visitor experience throughout 

the Park. 

Provide integrated high quality signage 
through the site.  

Ensure the stories of Glenveagh are told in an 
accessible and inclusive manner. 

 
STRAND 2  

Conservation objectives 

 
Conservation and Protection Natural and 

Built Heritage 

 
Set out long term policies to protect and 
enhance the built and natural environment. 

Identify  initiatives and projects to enhance 
the built and natural environment.  

Ensure tourism development proposals 
do no harm to the natural and built 

environment. 

 
STRAND 4  

Infrastructure Objectives 

 
Enhancing Visitor Services and Facilities 

 
 

 
Address the car parking congestion issues. 

 
Enhance the current visitor facilities at 

Visitor Welcome Area and castle area so as 

to provide high quality facilities for visitors 

and address current deficits in restaurants, 

shop and toilet capacity. 

 
Provide adequate visitor services provision 

for the projected visitor numbers. 

 
Facilitate mechanisms for site wide 

management of visitors especially at peak 

times. 

 
Set out long term proposals for access to 

the site and interconnections with other 

attractions. 

 
STRAND 1 

Tourism and recreation objectives 

 
Creating a World Class Visitor Experience 

Castle, Gardens and Trails 
 

 

Enhance and expand the trail network to 
give people more and better experiences 
and increase carrying capacity of site. 

Invest in the gardens, sustain and enhance 
their significance 

Provide a better visitor experience from the 
castle tours 

Create and develop viewpoints to help 
visitors appreciate the landscape and 

heritage. 

Explore wider interconnections to Gartan, 
Church Hill and sites associated with 

Colmcille etc 
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Objective Outcomes 

Tourism and recreation objectives 

01 To create a world-class visitor experience STRAND 1 

Å  Enhance and expand the trail network to give people more and better experiences and 
increase carrying capacity of site. 

Å Invest in the gardens, sustain and enhance their significance. 
Å Provide a better visitor experience from the castle tours. 
Å Create and develop viewpoints to help visitors appreciate the landscape and heritage. 
Å Explore wider interconnections to Gartan, Church Hill etc. 

02 To safeguard the attractive landscape qualities of 
the glen; its tranquillity,  physical splendour, sense of 
wilderness and the abrupt juxtaposition of designed 
and ónaturalô spaces 

Conservation Objectives 

03 To conserve the biodiversity and ecological features of Glen- 
veagh, whilst maintaining the favourable conservation status of 
the habitats and species that support the associated Natura 
2000 sites 

STRAND 2 

Å Set out long term policies to protect and enhance the natural and built environment. 
Å Identify  initiatives and projects to enhance the built and natural environment. 

Å  Ensure environmental monitoring is undertaken to identify existing and emerging activities that 
could threaten the environment.  

Å Ensure tourism development proposals do no harm to the natural and built environment. 04 To enhance and conserve Glenveagh Castle and 
Gardens and related buildings 

Educational Objective 

05 To provide enhanced facilities for interpretation, 
education and training, and concerted action to 
raise awareness and knowledge of biodiversity and 
the ecosystem in the Derryveagh Mountains and the 
Natura 2000 network 

STRAND 3 

Å  Ensure interpretation and learning of the natural, built and cultural heritage is at the heart of 
every visitor experience throughout the Park.  

Å Provide integrated high quality signage through the site. 
Å Ensure the stories of Glenveagh are told in an accessible and inclusive manner. 

Infrastructure Objectives 

06 To address current issues of congestion and lack of 
facilities 

STRAND 4 

Å Address the car parking congestion issues. 

Å  Enhance the current visitor facilities at Visitor Welcome Area and castle area so as to provide 
high quality facilities for visitors and address current deficits in restaurants, shop and toilet 
capacity. 

Å Provide adequate visitor services provision for the projected visitor numbers. 
Å Facilitate mechanisms for site wide management of visitors especially at peak times. 
Å Set out long term proposals for access to the site and interconnections with other attractions.  

07 To enable a sustainable growth of visitor numbers. 
Each of these objectives will lead to specific proposals 
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Proposals considered and not done 

The TIMP recommended several projects which could link to interpretative themes for 
the Park. These recommendations were investigated by the Visitor Experience and 
Development Management Plan consultancy team, and while many of the proposed 
projects were developed further  as draft proposals as part of this report, several 
projects as noted below were deemed to be unsuitable for further  development. 

 
Visitor Hub 

The existing Visitor Centre is in need of a significant refurbishment. It  is in the wrong 
place at the wrong level on the optimum visitor flow and designed for a different era 
when concealing the structure within the landscape was given a high priority.  

The TIMP recommended a new Visitor Hub and suggested the demolition of the 
existing visitor centre building. Although the existing building needs considerable 
repairs it is generally robust and it was not considered a sustainable approach to 
simply demolish it. The analysis indicated the desirability of integrating the 
environmental education and interpretation programmes with the mainstream 
visitors and so the existing visitor centre is to be refurbished as the nature learning 
centre and a community meeting space, as outlined within Strand 4 Proposals. 

 
 

Castle Improvements 

The TIMP proposed a glass box viewing point on the roof of the Castle. This proposal 
was investigated but when assessed against the potential visual impact on the 
character of the castle building and its setting, the proposal was deemed to have 
an adverse and detrimental impact on the overall existing heritage value. Further to 
this, the logistical considerations of further footfall within a tight and physically limited 
space were considered to be detrimental to both visitor enjoyment of the castle, and 
to the fabric of the Castle itself. It  was considered that another óattractionô at the 
Castle would compound the existing congestion difficulties. The proposed Viewing 
Point on the hillside above the Castle gives much superior views and will provide an 
attraction that would disperse visitors away from current congestion points. 
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STRAND 1 - PROPOSALS 

Trails 

Current visitor management issues stem from steadily growing visitor 
numbers and the limited capacity of the Parkôs infrastructure. A Recreational 
Trail Masterplan has been developed as a response to this increase this 
capacity and the full detail is in Appendix E. 

In summary, it is intended to provide a better visitor experience by improving 
walking trails through the following;  

Å Encourage dispersal of visitors throughout the Park. 
Å Improve connection with the natural and cultural heritage of the Park. 

Å Improve accessibility of trails by incorporating óall-abilityô walking routes 
where possible. 

Å Provide new discovery points within unique trail settings 

All proposed future trail enhancement has taken account of the plans for 
the wider development of the Park and is underpinned by the principles of 
sustainability, so the Trails will 

Å Have minimal environmental impact 
Å Meet the requirements of its users 
Å Require little maintenance 
Å Minimise conflict between different user groups 

Most importantly,  the proposed trail development seeks not only to be one 
of the signature experiences but also a key element of dispersing visitors 
over a wider area within the Park, achieved through the creation of new trails 
and opening up or exploring new óundiscoveredô areas or features within the 
Park, e.g. Broganôs Cottage, Lough Inshagh and other viewpoints. This will 
help resolve any visitor management issues created by the growing visitor 
numbers, especially at peak times of the year. 
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STRAND 1 

Tourism and recreation objectives 

 
Creating a World Class Visitor Experience 

Castle, Gardens and Trails 
 

 

Enhance and expand the trail network to 
give people more and better experiences 
and increase carrying capacity of site. 

Invest in the gardens, sustain and enhance 
their significance 

Provide a better visitor experience from the 
castle tours 

Create and develop viewpoints to help 
visitors appreciate the landscape and 

heritage. 

Explore wider interconnections to Gartan, 
Church Hill etc 
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The proposed trail network will both extend the trail network allowing visitors to spend longer in 
the Park and also create a variety of signature trail experiences through which the Parkôs story 

is told. 

 
The trail network will act as the medium through which visitors directly experience and enjoy 
the Park. Full details of how trails will be used as an interpretative  tool are included within the 

Interpretation and Education Report (Appendix D)  
 

 

The Proposed Trail Network will:  

Å Contribute to the development of the National Park to become a signature experience 
along the Wild Atlantic Way and position itself as a compelling visitor attraction to overseas 

visitors 
Å Create provision for the planned dispersal of visitors within the Park to reduce pressure in 

high volume areas 
Å Provide opportunities for visitors to spend longer in the Park 
Å Provide the ability to óflex upô activity provision during peak times, shedding the load from 

other facilities, e.g. suggesting a walk to Broganôs Cottage until Castle tours become 

available 
Å Incorporate appropriately located seating, viewpoints, shelters, information points along 

trails 

Å Cater for a greater volume of visitors to the Park who may be attracted by the wider 
developments 

Å Meet the experiential expectations of visitors (óbest prospect customersô as highlighted in 
the óVisitor Analysisô in Chapter 3) 

Å Meet the accessibility needs of all visitors 
Å Play an active role in storytelling of the Park, i.e. be the medium through which visitors 

directly experience the Park and its environs, built,  natural and cultural - the experience 

and potential of trails are underplayed currently, with some areas not explored or linked 
back to the story of the Park  

Å Develop the trails as an attraction in their own right,  not just something to do to kill time 

ï but become the medium for seeing and actively experiencing the Park, its unique 

landscape and nature 
Å Provide the physical link to other activities, interest sites and settlements outside of the 

National Park, e.g. Glebe Gallery, St Colmcille Centre, Gartan, etc. 
Å Improve the sustainability of trails and minimise both the environmental impact and 

maintenance requirements of current unsustainable trails in a highly sensitive environment 

The recommendations for new trail development within the Park, as set out in the National Trails 
Office Report (2015) and the TIMP were reviewed, analysed and assessed against these criteria 
and the results are set out in Appendix E 

All items within the TIMP were considered, however, for protection of the sensitive natural 
environment, not all have been brought forward within this VEDMP. Following detailed on -site 

appraisal and discussion with the Park staff a different  set of proposals was developed, as set 
out overleaf. 

 

With the exception of new trail construction at Derrylahan, proposals for future trail development  
are based primarily on enhancing the trails that already exist, either through upgrade (i.e. trail 
repairs) or re-design (i.e. re-configuring, re-routing or re-building sections). 

 
The table below lists the future priority trail developments, in no specific order, and the 
opportunities that exist for each.  

The proposed new trail network is comprised of 12 trails, totalling approximately 36kms rather 
than the original 6 trails totalling 23.5kms.  

In addition to the trails contained within the plan area, the new Lough Inshagh Cycle Trail offers 
visitors the opportunity  to cycle 26km around the National Park, giving a combined, total new 

trail network of approximately 60km.  

 

The new trail network is made up of a mixture of existing trail, enhanced existing trail and new 
build trail.  The trails have been re-designed or reconfigured to be more sustainable and be a 
consistent class along the entire length. Trails range from Class 1, all ability to Class 5 for the 

ówalking enthusiastô. All abilities and fitness levels are catered for providing walking and cycling 
options for all types of visitor.  
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OVERVIEW OF PROPOSED TRAIL NETWORK 
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TRAIL PROPOSALS 

Derrylahan Stacked Loop Trails Å Establish this area of the Park as a key walking area within the Park especially for those who wish to óescapeô from the busier visitor areas of the 
Visitor Hub, Castle and Gardens. 

Å Effectively distribute walkers in the Park to this more remote area through effective marketing of the trail as a different type of visitor experience, 
óWild Glenveaghô 

Å Use new trail development as a means of developing a óstacked loop trailô system incorporating different lengths and grades of trail to facilitate a 
wider Park audience, in terms of ability and type (e.g. walker, cyclists, those with prams, those with mobility issues, etc) 

Å Develop a Class 1 óall abilityô loop for those with mobility issues. 
Å Use new trail development as a means of sharing with the visitor the areaôs rich heritage, e.g. Brogans Wood and Cottage 
Å Develop an iconic viewpoint looking up Glenveagh from above Broganôs Cottage ï has potential to rival views from the Viewpoint Trail 
Å Develop the natural play area as a family-visitor proposition 
Å Incorporate appropriately designed seating and information point for interpretation showing view across lough to castle 

Lakeside Trail Å Segregate walkers and cyclists through use of discreet markings on the surface of the trail / appropriate signage at sequenced intervals and 
strategic pinch points 

Å Increase the interest of the visitor along the length of the trail through interpretation/sculptures  etc 
Å Introduce a bus pick-up/drop off point along the Lakeside Trail to allow visitors to walk part of the trail 

Lough Inshagh / Upper Glen Trail Å Introduce speed control measures, i.e. grade reversals, chicanes and signage at the start and end of the steep hill section where the trail 
descends to meet the Lakeside Trail to facilitate safely bikers with a wide range of bike handling skills. 

Å Introduce a bus pick-up/drop off point along the Lakeside Trail at the beginning of the Lough Inshagh Trail 

Å Strengthen the connection between the community of Churchill, Gartan Lough and the Park, and provide opportunity to learn abo ut the historic 
entrance to the estate and access sites associated with St. Colmcille 

Å Incorporate seating and shelter area at Lough Beagh end of trail 

Castle and Viewpoint Trail Å Undertake a complete redesign of the current trail to make it more accessible to a wider audience. 
Å Construct the newly designed and realigned trail using techniques that are more sustainable and sympathetic with the surrounding landscape 

e.g. stone pitching 
Å Make the existing viewpoint the Parkôs óiconicô feature through a creative, sympathetic viewing platform 
Å Market the new trail as the Parkôs must-see visitor attraction moving forwards 
Å Manage through erosion control techniques any desire line trails created along the trailôs length 
Å Re-open the 67 Steps trail as an escorted or guided tour route for enthusiastic walkers to the top of the Viewpoint Trail 
Å Develop the historic gazebo at the summit of the 67 Steps as a rest top and óhidden gemô 
Å Incorporate seating and viewing area at top of 67 steps 
Å Improve connections with other trails in the Castle vicinity through better signposting, information, etc. 

Upper Glen and Waterfall View Trail Å Carry out significant water erosion control work along the full length of the trail, e.g. clear a significant drain running parallel to the trail the length 
of the valley 

Å Re-purpose the Stalkerôs Lodge as a discovery point (possible education/interpretation  point) including toilet facility 
Å Potential opportunity to investigate feasibility of creating a rough car park facility close to where the trail enters from the R254. 
Å Provide waterfall / bird watching viewing point adjacent to Astelleen Burn waterfall 
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Strand 1 - Proposals 

Gardens 
The Gardens at Glenveagh are one of its most important assets and the 
proposals set out in Strand 4 include major investment in the conservation 
and ongoing enhancement of the statuary, structures, planting and 
infrastructure.  

This needs to be supported by continuing investment in staff resources with 
emphasis on the interpretation of the gardens and their special qualities as 
an integral part of the visitor experience.  

Education programmes will be developed to foster understanding of the 
plant conservation and the role of the Castle Gardens as an historic flower 
garden. 
Gardener led tours, workshops, demonstrations and presentations will be 
available. 

The proposals within this plan seek to provide a better visitor experience by 
conserving and sustaining the formal gardens; increasing visitor engagement 
through the following:  

Å Provide an over-arching policy for future management of the gardens. 

Å Continue investment in staff resources with emphasis on interpretation 
of the gardens and their special qualities as an integral part of the 
visitor attraction.  

Å Increase educational activities to foster greater understanding of the 
significance of the gardens. 

Draft guidance for the future management of the gardens is set out in 
Appendix G. 
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Indicative design of possible interpretation/ 

sculptural elements along Lakeside Walk 
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Strand 1 - Proposals 

Play 
Best practice shows that play can be a leading visitor attraction in its own 
right, not to mention the proven physical, mental and social benefits play can 
offer. It  is recommended that with the proposed new Visitor Hub a new play 
area is created which is designed, themed and built to capture the spirit of 
place of the Park. 
With a focus on the family market, play forms an essential component of 
the overall future visitor proposition. Any new play proposed needs to be 
sympathetic to the surrounding landscape whilst at the same time offering 
children a fun experience. 

Given the wild, rugged landscape of the Park play pieces built from natural 
materials are more appropriate than manufactured play equipment selected 
from catalogues, typically constructed of steel tubing and plastic. 

In addition, new play pieces should be based on óthe story of Glenveaghô, 
indirectly adding a learning opportunity  to the play. 

Giving children the opportunity to take part in inexpensive ónatural playô 
within the Park is also opportunity rich. Natural play encourages children to 
use their imagination while simultaneously experiencing the smells, textures 
and wonders of the natural environment around them and often involves no 
structures. 

Where structures are involved, these are most commonly made from trees 
in-situ. An example of the latter is the óMagic Ink Potô natural play area in 
Mount Stewart, a National Trust property in Co. Down. Fallen trees have 
been carved into animals, tree stumps carved into seats, whilst others have 
been left to allow for children to climb on top of them. Standing trees in 
the area have been cut back to look like giant birdôs nests ï thus allowing 
childrenôs imagination to develop. 
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Strand 1 - Proposals 

The Castle 

The consultant team have reviewed a number of comparable óvisitor attractionsô which 
combine historic buildings and gardens and an important landscape and habitat 
including Mount Stewart, Giants Causeway, Hillsborough Castle, Connemara National 
Park, Glencoe Visitor Centre and Newbridge House and Gardens. No two sites are 
identical and the particular issues at Glenveagh are unique, but there are a number of 
key principles and lessons that can be adapted to help plan the visitor experience in a 
sustainable manner. 

 
The proposed plan seeks to provide a better visitor experience from the castle by the 
addressing the following; 

Å The Castle is relatively small so capacity for visitor tours is limited. Rather than 
the current practice of relatively short and rushed guided tours, we believe a 
combination of self-guided routes, and longer more detailed guided tours is more 
suitable for a positive visitor experience. 

Å Improve layout of tour to provide more cohesive visitor flow 
Å Improve interpretation,  providing improved information on the cultural heritage of 

the previous owners 

Å Incorporate pre-booking for large coach parties, with designated gathering area 
for groups 

Å Guided and Self-Guided Garden tours would increase the visitor capacity and 
make up for any shortfall in Castle tours ï indeed the Garden could easily be sold 
as the ófirst choiceô such is their value and quality. 

Å The óotherô experiences at Glenveagh ï Derrylahan, Viewpoint trail,  Stalkerôs Hut 
etc, need to be promoted as great experiences so the default option is not the 
Castle tour. 

Å Restore rooms in the main Castle tower, currently disused, with potential to be 
converted into óArtist-in Residenceô accommodation. 

Ways of integrating local community life into the Park are important to create a connection 
between staff, visitors and local residents essential for the support of the Parkôs aims and 
provide a community support connection. 

 

 
Detailed information on proposals is contained within Appendix: H 
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STRAND 2  

Conservation objectives 

 
Conservation and Protection Natural and 

Built Heritage 

 
Set out long term policies to protect and 
enhance the natural and built environment. 

Identify  initiatives and projects to enhance 
the natural and built environment.  

Ensure tourism development proposals 
do no harm to the natural and built 

environment. 
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Strand 2 - Proposals 

 
Enhancement of Native Woodland 

There exists within the park the opportunity to enhance the native woodland 
resource within Glenveagh National Park. Native woodlands provide major benefits 
for biodiversity, as well as a social benefit, displaying a natural resource with which 
we can identify and associate with places of beauty and tranquillity.  

More fertile sections of the park that have been cleared historically for agriculture 
can be surveyed and if deemed appropriate based on their current contribution to 
the status of the SAC these could be converted by re-establishing native woodland. 

 
Potential Enhancement Areas 

 
Å Derrylahan 
Å Mullangore 
Å Derrybeg 

 
Conservation Volunteer Accommodation 

 

It was discussed that the current Administration Complex be used for training 
facilities and accommodation for conservation volunteer groups; providing a 
base to learn about the benefits of ecology conservation but the future uses and 
requirements of the Administration complex are outside the scope of the VEDMP It 
is recommended that support for volunteer programmes is provided. 
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