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Introduction	(1):		

My	name	is	Cillian	Murphy.		

I	own	(2)	a	small	restaurant	in	Kilkee,	County	Clare,	on	a	place	called	the	Loop	

Head	Peninsula.	As	if	I	hadn’t	enough	to	do,	in	2009	I	co-founded	a	community	

based	destination	management	organisation	called	LHT	(3)	whose	core	

message	was	that	we	would	be	in	control	of	our	tourism	development.	

The	LHT	story	has	been	about	a	community	looking	at	why	it	needed	tourism,	

what	it	had,	how	it	could	be	used	and	then	going	out	to	sell	it	to	the	market	it	

wanted.	I	strongly	believe	this	model	is	the	future	of	a	sustainable	tourism	

industry,	the	single	biggest	asset	the	tourism	industry	has,	the	most	important	

product	it	has	for	sale,	is	the	destination	within	which	tourism	occurs,	and	you	

know	what…	the	industry	should	be	investing	as	much	if	not	more	into	the	host	

community	development	aspect	of	tourism	as	their	marketing,	and	the	

community	who	live	in	that	destination	should	have	as	much	control	of	the	

management	and	marketing	of	it,	as	the	industry	or	regional	and	national	

tourism	development	or	marketing	agencies.	They	are	the	key	to	delivering	a	

sustainable	tourism	industry.	

I’m	going	(4)	to	start	off	by	describing	the	Loop	Head	Peninsula,	and	a	little	bit	

about	LHT,	how	we	set	it	up,	why,	some	of	the	things	we	did	that	really	worked	

and	the	success	we	have	had.	And	then	I’m	going	to	move	from	the	management	

of	our	home	to	the	management	of	the	story	being	told	about	it,	of	who	is	telling	

that	story	and	the	consequences	of	getting	it	wrong.	

Part	1.	

The	Loop	Head	Peninsula	(5)	is	a	triangle	of	land	sticking	out	into	the	Atlantic	

Ocean,	almost	completely	surrounded	by	protected	areas,	its	140km	square	with	
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approx.	3500	people	living	there...(6)	almost	smack	bang	in	the	middle	of	the	

Wild	Atlantic	Way	on	what’s	called	the	Cliff	Coast	section.	

Loop	Head	Tourism	(7)	is	a	completely	voluntary	organisation,	three	parishes	

working	together,	for	anyone	familiar	with	Ireland,	you	will	know	that	is	pretty	

groundbreaking	stuff,	for	those	who	aren’t,	the	next	parish	is	not	considered	to	

be	local,	ever!	We	have	a	committee	of	9	drawn	from	the	development	

organisations	of	the	three	parishes	(8),	3	from	each	regardless	of	population	

size,	businesses	numbers	or	political	power.		

Our	economy	predominantly	relies	on	farming,	although	this	is	becoming	less	

prevalent…and	our	single	biggest	export	for	over	150	years	has	been	our	people	

(9),	particularly	our	young	people.	Very	isolated,	at	least	40	miles	from	the	major	

transport	hubs	and	medical	facilities,	and	with	low	broadband	speeds,	it	is	

classified	as	one	of	the	more	marginalized	communities	in	Clare.		And	economic	

development	opportunities	are	very	limited…	

On	a	more	(10)	positive	note	the	peninsula	is	surrounded	by	some	of	the	most	

spectacular	scenery	on	the	west	of	Ireland,	much	of	it	classified	as	a	protected	

and	fragile	environment.	Our	Low	(10a)	population	density	gives	a	strong	sense	

of	solitude	and	wilderness	and	it	has	an	unparalleled	cultural	and	heritage	

product	so	it	is	easy	to	see	why	tourism	could	be	seen	as	the	most	realistic	option	

left	for	economic	development	on	the	peninsula.		

	“Tourism	(11)	is	like	fire.	It	can	cook	your	dinner,	

(11a)	Or	it	can	burn	your	house	down….”	

Whats	the	difference	between	those	two	scenarios?	Planning	for	a	desired	

outcome...Putting	mechanisms	in	place	to	ensure	one	type	of	fire	doesn’t	lead	to	
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the	other,	controlling	the	situation	so	it	doesn’t	get	out	of	hand.	There’s	a	word	

for	all	of	that....	management.	

From	our	perspective,	it	meant	management	of	the	place	we	live	in	for	sure,	but	

just	as	importantly	...management	of	the	story	about	the	place	we	live	in...and	of	

who	is	telling	the	story.	Our	goal	was	quite	simple…to	make	sure	tourism	cooked	

our	dinner	not	our	house.		

The	first	question	many	communities	ask	is	(12),…and	indeed	we	were	no	

different,	is	How	can	we	get	more	tourists?	…but	this	is	the	wrong	question	to	

start	with.	We	need	to	start	with	a	different	one	(13)….	Why	do	we	need	them?		

The	reasons	(14)	on	Loop	Head,	farming	is	becoming	more	intensive,	less	jobs,	

our	fishing	industry	is	dead,	we	are	too	are	away	from	transport	hubs	for	

industrial	investment,	and	our	connectivity	is	too	poor	for	the	IT	sector.	Our	

population	is	declining	and	as	a	result	investment	in	infrastructure	both	physical	

and	societal	is	a	low	priority	for	the	government,	and	getting	lower,	low	

population	=	low	votes!	Tourism	seems	to	be	the	only	viable	option.	So	we	want	

tourism,	but,	the	answers	to	the	question	have	also	defined	a	role	for	it,	it	has	a	

job	to	do,	to	replace	fishing	and	farming	in	providing	economic	benefit,	basically	

jobs,	to	the	area….	and	we	also	realized	it	had	the	capacity	to	drive	inward	

investment,	both	private	in	the	shape	of	entrepreneurs,	and	public,	in	the	shape	

of	public	infrastructure	which	could	support	the	industry	development	needs.		

So,	we	(15)		understood	from	the	outset	that	tourism	itself,	was	not	the	goal,	

rather	it	is	(15a)	a	tool	we	could	use	to	deliver	economic	sustainability	for	our	

coastal	community.		

But	to	achieve	this,	there	were	four	key	things	we	had	to	achieve	(16)		

1. maximise	linkages	between	businesses			



	

	 4	

2. minimise	the	leakage	from	our	local	economy		

3. Be	strategic	in	our	thinking	

4. Manage	the	story	of	our	destination	

1st.	Maximising	linkages	(17)		is	about	getting	local	operators	to	stop	thinking	

of	each	other	as	the	competition	…	changing	this	attitude	is	hard!	We	must	stop	

thinking	the	other	restaurant	across	the	road	is	the	competition	and	to	start	

working	with	that	restaurant	to	turn	the	town	into	a	foodie	destination.		

We	had	to	build	up	trust	between	them,	and	In	the	world	of	corporate	speak...we	

had	to	do	some	team	building.	

I’m	a	fan	of	project-based	co-creation,	I	find	things	can	not	be	a	theoretical	

exercise	to	get	traction	on	the	ground	with	business	people…so	we	went	out	

(18)	and	found	a	project,	the	EDEN	award,	a	pan-European	sustainable	tourism	

competition.	The	theme	in	2010	was	‘Aquatic	tourism’,	we	took	a	small	group	of	

operators	with	like	minded	interests	on	a	tightly	focussed	project	and	we	won	it.		

The	win	was	great...	it	showed	us	we	had	something	really	worthwhile,	but	the	

real	benefit	came	from	actually	having	to	work	together,	having	to	trust	each	

other	to	do	what	we	said	we	would	and	showing	others	what	could	happen	if	we	

did	so.		

A	number	of	other	projects	such	as	our	heritage	trail,	walking	and	cycling	

projects	and	our	Food	Circle	events	have	built	up	strong	linkages	between	

business	operators	and	the	communities...our	three	parishes	were	now	working	

together	to	create	a	single	destination	and	a	brand,	The	Loop	Head	Peninsula.	

2nd	Minimising	leakage:		

The	second	part	(19)	is	addressing	the	leakage	from	the	local	economy...	this	is	

really	important,	if	tourism	is	not	creating	a	vibrant	local	economy	then	we	have	
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failed	in	our	primary	mission.	I	use	this	image	of	a	leaky	bucket	to	represent	the	

Loop	Head	or	any	destinations	economy.	Our	objective	is	to	fill	up	the	bucket.	

The	(19a)	water	flowing	in	is	the	tourism	income	stream,	but	the	bucket	has	a	

lot	of	little	holes	in	it,	and	that	(19b)	is	the	money	each	business	spends	outside	

the	destination...raw	goods,	services	and	wages.	How	do	we	fill	up	the	bucket...?	

1.	Standard	tourism	development	strategies	would	have	us	chasing	around	to	

find	more	taps	to	keep	pouring	water	in	faster	then	it	leaks	out…wastefull,	

inefficient,	expensive	

2.	or,	you	could	look	at	it	differently,	just	block	up	the	holes,	by	encouraging	

businesses	to	look	at	retaining	their	purchasing	and	wages	within	the	locality.		

Blocking	those	leaks	means	we	need	less	tourists	to	deliver	more	benefit	to	the	

local	economy	which	in	turn	means	we	can	afford	to	be	a	little	more	picky	about	

what	kind,	how	many	and	where	we	want	them	to	go.	Lower	levels	of	visitors	

need	lower	levels	of	resources,	and	a	local	tourism	industry	that	is	much	more	

sustainable,	easier	manage,	lighter	on	the	landscape,	has	less	negative	

consequences	on	the	local	community	and	more	cost	effective	to	develop.	Our	

total	spend	in	7	years	has	been	approximately	€120k.	

So,	here’s	an	example	of	how	we	tried	to	trap	as	much	of	this	visitor	income	as	

possible.	The	Loop	Head	Food	Circle	(20)	designed	this	simple	mechanism	of	

putting	a	lighthouse	symbol	on	their	menus	beside	locally	produced	food.	It	has	

increased	sales	to	local	producers	by	over	€150k	and	created	10	jobs	in	just	over	

a	year….	reducing	the	leakage	from	the	area…and	as	importantly,	directly	linking	

the	visitors	food	experience	to	Loop	Head,	and	giving	them	something	to	talk	

about	on	Tripadvisor	and	SM.	
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Lead	(21)	by	example,	and	a	shameless	plug	for	our	restaurant.	The	system	

doesn’t	have	to	be	complicated,	most	businesses	have	a	bookkeeper	or	

accountant,	know	where	their	suppliers	are	based	and	where	their	staff	is	living	

permanently	

Make	a	list	(21a),	create	boundaries	and	show	it	off	in	whatever	format	(21b)	

you	want.	Be	bold,	don’t	be	shy	about	it,	it’s	a	market	differentiator	

Shows	up	good	practice…highlights	those	who	dont.	

3rd	thing	is	thinking	strategically	(22):		

It’s	really	important	to	begin	thinking	strategically	about	the	downstream	affects	

of	any	development,	attraction	or	marketing	opportunity.	This	is	why	its	

important	to	start	by	asking	“why	we	need	tourism”	The	answers	gives	us	a	goal,	

and	something	to	make	decisions	against,	whenever	we	are	faced	with	an	option,	

say	an	agency	wanted	to	open	an	attraction,	or	a	marketing	opportunity	arises,	

now,	we	can	ask	ourselves,	if	we	agree	to	this,	how	will	it	deliver	against	our	goal	

of	providing	local	economic	benefit	

The	Loop	Head	Lighthouse	development	began	just	after	the	EDEN	win	in	2010.	

The	lead	developers	asked	us	on	board	as	partners,	we	had	our	concerns,	such	as	

potentially	turning	an	isolated	local	beauty	spot	into	a	mass	tourism	product.	

So…we	insisted	from	the	outset	that	there	would	be	no	craft	shop	or	café	at	the	

lighthouse,	pretty	radical…a	visitor	attraction	without	a	café	or	souvenir	shop!	

Why,	well	the	first	question	we	asked	is...	What	is	the	role	of	the	lighthouse,	who	

benefits	from	this	facility...is	it	there	to	deliver	large	volumes	of	visitors,	or	was	it	

about	adding	value	for	the	local	economy.	For	us,	and	our	vision,	it	had	to	be	

about	the	latter,	delivering	visitors	to	local	business,	creating	local	jobs	and	local	

wealth…and	to	their	credit	they	agreed.	At	the	time	there	was	a	pub	at	the	
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bottom	of	the	hill	3	miles	away	dying	on	its	feet…it	now	opens	full	time	from	

March	to	Oct	with	10	staff,	all	local.	

Two	local	(23)	women	opened	a	craft	shop	and	gallery	a	mile	from	the	

lighthouse.	It	was	the	first	bricks	and	mortar	business	opened	in	the	village	of	

Kilbaha	in	over	100	years.	A	direct	result	of	no	competition	from	the	lighthouse,	

which	we	had	insisted	on,	it	created	the	gap	in	the	market	and	they	jumped	in,	it	

provides	an	outlet	for	up	and	coming	local	artists,	they	employ	3	local	young	

people	and	they	have	just	gone	global	with	their	ecommerce	site,	and	just	as	

importantly	it	keeps	them	and	their	kids	in	the	community.	You	know,	with	all	

the	awards	we	have	won,	this	is	the	thing	I	am	most	proud	of,	because	it	is	real,	I	

can	go	out	there	on	a	Sunday,	sit	down	and	look	around	and	say,	‘this	is	a	result	

of	our	decision	making’,	a	practical	example	of	how	long	term	strategic	thinking	

by	the	community	can	benefit	the	local	economy	and	how	having	a	clear	vision	

about	how	tourism,	could	be	used	by	us	instead	of	it	using	us	was	working.		

And	the	reward	for	all	this	working	for	each	other,	we	have	created	the	

atmosphere	which	has	encouraged	the	development	of	micro	enterprises	(24),	

we	now	have	a	network	of	44	locally	owned	and	operated	businesses	who	see	

each	other	as	allies.	

If	I	was	modest	I	would	say	we	have	been	reasonably	successful,	but	im	

not...(24a)	we	have	been	really	successfull...well	beyond	our	wildest	dreams	

really.	

Not	bad	for	a	small	triangle	of	land	140km	square	with	only	3,500	residents.	

12	mins	

4th	Management	of	the	story.	
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There	are	(25)	millions	of	words	on	Google	about	how	local	communities	have	

to	be	involved	in	local	decision-making	about	any	development	that	will	affect	

where	they	live,	how	important	public	participation	and	community	involvement	

are	to	the	sustainable	management	of	protected	areas,	And	this	is	only	right	and	

proper,	but	the	really	important	missing	piece	in	this	puzzle	is	that	these	host	

communities	have	no	right	to	be	consulted	as	to	the	story	being	told	about	

their	place,	or	of	who	is	telling	it...Mostly	its	being	told	by	external	agencies	

completely	outside	of	their	control,	they	are	defined	solely	by	the	industry,	

because	it	provides	the	only	route	to	market	for	the	host	community,	this	power	

has	largely	been	gifted	to	private	operators	because	there	is	simply	no	space	

provided	for	those	communities	to	access	the	marketplace	themselves,	and	

unfortunately	in	most	cases	this	power	transfer	has	been	facilitated	by	public	

money.		

However,	this	system	has	a	glaring	design	fault,	a	disconnect	between	

destination	marketing	and	destination	management,	those	who	manage	the	

story	do	not	have	to	manage	the	destination.		

Some	examples	(26)	from	around	the	world,	include	Pulpit	Rock	in	Norway,	

here	is	what	the	marketing	of	it	would	have	you	expect,	and	this	(26a)	is	what	

the	managers	on	the	ground	have	to	actually	cope	with.		

Venice	(27),	it’s	a	doctoral	case	study	on	its	own,	but	again,	this	is	how	it	is	sold	

by	industry	marketing	departments,	and	this	is	(27a)	what	the	consequences	of	

that	marketing	looks	like	on	the	ground,	what	the	local	communities	have	to	live	

with	and	manage	on	a	day	to	day	basis.	Borocay	Island	(28)	as	sold,	the	

consequences	(28a)	of	the	industry	marketing	startegy.	
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We	have	(29)	our	own	issues	in	Ireland,	last	year,	The	Skellig	Ring	was	listed	in	

Lonely	Planets	‘Best	in	Travel	2017”	and	this	(29a)	was	the	marketing	strategy	

devised	by	the	national	marketing	agency,	

“A	specially	created	page	on	ireland.com	16.6	million	visits	last	year,	exposure	to	

4m	on	SM	activity…major	PR	push	to	over	20,000	media	contacts.	Highlighting	it	

at	trade	fares...WTM,	etc”	

The	Skellig	Ring	is	about	18km	long,	and	about	15	feet	wide......	

What	are	the	consequences	of	selling	it	like	this	to	so	many	people	and	who	will	

be	managing	it?	Not	the	marketeers.	

The	Star	Wars	(30)	movie	was	filmed	along	parts	of	west	of	Ireland	and	has	

been	the	basis	of	phenomenal	global	marketing	campaign	for	the	places	in	Kerry	

and	Donegal	where	they	filmed,		this	(30a)	is	the	consequence.	So	how	is	all	this	

relevent	to	managing	our	story..?	

Star	Wars	also	filmed	at	Loop	Head	(31),	but	we	insisted	that	we	would	not	

feature	in	the	international	tourism	marketing	of	Ireland	using	Star	Wars,	

because	we	felt	there	was	a	consequence	to	it,	that	went	against	our	tourism	

planning,	our	vision.	To	be	fair,	we	were	listened	to,	and	we	explored	other	

marketing	angles,	the	result,	was	inclusion	in	Frommers	Best	Places	to	Go	2018	

and	in	the	Fodors	Guidebook,	neither	of	whom	had	ever	featured	us	before	and	

whose	readers	are	at	the	top	of	our	target	market.	We	managed	our	own	story,	

who	would	be	telling	it	and	the	audience	it	would	reach.	

The	trouble	is,	marketeers	are	using	metrics	for	success	that	have	long	term	

consequences,	not	necessarily	in	the	best	interests	of	host	communities	(32).		

Local	people	get	annoyed	to	the	point	of	protest,	how	annoyed	do	you	need	to	be	

to	jump	into	the	lagoon	in	Venice	to	stop	cruise	ships	entering	the	harbour.	Using	
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local	areas	to	market	the	national	product	in	an	international	marketplace,	

without	considering	the	consequences	is	irresponsible,	and	we	are	seeing	in	

many	places	it	is	threatening	the	social	fabric	of	the	host	communities,	creating	

localized	capacity	issues	and	negative	environmental	impacts,	and	you	know	

what,	in	the	long	term,	delivering	poor	visitor	experiences,	and	undermining	the	

sustainability	of	the	tourism	product	and	the	tourism	industry.		

“People	(33)	are	slowly	waking	up	to	the	fact	we	are	not	going	to	run	out	of	

tourists….	it	is	environmentally	sound	and	attractive	destinations….	that	

are	becoming	scarce.	People	will	not	stop	moving	around	the	globe,	but	

they	will	do	it	more	selectively”		

This	statement	was	made	by	the	property	developer	Tony	Goldman	who	was	

responsible	for	preserving	much	of	the	art	deco	building	treasures	in	South	

Beach,	Miami	in	an	interview	with	the	author	Arild	Molstad	in	2012,	for	his	book,	

“Last	Chance	Destinations”.	He	knew	what	he	was	talking	about,	in	2012	the	

UNWTO	welcomed	1	billion	tourists,	by	2017	that	number	is	1.34	billion.	In	

Ireland	over	the	same	period,	we	have	gone	from	6.2	million	in	2012	to	8.7	

million	in	2016.	We	are	most	definitely	not	going	to	run	out	of	tourists	any	time	

soon.	And	we	have	to	make	sure	our	coastal	communities	understand	that	also,	

tourism	isn’t	going	away…	Mostly	they	have	been	happy	with	scraps	from	the	

tourism	table,	and	it	is	treated	as	the	industry	of	last	resort	in	many	cases…but	

we	need	to	change	that	thinking.	Our	homes	are	the	destinations	the	industry	is	

selling	and	we	need	to	make	sure	that	it’s	at	a	price	that	delivers	for	us,	

economically,	socially	and	environmentally.	
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To	achieve	this,	we	need	to	capacity	build	our	communities	to	better	understand	

the	tourism	industry	and	ensure	they	are	controlling	their	destination	and	the	

narrative	around	it.		

In	the	(34)	words	of	Prof.	Harold	Goodwin,	‘Responsible	Tourism	requires	the	

determination	of	desirable	ends	and	the	ability	to	determine	how	to	achieve	

them”.	These	desirable	ends	will	only	be	determined	by	tourism	development	

work	at	a	community	level,	that	ability	will	only	be	achieved	through	asking	

questions	like	(35):		

Why	do	you	need	tourism?		

What	have	you	got	that	tourists	might	want	to	visit?	Note	I	don’t	say	we	should	

ask	what	it	is	they	need	to	get	to	attract	visitors.	

What	would	success	look	like?	

Where	and	when	is	appropriate	for	tourists	to	visit?	

Who	should	be	involved	in	the	discussions?	Who	might	our	target	market	be?	

Finally	we	can	ask	‘How	do	we	get	more	tourists?’	

This	sort	of	development	work	delivers	the	basic	building	blocks	of	information	

for	community	led	destination	development,	it	creates	the	sort	of	knowledge	and	

trust	I	spoke	about	earlier	on	Loop	Head,	will	help	communities	to	discover	what	

it	is	they	have,	what	they	are	happy	to	sell,	to	whom	and	when	it	is	appropriate,	

it	shows	very	clearly	where	the	strengths,	weaknesses,	opportunities	and	threats	

are	within	the	community	from	a	tourism	perspective.		

I	believe	this	is	the	type	of	exercise	the	industry	should	be	supporting	if	they	

have	an	eye	to	the	future	and	want	to	ensure	a	quality,	sustainable	tourism	

product.	They	should	be	funding	this	development	work,	in	at	least	as	equal	an	

amount	as	their	marketing	budgets,	the	return	on	their	investment	in	the	form	of	
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product	development	would	be	a	more	responsibly	managed,	better	quality,	

more	valuable	and	more	sustainable	destination.	This	is	the	scale	and	type	of	

change	that	needs	to	happen,	but	will	it?			

I	had	an	interesting	conversation	recently	with	a	woman	called	Loren	

Rutherford	(36);	a	tourism	professional	from	New	Zealand.	She	said	she	was	

very	disappointed	to	find	that	“the	job	market	for	development	focused	tourism	

professionals	is	lacking	and	companies	remain	far	more	interested	in	her	

marketing	background”.		

And	there	you	have	it	ladies	and	gentlemen,	neatly	encapsulated	in	two	lines,	the	

reason	we	have	overtourism,	or	is	that	too	big	a	leap.	I	don’t	believe	so.	There	is	

lots	of	noise	about	a	more	sustainable	tourism	industry,	but	at	the	heart	of	it	I	

don’t	believe	the	industry	will	invest	in	development	work	of	this	scale.	It’s	too	

hard	to	measure	and	the	ROI	is	too	long.	Really,	the	industry	just	wants	to	use	

our	places;	it’s	not	very	interested	in	allowing	itself	to	be	used	by	the	host	

communities.	

The	tourism	industry	and	marketing	agencies	needs	to	realize	(37)	that	a	

sustainable	industry	relies	on	sustainable	destinations	and	these	will	have	to	be	

co-created	with	the	communities	who	live	there,	instead	of	just	treating	them	as	

commodities	to	be	marketed	and	sold.	We	are	already	(38)	seeing	the	negative	

local	reactions	to	this	lack	of	investment	at	community	level	across	the	world.	

Some	on	real	walls	and…	some	on	digital,	this	is	from	The	Burren,	I	wonder	how	

long	it	will	take	before	this	social	media	discontent	moves	on	to	real	walls	along	

the	WAW.	

Instead	of	leaving	you	with	that	thought,	I’m	going	to	leave	you	with	an	image	of	

my	home	in	the	recent	snow	storm,	just	in	case	you	were	missing	it…	


