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JCWL Geopark to celebrate prestigious
UNESCO announcement

Global Geopark status spring 2026

We are delighted to announce Joyce Country & Western Lakes Geopark will
receive its UNESCO Global Geopark accolade in spring 2026. This international
badge of honour recognises the region’s breathtaking landscapes, rich cultural
heritage, remarkable geology and the quality of work under-taken from the
ground up with local communities. It also brings new opportunities and a
genuinely positive outlook for the communities, especially in tourism, education,
and local business growth.

Spanning 1560 km? in south-west Mayo and north County Galway, the geopark
includes 20 fascinating communities. It will be the first UNESCO territory with a
Gaeltacht, and will join a global network of 229 geoparks in 50 countries. This
milestone offers local communities a unique chance to partner with funders,
providing a basis for job creation and stimulating greater identity with use of the
Irish language. Official ratification is likely to be on or around 23rd April 2026.

Stay up to date through the geopark website
www.joycecountrygeoparkproject.ie and social media / facebook, X and
Instagram @JCWLGeopark



https://www.cdsteo.ie/
https://www.cdsteo.ie/
http://www.joycecountrygeoparkproject.ie/
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Mayo/GaIway Geopark project gets
major UNESCO boost

The territory of Joyce Country and Western Lakes Geopark includes Loughs Carra (pictured)

The Western People headline on granting of UNESCO status prior to ratification

Publicity support for UNESCO ratification

Failte Ireland assistance on visibility management

All local media reported in September on the “green light” decision in Chile by
the UNESCO Global Geopark Council. Now plans are taking shape to maximise
publicity for the official ratification of UNESCO Global Geopark status for Joyce
Country and Western Lakes Geopark. The accolade will be a highly significant
achievement for the 20 communities in the region, the partner organisations,
Geopark staff, Counties Mayo and Galway, the whole of Connacht and indeed
the island of Ireland. Failte Ireland funding has secured the services of the
experienced consultant D’Arcy Marketing & PR. Key messaging includes for the
array of targeted groups in the Geopark communities. The focus includes the
accolade and its depth, the profile it will bring to area, outline of benefits, impact
for future generations, heritage, cultural and tourism impacts. It also considers
all relevant forms of media including local, Irish language, national press, and
various digital forms.
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UNESCO status would help leverage new business opportunities in the Geopark

New Business Development in the Geopark
Be ready to grab this training opportunity

JCWL Geopark is very hopeful to hear in the coming days if LEADER funding is
secured to provide customised training in new business development. The funds
would be within a cooperation project involving South-West Mayo Development,
Forum Connemara, and Galway Rural Development. This in-person course,
planned for delivery February to May 2026, would be for those in the Geopark
who have a solid idea for establishing a new business. It would include all key
aspects of setting up and sustaining a business, plus a visit to one of the other
established UNESCO Global Geoparks on this island. If a positive funding
decision is made pre-Christmas, we'll issue a special news item about what it
involves. Watch this space!

Tourism Officer Sinéad Seoighe and Geopark colleagues Michael Hegarty and
Benjamin Thébaudeau

New Geopark Tourism Officer in place

Cloghbrack native completes staff of three



We are very happy to introduce you to our brand-new Tourism Development
Officer. Sinéad Seoighe was born, bred and raised in the beautiful Cloghbrack
area of County Galway. Following a competitive recruitment process, Sinéad’s
been tempted back to this region after 20 years living and working in London in
the airline sector, and latterly merchandising high-end products. Udaras na
Gaeltachta provides most of the funding for the position within the Scéim
Forbartha Turaséireachta. This training and development initiative is also rolled
out in 15 other Gaeltacht areas in the country. “I'm delighted to be back. It's a
privilege and an honour to step into the role at an exciting time in the story of the
region with the upcoming UNESCO Global Geopark status,” Sinéad said. “I look
forward to working closely with local communities, businesses and partners to
strengthen and promote sustainable tourism across the geopark. My focus will
be on celebrating what makes this area truly distinctive. I'm eager to listen and
learn from those who know this landscape best, also visitors from near and far.”
Sinéad will be based in both the CDS Corr na Ména and Tourmakeady geopark
offices in the first six months through to May 2026, thereafter more from CDS.
One of Sinéad’s early events was attending the Irish UNESCO Global Geoparks
Forum in Doolin (Burren and Cliffs of Moher UGG) at the end of November,
along with her JCWL Geopark colleagues and six community representatives.
“This was a great event for inspiration and learning from the more well
established geoparks on the island.”
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WE ARE A GEOPARK

Fionnan Nestor of Failte Ireland talking to JCWL Geopark businesses

Failte Ireland DEDP consultations

Connemara and Islands strategy meetings

Failte Ireland and the Wild Atlantic Way team have been busy connecting with
local communities and businesses during 2025. The Geopark connects with
three sub-regions of the Wild Atlantic Way: Connemara and the Islands, Clew



Bay and Inland Mayo. Each of these is the subject of a Destination and
Experience Development Plan (DEDP) — essentially an area strategic plan for
tourism development. While Inland Mayo’s first plan is currently under
development following consultations last April, the Connemara and the Islands
DEDRP is currently being renewed. Two of their community consultations took
place in the Geopark during October, in Oughterard and in Leenane. Both
meetings were well attended with discussions including opportunities of the
Geopark, the need for further outdoor activity infrastructure, and better access to
Lough Corrib and Atlantic beaches. A new group called ‘Oughterard — The
Gateway to Connemara’ presented their strategic tourism plan for the town and
how it aligns both with the DEDP and the Geopark’s strategic framework for
tourism development. The Geopark is grateful for the continuous support from
Failte Ireland, and continuous engagement will ensure it features prominently in
development plans for the region. Keep an eye out for publication of the DEDPs
in the coming years.
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Logos of JCWL Geopark funding partners and GeoEnterprise

2026 Geopark budget secured
Solid support committed by partner groups

One of the ongoing challenges all UNESCO Global Geoparks have is securing
sufficient funds to cover overheads and normal operations. This includes staff
salaries, office running costs, accountancy, plus marketing, travel for events and
meetings, and participation in networks. JCWL Geopark is fortunate to have
solid budgetary support approved for 2026 from four core agencies Udaras na
Gaeltachta, Geological Survey Ireland, Galway and Mayo County Councils.
There’s also a contribution from philanthropic sources including Community
Foundation Ireland via a funding award for the cross-community representative
organisation GeoEnterprise. To fund additional development actions (e.g. the
new business training), the Geopark submits applications for specific initiatives.
For the period 2026 to 2028, annual funding of between €200,000 and €250,000
is planned, including some actions additional to normal operations. UNESCO
does not provide any funding for Geopark operations or development initiatives,



although achieving and retaining UNESCO status should normally help to
leverage funds from other sources at local authority, regional, national and in
some cases international levels.

Geopark staff & JCWL communities delegation at forum in Doolin, co. Clare

Irish Geoparks Forum held in Burren
Annual gathering of Irish geoparks

The annual public forum for the Irish UNESCO Global Geoparks Network took
place in the Burren and Cliffs of Moher Geopark in Doolin last month. This
gathering of the established and aspiring UGGs in Ireland is always a great
occasion to hear about recent activities and developments and explore potential
collaboration and partnerships for future projects. This year’s forum included a
first day of talks with presentations from both Geological Surveys (Ireland and
Northern Ireland) and each of the geoparks (4 UGGs, JCWL Geopark and the
aspiring geopark on the north Antrim coast). This was followed by thematic talks
from external speakers. The focus this year was on Natural Capital Assessment
and how this can be applied in our geopark regions and our communities.

The second day of the forum is a field visit of the hosting geopark. The visit this
year showcased the Burren at Doolin Pier, Ballyrian, Fanore Beach,
Lisdoonvarna and finally Kilfenora. The topics mentioned at the stops varied
from visitor management to interpretation, education, environment and
community engagement. JCWL Geopark was especially well represented there
thanks to funding from GeoEnterprise with six community representatives
attending plus the three Geopark staff.



Participnts at the GoEnerprie ; D’s cal ipener 2n fr rigt
Briefs about community partners

GeoEnterprise and Corrib Beo

Just as Geoparks are bottom-up initiatives for community development, partner
groups in the communities are so important to effective Geopark functioning.
The cross-community representative group GeoEnterprise held its Annual
General Meeting on 24th November, at University of Notre Dame’s Kylemore
centre (NDU). Over 20 people attended, including members of the three
GeoEnterprise sub-groups — culture/heritage, environment and business. NDU
hosted to mark the addition of Michael Pippenger, Vice President and Associate
Provost for Internationalization, as a director of GeoEnterprise. His appointment
adds considerably to the experience on the board, and will provide more
opportunities for joint development initiatives between NDU/Kylemore and the
Geopark.

In another action of note, GeoEnterprise is developing a working agreement with
Corrib Beo Partnership. This is a not-for-profit voluntary association, established
in 2019 to advance and promote the social, economic and environmental
wellbeing of the Corrib Region. As the northern half of Lough Corrib is in the
Geopark, this is a logical partnership to explore common areas for joint actions.



Tourmakeady waterfall is at the end of the geotrail

Geotrail launch in Tourmakeady Woods
Adding to the outdoor education offer

The development of the new geodiversity trail in Tourmakeady Woods is
continuing apace and launch is expected for early in the new year. The concept
of the trail is to place nine large boulders from various parts of the Geopark at
one site each along the 900m path from the carpark to the waterfall to
understand more about the bedrock variety. Each boulder will have a small
bilingual panel describing what can be seen and how to identify it. It will also
explore what that means for reconstructing the rich geological history of our
region. This new outdoor education infrastructure is funded by Geological
Survey Ireland through the Geoheritage fund and is built in partnership with
Coillte and the local Coiste Pobail Tuar Mhic Eadaigh. The boulders will be set in
place by Coillte along the trail early in the new year. The info panels are being
finalised and will be sent for production before the end of 2025. Keep an eye out
for information about the upcoming launch in early 2026.

Irish Association of Hydrogeologists at the Pigeon Hole, Cong, Co Mayo



Education groups swell visitor numbers
IAH, ALAN conference & Glow 2.0 visit

The Geopark is regularly visited not only by education bodies but also by
specialist interest groups. During October the annual field visit of the Irish
Association of Hydrogeologists visited Lough Carra, and a second day to
Clonbur and Cong. Their visit was facilitated by the Lough Carra Catchment
Association and Lough Carra LIFE project, and by the geopark geologist for the
second day. Around 40 attended, and great interest was shown in the geopark
development. Similarly, a group of international visitors attending the Artificial
Light At Night (ALAN) conference in Westport just after Halloween were offered
a short tour of the Geopark around Lough Mask on their final day.

This second visit was facilitated by the international GLOW 2.0 project of which
Udaras na Gaeltachta is a partner. The Geopark has engaged strongly with that
project whose aim is the development of dark sky tourism in Gaeltacht
communities. The project ended in November, and the Geopark office received
an equipment pack to facilitate dark sky tourism. The pack includes simple night
gazing guides, red light torches, binoculars and a virtual reality/VR headset
which will soon enable interactive exploration from the Geopark office. This
equipment can be borrowed by geopark communities or business partners for
specific events. GLOW 2.0 has also facilitated the development of an audio trail
at three of the Geopark geosites that visitors will be able to listen to in the new
year in four.

Christmas and New Year wishes
Taking stock and looking ahead

We hope 2025 was a positive year for you our supporters and partners. Mile
buiochas to all the numerous Geopark contributors and supporters, especially in
the Joyce Country and Western Lakes Geopark region. We look forward to



continuing our work together in 2026 as we share the stories and spirit of Joyce
Country and Western Lakes with locals and also visitors from near and far. We
live in an extraordinary region that deserves to be celebrated. To you, your
families, friends, communities and businesses we wish a safe and enjoyable
Christmas and happy and prosperous 2026.
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