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Introduction

 “Breaking the mould of isolated thinking” was how Chamber President, Mr Rodd 
Bond summed up the aims of the first Cross-Border Tourism Conference organised by 
Dundalk Chamber of Commerce. The challenge posed by this timely conference was 
to identify what needs to be done and what can be done.
The Chamber’s Tourism Committee conceived this constructive initiative out of the 
shared problems and difficulties the sector faces in general, and in particular, in the 
North East Border Region. The Tourism committee of Dundalk Chamber of 
Commerce is the only network organisation for Tourism Providers in the County. 
Supported by Ballymascanlon House Hotel, Bewleys, Diageo, Dundalk Retail Park, 
Irish Distillers, Rafferty’s & Tennants, the Conference was attended by over 100 
delegates from the Tourism sector (Providers, Suppliers), Funding Agencies, 
Educational Bodies and Local Authorities and Councillors. 

Executive Summary
Conference Chairperson, Ciaran Mullooley, RTE’s Midlands Correspondent opened 
the Conference. Drawing on his experiences as former Chairperson of Longford 
Tourism, he invited delegates to examine the common areas of interest in the Border 
region and to participate as much as possible throughout the day’s events.

Welcome Address:
Mandy Martin of Northern Ireland Tourist Board, in her welcome address 
explained how important Tourism is to the Northern Ireland Economy. She outlined 
what the area has to offer and suggested we harness our shared interest and work 
together  - through Public Private Partnerships. 
She highlighted the importance of the Northern Ireland Tourist Board, which has a 
clearly defined role and has developed a strategy for the coming year to develop a key 
product portfolio. Their challenge is to encourage all bodies along the border to 
promote their own area.

Eddie McVeigh, Head of the European Commission Office in Northern Ireland,  
stressed that peace and stability are vital if we are to attract visitors from abroad and 
for local people to have the confidence to invest in the future. 
The border should be used in a positive way by showing how people here are making 
a New Ireland North and South. 
Internationally there is certain kudos with this.  The Americans like to be associated 
with this new mood in Ireland.  
Developing cross-border links and cross-border trade has also been a constant theme 
of the European Union.  There is plenty of scope for development given that tourism 
in Northern Ireland represents 2% of GDP in comparison to 6% in the Republic.  The 
border area’s natural resources are extremely valuable– great scenery, vibrant towns 
and cities, a people who are friendly, warm and culturally aware. 

Keys to boosting visitor numbers include:
• Protecting and improving our environmental assets, our facilities and our 

activities. We must build on what has already been done.
• Improving access both within Ireland and between Ireland and Britain
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• Identifying and cultivating key markets, including short breaks, family 
holidays, activity holidays. Tourism Ireland plays a major role in this. Its task 
is to market the island of Ireland and increase visitors.

• Network with other parts of Europe – we could bid for “European Region of 
the Year”

The EU will continue to do what it can in supporting the development of cross-border 
tourism.  It can assist through funding programmes - Interreg and Leader, for example 
– but we must act quickly as funding may run out after 2006.

Session 1
“Is the Genius of Mankind the Property of the Common People?” – 
John Mooney, President, Northern Ireland Hotel Federation

John documented what Wales has done to successfully boost their Tourist Trade as an 
example of what can be achieved by positive marketing and belief in their product.  
Based on their success, he suggested Ireland’s future could be as the safest holiday 
destination, concentrating on activity holidays and attracting sporting events.
2001 statistics showed that only 16% of visitors to Northern Ireland were pure holiday 
visitors. Therefore, selling the region and the product must be the marketing priorities. 
We must put into the minds of people to go to Ireland.
We can do this by:

1. Marketing Internationally 
• Through Tourism Ireland, promote the region as an integral, yet 

distinctive part of the island of Ireland experience.
• Host industry seminars for joint market planning to agree priorities for 

growth, market-by-market and sector-by-sector.
• Implement a specific programme of activities in our closer to home 

markets – e.g. Scotland and those markets that have direct access to 
Northern Ireland.

      2.   On the island of Ireland
• Deliver an inspirational public relations campaign in N.I and the Rep. of 

Ireland
• Deliver a focused, targeted Spring & Autumn campaign in N.I and the 

Rep. of Ireland – Go North.

“ Ulster Fry or Full Irish Breakfast” – Georgina Campbell, Food Writer.

Each area has its own special attributes and they can assert their individuality by 
offering a unique style and standard of hospitality.  According to Georgina Campbell, 
this concept could become the basis for a very successful marketing strategy for 
quality tourism. 
The unspoilt beauty of the border area allows for an increasingly rare quality 
nowadays – a sense of discovery. We can learn from mistakes made elsewhere – mass 
tourism is not the way to go. Instead, we must concentrate on the needs of the 
specialist tourist.
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The Celtic Tiger was certainly a great boost for the tourist industry – it established a 
very strong home market. It is now crucial to keep up that momentum. The Border 
areas in particular are perfectly placed to service the leisure needs of those in Belfast 
and Dublin, as well as visitors from abroad. We should concentrate on weekenders, 
short breaks, and dining out.
Tourists can be creatures of habit,  so we must emphasise our diversity, our standards 
of accommodation and our food. However, we must be careful of the melting pot of 
international styles now offered in many restaurants- it does not necessarily mean 
higher standards.  
Therefore, quality is the only way to go. We should tailor our hospitality to appeal to 
the discerning traveller who will spend well and spend wisely. Food is a powerful 
marketing tool for this discerning market.  Menus, for example, can be used more to 
involve guests in the food of the region.  Traceability should not be underestimated- it 
is a customer’s right to reassurance .
Speciality foods also, are of enormous value and great opportunities are being 
overlooked all over Ireland for marketing through quality food.
The potential of tourism as a major employer in the border regions is unique- it  
deserves the recognition and full support of government agencies.

Hospitality in Irish Tourism -A personal Perspective from a small Irish  
Hotelier - Michael Rosney, Killeen House Hotel, Killarney, Co. Kerry.

The example of how small hotelier, Michael Rosney turned his business into a success 
by implementing his own unique style was most enlightening in the context of the 
whole hospitality issue. 
Total commitment is an absolute must. He defined hospitality as “the triumph of ego 
over bank balance – it is far more important to send a guest home happy than it is to 
maximise the revenue you part him from!”  Our reputation for hospitality is one of 
our greatest marketing tools and our delivery of it is one of our guest’s most satisfying 
experiences.
We must take control of what goes into our brochures and literature. We should tell 
the truth and personalise. The welcome must be personal, genuine and warm.. The 
establishment must live up to the guest’s expectations and there must be genuine 
interest in and care for, the guest experience. If we make the promise - we must 
deliver on excellence “under promise and over deliver!”.
He made the following observations:

• There is not enough emphasis on true hospitality. 
• Hospitality is a cultural and national issue – we are the only country to have 

our National Day, St Patrick’s Day celebrated worldwide.
• The whole issue of Hospitality needs to be addressed in the context of 2003, a 

world of globalisation and multiculturalism. The educational and training 
systems currently in place should be examined.

Session Two
Chasing the Grants and Subsidies - Feargal McCormack, FPM Chartered 
Accountants
Feargal set out to signpost delegates on what funding is available and how to access it.
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See the FPM Website www.fpmca.com  It is the only database identifying sources of 
grants and assistance available on an all island basis.
  
Current Assessment:
Although the legacy of the Troubles has impacted negatively on the tourism industry 
in the cross-border region, there has been an unbelievable transformation in the 
tourism product since 1996 and the commencement of the Peace Process.  As we 
move closer to political stability, now is the time to look at Tourism amenities and 
infrastructure. Tourism Ireland has been a positive new development. There has been 
major renovation in Dundalk hotels, new hotels in Newry, Armagh, Derry, 
Fermanagh and many others. Also, a number of rural tourism projects have benefited 
from IFI, Leader and other European programmes. However, it is likely there will be 
little funding by 2006.  
Securing political stability in Northern Ireland is the single most important factor to 
future prosperity and international competitiveness of the Tourism sector in the border 
region.  Both border regions are peripheral from a policy-making perspective. We 
must ensure that policies written in Dublin or Belfast impact on the whole island.

Funding
There is significant funding available under the Tourism Product Development 
Programme administered by Bord Failte. This is to develop the tourism product in a 
sustainable way that includes the spatial spread of tourism, diverts pressure from 
highly developed areas and increases under performing regions’ share of overseas 
tourism revenue.  Funding is available under the following headings

• Development of major attractors
• Cluster of existing attractions
• Special interest pursuits
• Tourism / Environmental Management

The role of Leader+ is very important for tourism in the South. Their aim is to 
encourage and help rural people to maximise the unexplored potential of the 
countryside as a holiday destination. There are marketing opportunities available 
under the EU Programme for Peace and Reconciliation and the International Fund for 
Ireland. 
Future grant aid will be focused on Event Tourism. There is also funding available for 
training, however, employers must be skilful in how they apply for this.  In the 
present climate, staff retention is a key issue.

Summing up - recommendations for the future:
• Ireland must be marketed by Tourism Ireland as a single entity.  However,  

the industry must work together on a cross border regional basis.
• The trade must be committed to influence policy-making both in the North 

and South.  They must lobby local politicians, business leaders etc. work with 
them – be pro-active by promoting positive strengths. Get the message across 
that Tourism is a growth industry and can boost employment in remote areas 
that often have difficulty in attracting investment.

• Be conscious about the messages we are sending out about our area when we 
make statements through our agencies, public representatives etc.

• Spatial strategy issues should be addressed on a cross-border basis and a 
major cross-border spatial research project should be commissioned 
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• An innovative tax incentive within EU State Aid Guidelines, for the border 
area should be considered to encourage a significant increase in tourism 
investment to catch up with the rest of the country– e.g. an International 
Investment Zone along the border. 

• Encourage zero tolerance towards anti social behaviour e.g. graffiti – Obtain a 
commitment from community and local government officials to remove 
graffiti and all political signs and flags.

• Organise self-help initiatives - the key way for immediate impact is for event 
and activity tourism.

• The industry must have a conscious commitment to enhancing service and 
product quality. 

Funding for Cross Border Tourism? - Pamela Arthurs, Director of East 
Border Region Committee

The border area with a population of over 400,000 must not become a tunnel between 
Dublin and Belfast. We must tackle areas of common concern, as, by working 
together we can achieve more. Key to the region is the East Border Region 
Committee aim - that the region will be more competitive, inclusive, sustainable, 
outward looking, integrated and more attractive to the visitor.
Pamela Arthurs urged the Tourism industry to use Interreg, which is a specific 
European Community initiative aimed at addressing the particular problems of Border 
Regions. Interreg 111a Criteria states that for a project to be considered for funding it 
must be:

• Genuinely cross border
• An eligible area – i.e. all of Northern Ireland except Belfast
• Economically viable
• Sustainable
• Conceived and managed cross border

Tourism is integral to three of the measures under Priority 1 Integrated Local 
Development Strategies:

1. Business & Economic Development (€24.2m).
2. The Knowledge Economy (€8.0m)
3. Human Resources Development & Skilling (6.06m) 

There is money for Tourism – however, the Tourism sector must come up with their 
own projects / ideas. Interreg 111a funding tourism has a preference to projects 
which:

• Provide Job Creation
• Improve Economic Competitiveness
• Create Development Plans
• Promote Equal Opportunities

To access this funding, a project must be truly cross border. Contact the Interreg 111a 
Partnership Tel: 028 30252684 / e-mail: interreg@eastborderregion.com
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Session 3
Small Business or Major Enterprise? – Tommy McGuinness, Managing 
Director Horseware Products Ltd.
Tommy McGuinness, Managing Director Horseware Products Ltd., gave a case 
history of his business while also exploring the definition of entrepreneurship. An 
entrepreneur must have dissatisfaction with the status quo, be constantly questioning, 
not be intimidated by change- in fact must be attracted to it and the challenge - not be 
afraid of risk and finally, must be excited by the reward of just doing the job they 
want to do.
Applying all the experience gained through building up his successful and award-
winning business, Horseware Products Ltd, Tommy maintains that every business is 
product driven – if it is not being sold – then the problem is with the product!  This 
also applies to the Tourism industry. Tourism Providers in the border region must  
get out there and change the rules, move the goalposts to achieve a share of the  
market. 

Why not divert visitors on a trail via Dundalk and on to the northwest as an alternative 
to the southwest where most visitors to Ireland are presently going? We should 
develop the concept of the all year round traveller to see the “real” Ireland. We could 
have a “circuit of Irish music”, for example. Typically, these travellers would be self-
drive individual tourists looking for an authentic experience.  
Make the money easy to get and give it to the right people! We should demand that 
funding criteria be less labour-intensive and do away with the constant need to hire a 
consultant just to fill out the applications. 

“Cead Mile Failte” Terry Prone, Director Carr Communications
The hospitality industry is the most vulnerable to one bad experience, according to 
Terry Prone, Director Carr Communications.  Repeat and referred business is the most 
satisfying and most fun to work with and for this it is essential that we recruit the right 
people.  The Tourism industry needs to address current recruitment policies.

The industry must beware of making such assertions as:
• Our people are our greatest asset – this will only happen if we hire right and 

train right. Then we must train and re-train so that a culture of ungrudging 
service is created.  The ethnicity of staff is not the issue. It is their capacity to 
engage with visitors and create relationships with customers, which is all-
important.

• We’re good at customer service – this is not necessarily so. We must beware 
of taking a solely ISO9000 approach to Hospitality and not focusing enough 
on people.  Complaints provide one of our best opportunities to learn– we tend 
to freeze and get pompous! 

• We’re great communicators in this country – yes, we’ll talk, entertain and 
delight- but we’re bad at listening, especially when we’re under pressure. We 
must find our guests interesting and to do this, listening is the necessary trait. 

• We’re different – while a strong sense of brand is vital, we must treat 
customers as individuals and in an individual way. We can develop the 
standards of the “Big Boys” with the personalities of the “little ones”.

.
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Open Forum
List of panel: Brianain Erraught (DKIT/CERT) Maureen Grant (Newry & 
Mourne Tourism Officer) Eithne Kinsella (Newry & Kilkeel Institute of Further 
Higher Education) Martina O’Dwyer (Louth/Meath Tourism Officer)
Maureen Ward (Louth Leader) 

A lively debate and general discussion concluded the conference and highlighted the 
concerns of delegates for the future of the Tourism industry in the border region.
The following points highlight the comments and reaction from this session:

• Of the Hospitality graduates from the colleges in the border region, it is 
estimated that approximately 60% stay in the Hospitality industry of which 
about 50% work within their local area. Newry & Kilkeel Institute has links 
with local Tourism sector that act as a range of mentors.  This is very 
constructive in helping students find suitable employment. DKIT operate in 
conjunction with a CERT Training Advisor and advise employers to register 
with CERT.

• There is some concern within the industry about the suitability of some 
students for the industry- that students are not being screened adequately. 
Although the National Level courses do not have screening, all CERT courses 
hold interviews prior to students’ enrolment. However there is a lot more that 
the colleges could do on this issue in co-operation with the industry.

• Leader is not a present providing Grant Aid for Louth.  However they are 
supporting the “Louth Land of Legends” marketing initiative which 
is….Leader encourages providers to contact them for guidance with ideas for 
funding. Their message is “There is money there. Take advantage of it.”

• There was concern as to what extent the Funding Agencies talk to each other 
in relation to the development of the border region. Leader assured delegates 
that there has been dialogue for a long time and although they would like to 
develop marketing aspects, there are constraints as Leader in the North does 
not handle Tourism. All the Agencies present stressed they would be very 
keen to get together in applying for   Interreg Funding for marketing. If the 
forms can be filled in correctly, there might be some funding.

• Tourism Ireland is very active and forward-looking. They organised  a range 
of international shows for the purpose of marketing Ireland only.

• Delegates stressed that there are opportunities for funding – the agencies must 
work together. If the product on offer is not sufficient to hold visitors in one 
place very long, then we must market the area as a circuit e.g. the 
undiscovered Ireland, the real Ireland or a music circuit etc. Short breaks are 
the way forward.
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• The closure of Louth Tourism Ltd. (statutory Co.) is a major setback for the 
area. This must be set up again as a new company if we are to avail of grants. 
At present the situation is very fragmented.  Tourism Providers, Organisations, 
Funding Agencies, The Local Authorities, Special Interest Groups and the 
Colleges must work together for the same goal.

• We must capitalise on the positive aspects and achievements in the area. An 
example of this is Armagh’s win of the All-Ireland.

• Everyone must get involved. Governments should be lobbied as well as local 
councillors. Louth County Council has indicated that they may match funding. 
If the trade are willing to invest then this could be drawn down. Interreg could 
follow.  The challenge is getting confidence in the Agencies from the Trade.

• One way is to look at the product- e.g. Northwest Waterways drew down a lot 
of money.  It was product led, trade led and facilitated by the agencies.

• We should pursue the Dutch market as 30% of visitors from Holland return. 
More promotion should be done on cycling/walking holidays.

• We need to focus of the perceived image of the area, otherwise visitors will 
not feel safe.

• We need political, moral and financial support.  The agencies in place can 
work together. Any new structure would be a Government decision. Is there 
money available for one overall body to market the region as a whole.

• Access into the area is vital. Only one international flight a week arrives into 
Belfast Airport. This must be improved. Of people who arrive into the South, 
82% stay in the South, 14% go both ways and only 6% stay in N.I.

• We must market the County and the greater region. We need a lot of product 
led marketing, cluster attractions and more lateral thinking. We must believe 
in our product and change the mindset out there.

• At present there are 6 people on the ground promoting Tourism- Newry & 
Mourne Council: 3, Louth/Meath (MERTA): 1, Meath Council: 2. We must 
put collective ideas forward.

• Louth needs a new marketing approach. When the new stretch of Motorway 
opens there must be strong Tourism signs. We could re-introduce the very 
successful “Mystery Tours” This way, Agencies both sides of the border, can 
be involved.

Comments from the Q&A Sessions 
Food 

• Standards have improved, it would be very advantageous to develop a local 
flavour e.g. use menus as a source of information about what’s going on in the 
area. Recent negative press coverage on price comparisons north and south of 
the border and between other EU countries and Ireland, are giving the industry 
a bad image.

• Q.  What can be done about the industry’s poor PR image especially in the 
area of pricing? 
A.  Higher V.A.T. than countries like Spain for example is just one area where 
we in Ireland have higher input costs.  These reasons make perfect sense and 
the industry shouldn’t try to convince the public of anything but the truth. 
However, we should make our product so much better that people can’t 
compare like with like.
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• Q.  What input costs particular to the border region hamper the development 
of business?
A.  Insurance costs, planning charges, parking levies, pay parking and 
minimum wage are all deterrents to starting, developing and even staying in 
business.  Each is a significant issue in its own right but together could have a 
detrimental effect on investment by the tourism industry in the area.

Hospitality

• Q.  What is it in the Irish Psyche that prevents people entering the Hospitality 
Sector? 
A.  It’s because Irish people confuse service with subservience! We need to 
actively change this perception. It is a great myth that Hospitality is innate. It 
is an acquirable skill. Get everyone heading in the same direction, at the same 
time and in the same way and it should fall into place.

• Stop using the word Tourism and use Hospitality instead.

Grants
• There is not enough interest within the tourism sector at present to avail of the 

funding opportunities. We must seize the moment, as the same level of 
funding will not be there after 2006.
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Conclusions, Key Suggestions and Way Forward:

Summing up the Conference papers and reaction from delegates, Conference 
Chairperson, Ciaran Mullooly drew the following conclusions:
.

1. A lobby group of Cross-Border Tourism Providers should come 
together to work on a cross border regional basis. They must be 
committed to influence policy-making both in the North and 
South.  They must lobby local politicians, business leaders etc. 
work with them – be pro-active by promoting positive strengths. 
Get the message across that Tourism is a growth industry and can 
boost employment in remote areas that often have difficulty in 
attracting investment

2. This group should form a Strategy & Action Plan covering 
Marketing, Hospitality Educational Issues, Funding and 
Investment, Quality Benchmarking, Amenities and Infrastructure

3. Cross-Border Agencies and Local Authorities must work closer in 
partnership with Tourism Providers. Board Representation should 
be a goal for Tourism interests on these Agencies.

4. The Industry, Cross-Border Agencies and Local Authorities, must 
be ready to exploit this last opportunity for EU Funding in this 
specially designated region.
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