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Introduction and Project Overview

Ireland and its culture have had a significant influence on culture world-wide, particularly in the fields of the 
arts.  Ireland is also noted for its landscape, its remoteness, its seascape and its lighting. Ireland has a long 
tradition of art in nature, especially as far as sculpture and installation are concerned and dates back to the 
early dolmens and stone circles of prehistoric times and Ireland is increasingly noted for its success and 
strength in the area of contemporary arts practice. From research, we are aware that Culture, heritage and 
landscape are primary drivers for overseas visits to Ireland.

Being cognisant of this and building on our reputation for culture, landscape, sculpture and contemporary 
arts, Donegal County Councils Public Art Program now seeks to establish an ambitious Flagship Cultural 
Tourism Project, unique in Ireland using the working title of ‘ArtScape Donegal’ in Partnerhsip with Coillte 
Teoranta, The Irish Forestry Board.  This will be an outdoor interactive gallery showcasing the best of 
modern and contemporary Sculpture/Landscape interventions set in  Donegal’s most dramatic landscape. 

As well as being one of the most beautiful, Ards Forest Park is certainly the most varied of Ireland’s forest 
parks. Bays, rivers, loughs, beaches, salt marshes, valleys, viewing points, deer enclosures and historic 
monuments are woven together by a series of fascinating nature trails. Largely canopied by splendid 
deciduous and coniferous trees which cloth the 481 ha former estate of the Stewart family, the park is 
capable of providing days, rather than hours, of enjoyment. Its appeal currently embraces the stroller, 
ornithologist, geologist, botanist, historian, children, and lovers of beauty in all its forms. 

The Park, owned and managed by Coillte already has a large car park, toilets, a seasonal coffee shop, a 
children’s playground and a magnificent and comprehensive series of mapped walks and trails. 

We are keen to build on the resource already there to provide an additional Flagship Cultural Tourism 
Resource in Donegal. We want to encourage the local, national and international visitor to stay an extra day 
in Donegal. This product will be unique in Ireland. It will be authentic. It will have at its heart the ambition 
to maximise the economic benefits of culture. This project will be a partnership between Donegal County 
Council Public Art Program and Coillte. It will be part funded under the per Cent for Art Scheme. The current 
budget available from Donegal County Council for this is  €200,000 and is ring fenced and is secure. 

Based upon an initial meeting with Aidan Pender and the Failte Ireland team it is hoped that the remaining 
funding can be provided through their NDP programme. The overall anticipated budget is 1.8 million euro’s 
and it is planned that initial delivery of the project will commence in 2013 and take 4 years.
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Artscape Donegal will be a unique and extraordinary place that sets out to challenge, inspire, inform and 
delight the local, national and international visitor and will add significantly to what Donegal has already to 
offer the Cultural seeker and sightseer.

In summary the objectives of the initiative are to create a new “must see” outdoor visitor attraction for the 
region. The ground work for the investment has already been put in place over the last number of years with 
a series of capital investments in the core infrastructure of the forest park.  

The idea itself is both innovative and experiential, it will engage the visitor and use the natural assets of this 
location to provide a memorable experience. The plan to develop the exhibits over a number of years will 
allow an opportunity for repeat visits and potential recurring media attention. 

It is planned that this project will complement the cluster of visitor attractions along the proposed Driving 
Wild Atlantic Route and allow additional bundling opportunities for product providers.

Ambition 

•	 to place up to 15 Large/Medium and 15 small/Temporary artworks/landscape interventions/architectural 
interventions  or architecture tree houses/architectural viewing platforms by the worlds best sculptural/
landscape artists/architects/artists in the landscape of Ards Forest Park,  Donegal as a major Cultural 
Tourism Attraction. The selection of the work will be by open commission/ limited competition and direct 
invitation based on the commissioning guidelines introduced by Government in 1994. 

•	 the sculptures/landscape interventions will be set on the already established and well maintained trails of 
Ards Forest Park and will include the advantage of having both coastal and forest locations.  

•	 to commission landscape artists in residence to work in the park and create site-specific landwork 
interventions that connect with the essence of this forest park. This would necessitate developing the 
cottage already in Ards under a separate Rural Development Application to run in parallel. (All survey and 
architectural drawings are already in place for this)

•	 to explore additional opportunities to continue to commission new site specific work through EU Funding 
Opportunities, cross border funding opportunities and philanthropic opportunities. 

•	 to develop an international symposia to create a small new collection of work in-situ

•	 to explore possibilities of acquiring works on loan from other UK and Europe based network of sculpture 
parks.

•	 extension of car park and possible charging point for camper vans to fit with the strategic development of 
the Wild Alantic Touring Route.  

•	 to develop an education program specifically targeted at the Primary School ‘educational trip’ market at the 
end of the school year. 

•	 a local, national and international marketing campagin including a dedicated website linked to, hosted by 
and maintained by Donegal Public Art Program www.donegalpublicart.ie

•	 ArtScape Donegal Phone app.

•	 comprehensive signage provision on Donegal Roads 
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Artscape Donegal and the Arts Council of Ireland 

“There is significant mutual benefit for the arts sector and for tourism in taking strategic actions to increase, 
improve, and promote the arts elements of the wider cultural tourism �offer�. In the period 2011-2013 
the Arts Council will work closely with Fáilte Ireland and others to support initiatives to make the arts more 
central to the achievement of Ireland�s tourism objectives. The provision and maintenance of high-quality 
arts infrastructure, festivals, and programmes of work across all arts disciplines will benefit both residents 
and tourists“

Developing the Arts in Ireland Arts Council Strategic Overview 2011 – 2013

Investment in Ards Forest Park to Date

Coillte recognises that Forests provide an excellent landscape for a wide range of recreational activities and 
the company, as the country’s largest land owner, has a special place in the provision of recreation and as 
such, it is the policy of Coillte to provide low-impact non-motorised recreation to the general public.

Coillte seeks to provide and support recreation that is environmentally, socially sustainable. However while 
recognising its role in the rural community, Coillte does not have a primary or lead role in the provision of 
tourism facilities in its forests, but will facilitate this development within a partnership arrangement with 
Donegal County Council and Failte Ireland. An example of a recent success of the model has been Lough 
Key Forest Park, Co Roscommon. 

There have been a number of recent investment in Ards Forest Park, which provide a base to allow this 
project be developed ;

2000-2005: €95K on upgrade of entrance avenue - Donegal Co Co.

2006: €92K capital investment with Failte Ireland.

2007: €48K capital investment with Failte Ireland.

In addition to these capital works, a further 35K per annum between 2003 and 2011  has been invested  
into the park by Coillte, on general maintenance and upkeep.  
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Coillte Commitment to Project

“Coillte Forests through recreation make a significant contribution to national well-being and social capital. 
They also contribute, in economic terms, to supporting Ireland’s tourism industry through an extensive 
recreational network. Coillte Recreation Policy”

Introduction by Chief Executive Martin D. Lowery  

Coillte recognises that partnerships can deliver important resources to assist with the provision and 
management of recreation. Coillte will continue the maintenance of the Park on an annual basis and this 
represents a substantial financial commitment to the project. 

Coillte will enter partnership arrangements to provide the necessary recreation infrastructure and services, 
discussion are ongoing and the option of using a Joint Venture Management Company as detailed below in 
the current Working Memorandum of Understanding is being considered;

Working Memorandum of Understanding with Coillte

As owners of Ards Forest Park, Coillte welcome the opportunity to develop ArtScape Donegal in the park 
as a recreational and cultural tourism resource. 

It is the intention of the ArtScape Donegal Partnership (Donegal County Council and Coillte) to explore the 
establishment of a Joint Venture Management Company based on the successful model already established 
at Lough Key Forest Park, Co. Roscommon. 

This Joint Venture Management Company Core Objectives;

•	 Public Consultation with stakeholders: Explore Annual Card Holders scheme, Friends of Forest Park 
scheme, Undertake - consultation with National Park and Wildlife Service

•	 Planning: No Planning Permission is required on artworks less than €127,000

•	 Maintenance: Agree Service Level Agreement upkeep of trails and signage

•	 ArtScape Donegal Support: Agree Service Level Agreement use of on-site materials for the production of 
artworks( wood, stone, sand) 

•	 Revenue: Agree - Sharing of revenue generated at the park entrance for on-going minor maintenance, 
insurance and  on-going marketing

•	 Opportunities: Explore - Joint application under the Rural Development Program for the development of 
the on-site cottage. 

•	 Infrastructure: Design - Road Developments on N56 at Park Entrance

•	 Facilities: Design - Toilets, car parking, coach parking and a possible facilities necessary for the 
development of the Wild Atlantic Touring Route.

•	 Navigation: Design - County Wide Signage

•	 Future Development: Explore the other opportunities for the continued development of Ards Forest Park 
as a Tourism Resource
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Lessons From Abroad

The idea of a sculpture park is new to Ireland but is not new to Europe. For many years other destinations 
have developed successful sculpture parks which have contributed to both the local and tourism economy. 
Three examples have been profiled ;

Case Study 1: Yorkshire Sculpture Park – UK

Yorkshire Sculpture Park (YSP) opened in 1977 with the goal of providing ‘great art for everyone’. The 
Sculpture Park, located outdoors in 500 acres of land in West Bretton, Wakefield is designed to remove 
barriers to art and encourage greater participation. The Park forms a ‘gallery without walls’ and began with 
£1,000 investment and 31 sculptures. Since then the Park has grown, now including five indoor galleries, is 
also now an international centre for modern and contemporary sculpture with regular changing exhibitions.
Yorkshire Sculpture Park has always aimed to challenge, inspire, inform and delight, welcoming over 
300,000 visitors, including 40,000 learning visits each year.

An independent economic impact study conducted by DC Research in 2011 revealed that YSP is worth 
over £5million to the local economy.  In terms of employment, this is the equivalent of supporting between 
63 and 70 full time jobs. Based on visitors to the Park, these statistics firmly underline the importance 
of YSP as a major international centre of artistic excellence, a unique part of the Yorkshire tourism offer 
but also as a key economic driver for the local and regional economy. Whilst not quantifiable, the wider 
economic role of YSP provides a number of significant catalytic and strategic added value impacts in terms 
of profile and reputation, educational and community development impacts, and supports partners in 
delivering their own priorities. 

“Probably the finest exhibition site for sculpture in the world.” Bill Packer, Financial Times 
“In my experience, you get things from visiting these 500 acres of rolling rural north that are rarely available 
at other art locations.” 

Waldemar Januszczak, The Sunday Times

“A great way to combine culture, exercise and fresh air for all the family.” 

The People
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Case Study 2: Kielder Water and Forest The Park (KWFP) : Art and Architecture Project 

Kielder Water and Forest The Park (KWFP) is home to the biggest man-made lake in northern Europe and 
the biggest working forest in England and covers 250 square miles. As part of the overall Tourism Product, 
KWFP has become home to a unique collection of visual art and architecture, unique in Europe inspiring the 
creation of work in response to the scale and complexity of its unique environment and the area’s varied and 
fascinating history.

The abundance of contemporary art and architecture in this striking rural setting makes public art accessible 
to all visitors and is located at sites around the lake and within the forest.

The art and architecture programme at KW&FP has been running for over fifteen years. There are now over 
20 pieces to see, set in an area of 16 square miles, making the Park the largest outdoor public art gallery in 
the UK.

Recent commissions have won a number of national architectural awards including the Stephen Lawrence 
Prize, three RIBA Awards, two Civic Trust Awards, a Wood Award and the Northern Culture Award for ‘Best 
Use of Public Open Space’. 

As part of the new Lakeside Way and mountain biking tracks, six new and unusual shelters have been 
created for visitors to explore.These projects have been designed by both artists and architects and provide 
places for visitors to stop for a while, take in the view and, if necessary, take shelter from inclement weather 
conditions on their walk or cycle.

In 2008 it was estimated that 250,000 visitors came to KW&FP with 4% of these specifically coming to 
see the artworks and an additional 5% of these identifying that the Art Project was one of the reasons that 
they visited KW&FP. In addition 45% of all tourists that visited KW&FP said that they engaged with the Arts 
Works and this was significant in terms of the additional budget secured by the Arts Council of England for 
Audience Development. 
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Case Study 3 Norway Invests $377 Million in Stunning Nature Lookouts 

The Norwegian Government is expected to spend an estimated $377 million on the ‘Stunning Nature 
Lookouts Program’, with an additional $63 million from private and public partners. It’s a mammoth 
investment and a testament to Norways faith in the power of design to add equity to an already flourishing 
tourism industry. 

“It’s the nature experience we want to emphasize. The architecture and signs and rest areas work as an 
enhancement.  The structures are decided in design competitions and adhere to a basic (and classically 
Scandinavian) formula: Nature first, architecture second. Thusly, you see lots of simple designs that subtly 
play up the drama of the surroundings -an undulating viewing platform that echoes the water below, say, 
or a restroom whose roof follows the mountain line. Materials like wood, glass, and concrete are selected 
both for their organic aesthetic and, perhaps more importantly, because they need to be able to withstand 
extreme climate, particularly in the Arctic reaches of northern Norway.” 

Hege Lysholm, Norway Nature lookouts Program Representative
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Tourism in Donegal

We have extracted the following statistic from Failte Ireland’s Destination Profile’s. They provide an accurate 
insight into the potential market for this project.

Ireland attracted 5,865,000 overseas visitors in 2010. The North West attracted 532,000 of these = 9% of 
total.  This is an increase on 2009 when they welcomed 403,000 overseas visitors, generating €140 million 
in revenue to the region.

North West Visitor breakdown in 2009:

Irish = 654,000 (53%)

Northern Ireland = 254,000 (18%)

Britain = 169,000 (12%)

Mainland Europe = 145,000 (10%)

North America = 65,000 (5%) 

Other = 23,000 (2%)

Three-quarters of holidays in the North West originate on the island of Ireland and less than one in four are 
accounted for by overseas markets. With almost 100,000 holidaymakers, Mainland Europe is the largest 
overseas source market for the North West. 18% of visitors in 2009 were from Northern Ireland. There is 
a high level of repeat business to the North West compared to the average with two in five holidaymakers 
saying that they have been to the destination previously.

Locations visited (%) North West 

Donegal Town 62

Sligo Town 50

Drumcliff 40

Glenveagh National Park 36

Bundoran 33

Glencolmcille 31

Mullaghmore 28

Sliabh Liag Cliffs 27

Strandhill 23

Ardara 23

With the development of ArtScape Donegal on the Wild Atlantic Touring Route, we hope to draw the 
holidaymaker on from Donegal Town to some of the key Donegal attractions listed in the table above.
Therefore, expanding and maximising the economic benefits derived from this particular segment of holiday 
makers.
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Our research also indicates that the motivations for visiting the area are in keeping with the pull of Ireland as 
a destination, namely, people, pace and place. We are confident that ArtScape Donegal will become a key 
attractor to the North West.

Main Reasons for visiting area (%) All Destinations North West 

Beautiful scenery 28 29

History/culture 14 14

Visit family/friends 12 11

Easy relaxed pace of life 7 9

Was recommended 6 3

Attractive cities and towns 5 5

Have been previously 4 2

Easy to get to 4 3

Specific event/festival 4 5

Family/friends event 4 3

Availability of outdoor activities 3 4

Mix and meet with local people 2 3

Special Offers 1 2

Have holiday home in area * 1

Other 7 6

Potential Audience
The aim of ArtScape Donegal is to attract new visitors into the region and to encourage visitors already in 
the region to stay longer.

However in order to compete in the tourism business  of today,  we have to be focused on the right 
customer. We have to know who they are, what they want and how they might change in the future. 
Knowing the customer and understanding their needs enables us to be more effective in attracting visitors 
to the island of Ireland,  to the North West and particularly to Donegal. Our research would indicate that the 
right customer in this instance is the Sightseer and Culture Seeker.

A ‘Sightseers/Culture Seekers is defined as a person who has an interest in sight-seeing, learning about, 
visiting and experiencing the country,  its art, its culture, both living and historic.

Sightseers and Culture Seekers represent the island’s best opportunity for tourism growth and we are keen 
to develop a product in ArtScape Donegal  and an marketing strategy to target this lucrative segment 
which according to Tourism Ireland is already generating 2.5 million holiday trips and €1.6 billion in revenue.

 



13

Sightseers and Culture Seekers are identified as the island of Ireland’s best 

prospects because of:

•	 their strong interest in Ireland

•	 the size of the segment within the markets

•	 the strong match between their holiday needs and the offering of ArtScape Donegal

•	 the advantages of their holiday behaviour in terms of higher spend and industry complementarity.  

We are aware from our research that the Sightseer and Culture Seeker are seeking something that is unique, 
authentic and  multi sensory and we believe that an investment in ArtScape Donegal can deliver on that.

•	 Twice as likely as other segments to visit houses/castles (62% vs. 30%), monuments (53% vs. 21%), 
museums/art galleries (40% vs. 17%), interpretive centres (37% vs. 17%) and gardens (17% vs. 7%).

Marketing material and initiatives will be geared towards focusing on this potential audience. 
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Strategic Tourism Fit 

The Failte Ireland Development Plan 2009 – 2013 

•	 that an integrated approach is needed towards tourism development and that “Sensitive landscapes need 
more state investment”. 

The North West Regional Tourism Plan states that it is Strategic Goal to:

•	 Develop new ‘reasons-to-visit’ while maintaining the environment of the region.

•	 Develop new access services.

•	 Improve the soft adventure product in an environmentally sustainable way.

•	 Utilise and grow the cultural and heritage resources of the region.

This project as envisaged meets all of these strategic objectives;

•	 It is based on an integrated development approach potentially utilising a partnership between three state 
bodies (Donegal County Council, Coilte and Falte Ireland) and the community.

•	 The project will be developed in an environmentally sustainable way utilising a highly sensitive landscape as 
the base for this new soft adventure product.

•	 The attraction itself will provide a new reason to visit the region and will provide a base for the expansion of 
cultural initiatives such as the Errigal Arts Festival. 

Ards Forest Park has been invested in over the last six years by Failte Ireland and partners with a view to 
developing the cluster of visitor attractions on a driving loop out of Letterkenny as shown in the diagram 
below.

This next stage of development is aimed at moving the forest park from its current status as a passive 
walking experience to a new status of an International appealing interactive visitor experience.

 In addition to meeting the current National and Regional tourism priorities, the strategic location of this 
development offers great potential to complement the future ambition of Failte Ireland to develop the 
“Wild Atlantic Driving Route” by providing a must see stopping point of interest very much in tune with 
International best practice.
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Commissioning and Procurement
Donegal County Council’s Public Art Programme has been active for over two decades and to date almost 
seventy commissions have been awarded and delivered. 

Commissioning for ArtScape Donegal does not mean merely providing the public with the most obvious 
and fixed solution, for this would preclude the possibility of truly innovative art, which they have not yet 
experienced. 

The fear of controversy has too often been an inhibiting factor in the commissioning process. The pressure 
to play it safe, to do what has been done before, not to rock the boat can seem overwhelming and can 
impact negatively on the vision and ambition of a project. However, Donegal County Council believe that 
an effective public art work does not patronise or placate its public and the instantly popular option must 
be balanced against the desire to ‘raise the bar’ and the demands of enduring quality, creativity and 
professionalism.

“At ArtScape Donegal, Donegal County Council seek to put in place a collection of work that continues 
to support and encourage original, artistically ambitious and high quality public art, which aspires to 
international standards of innovation, imagination, excellence, contemporary arts practice and value 
for money, that will impact, charge, animate and connect with the public or local community and 
significantly add to the compliment of cultural tourism resources clustered in this area including Regional 
Cultural Centre in Letterkenny, Glebe Gallery and Glenveagh National Park.” 

Ms Terre Duffy, Public Art Manager, Donegal County Council

It is the ambition of this project to commission up to 15 large/medium and 15 small/temporary original 
artworks/landscape interventions/Architectural interventions or architecture tree houses/architectural viewing 
platforms by the worlds best sculptural/landscape artists/architects/artists in the landscape of Ards Forest 
Park. 

The selection of the work will be based on the Public Art, Per Cent for Art: General National Guidelines 
introduced by Government in 1994. It is planned that commissioning will be done by a combination of open 
competition, limited competition or procured purchase. 
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Financial & Economic Impact

The direct economic impact of Artscape Donegal will include the income received from additional car 
parking tariffs and a number of jobs created during the building phase.

However there is also likely to be an indirect effect whereby local businesses such as newsagents, pubs, 
bus operators, restaurants, accommodation providers in the local area will gain more business. What also 
must be considered is the public value that will be created as this amenity becomes more accessible to the 
local population. 

Within the confines of this project it is only possible to attempt to outline the potential impact in terms of 
direct and indirect expenditure by tourists.  Values are not attached to the induced effect and the public 
value elements of the project but these benefits should not be overlooked. 

Data collected by Coilte shows that in 2011 there were over 31,000 admitted to the Park and an estimated 
1,000 visitors attending organised events. It is projected that with the proposed developments this could 
rise to 41,000 by 2017 and onwards in subsequent years. Thus 10,000 more tourists are anticipated as a 
result of the proposed expenditure. 

The purpose of this section is twofold:  to value the direct impact of the introduction this International 
tourism product which will result in a direct charge to visitors in terms of admission to access the site and 
secondly to attempt to value the indirect benefits in terms of the additional income that these tourists will 
generate as a result of their spending.

Direct Impact
The direct economic benefit is the money spent by the tourists at the site. This can happen in a number of 
different ways,  

•	 Those who pay an admission charge by way of a parking tariff to the site.

•	 Those who spend in the seasonal café.

Indirect Impact
To measure this Failte Ireland estimates an average daily spend. This differs according to whether the tourist 
is a day visitor or staying overnight and whether they are domestic or overseas tourists. 

In this report the following rates have been applied, €25 per day for a domestic day visitor and €64.33 for an 
overseas overnight visitor.

Based upon research of the existing profile of visitors to the region we estimate that the incremental visitors 
will in the majority be Adults or Groups, with out of state visits accounting for 47% of all visits, as indicated 
in the table below.



17

Based upon our historical data and the planned marketing campaign we estimate that by the fifth year of 
operation 10,000 new visitors will be visiting the site. Of these, 29% are estimated to be overseas. These 
figures are used in the table below. 

The table above shows the potential economic impact of these developments in its first five years of 
operation. This is based upon all domestic and Northern Irish tourists just visiting for the day and overseas 
visitor staying the night 

Measuring the potential impact of the development by from 2013 - 2017 assuming only overseas visitors 
stay overnight

If this economic impact is expressed as a percentage of investment it will provide and annual return of over 
20%.
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Delivery & Marketing

Donegal County Council and Coillte are committed to both delivering and marketing this project.

Ms Terre Duffy,  Public Arts Manager, Donegal County Council will work as project manager for at least 5 
years. She will be supported by other key members of the Donegal Council management team. Her role 
during this period will include;

•	 Oversee the procurement and installation of all ArtScape Donegal  Commissions

•	 Implementing an audience development strategy.

•	 Working with local groups such as Earagail Arts to provide an animation programme. 

•	 Working with Coilte to develop further elements of the park.

•	 Working with Failte Ireland to profile the international significance of the exhibitors and their works.

In addition to dedicating the teams time, Donegal County Council are prepared to make available a 
marketing and audience development budget of 50,000 to fulfill the following tasks:

•	 WEB Site and Search Engine Optimization

•	 Artscape APP

•	 Media Visits

•	 Familly Trips

•	 Brochures

•	 Seasonal Events

•	 Topical Conferences

•	 Coach Operator initiatives

•	 Sales Connect participation
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Development Cost & Program

It is anticipated that the development will take four years to complete its initial phase. 

It is planned that there will be further phases following on from this.

Conclusion

 Donegal County Council and Coillte are fully committed to supporting this project and making it happen. 
Both parties have a great track record of working with Failte Ireland and delivering sustainable imaginative 
tourism developments.

The project is fully supported by Failte North West and is recognized as having great potential to fill a 
product gap in the destination and provide an additional reason to visit and stay in the area. 

There are numerous international examples which demonstrate how successful sculpture parks can be as 
tourism attractions. 

The project will be competitively procured and will represent value for money. 

The project provides a positive return on investment and has the potential to be used as a base for further 
development into the future. 

Donegal County Council have matching finance of €200,000 available and are applying to Failte Ireland for 
1,630,000 over four years to deliver this exciting tourism product. 
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Letters of support
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