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Press release
Wednesday, 22 April 2026

Joyce Country & Western Lakes Geopark receives prestigious UNESCO status 23rd April
Weekend of celebrations scheduled with a host of creative community inspired events

· JCWL (Joyce Country and Western Lakes) Geopark receives UNESCO Global Geopark accolade Thursday 23rd April 2026
· Now the first UNESCO Global Geopark in Connacht 
· Exclusively the First UNESCO site to include a Gaeltacht region
· JCWL Geopark joins an impressive network of UNESCO Global Geoparks on the island of Ireland including: The Burren and Cliffs of Moher UNESCO Global Geopark, Co Clare, The Copper Coast UNESCO Global Geopark, Co Waterford, Mourne Gullion Strangford UNESCO Global Geopark, Co Down and Co Armagh and Cuilcagh Lakelands UNESCO Global Geopark straddling Co Fermanagh, Northern Ireland, and Co Cavan on the border. 

On Thursday 23rd April 2026 The Joyce Country and Western Lakes Geopark will receive its UNESCO Global Geopark accolade, a first UNESCO Global Geopark in Connacht, and the fifth on the Island of Ireland. Exclusively, the JCWL UNESCO Geopark includes the only Gaeltacht region in a UNESCO Geopark on the island of Ireland and globally.  
This high-profile international badge of honour recognises the JCWL Geopark’s outstanding natural beauty, unique culture, rich heritage, Irish Language – Gaeltacht region, progressive and strong community spirit along with its inspired people.
The JCWL UNESCO Global Geopark encapsulates 20 highly motivated and determined communities across north County Galway, south-west County Mayo inclusive of the Gaeltacht (see attached map). Each community is dedicated to maintaining their individual charm and ethos while working together to sustain, nurture and support unique cultural and heritage skill sets and traditions. 
Embracing new opportunities also forms part of the agenda especially those which complement the sustained developmental efforts of people and their communities in order to achieve the coveted UNESCO status for the region.  
Tomás Ó Síocháin, CEO of Údarás na Gaeltachta, said “The ratification of Joyce Country & Western Lakes as a UNESCO Global Geopark is a landmark achievement that celebrates the extraordinary natural heritage and living Irish language culture of this remarkable region. Údarás na Gaeltachta is proud to support this recognition, which will open new doors for sustainable tourism, community development, and economic opportunity for the Gaeltacht communities at its heart.” 
Cllr David Collins, Cathaoirleach of Galway County Council, said, “UNESCO Global Geopark status shines a well-deserved spotlight not just on our unique landscape, but on the people who live and work here and have cared for it over generations. While the economic benefits are clear, there’s also a strong conservation element to this award, supporting communities to protect our natural heritage, biodiversity and way of life, and ensuring this special part of Galway and Mayo is preserved and respected into the future.”
Cllr Sean Carey, Cathaoirleach of Mayo County Council, said “This recognition of the Joyce Country and Western Lakes Geopark as a UNESCO Global Geopark is a significant milestone for the county and local community in the area. Here in Mayo, we have always recognised the uniqueness of this stunning landscape and its geological heritage – but this designation will see this recognised on the world stage. I want to commend the different communities who have rowed in behind the project and been key drivers to where we have got to today and hopefully, they will be the ones to reap the rewards with increased tourism, educational and business opportunities to sustain and grow their communities.”
Koen Verbruggen, Director of Geological Survey Ireland, said “We at Geological Survey Ireland are delighted to see Joyce Country and Western Lakes Geopark join the UNESCO Geopark family in Ireland. It joins the existing UNESCO Global Geoparks of Cuilcagh Lakelands (Cavan and Fermanagh), the Copper Coast (Waterford) and the Burren and Cliffs of Moher (Co. Clare). The UNESCO recognition is based on the unique geology of international importance in the region and, as in other areas it will generate increased awareness of geosciences, the promotion and the protection of our geological heritage. The geology of international importance within the geopark tells the unfolding story of the Earth’s creation over a period of 700 million years. The opening and closing of an ocean, periods of great volcanoes and earthquakes, mountain building and erosion, the final shaping of the landscape by glaciers as they came and went, as well as the story of climate and life as it changed over those 700 million years, this is our geoheritage.”
Niall Ó Donnchú, Director General with the National Parks and Wildlife Service, said “The National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) of the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage warmly welcomes the announcement that the Joyce Country & Western Lakes Geopark will receive its UNESCO Global Geopark accolade on 23rd April 2026. This brings significant opportunity for community development, education and training; business enterprise and tourism ventures. NPWS particularly looks forward to working with the Geopark and its communities on biodiversity initiatives which will enrich and showcase the enormous landscape diversity, unique geology, natural history and cultural heritage that the area offers.”
Seán O’Cionnaigh, Cathaoirleach of Comharchumann Dhúiche Sheoigheach Teo, said “The JCWL UNESCO Global Geopark status celebrates our special landscape and the people who have looked after it for generations. It can also help the local economy in a sustainable way.  It supports communities in caring for the environment and preserving our language, traditions and way of life.  So that the communities here will continue to thrive.”
Trish Walsh, Chair JCWL GeoEnterprise (voluntary cross-community Geopark representative group), said “In 2009 the Irish economy was in a serious recession and rural communities in the West of Ireland were severely impacted. Our seed of hope was the belief that our region is a special place that needs to be developed sustainably for the future of our young people who deserved to be able to live and thrive in our communities into the future. UNESCO Global Geopark status is an international brand of quality that will help attract investment and market the region for sustainable growth and development. We are looking to the future as Geoparks are established through bottom-up processes empowering local people and stakeholders in managing their own heritage and playing a significant role in developing thriving and vibrant communities.”
Miriam Kennedy, Head of the Wild Atlantic Way, said “Fáilte Ireland warmly welcomes the ratification of the Joyce Country and Western Lakes Geopark as an official UNESCO Global Geopark, a milestone that recognises the region’s outstanding geological heritage and its deep cultural significance. This prestigious status represents a significant opportunity for sustainable regional tourism development, supporting local communities while showcasing the unique landscapes, heritage, and stories that define this remarkable part of Ireland. Fáilte Ireland looks forward to working with local stakeholders to maximise the benefits of this award, ensuring that the Joyce Country and Western Lakes UNESCO Global Geopark continues to thrive as a destination that balances conservation, community, and visitor experience.”
To mark this historic and high-profile UNESCO accolade for the JCWL Geopark, the passionate communities have come together to celebrate and host a series of community events which are dedicated to the ethos, character, spirit, culture and heritage of the respective communities. These events are created by multi generations living in the JCWL Geopark. 
Celebrations will open on Thursday 23rd and run until Sunday 26th April and everyone is invited to check out https //www.joycecountrygeoparkproject.ie for all the latest details. These events are inspired by the ethos of their communities and are dedicated to their respective location. 
Please contact us if you have any questions:
Joyce Country Western Lakes Geopark Office: 	094 900 0245
· Michael Hegarty, Geopark manager
· manager@jcwlgeopark.ie 
· 087 055 6630
· Benjamin Thébaudeau, Geopark geologist, Gaeilgeoir
· geologist@jcwlgeopark.ie
· 085 815 6917
· Sinéad Seoighe, Geopark tourism officer, Gaeilgeoir 
· tourism@jcwlgeopark.ie
· 085 730 0708  
Website: www.joycecountrygeoparkproject.ie for background and graphics
Social Media: @JCWLGeopark – Facebook, Instagram, YouTube
--------------------------------------
Notes for editors
Schedule of events
The following is detail of the extensive programme of customised community events to celebrate UNESCO status.  
· Thursday 23/04/26, 8pm-10pm: Headford, Co Galway on the shores of Lough Corrib. 
· Anglers Rest Hotel (H91 PN77), will host a stunning and creative Headford Lace display with live demonstrations showcasing the intricacies and traditions of handmade lace 
· Choral Performances with multi-generational Sing On! and Corrib Singer’s choirs curated by Mairead & Peter Berrill
· A lively drumming session with Eimhin Craddock's Drumadore drum troupe
· Friday 24/04/26, 11am-12pm: Oughterard in the Scoil Chuimín & Caitríona National School (H91 PN35) 
· Showcasing the education features of the UNESCO Geopark will be the Geopark geologist who will host live talks with senior classes and TYs from the nearby St Paul’s secondary school on the themes of sustainability and conservation of the Corrib
· The event is run in partnership with Corrib Beo and includes a presentation by University of Galway lecturer Dr Sadhbh Baxter
· Friday 24/04/26 2pm-4pm: Finny, Connemara at The Larches Bar (F12 H104), Music, song, dance and cultural celebration which also features local artisan craft makers. 
· Friday 24/04/26 6pm-9pm: Cong, the home of Ashford Castle - the Crossroads Community Centre (F31 PY97), will feature an artisan Food Producers Showcase. Also featured will be the partner contributions (community, business, state agencies) and of course live music.
· Sat 25/04/26 10:15-12pm: Ballinrobe, Co Mayo, The local Historical Society will host a guided walk of Ballinrobe which will inspire, educate and entertain participants. 

· Sat 25/04/26 from 9.30-10.30am
· A series of Themed Parkruns to include Clonbur Wood & Tourmakeady Wood & Oughterard Corribdale Park will include locals and visitors who’re motivated to showcase the natural assets for health benefits, fitness and community involvement.
· Sat 25/04/26 from 10.30am to 2pm: Clonbur, Co Galway,
· A tree-planting/flag raising ceremony will take place at the Titanic Memorial,
· A live session of music and dance will take place at the Crane House, followed by a village heritage walk
· Saturday 25/04/26 from 2pm to 5pm: Tourmakeady, Co Mayo,
· A celebration of the local community, businesses, food producers, creatives and musicians will take place in Halla Tuar Mhic Éadaigh (F12C6F2) 
· Ceann Ceolan Irish trad session and a showcase of local produce; 
· The local Primary school will showcase art, & Carmel Balfe will deliver the entertaining Little Gem Puppet Show centred on the Geopark story & local heritage 
· Saturday & Sunday 25-26/04, 12pm to 3pm in Oughterard, Co Galway, the Gateway to Connemara,
· Saturday Oughterard Heritage GeoFest will take place in the Courthouse (H91CC96): 2pm – 3pm a short geoheritage walk with Geopark geologist Benjamin Thébaudeau, local archaeologist Bill Daly and local ecologist Greg Forde; 3.15-4.15pm a harp talk & recital by Nathalie Surina. Saturday and Sunday Art exhibition by Helen Caird and Geraldine Folan; Archaeological exhibition; 
· Sunday 12pm-5pm Oughterard Community Centre (H91XA8R): local community organisations exhibition 

Additional Information on what a Geopark is and what the benefits are
· Geoparks focus on education, enhancing knowledge and attracting visitors to explore and experience the physical, cultural and other features of the area. 
· The JCWL Geopark has been recognised for:
· A rich geological heritage, with 700 million years history, range of bedrock (marble, limestone, granite, volcanic rocks, sandstone, etc...), glacial features (Ireland’s only fjord at Killary), caves and springs and a unique marl lake at Lough Carra
· The importance of the Irish language and diversity of outdoor and indoor experiences on offer for visitors
· The strength of community involvement and their work on sustainability and biodiversity
· A positive national story about rural Ireland, community collaboration and international recognition
· Annually the world’s geoparks attract around 60 million visitors globally – from people with specific interest in geology, to those who appreciate, respect and want to enjoy beautiful landscapes, the local heritage and the activities available in the great outdoors.
· In Ireland, UNESCO designation has helped generate increased funding and awareness in the four existing global geoparks including Cuilcagh Lakelands (Cavan and Fermanagh), the Copper Coast (Waterford), the Burren (Co. Clare), and Mourne Gullion Strangford (Armagh and Down).
· The UNESCO recognition will help highlight and support the tourism offering in each of the 20 communities including the better-known towns and villages of Ballinrobe, Cong, Clonbur, Tourmakeady, Ballintubber, Headford, Leenane and Oughterard. This may be in the form of investment, infrastructure, festivals, new visitor experiences and more. Other Geopark villages all have stories and experiences to share and are keen to be “discovered”. 
· The accolade recognises the outstanding work of local communities, dedicated staff and partner agencies Údarás na Gaeltachta, Geological Survey Ireland, Mayo and Galway County Councils, a community representative group GeoEnterprise and a local development co-op Comharchumann Dhúiche Sheoigheach Teo.
· Other significant contributors include Fáilte Ireland, National Parks and Wildlife Service, Coillte and Inland Fisheries Ireland.
· Geoparks enhance awareness and understanding of key issues facing society, such as using our earth’s resources sustainably, mitigating the effects of climate change and natural hazard risks. 
· UNESCO Global Geopark status does not add further planning regulations to those already in place. This UNESCO status is valid for four years and can be revalidated in 2030 if the quality of community work and visitor experiences is maintained.

Three case studies highlighting the unique character of the region and the outstanding achievement in terms of the aims and objectives of UNESCO Global Geoparks
Leenane and Killary Fjord:
The Joyce Country and Western Lakes Geopark connects to the Atlantic Ocean at Leenane and takes in the whole of Killary harbour, Ireland’s only fjord. This region of the Wild Atlantic Way attracts many tourists throughout the year who engage in many activities including a cruise on the fjord, outdoor adventure activities in the water or on the contrasting landscape. Along with the relaxing walks and hikes, this area also offers extensive learning and educational experiences to do with sheep farming, wool processing and rural tourism experiences. 
Killary Fjord is also famous for the quality of its sea mussels and shellfish available in many restaurants on the west coast of Galway and Mayo. The splendid views offered by this bay are ideal illustrations of the glacial processes that shaped the Irish landscape and in particular created locally such features as mountain corries, moraines, drumlins and the fjord itself. The sheltered waters of the fjord have been an important harbour over the years and the bay still boasts a very rich marine cultural heritage. 
Tourism is an important economic driver of life in Leenane and the Killary fjord region. Sheep farming is also important to the economy of the area with the Connemara blackface sheep a regular sighting in the area. This breed first arrived in Ireland from Scotland in Dhulough farm north of the fjord just after the famine. The extensive farming practices have been key to protecting the quality of the water. This is evident from the presence of young freshwater pearl mussels in the Bundorragha River flowing from Delphi and salmon in the Erriff River. 
One of the biggest threats to the local blanket bog ecosystem comes from invasive species such as Rhododendrum Ponticum which is now being tackled by the likes of the Dúlra team operating in Connemara and south Mayo. The risk of coastal flooding, such as the consequence of storm Eleanor in 2018, and of landslides, such as the 2007 event that destroyed the bridge in Leenane or the more recent November 2024 collection, is heightened by climate change. 
The community is proactive, forward thinking as illustrated by the strong local pre-school and national school along with the development of a new amenity park. This showcases the respect and future planning of local families and residents who continue to improve the local community and enjoy the beauty of the stunning landscape.

Cong:
Cong is an island heritage village of water and stone. The village sits on the edge of the Mayo border with Galway, on a strip of land separating Lough Mask and Lough Corrib. It is famous for the ruins of its medieval abbey, Ashford Castle and its connection to the 1952 Hollywood film “The Quiet Man”. However its geological and archaeological landscape is very much the star attraction there. 

The village is surrounded by running water springing up from underground pathways that converge into the Cong River leading into Lough Corrib to the south. The local bedrock here is limestone and had you visited this place in the early 1800s, you would have come across a landscape very similar to the Burren in county Clare; an extensive limestone pavement. The woods all around the village have been planted in large parts by the Guinness family after they acquired Ashford castle and the surrounding estate in 1852. Even though, the woods now cover this extensive pavement, water is still rushing underground. This water comes from Lough Mask a few kilometres to the north and goes underground through several swallow holes to a depth of least 30m. When it reaches Cong, the water reappears at several springs around the village. Taken altogether, the flow of these springs (several thousands of litres per second, year-round) makes it the biggest spring complex in Ireland and among the top 10 in the world.

The proximity of the water, richness of the soil and ease of clearing the primeval forest made the Cong region very attractive to the first farmers of Ireland. Many megalithic monuments, such as stone circles and large cairns, can attest to their presence. The site retained its attractiveness during the middle ages. Cong Abbey, founded by the Augustinian order in the 12th century, is on the site of an ancient church founded in the early 7th century. Ruairí O’Connor, last High King of Ireland, spent the last 15 years of his life and died here. In the 16th century, the abbey grounds were used to host a garrison for the governor of Connaught but the local parish priest was still nominally considered the abbot as far as Patrick Prendergast who died in 1829, still in possession of local treasures like the Cross of Cong now on display in the National Museum. Angling is still a local pastime and a salmon hatchery where thousands of young salmon or smolts are released every year into the river and ultimately the ocean is still in operation.

The local community is proud of its heritage and makes the most of the tourist season thanks to a variety of accommodation, food and drink and activities on offer. The tourist office is managed voluntarily by the community and the village tidy towns committee is going from strength to strength with their runner-up place in the National Pride of Place competition and their first silver medal in the Tidy towns competition, both in 2025. One major recent development beside the remains of the part of the Cong canal called the dry canal, was the establishment of the Dr Kathleen Lynn Garden where several local medicinal plants are grown in memory of her. The variety of trails in the woodlands extending both to Lough Corrib and Lough Mask in Clonbur add to the local charm. And the biannual Cong food festival celebrates the best produce and chef the west has to offer.
Joyce Country and Tourmakeady Gaeltacht:
At the border of counties Mayo and Galway, the Gaeltacht area of Dúiche Sheoigheach (Joyce Country) agus Tuar Mhic Éadaigh (Tourmakeady) is one of the most geodiverse region of Ireland. Its landscape’s foundation is made of a great range of rocks dating as far back as 700 million years ago; some of these can be easily recognised such as volcanic basalt, sandstone and limestone, and metamorphic schist, quartzite and marble. These rocks and the story they tell has fascinated geologist for over 200 years and to this day, there are still a number of students coming from the UK and the USA to explore them. The region’s geology, connected to those in Scotland and Norway and across the Atlantic ocean to Greenland, Canada and the US, was used extensively in the elaboration of the modern Plate Tectonic model for our planet. And today the Western Way national trail that crosses into the Maam valley is part of the International Appalachian Trail (IAT) thanks to that connection.

The region’s lake shores and valleys has seen the development of a distinct living Irish language dialect that spurred Conradh na Gaeilge to open its first Irish teacher training College in Connacht in Tourmakeady in 1906. Unusually for a gaeltacht, its name reflect a Norman family, the Joyces, who settled in this region in the 14th century as warden to Castlekirk on Lough Corrib in the Maam valley. They gradually intermarried locally, changed their names to Seoighe and followed the traditional gaelic ways. Early English visitors to Ireland from the 18th century onwards coined the term Joyce Country in their search for the authentic Irish landscape. And their travel accounts refer to the amazing landscape with its hidden gems on the outskirts of the Wild Atlantic Way which are Mám Éan, the Maam valley, Lough Nafooey, the Deircs on the side of Maumtrasna. For the vast majority, these landscapes have not changed in the last 300 years.

The region can be explored by car, bicycle or by foot via some of the national trails linking Cong to Clonbur and on to Corr na Móna by the seanbhóthar and its breathtaking views over Lough Corrib. This lake and Lough Mask are a world class angling destination for wild trout in particular and the fly fishing traditions are still taught and celebrated. As it has for millenia, the region’s landscape has a wealth of natural resources on offer that are being used as such or transformed through crafts such as; mineral water with FíorUisce, spirits with Dríoglann Loch Measc, Connemara Hill Lamb PGI, local willow used in Joe Hogan’s baskets. The recently launched Fáilte Ireland’s Sheep and Wool trail relies heavily on attractions in this gaeltacht such as Joyce Country Wool and Joyce Country Sheepdogs. Today this region’s communities (Fionnaithe/Finny, an Mám/Maam, Tuar Mhic Éadaigh/Tourmakeady, an Fhairche/Clonbur, an Cloch Bhreac/Cloghbrack and Corr na Móna) are still alive through music, storytelling, sport and their connection to their landscape.
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