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Executive Summary 

 

1. The Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative has been developed by Irish Lights in 

collaboration with tourism agencies to promote the re-use of lighthouses and other 

adjacent buildings as tourism attractions.   

2. Services at the 12 lighthouse sites are provided by private operators and are 

marketed under the brand of the Great Lighthouses of Ireland.   

3. The initiative is very well aligned with numerous relevant policy statements in areas 

such as regional policy, tourism heritage and rural development in both parts of the 

island. 

4. The operations are quite disparate in terms of size, the services that are offered and 

the primary objectives of the operators.  This could have implications for the future 

development of the businesses and the brand. 

5. It is estimated that 143,580 people visited the 12 lighthouses in 2018.  The economic 

impact is assessed under four separate headings: activity undertaken in the 

lighthouses, activity in the local economy that is associated with the lighthouses 

operating as tourist attractions, socioeconomic values that arise due to the public 

good aspect of the lighthouses and their historical importance; and the role that the 

lighthouses can play in local economic development.  

6. Monetary values are derived in respect of the first two categories.  Direct 

expenditure of visitors in 2018 in the lighthouses amounted to €1.92 million and 

expenditure by these visitors in other local businesses is valued at €4.92 million.  

Other visitors who were attracted to the area spent an estimated €3.57 million.   

7. This initial expenditure would give rise to subsequent economic activity as incomes 

are respent and as the lighthouse buy local goods and services.  The value of this 

activity is assessed at €6.45 in total spread across the economy of the island.   

8. There are 80 jobs in the lighthouses, but their impact creates a total of 310 in all 

tourism businesses in their area.  A further 99 jobs are supported through indirect 

and induced activity.   

9. Non-market values that can be attributed to the lighthouses include conservation, 

future use, and bequest values.  These are certainly positive but there are no data 

available on which an estimate of this value can be based.   

10. The initiative also creates value through addressing the issues that result in some 

regions declining while others prosper.  This is definitely a positive impact of the 

Great Lighthouses of Ireland although no estimation of the value created is possible. 

11. It is important that these non-market values that arise as public benefits are 

considered and included as benefits in decisions on future public funding.  
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1. Main Findings and Conclusions 

 

1.1 Main Findings 

 

This report reviews the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative and its socioeconomic 

impact.  This all-island initiative has been developed by Irish Lights in collaboration with 

tourism agencies to promote the re-use of lighthouses and other adjacent buildings as 

tourism attractions.  This chapter summarises the main findings of the report and 

identifies conclusions to further build on the progress that has been achieved to date to 

fully realise the socioeconomic value inherent in these important heritage properties 

 

There are currently 13 sites, including the Great Light on the Titanic Walkway in Belfast, 

marketed under the brand of the Great Lighthouses of Ireland.  Services to tourists at 

these sites are provided by private and community operators who hold leases from Irish 

Lights who continue to own the sites1.   

 

The analysis in this report finds that the strategy that has been adopted to develop and 

implement the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative is very well aligned with numerous 

relevant policy statements.  There is a strong regional element as all the lighthouses are 

located in rural areas and often in remote places with few opportunities for economic 

development.  Many of these areas are socioeconomically weak are and have been losing 

the most productive parts of their populations to the stronger urban areas.   

 

A notable feature of the initiative is its all-island coverage.  Four of the 13 sites are 

located in Northern Ireland and the initiative, which aims to reposition and reuse 

heritage assets as tourist attractions, with a strong emphasis on community involvement 

and impact, is very well aligned with the tourism policy strategies that are being 

implemented both in the Republic and in Northern Ireland.  This is seen in the approach 

that has been taken by Irish Lights and is also reflected in the views of the operators who 

emphasise the importance of community involvement and the sustainable re-use of 

existing buildings.  As a result, the initiative is aligned with policy statement on tourism, 

heritage and rural development across the island.   

 

                                                      

1 The exception is Clare Island where the private operator wholly owns the lighthouse which is no longer 
used to provide services to navigation.   
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While there are similarities, the operations are quite disparate in terms of size and, 

importantly, in terms of the primary objectives of the operators.  Consultations showed 

that few of the operators would describe themselves primarily as tourism businesses in 

the usual sense.  This is an issue for consideration that is outside the terms of this report, 

but it is noted that it could have implications for the future development of the 

businesses and the brand. 

 

It was also notable that, with the exception of Fanad Head, none of the sites provide a 

full range of services to tourists i.e. none of them provide accommodation, food and 

tours.  By far the largest numbers of visitors are attracted to those sites that provide a 

tour and that have developed a visitor centre with catering.  These sites also have the 

largest employment impact.  While recognising that not all sites will be suitable for full 

development and a big expansion in numbers, it is clear that if the full potential if the 

lighthouses is to be realised that there will need to be increased investment in the 

provision of these services to tourists.  This requirement is not limited to capital 

investment and investment will be required in business skills and in marketing to make 

this a viable proposition.   

 

It is estimated that there were 143,580 ticketed visitors to the 12 lighthouses in 2018. It 

is known that many more people visited the sites but were not recorded.  The economic 

impact of these visitors is assessed under four separate headings: 

• Economic activity undertaken in the lighthouses; 

• Economic activity, mostly in the local economy, that is associated with the 

lighthouses as tourist attractions; 

• Socioeconomic values that arise due to the public good aspect of the lighthouses 

and their historical importance; and 

• The role that the lighthouses can play in local economic development.  

 

Monetary Values of Economic Activity  

Monetary values are derived in respect of the first two categories.  These values are 

summarised in Table 1.1.  This shows that the direct expenditure of visitors in 2018 in 

the lighthouses amounted to €1.92 million.  Many of these visitors were attracted to the 

area because of the lighthouse and also spent money in the local economy.  This is valued 

at €4.92 million in 2018.  Finally, other visitors were attracted to the area by the 

lighthouse but did actually engage in any transaction there.  Their expenditure is 

assessed at €3.57 based on assumptions that are detailed in the text.   
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Table 1.1: Total Economic Impact of Visitor Expenditure (€million) 

 Direct Indirect & 

Induced 

Total 

Expenditure in lighthouses 1.92 1.19 3.11 

Expenditure in local economy by 
visitors to lighthouses 

4.92 3.05 7.97 

Expenditure by other relevant visitors 3.57 2.21 5.78 

Totals 10.41 6.45 16.86 

 

This initial expenditure gives rise to subsequent economic activity as incomes are respent 

and as the lighthouse operators buy local goods and services.  The value of this activity 

is assessed at €6.45 in total.  Some of this secondary impact will occur outside the local 

area but, given that over 65% of the total revenues that are earned in the lighthouses is 

directly recycled back into the local economy in the form of wages and other purchases, 

much of it will arise in areas close to the lighthouses.  

 

This activity has a considerable impact on job creation.  The total estimates for jobs 

arising from each of these sources of revenues is shown in Table 1.2.  This shows that 

while there are 80 jobs in the lighthouses, their impact through attracting visitors is the 

creation of 310 local jobs in all tourism businesses in the area.  Furthermore, it is likely 

that many of the 26 jobs that are created as a result the indirect and induced effects of 

direct expenditure in the lighthouses will be in the local area. 

Table 1.2: Total Jobs Supported by Visitor Expenditure  

 
Direct Indirect & 

Induced 

Total 

Expenditure in lighthouses 80 26 106 

Expenditure in local economy by 
visitors to lighthouses 

133 42 175 

Expenditure by other relevant visitors 97 31 128 

Totals 310 99 409 

 

 

Non-Monetary Public Values 

Placing monetary estimates on the third and fourth categories of impacts is much more 

problematic.  These impacts create public benefits that arise for the populations in the 

regions where the lighthouses are situated and also for the wider population, even 

people who may never actually visit a lighthouse.  However, they are non-market values 
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in the sense that there is no transaction involved from which a monetary value can 

readily be estimated.    

 

Non-market values that can be attributed to the lighthouses and that arise even for 

people who do not engage with the lighthouses in any manner include conservation 

value, future use value, and bequest value.  Conservation value arises from people simply 

knowing that the buildings are there and are being looked after.  In many respects, this 

is a core function of the public sector.  Future use value arises because preserving the 

lighthouses means that an option is being created that can be exercised in the future.  

This has a future value, but it also has a positive present value.  If this is ignored the 

benefits of current investment will be underestimated.  However, this value may only 

arise far into the future and discounting using mainstream methodologies will lead to 

excessive discounting of the value.   The value is better seen as a willingness to invest in 

order to be able to bequest this heritage to future generations.  The wish to bequest 

value is a strong impulse in families but definitely exists in society as a whole also. 

 

Methodologies have been developed and used in other research studies to assess these 

categories of values as there are no markets from which prices can be observed to use 

in assessing value.  These have shown that the wish to conserve heritage and pass it on 

to future generation is highly valued by the public such that public investment for this 

purpose often has a much greater return than investment for current use.  However, 

these methodologies are difficult to implement and there are no instances where values 

have been derived that could be used to identify even indicative metrics for the 

lighthouses.  This does not mean that it is impossible to do so, but the research has not 

been done.  One indication of the positive importance of this type of value is obtained 

from the consultations which showed that local communities take great pride and place 

great value on ‘their’ lighthouse being open for business and being conserved.   

 

It is undoubtedly the case that these public values are perceived by the Irish population 

quite independently of any monetary transactions associated with the use of the 

lighthouses as tourist attractions.  Failure to include consideration of these values in any 

public funding decisions risks underestimating the value of heritage preservation.  It also 

means that the socioeconomic value of the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative, 

through helping to preserve the buildings and, in a number of cases, provide access to 

them, exceeds the values that can be identified from transactions alone.   

 

The final set of values relates to the way in which competitive areas develop and grow, 

while other areas remain weak, and how policy intervention can address the imbalances 

that arise.  Regional development, whether targeted to a local or a wider scale, requires 



Socio-Economic Impact Review of the Great Lighthouses of Ireland Initiative 

KHSK  5 

Economic Consultants 

an area with a competitive core around which further development can proceed.  This is 

a very live issue in Ireland, being central to the strategy that is developed in the National 

Planning Framework.   

 

Many local businesses already depend on the high profile of regional lighthouses 

meaning that the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative is an indication, albeit on a small 

scale, of what can be done by working locally from the ground up to create the dynamic 

effects that large scale industrial and regional development policy interventions have 

found so difficult.   It is not possible to put any indication of monetary value of this 

impact, but it is definitely positive for the areas where the lighthouses are situated.   

 

1.2 Conclusions  

 

These findings mean that the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative is a positive and 

important intervention and support for the socioeconomic development of the areas 

where the lighthouses are located.  However, the initiative has only been implemented 

for a few years, with some of the operations still in a start-up phase, and the full potential 

benefits remain to be realised. 

 

The sites and the operations are a disparate collection in many respects, and this is likely 

to remain the case.  However, the differences in the range of services that are provided 

are excessive and greater co-ordination in this respect is required if the brand is to 

develop further.  If the full potential of the lighthouses is to be realised, additional 

investment will be needed to provide visitors with the services they demand, in 

particular, visitor centres with basic retail and catering.   

 

The analysis in this report shows that there are many benefits associated with 

investment in such facilities that accrue to the wider community rather than to private 

operators.  This is an important market failure and, as a result, the level of private 

investment will be inadequate to realise the potential.  Public support is required to 

address this deficiency.  The positive impact of public support has been clearly 

demonstrated by such assistance as has been provided to date.  The assistance that has 

been provided under the initiative also shows that the lighthouses offer the opportunity 

to spark economic activity in relatively remote locations that are often weak in 

socioeconomic terms.   

 

Heritage is manifest in the buildings at the lighthouse sites, but the heritage of interest 

to visitors can be far broader.  The sites are of community heritage importance as much 
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for the stories they represent as for the buildings.  This aspect remains undeveloped at 

many sites and certainly underdeveloped in general.  The fact that these stories are still 

present in active living memories is important, but this will not be the case in a short 

number of years.  The next stage of development needs to centre on this aspect: how 

can these stories be preserved for communities and brought to life for visitors through 

artefacts and installations?   

 

Marketing to date has centred on the spectacular locations of many of the lighthouses 

and the unique feature of accommodation in these buildings.  This will continue to be 

the case, but it needs to also develop to integrate the heritage aspects into marketing 

and to locate the lighthouses within Ireland’s unique culture and heritage.  This is of 

common interest to both parts of the island and the marketing must reflect this by 

consistent branding and promotion.   

 

The economic impact quantification in this report shows that it is meaningless to assess 

the potential of the lighthouses simply in terms of transactions between the operators 

and visitors.  The impact is far wider.  Consequently, any development of plans for 

investment and any assessment of the potential impact of public funding must fully 

recognise this fact.  Importantly, the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative is a good 

example of the type of locally based development that can work to achieve targets in the 

National Planning Framework.   

 

The analysis also shows the important economic value that lies in heritage and the 

potentially high returns to investment in heritage in terms of local and community 

development.  The jobs and the incomes that are created are of real value and this value 

is far greater than its monetary value might at first suggest.  Heritage is a regionally 

dispersed resource and is one where the returns to investment accrue to dispersed 

communities.  The sustainable development of Ireland’s regions will require that the 

resources in the regions are translated into value.  Investment in the heritage resources 

is required to achieve this.  The benefits are multiplied when the value of people being 

able to remain in their own areas while attaining a desired standard of living, rather than 

migrating to congested areas, is recognised.  Monetary quantification can seldom 

capture these values adequately, but they must be included in public expenditure 

decisions.   
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2. Introduction 

 

2.1 Background to the Study 

 

This study of the Socio-economic Impact of the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative has 

been prepared by KHSK Economic Consultants for the Commissioners of Irish Lights.   

 

The introduction of new technologies and the development of more efficient ways to 

integrate these technologies into the operations of Irish Lights has meant that there have 

been big changes in terms of the infrastructure that is required to provide the navigation 

and other services that are the central role of Irish Lights.  As a result, Irish lights are in 

possession of numerous important heritage properties around Ireland’s coast that are 

largely or partly redundant in terms of the provision of aids to navigation and there is 

surplus property at many lighthouse sites around the coast.  

 

Recognising these developments, Irish Lights has endeavoured to find new ways to use 

these properties.  In attempting to do so, they have aimed to ensure the continued 

upkeep of the lighthouses while enabling public access to the sites and generating 

revenues to assist in meeting the costs of maintaining the properties.  Along with many 

other lighthouse sites around the world, Irish lights recognised the potential for tourism 

as a way to achieve these aims.   

 

Irish Lights developed the Great Lighthouses of Ireland brand to manage the upgrading 

and marketing of lighthouses and associated buildings as a tourist attraction. The 

rationale for a Great Lighthouses of Ireland brand partnership strategy is based on the 

public recognition and perception that lighthouses function not solely as aids to 

navigation but also as maritime heritage and environmental hubs.  The initiative aims at 

encouraging the ancillary development of tourism activities and services that support 

economic development in coastal communities right around the Island of Ireland and at 

the same time enabling the protection and development of the asset base of Irish Lights.  

 

It is estimated that there has been investment of over €5 million in properties included 

in the brand.   Of this, €2.55 million was financed by the EU’s INTERREG programme for 

the refurbishment of properties in Northern Ireland – at St. John’s Point, Co. Down, 

Blackhead, Co. Antrim and Rathlin West – and at Fanad Head and St. John’s Point in Co. 

Donegal.  It is estimated that an additional €2.6 million has been invested in other sites 

around the coast such as Hook Head, Valentia Island and Ballycotton.     
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The initiative now comprises 13 sites following inclusion of the Great Light in Belfast 

along with the 12 lighthouses sites around the coast in both Northern Ireland and the 

Republic.  It has been developed in collaboration with Fáilte Ireland, Tourism Northern 

Ireland, Tourism Ireland and private sector operators in the tourism and accommodation 

sectors.  Operations undertaken within the initiative include a range of marketing 

activities and customer facing operations at the lighthouses.  The objective of this report 

is to place a socioeconomic value on these operations while remaining cognisant of the 

intrinsic value of the lighthouses as important heritage buildings.  

 

2.2 Approach Taken to Assessing the Impact 

 

An important part of the review undertaken in this report is an assessment of the 

socioeconomic impact of the lighthouses that operate under the Great Lighthouses of 

Ireland initiative.  This seeks to identify the value that is created by their operation as 

tourist attractions. 

 

The traditional value of lighthouses was the value of the services they provided to 

shipping.  As a result, their value could be assessed in terms of the savings of lives, ships 

and cargoes that would otherwise be lost at sea.  These savings could be calculated based 

on evidence of their effectiveness and valuations placed on these factors. In addition, 

they added value through reducing the perceived risks of transporting goods by sea, 

thereby leading to efficiency gains though the growth of this mode of transport.  There 

were further efficiency gains through the growth in trade that followed and also through 

economies of scale since ships could be larger as the probability of the loss of any 

particular vessel was reduced2.  These benefits are much harder to assess. 

 

This final point reflects an issue that has long been recognised in relation to lighthouses.  

The services they provide are not like most goods in the sense that there is a public good 

element.  This issue is discussed further below, but it basically means that lighthouses 

provide services that are difficult to charge for.  Economics tells us that, in the case of 

                                                      

2 Portfolio theory tells us that the risk adjusted expected gains from a diversified portfolio are higher than 
a concentrated portfolio for any given level of overall risk.  If this approach is applied to shipping, then a 
reduction in the overall risk, and in any particular element of the portfolio, would enable greater 
concentration in that element i.e. a larger vessel relative to overall tonnage, than previously, while keeping 
the overall risk weighted returns constant.  At the extreme, if risk could be eliminated, it would make sense 
from the point of view of economies of scale for a transport company to put all its investment into one 
vessel up to point at which the technological constraint is hit, or the economies of scale are eliminated.    
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such goods, the private sector will under-supply the good or service in question.  This 

was the rationale that led to the establishment of the lighthouse service on a statuary 

basis and to Trinity House, Northern Lighthouse Board and Irish Lights taking on the 

responsibility for their operation.   

 

Lighthouses are still utilised as important aids to navigation.  However, new 

opportunities have arisen to use these properties to develop new revenue streams, in 

particular through their use as tourist facilities.  The development of these opportunities 

has created economic value in the form of direct commercial transactions and other 

transactions that can be estimated.  However, the public good nature of the lighthouses 

remains relevant and is even enhanced by the use of the lighthouses in tourism.  As a 

result, the socioeconomic value of lighthouses being used in the tourism sector exceeds 

the values that can be found through aggregation of transactions undertaken between 

service providers and visitors. 

 

In order to recognise this, the approach taken in this report examines these values under 

four category headings.   

 

Transactions with Visitors in the Lighthouses 

The first set of values are the most obvious.  These relate to commercial transactions 

that arise from the operation of the lighthouse as tourism attractions and that take place 

between the lighthouse operators and visitors.  The value of these transactions is fully 

monetised and means that the value is fully recognised in the money that changes hands.  

This makes the valuation conceptually simple and the availability of data from the 

operators makes its measurement relatively straightforward. 

 

Local Transactions with Visitors Outside the Lighthouses 

The second category of value arises as a result of expenditures by tourists and others 

that are associated with, and depend on, the operation of the lighthouse as a tourist 

attraction, but where the lighthouse operators are not involved in the transaction.  This 

is similar to the first category in the sense that the value can be assessed according to its 

monetary value.  However, its measurement is more difficult because the data are not 

readily available.  To address this, the value of these transactions is assessed under three 

headings.   

 

The first two headings relate to expenditure by visitors who are attracted to the area of 

the lighthouse by the lighthouse but who spend money on services such as food and 
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accommodation that are provided by operators outside the lighthouse site.  The first of 

these headings relates to visitors to the area who interact with the lighthouse and then 

spend additional time in the area.   This value is assessed based on a survey of visitors to 

lighthouses that was undertake in 2018 and is analysed below to provide an estimate.  

The second heading relates to visitors who come to an area where there is a lighthouse 

but who cannot be said to have engaged in any transaction that can be directly 

associated with the lighthouse.  This is actually a common issue in Irish tourism.  The 

main reasons that people give for visiting the country – the friendliness of the people, 

the culture and heritage, the scenery – are all provided freely and cannot be charged for.  

So, as part of a trip, a visitor may view a lighthouse as one attraction among many on a 

particular day.  Clearly, there is value being created as the lighthouse is playing its part 

in making an area an attractive place to visit.  Therefore, some portion of that visitor’s 

overall expenditure should be allocated to the lighthouse.   

 

The third heading in this category of value arises as an indirect result of the transactions 

discussed above.  Every time a visitor spends money in the area of the lighthouse that 

would otherwise not be spent in that area it creates additional expenditure as the money 

is re-spent in the local and wider economy.  This is an established concept in economics 

and is assessed through the use of multiplier analysis.  In this case the value is not 

represented by any expenditure in the lighthouses.  However, the basis for the multiplier 

is expenditure that can be related to the lighthouses in the first instance. 

 

Non-Monetary Values 

The third category of value is conceptually more difficult and is very difficult to assess.  

This value arises from the fact that people place a value on the existence of the 

lighthouses as part of their heritage and wish that this should be preserved.  This value 

may be reflected in part by the expenditure discussed above as some people may visit 

the lighthouse and spend money there.  However, it will also exist for people who may 

never wish to actually visit.  The conceptual basis for this is explored below along with 

the potential for placing a measure on this value.  The value will inevitably be greatest 

among enthusiasts and people who live in the vicinity of the lighthouse, but that it is real 

in a wider context is demonstrated by the fact that some of Ireland’s lighthouses have 

become emblematic of their regions and are widely used in marketing and promoting 

regions even where there is no direct refence to the lighthouse.    
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Regional Competitiveness and Local Development 

The final category of value that is explored in this analysis relates to the contribution of 

lighthouses to the social and economic competitiveness of a region.  Modern theories of 

economic development have emphasised the importance of agglomeration and critical 

mass for vibrant areas.  What this might actually mean in practice will vary according to 

the characteristics under discussion.  However, this is an important issue most clearly 

demonstrated by the growing economic power of cities around the world and the 

relative, and often absolute, decline of many areas outside the cities.  One common 

feature of much of the research into these trends has been the identification of the 

importance of a core around which vibrant areas can develop.  For cities, this is usually 

a port and their core competitive advantage derives from their function as a transport 

node.  For a local rural area without such a function, the competitiveness that is required 

to enable social and economic development, or survival, can derive from a core notable 

business that attracts sufficient demand to enable other business to achieve the critical 

mass that is required to survive but that cannot be generated by the local population.   

 

2.3 Methodology 

 

An important element of the work was the collection of data to allow estimates of these 

values where monetary estimation is possible.  Two main approaches were used.  The 

first was a consultation process with all the operators and with other relevant parties.  

The consultants wish to express their gratitude to the operators who provided detailed 

information on their businesses and gave their time and opinions to inform this review.  

While this information was collected on a case by case basis, some aggregation has been 

undertaken in this report to reflect the confidential nature of some of this information 

that was provided.  

 

The second main source of data, particularly in relation to the expenditure and activities 

of visitors to the lighthouses in the hinterlands of the lighthouses, was a survey of visitors 

that was developed by Irish Lights and undertaken at five of the sites with the highest 

numbers of visitors in August and September 2018.  These five sites accounted for 70% 

of all visitors in that year.   

 

This primary data collection and analysis was supplemented by other published data 

from Fáilte Ireland and the Central Statistics Office.   
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The approach taken and the data analysis were informed by review of relevant literature.  

This literature can usefully be placed under two headings.  The first is work that has been 

undertaken in recent years in relation to the development and operation of the Great 

Lighthouses of Ireland initiative.  References are provided in the text where appropriate3.   

 

The second is published literature, mostly in academic journals, on the valuation of 

public goods.  Other sources of information on the use of lighthouses as tourist 

attractions were also review.  Again, references are provided in the text.   

 

2.4 Structure of the Report  

 

The next chapter provides a brief overview of the Great Lighthouses of Ireland and how 

it operates.  This is intended as background, but some details are identified as they are 

relevant to the subsequent analysis.  Following this, Chapter 4 places the initiative in a 

policy context to examine how it aligns with major Irish economic and social policy.   

 

The assessment of values is contained in the three subsequent chapters.  Chapter 5 

provides an assessment, based on consultations with lighthouse operators and other 

sources, of the direct expenditures associated with lighthouses i.e. the first category of 

values discussed above.   

 

Chapter 6 examines the associated and indirect values that are created by the 

lighthouses as a result of expenditure by visitors in the local economy and provides 

monetary estimates for these values based on the available data.  Chapter 7 discusses 

the final two categories of value.   

 

 

  

                                                      

3 The consultants are particularly grateful to Kevin O’Connor of O’Connor Associates, Rural Development 
Consultants and to Ethna Murphy, Tourism Development Consultant, for providing access to recent studies 
and for insights gained from earlier research on the initiative.   
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3. Development and Implementation of the Initiative    

 

3.1 Overview of the Initiative 

 

The Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative is based on the recognition that Irish Lights 

owns and is responsible for a number of important heritage properties around the coast 

of Ireland that are surplus to its core mission of providing navigation for shipping.  

Services to mariners are still provided from most of these sites and the lighthouse towers 

remain important to the delivery of these services.  However, technological 

advancements such as automation and solarisation mean that other buildings such as 

lighthouse cottages are surplus to core safety service operations.  Recognising this, and 

recognising that structures such as the lightkeepers’ houses could fall into decay if left 

unused, Irish Lights developed a coordinated initiative and worked with local 

communities to create tourist attractions at these sites and to market these to domestic 

and international visitors. 

 

The use of lighthouses as tourist attractions is not a novel idea as discussed below but 

their use in the tourism sector in Ireland at the time was sporadic and uncoordinated.  

The development and implementation of the initiative was greatly assisted a grant of 

€2.56 million by the EU’s INTERREG IV A Programme to Irish lights to deliver an all island 

lighthouse tourism project.  This grant resulted in the provision of new accommodation 

facilities in the INTERREG area and the development of the brand and a marketing plan.  

It also resulted in an agreed joint approach with new and existing lighthouse operators 

in the tourism sector to establish and manage a common lighthouse tourism brand 

across the island.  Initially seen as the development of a lighthouse tourist trail, the 

initiative was rebranded as the Great Lighthouses of Ireland.   

 

To date, in excess of €5 million has been invested in the development of facilities and a 

number of the sites have developed plans for further investment.  Based on information 

provided in the consultation process, additional sites and facilities appear likely to be 

included in coming years4.   

                                                      

4 The ‘Great Light’ located at the Titanic Quarter in Belfast has been added under the GLI brand.  It was 
built by Barbier and Fenestre and the Chance Brothers in 1887 and is one of the largest ever built.  It was 
previously located in lighthouses on Tory Island in Co. Donegal and Mew Island in Co. Down and is now on 
open access on the Maritime Mile which connects the Titanic Slipways to HMS Caroline and Thompson 
Dock in Belfast.  It is estimated that the Great Light and Titanic Walkway attracted 170,000 visitors in the 
first year after opening, but no specific visitor expenditure data are available for inclusion in this report.   



Socio-Economic Impact Review of the Great Lighthouses of Ireland Initiative 

KHSK  14 

Economic Consultants 

The initiative has sought to develop the sites and to grow the number of visitors at each.  

However, it is also cognisant of the fact that there are constraints on development given 

that the sites are all important scenic locations and the buildings are all important 

heritage sites with central roles in local history.  Thus, their past and future roles in the 

local community is an important consideration.   

 

The majority of sites remain in the ownership of Irish Lights who continue to use the sites 

for the provision of aids to navigation while the surplus buildings are leased to the 

operators and their businesses are marketed under the Great Lighthouses of Ireland 

brand5.  Operators also engage in networking meetings with representatives of each site 

included in the brand partnership and the brand is managed with the support of partners 

and an external project manager.  The operators make an annual monetary contribution 

to cover part of the expenses incurred in managing the brand.   

 

Close relationships have also been developed with Tourism Ireland, Fáilte Ireland and 

the Northern Ireland Tourism Board and the lighthouses have featured prominently in 

promotional activities undertaken by Fáilte Ireland and Northern Ireland Tourism.  A 

number of them are seen as important nodes for the Wild Atlantic Way and Ireland’s 

Ancient East brands.   

 

The lighthouses are also promoted by local marketing organisations, Loop Head Tourism 

and Hook Tourism being notable examples, and marketing campaigns for individual 

counties involving a range of agencies.  These brands also cover and promote other 

lighthouses that offer tourist facilities but are not included under the Great Lighthouses 

of Ireland brand.  This means that while it may be possible to assess the performance of 

lighthouses using the brand, it should not be inferred that this performance or growth 

can be directly attributed fully to the brand as it is the result of a range of activities.    

 

3.2 Lighthouses as Tourist Attractions  

 

Lighthouses with excess or redundant properties have been developed as tourist 

attractions in many countries.  For example: 

• In Ireland, there were established lighthouse visitor facilities at Hook Head and 

Mizen Head and accommodation was already provided at some of the Irish 

                                                      

5 Clare Island lighthouse is wholly owned by a private operator and the light no longer serves as an aid to 
navigation. 
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Landmark Trust sites, such as Blackhead and Wicklow Head, that are now 

included under the brand; 

• The Northern Lighthouse Board (NLB) has disposed of all non-essential buildings 

within their property portfolio.  Some of the properties sold are owned and 

operated independently as B&B’s or self-catering accommodation while seven of 

the properties are operated by local trusts and provide visitor access to the 

lighthouse tower. 

• Trinity House leverages its maritime heritage by offering a broad range of services 

to the public from lighthouse visitor centres and. Currently Trinity House has 9 

lighthouse sites open to the public as visitor centres in Britain.  These are 

operated locally by individuals/groups under licence.  It also offers facilities for 

weddings and sea voyages.  A number of former lighthouse keepers' cottages 

have also been refurbished as prestige holiday lets and are managed by an 

external accommodation partner Rural Retreats. 

• The NLB is developing a branding initiative known as Scotland’s Outstanding 

Lighthouses. This is a non-commercial umbrella organisation, hosted by NLB, to 

promote tourism at the publicly accessible lighthouses and associated museums 

and supports the economic development of Scotland and the Isle of Man.  

• St Mary’s Lighthouse, Whitley Bay, England:  The local community own and 

operate the lighthouse – Trinity House has engaged in selling most of its 

previously owned properties that it deemed to be redundant – in association with 

the local council in order to be eligible for certain grants.  Visitors can tour the 

lighthouse and there is a visitor centre, café and nature reserve.   

• Corsewall Lighthouse Hotel, Stranraer, Scotland: this privately owned lighthouse 

is operated as a small 4 star hotel with all the facilities expected at a luxury hotel 

including a well rated restaurant; 

• Point Arena Lighthouse, California: owned and operated by a non-profit 

organisation providing tours, retail and accommodation.  This is just one of a 

number of Californian lighthouses that have been adapted for tourism; 

• Phare des Baleines, Ile de Re on France’s Atlantic coast has two lighthouses 

containing a museum and a range of visitor services in adjacent buildings while 

visitors can go on an unguided tour the main towers.  As in Ireland, the services 

are provided by private operators, but they are licensed rather than holding 

leases over the core properties;6 

                                                      

6 O’Connor Associates (2018) Fanad Head Lighthouse Donegal: Business review & Development Plan 2018-
2022 
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• San Vincente, Portugal: Located at the extreme southwest of Portugal, this 

lighthouse was one of Europe’s most important for long distance shipping.  It 

provides a museum, a café and a shop that are open every day and tours of the 

lighthouse are available on one day each week; 

• Smokey Cape Lighthouse, South West Rocks, New South Wales: this is just one of 

10 lighthouses along the NSW coast in Australia where visitor facilities have been 

developed included guided tours and accommodation; 

• Bruce County Lighthouses, Ontario, Canada:  a partnership was formed 

encompassing 16 lighthouses on the Great Lakes coast to preserve the lighthouse 

buildings by raising funds from tours and accommodation for visitors;7 

• A total of 60 lighthouses were identified in Canada as having been converted to 

alternative uses, mostly as visitor attractions, including museums, interpretative 

centres, accommodation, restaurants, gift shops and cafes;8 

• A large number of lighthouses on the Adriatic coast of Croatia were identified as 

having tourism potential with some being brought into the sector by a public 

owned company in a project known as Stone Lights.  However, most of the 

identified potential remains unrealised9.    

This means that in moving to develop lighthouses as tourist attractions, Irish Lights were 

entering an internationally established market with a proven level of demand.  Some 

facilities had also been developed in Ireland prior to the brand being established but 

there was low visibility in terms of marketing.   

 

The involvement of Irish Lights was originally done to find reuse for these properties and 

assist in maintaining them.  A notable feature of almost all the literature on projects to 

reuse lighthouses internationally is they seem mostly targeted at raising funds to 

preserve the buildings.  The activities will undoubtedly create local jobs and incomes but, 

in the literature that was reviewed, this is not generally noted as an objective.  As 

discussed below, the way in which tourism operations associated with the lighthouses in 

Ireland have been developed has a broader range of primary objectives. 

 

 

                                                      

7 Bruce Coast Lighthouse Partners (2011) Marketing & Product Development Plan.  Report by BC Hughes.   
8 Fisheries and Oceans Canada (2011) Alternate Use Study Surplus Lighthouses, Canada.  Report prepared 
by CRG Consulting 
9 Perisic, M. (2010) ‘Lighthouses as Part of the Tourist Offer’ in Journal of Interdisciplinary Management 
Research 
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3.3  Overview of Commercial Operations 

 

The Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative covers tourism attractions at 12 sites owned 

by Irish Lights.  Table 3.1 provides a summary of the sites and locations marketed under 

the brand. 

 

The services are provided to visitors by 7 independent operators who lease the 

properties from Irish Lights.  The operators comprise two charities – who operate 7 sites 

in total – four community/social enterprise companies, one local authority and one 

private company10.  This disparate range of entities has important implications for the 

way in which the operations are undertaken and could impact the longer term outlook 

for the development and performance of the sites.   

Table 3.1: Summary of Operations at the 12 Lighthouse Sites 

Location Operator Facilities & Services Offered 

St. John’s (Down) Irish Landmark Trust Accommodation 

Blackhead Point Irish Landmark Trust Accommodation 

Rathlin West RSPB 
Visitor Centre, Tower tour & Wildlife 
guided tour 

Fanad Head 
Fanad Community 
Company 

Visitor Centre, Accommodation, 
Café/Retail & Tower tours 

St. John’s (Donegal) Irish Landmark Trust Accommodation 

Clare Island Private company Accommodation & meals 

Loop Head 
Irish Landmark Trust 
Clare County Council 

Accommodation 
Visitor Centre & Tours 

Cromwell Point 
(Valentia) 

Valentia Island 
Development Company 

Visit Centre, Cafe & Tours 

Galley Head Irish Landmark Trust Accommodation 

Ballycotton Island 
Ballycotton Island 
Tours 

Island & Boat tour 

Hook Head Hook Heritage 
Visitor centre, Café & Retail, Tower 
tour 

Wicklow Head Irish Landmark Trust Accommodation 

 

However, there are some important points of similarity between the various businesses 

included in the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative.  Along with the obvious fact that 

all operate at lighthouse sites that are owned by Irish Lights, all these businesses are also 

                                                      

10 There are two operators at the lighthouse on Loop Head – the Irish Landmark Trust, which manages 
accommodation at the site, and Clare County Council, which provides tours of the tower and other visitor 
facilities. 
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situated at relatively remote sites where alternative commercial operations are unlikely 

if they were not open to tourists.  Furthermore, with a few exceptions, all the sites are 

located in regions that are economically underdeveloped and have experienced 

socioeconomic difficulties such as emigration, low incomes, falling populations and lack 

of opportunities.  It is also likely that many of the sites would be closed to the public and 

that the buildings would be a lot more neglected than they are now.   

 

Despite these similarities, one of the most notable aspects of the operations in the Great 

Lighthouses of Ireland brand is the diversity of the businesses involved.  Each lighthouse 

is unique in terms of its location, structure, history and operation as a lighthouse, but 

there are a number of important differences in the businesses that are worth noting.   

 

There are big differences in the sizes of the various operations.  The largest site 

accounted for 35% of total visitors to lighthouses in 2018 and 45% to total revenues 

earned by operators.  The four largest operations taken together accounted for over 88% 

of visitors and 75% of total revenues.   

 

The sites differ in terms of their ability to continue to grow in the future.  Most have good 

potential to grow but some are limited due to a lack of (mostly road) infrastructure and 

nearby facilities, the nature of the site in question, or essential supporting infrastructure 

such as ferry services.  Overall though, there is good potential for growth.   

 

There are differences in the facilities and services that are offered to tourists.  Only Fanad 

offers a complete set of services covering tours, accommodation, a visitor centre and 

retail facilities and Fanad is the only site where one single operator offers both a tour of 

the tower and accommodation.  A tour and accommodation are both available at Loop 

Head but with two different operators.  This means that operators specialise in their 

offering and do not generally appear to have either the ambition or the ability to offer a 

full range of services.  This partially reflects differences in the sites but is mostly a 

reflection of the disparate nature of the operators. 

 

The primary objectives of the organisations that operate the tourism facilities at the sites 

vary considerably.  These are summarised in Table 3.2 based on information obtained in 

the consultations.  For the community development companies, one aspect of 

socioeconomic development was stressed above all others.  This is employment creation 

for local residents.  However, they all also stressed the objective of keeping the 

lighthouse open and accessible to locals, an issue that was also raised as an important 

objective on Rathlin and Clare islands.     
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Profitability, as it would normally be defined, is not the main objective of nearly all the 

operators.  Certainly, all emphasise the need to operate in a manner that creates 

revenues, but these revenues are seen mainly as a means to achieve the primary aim of 

community development, wildlife protection or the preservation and conservation of the 

buildings.  An important implication is that, while all seek to be sustainable business 

operations in the long term – given that all these primary objectives are long term – they 

also seek short term gains.  This is clearly seen in aspects of their operations such as the 

levels of employment, as discussed below.  However, this also means that the operations 

make a greater contribution to non-commercial socioeconomic objectives – or desirable 

outcomes – such as local development, heritage conservation and wildlife preservation  

Table 3.2: Stated Primary Objective of Operators  

Operator Primary Objective 

Irish Landmark Trust (6 sites) Conservation and preservation of heritage buildings. 

RSPB Protection of birds and services to members 

Fanad Community Company Socioeconomic development of local community 

Clare Island (Private company) Commercial private company 

Clare County Council Tourism development in administrative area 

Valentia Island Development 

Company 
Socioeconomic development of local community 

Ballycotton Island Tours Socioeconomic development of local community 

Hook Heritage Socioeconomic development of local community 

 

This feature of the operations at the lighthouses underlines the importance of 

recognising a broad range of sources of value that arises.  The approach that is taken in 

this report is consistent with this requirement.   

 

However, this also raises concerns regarding the overall coherence of the brand and how 

it is to be managed.  These issues were raised in the consultations and, while they are 

not the central issue in this report, they are worthy of some comment.  It is a fact that 

the development of the lighthouses as tourist attractions and their operations as such is 

one of a number of objectives that are being pursued under the brand.  This has two 

implications.  The first is the possibility that future and ongoing growth as tourism 

businesses could come into conflict with the other objectives.  For example, the provision 

of greater facilities at the lighthouses could be seen to be competing with existing or 

possible businesses in the wider area.  If assistance was to be provided to the lighthouse 

sites, either for development or for marketing, the community support which is so 

important to the existing operations in many locations could be challenged. 

 



Socio-Economic Impact Review of the Great Lighthouses of Ireland Initiative 

KHSK  20 

Economic Consultants 

A second related issue is that where the businesses are being run in order to maximise 

community benefits, the possibility arises that short term gains could be prioritised at 

the expense of the longer term sustainability of the businesses.  A different way of 

putting this is that the businesses could remain dependent on state assistance long after 

more commercially focussed businesses might have developed greater independence.  

This is always a risk with state-private partnerships.   

 

This analysis shows that the retargeting of lighthouses and associated properties as 

tourism attractions is a proven strategy with a growing and vibrant market for the 

realisation of value for the benefit of local communities.  Public support under the 

Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative has had success in developing this business in 

Ireland through the partnership of Irish Lights, tourism agencies and local operators.   

 

However, the services that are offered to tourists vary considerably from site to site.  

This raises issues in relation to the coherence of the brand and also the extent to which 

the potential value is being realised.  Greater investment will be required.  In addition, 

care is required to ensure a balance is found between the disparate primary interests 

of the operators and the need for effective commercial strategies.   
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4. Alignment of the Initiative with Policy Directions    

 

4.1 Regional Policy 

 

The National Planning Framework (NPF) is the core policy statement to guide regional 

aspects of Irish economic policy over the next two decades11.  It contains a number of 

objectives for the regional distribution of Irish economic activity and for growth.  The 

NPF projects that the population of Dublin City and Suburbs will grow by 235,000 – 

290,000 people to 1.41 million in 2040 in a period when total growth in population is 

projected to be 1 million.  It also projects population growth for the 5 main cities (using 

the mid-points of the published projection ranges) of 505,000 people.  This means that 

half of the projected growth in population up to 2040 will be outside the 5 main cities 

i.e. in rural areas and towns.   

 

This requires a considerable change in what has been seen in recent decades as Dublin 

alone accounted for almost 43% of net population growth in 2011 to 2016.  Research 

such as Downey (2017) shows that Dublin has seen considerable inward migration from 

other parts of Ireland in this time12. His research also points to differences in the 

demographic structure of the Dublin region with higher percentages of people in the 

household formation and working age groups than in most other areas, a feature that is 

unlikely to change in the foreseeable future.  This inevitably makes the Dublin region a 

more competitive area from the point of view of talent availability. 

 

Recent trends in the location of the Irish labourforce, which reflects the location of the 

drivers of the Irish economy, also indicate the dominance of the Dublin region.  As is 

shown in Table 4.1, just over 30% of the Irish labourforce live in Dublin with a further 

12% living in the Mid East region i.e. the neighbouring counties in the Greater Dublin 

Region (the commuter belt).  What is most striking is that the labour force in these 

regions grew by 6.6% and 3.6% respectively in the years 2011-16 and that these were 

the only regions in Ireland where growth exceeded the national average of 3.2%.  The 

South West region, which includes Cork City, was the only other region that grew at a 

rate that was even close to the national average.  This further underlines the important 

                                                      

11 Government of Ireland (2018) Project Ireland 2040: National Planning Framework  
12 Downey Planning (2017) Housing Solutions to Assist Ireland in Realising its Potential: An Irish Housing 
Research Report.  Report to Hooke & MacDonald.   
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attraction of cities.  The labourforce in all the coastal regions – Donegal is included in the 

Broder region – grew only slowly. 

Table 4.1: Ireland’s Labourforce, Aged 15 years and over, by Region 

 2011 2016 
% of total 
in 2016 

% change 
2011-16 

Mid West 183,390 183,819 8.0% 0.2% 

South East 230,330 234,211 10.2% 1.7% 

South West 317,658 327,526 14.2% 3.1% 

Border 239,874 242,002 10.5% 0.9% 

Midland 133,835 136,468 5.9% 2.0% 

West 214,497 214,876 9.3% 0.2% 

Dublin 652,178 695,372 30.2% 6.6% 

Mid East 260,441 269,763 11.7% 3.6% 

State 2,232,203 2,304,037  3.2% 
Source: CSO Census of Population 2016 

 

Leaving aside the current imbalance in the housing market, this has important 

implications for long term planning objectives such as the provision of housing.  The 

analysis in the NPF provides an estimate that an average annual output of 25,000 new 

homes per year between 2018 and 2040 is required – 550,000 new homes in total13.  

Based on the target that 50% of Ireland’s population increase will occur outside the 5 

largest cities, it is targeted that 275,000 new homes will be required in the cities and that 

50% of these would be built within the existing urban footprint.   

 

However, if recent trends were to continue, the Downey research concludes that the 

population of Ireland could increase by 1.6 million between now and 2040 and that 80% 

of the increase is likely to be in the East of the country.  This is well out of line with the 

targeted growth distribution in the NPF.  Those targets would effectively mean that 

Dublin would account for just 25% of future population growth.  His research concludes 

that 60% of housing output up to 2022 needs to be in the Greater Dublin Area unless 

there is a major change in the location of the demand for housing.  This would require a 

big change in where people wish to live.  If planning and building were to proceed in line 

with the projections in the NPF there would be persistent and long term shortages in the 

Dublin region, and likely in the other major cities. 

 

                                                      

13 The wording in the NPF refers to output so it is assumed that this is a gross estimate i.e. it is not the 
addition to the housing stock as allowance is not made for obsolescence.   
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A continuation of the dominant trends in living location patterns would have a number 

of important impacts.  For a start it would mean a continuation of the undesirable 

concentration of activity and population into the eastern part of the country while other 

regions, particularly those outside the main cities, would continue to perform poorly.  

This has both economic and social implications.  It would also mean ever increasing costs 

and lack of availability in Dublin in particular.  This would lead to further growth in 

commuting – the 2016 Census showed that this is a major issue – and would eventually 

risk undermining the competitiveness of Dublin.  However, a loss of competitiveness for 

Dublin would not be a benefit to the regions since Ireland requires a competitive city of 

European scale.  The issue is not akin a zero sum game where the regions would benefit 

if Dublin declines.   

 

This means that while the NPF is correct in seeking to achieve a more even distribution 

of the population within its timeframe it is a rather different matter to see how this will 

be done.  It cannot be achieved through limiting the growth of Dublin without risking 

undermining the main driver of Ireland’s competitiveness.  However, a weakness of the 

NPF it does not place sufficient emphasis on this and, while acknowledging that 

development should proceed in a planned manner, the Plan must not undermine 

competitiveness by aiming at supply-led development.  Development must be demand-

led if a more balanced distribution of population is to be achieved.  But this will depend 

on people being willing and able to live in areas of the country that have been 

underperforming for decades.   

 

An illustration of the difficulties of trying to alter the location of economic activity is 

shown in recent data provided by the IDA.  There is no doubt about the importance of 

multi-national companies (MNCs) to the Irish economy or the success of the IDA in 

attracting them to Ireland.  According to recent data, there are currently 229,057 

employed in MNCs in Ireland with areas outside Dublin accounting for 58% of this 

employment.  In recent years the IDA have also emphasised the importance of attracting 

MNCs to regions outside Dublin and have set targets in relation to this.   

 

Total employment in MNCs in Ireland grew at 7% in 2018. The same rate of growth of 

employment in MNCs was seen in Dublin meaning that, despite the fact that 2018 

represented the best regional performance for the IDA since 2001, there was no 

redistribution of employment to the regions.  Obviously, the jobs that are created by 

MNCs in the regions are valuable, but what is happening is not going to be sufficient to 

reverse the trends in migration towards the East coast and would make the projected 

distribution of population foreseen in the NPF unattainable.   
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In contrast, the regional distribution of economic activity and employment in lighthouse 

tourism is far more in line with the direction of policy, albeit on a far smaller scale.  In 

addition, the location of many of the lighthouses means the jobs are being created in 

areas that are among the least developed within the regions.  Furthermore, the Great 

Lighthouses of Ireland is an all-island brand reflecting its origins in the INTERREG 

program.  Cross-border cooperation and economic activity is fully in line with 

Government policy and provides benefits that are wider than the economic benefits that 

accompany job creation.   

 

4.2 Tourism Policy in the Republic 

 

Along with food, tourism is one of the few internationally traded sectors where Ireland’s 

supply profile has a good overall regional balance.  Data provided by Fáilte Ireland for 

2017, the most recent year for which regional estimates are available, show that 9 million 

international visitors spent €4.9 billion in the country.  Expenditure by domestic tourists 

in Ireland added a further €1.9 billion to the sector.  Of these totals, €2.1 billion was 

spent in Dublin by international visitors (including visitors from Northern Ireland) with 

domestic tourism adding a further €307 million.  This means that Dublin accounted for 

35% of the sector.  When the Mid-East region is added, the Greater Dublin Region 

accounted for 41% of the industry.   

 

There is also evidence that expenditure by international tourists (i.e. tourism exports) 

tends to have a greater local impact than, for example, exports of the main outputs of 

the MNCs.  With the exception of some parts of the accommodation sector, the sector 

is also largely Irish owned.  Tourism has also been growing very rapidly with overseas 

visitor numbers growing by 14.9% and revenues growing by 15.8% in the two years 2016-

2017.  The most recent evidence published by Fáilte Ireland indicates that 2018 saw a 

continuation of this trend with in excess of 250,000 people employed in the sector.   

 

Given these features, it is not surprising that tourism has been identified as one of the 

main growth industries for Ireland and that the recently published Tourism Action Plan 

described the sector as ‘unique in that it reaches every part of the country’.14  Data 

included in the Plan show that industry has already achieved or come close to achieving 

targets that were set in 2015 for 2025.   

 

                                                      

14 Department of Tourism, Transport and Sport (2018) Tourism Action Plan 2019-2021 
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It is notable that the Plan does not contain future targets for previously noted metrics 

such as the number of visitors, revenues or employment in tourism.  Instead, the first 

two actions identify that a working group is to be established to examine what might be 

suitable targets with an emphasis on developing sustainable tourism, rather than just 

absolute growth.  Consultations with personnel in the Department of Tourism, Transport 

and Sport confirm that thinking in terms of what represents desirable targets for tourism 

has indeed moved on considerably and that it is expected that the working group will 

identify targets that are much more influenced by sustainable environmental and 

socioeconomic factors than by economic growth.   

 

The development of lighthouse tourism is very well aligned with this thinking.  It is based 

on existing buildings that are converted with a view to preserving those buildings.  As 

discussed below, it is a boutique-type product rather than mass market.  Indeed, 

lighthouse tourism is very well aligned with moves towards a more sustainable sector 

with higher value-added rather than a larger sector.  At the same time, the lighthouses 

are deeply integrated into the local communities so that any development has a much 

greater local impact than is the case for tourism overall.   

 

4.3 Tourism Policy in Northern Ireland 

 

Irish Lights is an all-island organisation and has developed the Great Lighthouses of 

Ireland on this basis.  Four of the sites are in Northern Ireland, namely, St. John’s Point, 

Co. Down, Blackhead, Co. Antrim, Rathlin West, Co. Antrim, and the Great Light in 

Belfast’s Titanic Quarter.  As in the Republic, tourism is an important industry for job 

creation and regional development in Northern Ireland and the Great Lighthouses of 

Ireland initiative has collaborated with relevant agencies to improve Northern Ireland’s 

attractiveness as a destination, contribute to the international marketing of the region, 

develop the competitiveness of the economy, and contribute to the coastal economy.    

 

In the year ended March 2018, total external and domestic tourist numbers in Northern 

Ireland increased to 4.9 million, an increase of 6% compared to a year earlier15.  Of this 

total 2.7 million visitors came from outside the region.   Total visitor expenditure 

amounted to £926 million with £657 million (71%) arising from external visitors.  This 

was an increase of 9% in overall visitor spend over a year earlier with expenditure by 

external tourists growing by 7%.  There was good growth in all the main markets, namely, 

                                                      

15 Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (2018) Northern Ireland Annual Tourism Statistics 2017 
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the Republic of Ireland, overseas markets and the domestic market.  The most recent 

data from the 2015 NI Census of Employment estimate that that there were 61,300 

people employed in tourism related industries in that year.  This would amount to about 

10% of all employees in Northern Ireland.   

 

An important context for the development of the tourism industry in Northern Ireland is 

provided by the 2014 Hunter Review which sought to ensure that organisational 

structures in the industry are optimised in order to deliver the targets to be set in the 

Programme for Government and are well aligned with interventions by Invest NI16.  That 

review made 33 recommendations, all of which were accepted by the Department for 

the Economy (DfE).  These included the development of a Tourism Strategy for Northern 

Ireland, that Tourism Northern Ireland’s client facing destination managers should be 

based at local level, closer collaboration between Tourism Northern Ireland, Invest 

Northern Ireland, Tourism Ireland and local councils, and a review of the skills needs of 

the tourism industry. 

 

The DfE has begun the development of the new tourism strategy but it remains unclear 

when it will be implemented.  It was originally planned that the Strategy would cover the 

period to 2020 but it is now proposed that this be revised to 203017.  The overarching 

theme of the strategy is ‘internationalising’ the Northern Ireland tourism product.  This 

will involve growing out-of-state markets by increasing the level of interest in, and 

awareness of, Northern Ireland as a visitor destination.  A goal has been set to double 

the value of tourism in Northern Ireland by 2030 to £1.7 billion and to create 20,000 new 

jobs.  Maximising the value of the region’s natural assets, its culture and heritage and 

the promotion of iconic attractions will be central to achieving this.   

 

The strategy is being developed around a set of ‘sustainability principles’.  These include: 

• Ensuring the long term economic viability and competitiveness of tourism 

destinations and enterprises; 

• Maximising the contribution of tourism to local communities; 

• Improving the quality of employment as well as the number of jobs; 

• Seeking a widespread distribution of economic and social benefits; 

• Providing a safe, satisfying and fulfilling experience or visitors; 

• Providing local control over decision-making and planning; 

• Maintaining and strengthening the quality of life in local communities; 

                                                      

16 Hunter, J. (2014) Review of the Northern Ireland Tourist Board and Wider Structures.  Report to the 
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment 
17 See www.economy-ni.gov.uk/topics/tourism  

https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/publications/independent-review-northern-ireland-tourist-board-and-wider-tourism-structures-report
http://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/topics/tourism
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• Respecting and enhancing the traditions and distinctiveness of communities; and 

• Maintaining and enhancing the environment and biological diversity while 

minimising the use of non-renewable resources. 

It is notable that the repositioning of the heritage assets in the lighthouse sites and the 

involvement of local communities in their development in a sustainable manner, as has 

been the case in development strategy that has been used in the Great Lighthouses of 

Ireland initiative, is very well aligned with these principles for the development of 

tourism in Northern Ireland. 

 

The Draft Tourism Strategy is to be supported by a range of action programmes including 

improved data and analytics, investment in marketing, capital investment, a Skills Action 

Plan, a regulatory review including licensing requirements, improved air access with key 

overseas markets and the delivery of high profile sports events and a refocused 

indigenous events strategy.  

 

The framework for the development of tourism in Northern Ireland as contained in the 

Draft Tourism Strategy reflects the strategic framework and socioeconomic outcomes 

that are set out in the Draft Programme for Government Framework 2016-2118.  The 

Programme states that 

‘the tourism and hospitality industry offers one of the best opportunities for 

Northern Ireland to strengthen its economy. There is huge growth potential in our 

tourism and hospitality industry’ (page 94). 

As a result, recognising the economic importance of the tourism sector and its potential 

to grow is identified as one of the ways the Executive can contribute to the quality of life 

of people in Northern Ireland and the Programme commits the Executive to working with 

relevant tourism sector partners to this end.   

 

4.4 Other Relevant Policy Areas 

Rural Development 

The Action Plan for Rural Development has a target to support 135,000 new jobs by 2020 

and to support 4,000 new community projects19.  The Plan recognises that the needs of 

rural areas differ considerably and that while rural areas close to large urban settlements 

                                                      

18 Northern Ireland Executive (2016) Draft Programme for Government Framework 2016-21. 
19 Department of Rural and Community Development (2017) Realising our Rural Potential: Action Plan for 
Rural Development  
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are retaining their populations, this is not the case in more remote areas.  In addition, 

the remining population in these areas tend to be concentrated in older age groups and 

with lower educational attainment.  The analysis underlying the plan points directly to 

the absence of jobs as the main cause of this profile.  This means that any idea that there 

will be a positive trickle-down effect whereby the leading sectors of the economy – which 

are concentrated in urban areas and require a younger labourforce with high educational 

attainment – would meet the needs of these areas, is not going to happen.   

 

The plan identifies rural tourism as a pillar of its strategy to address the needs of these 

areas.  It identifies four key objectives, two of which are to increase tourist numbers in 

rural Ireland and the development and promotion of Ireland’s natural and built heritage 

through investment.  Developing cross-border initiatives and island tourism are 

identified as specific actions in the plan.  While lighthouses are not specifically 

mentioned, many of the actions refer to heritage buildings and their use as tourism 

attractions and a number of potential funding mechanisms are identified.  For example, 

Action 191 commits the Department to  

Continue the rollout of the programme of investment in State heritage sites with a 

view to developing the tourism potential of our heritage sites and assisting in the 

creation of local employment opportunities in tourism-related industries. 

Action 193 identifies funds to  

encourage investment of private capital in labour intensive projects to conserve 

historic structures in public/private ownership (p.45). 

 

The Department is also in the process of developing a National Social Enterprise policy 

with the aim of providing ‘a coherent policy framework to support the development of 

the social enterprise sector in Ireland over the next 5 years.’20  It is planned that the policy 

statement will be published in early 2019. 

 

The work that has been undertaken under the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative to 

upgrade and preserve the lighthouses while creating local employment through their use 

as tourism attractions is very well aligned with these policy objectives.   

 

Heritage  

The Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht has responsibility for Ireland’s 

heritage and is currently engaged in a consultation process for a new national heritage 

                                                      

20 See: https://drcd.gov.ie/subheader1/social-enterprise/  

https://drcd.gov.ie/subheader1/social-enterprise/
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plan known as Heritage Ireland 2030.  Heritage buildings are being given a major focus 

in the process and the consultations are structured around three themes21.  

Communities and Heritage is one of these themes.  The objectives that have been set 

under this theme include better supports for communities to preserve their local 

heritage and improved access to built heritage properties. 

 

It was notable from the consultations that were undertaken in the preparation of this 

report that operators are very aware of the local interest that exists in communities in 

relation to their lighthouses.  Many operators spoke of a sense of pride that previously 

closed or derelict lighthouse properties were now reopened and that local people used 

the sites for casual recreation such as walking.  This was emphasised where the 

properties were being operated by community or social enterprise companies, but 

similar views were expressed in almost all cases irrespective of ownership.  As such, the 

lighthouses that have been renovated and reopened to public access as a result of the 

initiative are already well on the way to realising objectives that have been set for future 

policy under Heritage Ireland 2030. 

 

Gaeltacht 

Government policy remains committed to promoting the speaking of Irish and to the 

ongoing development of Gaeltacht areas22.  One action area for the implementation of 

policy to achieve the objectives that have been set is the creation of economic 

opportunities in Gaeltacht areas.  A series of actions have been identified to increase 

state support for job creation in these areas in the recent Action Plan23.  These include 

the provision of additional supports by Udarás na Gaeltachta.  In particular, Action 8.3 

states that: 

‘Údarás na Gaeltachta will implement a separate capital investment programme in 

conjunction with the Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht in order 

to further develop cultural tourism in Gaeltacht areas. Under this programme, 

cultural tourism centres will be developed in certain Gaeltacht areas in partnership 

with other stakeholders, including Fáilte Ireland and local stakeholders.’ (p. 34). 

 

Action 8.7 in the Plan also refers to the promotion of tourism and high quality services 

in Gaeltacht areas, while Action 8.11 commits Foras na Gaeilge to continue to provide 

                                                      

21 Government of Ireland (2018) Heritage Ireland 2030: Consultation Process.  Department of Heritage, 
Culture and the Gaeltacht 
22 Government of Ireland (2010) 20-Year Strategy for the Irish Language 2010-2030 
23 Government of Ireland (2010) Action Plan 2018-2022.  Department of Culture, Heritage and the 
Gaeltacht 
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funding to support community and economic development.  As a number of the 

lighthouses included in the Great Lighthouses of Ireland brand are located in, or close to, 

Gaeltacht areas, the economic benefits they confer will benefit these target areas24.  The 

socioeconomic development of inhabited islands is also an area of responsibility of the 

same Department and many of the lighthouses are located on islands.  As a result, the 

initiative, at quite a modest cost to the Irish exchequer, is a good way to create economic 

activity with a strong community focus in these areas.   

 

This policy review shows that the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative is very well 

aligned with major policy statements across the island of Ireland.  The alignment with 

the National Planning Framework is particularly noteworthy and investment in the 

ongoing development of the properties as tourist attractions is an effective way to 

implement the strategy in the NPF.  The initiative is also very well aligned with tourism 

policies on both parts of the island with its emphasis on sustainability, high value and 

local impact.  Its cross border aspect is also important.  Furthermore, the initiative is 

an effective way to achieve targets and to implement measures in other policy 

statements related to heritage and rural development.   

  

                                                      

24 Lighthouses in the vicinity of Gaeltacht areas include Valentia Island, Fanad Head and St. John’s Point 
Donegal.  The lighthouses at Ballycotton, Valentia and Clare Island are on islands.  Rathlin West is also 
located on an island although it is not covered by the policy statements reviewed here.   
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5. Direct Economic Impact of Commercial Activity  

 

5.1 Visitor Numbers and Revenues 

 

The first set of values associated with lighthouse tourism are those that can be valued 

according to the value of monetary transactions between visitors and tourisms suppliers 

in the area where the lighthouse is situated.  As is discussed in Section 1.2 above, these 

arise in three ways categorised according to where the expenditure takes place25.  These 

are activities that are undertaken by visitors to the lighthouses and involve interaction 

with the lighthouse operators, activities undertaken by these visitors outside the 

lighthouse, and activities undertaken by visitors who come to an area in whole or in part 

because of the lighthouse but do not engage in any interaction with the operators.  All 

these transactions involve direct expenditure by visitors associated with the lighthouse 

but only the first involves the lighthouse operators.  These interactions are the subject 

of this chapter.  All the data have been provided by the operators during the 

consultations. 

 

Visitor Numbers  

The total number of ticketed visitors to the 12 lighthouses in 2018 is shown in Table 5.1.  

This shows that the lighthouses recorded 143,580 visitors in the year, an increase of 

6,325 (4.6%) over 201726.  Of these, the operators estimate that 48% were from 

overseas27.   

 

The data show that the very big differences in sizes of the operations that are conducted 

at the various sites.  Hook Head lighthouse alone accounted for almost 35% of total 

visitors while the 5 largest sites accounted for almost 96% of the total.  This is clearly a 

result of the services that are provided: numbers where there is a visitor centre are far 

higher than where there is accommodation only.  Of course, this is just one measure of 

performance.  However, it represents the market that the offering is accessing and 

                                                      

25 There are no conceptual differences here.  The values are categorised in this way simply to reflect the 
different sources of data that can be identified.   
26 The numbers estimated here refer to ticketed visitors only.  The data suggest that some of the numbers 
are estimates but, having been provided by the operators, they are the best available.  As is discussed 
further below, there are many other visitors to the lighthouse sites who do not interact with operators 
and are therefore not ticketed and not included in this estimate.   
27 Data for Fanad Head lighthouse includes visitors from Northern Ireland among overseas.   
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emphasises the importance of providing activity services for visitors in order to get 

people to the sites.  Given the importance of the expenditure of these visitors in the area 

in total, as discussed in the next chapter below, this suggests that emphasis should be 

placed on ensuring a range of services are provided at as many of the sites as is possible. 

Table 5.1: Number of Ticketed Visitors to the Lighthouses and Origin (2018) 

 Year 
Opened 

Number 
of Visitors 

% of 
total 

% from 
Overseas 

St. John's, Down (accommodation only) 2016 471 0.3% 40% 

Blackhead (accommodation only) 2003  792 0.6% 45% 

Rathlin West (visitor centre) 1998 24,318 16.9% 60% 

Fanad Head (visitor centre, tour & acc.) 2016 22,000 15.3% 48% 

St. John's, Donegal (accommodation only) 2017 339 0.2% 24% 

Clare Island (accommodation only)  800 0.6% 50% 

Loop Head (visitor centre) 2002 25,310 17.6% 62% 

Loop Head (accommodation)  260 0.2% 32% 

Valentia Island (visitor centre & tour) 2013 15,500 10.8% 69% 

Galley Head (accommodation only) 2001 342 0.2% 38% 

Ballycotton (tour only)  3,054 2.1% 30% 

Hook Head (visitor centre & tour)  50,000 34.8% 30% 

Wicklow Head (accommodation only) 1997 394 0.3% 41% 

Totals  143,580  48% 
Note: Lightkeeper cottages 1 & 2 at Blackhead were opened in 2003 but Blackhead Cutter was not opened 

until 2016.  Rathlin West was originally opened in 1998 but the development financed by the INTERREG 

fund was only opened in 2016.   

 

It is important to note that these data refer to visitors who had some form of interaction 

with the operators.  For some sites, in particular those lighthouses who offer 

accommodation but do not have a tour or a visitor centre, these comprise the majority 

of visitors who come to the lighthouse.  However, for some sites these visitors would be 

only a portion of the number who are attracted to the area and even to the lighthouse 

site by its existence.  This is discussed further in the next chapter. 

 

Occupancy rates for the properties are shown in Table 5.2.  The total stock of bednights 

available was 19,747.  The occupancy rates reported by the operators result in an 

estimate for overall occupancy of 49.4%. 

 

The use of these occupancy rates to compare the various lighthouses or to compare their 

performance with other forms of Irish tourism accommodation is problematic.  This issue 

arises due to the methodology that is employed by the Irish Landmark Trust to measure 

occupancy.  This issue is dealt with in more detail in the Appendix to this report but what 
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is reported is basically the rate of occupancy of the ILT properties i.e. the percentage of 

nights for which they are open that the premises is occupied by visitors.  This is different 

from the usual measure of occupancy that is used in tourism which is the percentage of 

total available bednights that are occupied.  This latter approach is used for the Fanad 

and Clare Island data.  If the occupancy rates reported are used to compare the 

performance of the lighthouses with other forms of accommodation in the Irish tourism 

sector, there is an implicit assumption being made that the properties are fully occupied 

on every night that they are occupied. This is not supported by the data. 

Table 5.2: Occupancy Rates  

  Houses 
Operation 

Started 
Capacity 
(persons) 

Total Stock 
Bednights 

Occupancy 
Rate 

St. John's Down 2 2016 8 2,752 44.3% 

Blackhead 3  16 5,517 46.3% 

Fanad Head 3 2016 10 1,690 62.5% 

St. John's Donegal 2 2016 8 2,748 33.0% 

Clare Island 1  10 1,530 52.3% 

Loop Head 1  5 1,730 50.3% 

Galley Head 2  8 2,556 47.6% 

Wicklow Head 1  4 1,224 93.1% 

Totals 15  69 19,747 49.4% 

 

Using data provided by ILT and the methodology discussed in the Appendix below, an 

estimate of bednight occupancy was calculated.  This changes the result and provides an 

estimate that the overall occupancy rate for bednights in 2018 was 41.9%.   

 

Using this approach allows for comparison with other types of tourist accommodation.  

Almost all the accommodation in the lighthouses is self-catering.  According to data 

published by Fáilte Ireland, the bed occupancy rate for all self-catering accommodation 

in Ireland in 2017 was 35%28.  As a result, the lighthouses are achieving an occupancy 

rate that is well above the average in almost all cases29.    

 

Revenues  

Data on the value of sales (revenues) were also provided by operators at each site.  These 

estimates represent expenditure by visitors to the lighthouses for services or goods 

                                                      

28 Fáilte Ireland (2018) Tourism Facts 2017  
29 The relatively low occupancy rate in St. John’s Point Donegal is due to the fact that this is a fairly new 
offering and is still in its initial phase of operation.   
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supplied by the lighthouse operators.  As with the data for visitor numbers, the rounding 

suggests that these may be broad estimates or indicators of the level of revenues in some 

cases, but the consultants have no reason to conclude that they are not a good indication 

of the overall level of expenditure and the relative size of the businesses in each 

lighthouse. The data are shown in Table 5.3. 

Table 5.3: Visitor Expenditure in the Lighthouses 

 Total Revenues % of total 

St. John's Down 29,539 1.5% 

Blackhead 51,926 2.7% 

Rathlin West  113,000 5.9% 

Fanad Head 265,000 13.8% 

St. John's Donegal 34,805 1.8% 

Clare Island 200,000 10.4% 

Loop Head (visitor centre) 100,000 5.2% 

Loop Head (accommodation) 30,498 1.6% 

Valentia Island 67,212 3.5% 

Galley Head 53,007 2.8% 

Ballycotton 45,000 2.3% 

Hook Head 870,000 45.3% 

Wicklow Head 60,830 3.2% 

Totals 1,920,817  
 

Total revenues in 2018 amounted to €1.92 million.  As with visitor numbers there was 

again considerable variation in the size of the businesses with Hook Lighthouse 

accounting for over 45% of the total.  Most of the businesses are relatively small scale.  

This means that care should be taken when interpreting the aggregate annual growth 

rate for all the businesses involved in the Great Lighthouses of Ireland brand as it could 

be driven by growth in the very small number of relatively large lighthouse businesses 

and might not represent typical performance.     

 

Tourism is an important source of tax revenues.  Fáilte Ireland estimates that 23c is 

generated in tax for every euro of expenditure (including both domestic and overseas 

revenue)30.  Based on this, expenditure by tourists in the lighthouses in 2018 generated 

over €440,000 in tax revenues.  

 

As with the visitor number data, the largest revenues arise where a range of services are 

provided.  Accommodation-only businesses tend to be relatively small.  Accommodation 

                                                      

30 Fáilte Ireland (2018) Tourism Facts 2017 
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is provided at 8 of the sites – the 6 ILT sites plus Fanad and Clare Island – there are visitor 

centres at 5 sites – Hook, Fanad, Valentia, Loop Head and Rathlin West – all of which 

provide tower tours, Ballycotton also provides a boat and tower tour but does not have 

a visitor centre, and 3 sites – Hook, Fanad and Valentia – have retail/café facilities.  Table 

5.4 shows aggregate data for revenues earned from each of these sources.   

Table 5.4: Sales at Lighthouses by Service Sector (2018) 

 Value of Sales (€) % of total 

Accommodation 580,605 30.2% 

Tours 863,000 44.9% 

Retail & Cafe 477,212 24.8% 

Total 1,920,817  

 

The revenues earned from tours and retail account for just under 70% of the total of 

€1.92 million.  However, Hook Lighthouse accounts for about 50% of the total earned 

from tours and for over 90% of the revenues that are earned from retail.  These data 

suggest that these sources of revenue – retail and tours, in particular, retail including 

café facilities – have not been developed at the lighthouses to exploit possible 

opportunities.  The major exception is Hook Lighthouse.   

 

In saying this, it is recognised that there are constraints on the possibility of such 

developments at a number of sites.  The wish to preserve the site and lack of space are 

important in some cases.  However, it cannot be discounted that the diversity of 

priorities is an important issue.  For example, where the overarching priority of the 

operator is preserving built heritage, the emphasis is not likely to be placed on 

developing facilities that may be perceived to potentially impinge on the intrinsic 

heritage value in some manner.  In the case where community development is the 

priority, there is a risk that not wishing to compete with local business may be given 

weight and that providing near term benefits – in particular, creating local jobs to the 

fullest extent possible – may be prioritised over achieving internal surpluses to build the 

financial base that is required to fund investment in the facilities31.   

5.2 Employment 

 

Employment creation in otherwise underdeveloped and socially deprived areas is an 

objective and outcome of the initiative.  The numbers employed are shown in Table 5.5.  

                                                      

31 This is not a critique of the operators or of the structure of the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative 
but is an observation by the consultants following consideration of the information that was collected.   
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The table shows that 80 people are directly employed in providing the visitor services at 

the lighthouses.  This does not include voluntary work such as at Rathlin West or on 

boards associated with the lighthouses.   

 

Most of this employment is part-time and/or seasonal.  Operators were requested to 

provide additional information on the hours that are worked, and the jobs were each 

weighted accordingly to identify the number of full-time equivalent (FTE) positions32.  

When this was done it was estimated that the lighthouses create 42 FTEs.  Two sites, 

Fanad and Hook, accounted for over 60% of this employment.  However, it was notable 

that employment creation is generally much greater at sites that offer tours and retail33. 

Table 5.5: Numbers Employed and FTEs 

 Number 
Employed 

FTEs 

St. John's Down 1 0.5 

Blackhead 1 0.5 

Rathlin West  4 2.4 

Fanad Head 10 9.8 

St. John's Donegal 1 0.5 

Clare Island 4 4.0 

Loop Head (visitor centre) 7 4.0 

Loop Head (accommodation) 1 0.5 

Valentia Island 7 2.0 

Galley Head 1 0.5 

Ballycotton 10 1.0 

Hook Head 32 16.0 

Wicklow Head 1 0.5 

Totals 80 42 
Note: These data do not include volunteer work at Rathlin West.  In 2018, a total of 87 volunteers worked 
on the island with an average stay of about 2 weeks.  This amounts to about 3.5 FTEs, mostly undertaking 
work as guides with some general tasks also. 
 

                                                      

32 In general, part-time or seasonal jobs were counted as 0.5 FTEs unless the information made it clear that 
a different weighting was appropriate.  Occasional employment, for example, maintenance other than 
routine, where people were taken on to do the work, was not included and this was counted as local 
expenditure.    
33 One measure that can be used for comparison by removing scale is revenue earned per FTE.  This 
averaged 45,625 across all the sites.  It was much lower at Fanad Head (which also offers accommodation) 
and at Loop Head and Valentia Island.  However, it was higher at Hook Head and Rathlin West.  This 
outcome reflects the importance of the retail offering at Hook Head and the exclusion of voluntary 
employment from the measure of FTEs at Rathlin West.   



Socio-Economic Impact Review of the Great Lighthouses of Ireland Initiative 

KHSK  37 

Economic Consultants 

According to Fáilte Ireland, every €1 million of tourism revenues in Ireland in 2017 

supported 27 jobs, including part-time and seasonal jobs.  Based on this, it would be 

expected that the lighthouses would support about 52 jobs.  However, the employment 

intensity in the lighthouses is much higher with each €1 million of revenues supporting 

almost 42 jobs.   This may, in part, be explained by a higher proportion of part-time and 

seasonal jobs in the lighthouses than in the tourism sector in general.   

 

The consultation process also obtained information on the value of employment to local 

areas in terms of the wages that are paid.  It was estimated that the total value of wages 

paid by lighthouse operators amounted to €845,000 in 2018.  Two sites, Hook Head and 

Fanad Head accounted for over 60% of this expenditure.  This is an estimate of the gross 

wage bill in the lighthouses but, based on the fact that the average gross wage in 2018 

was just €10,562, it is reasonable to assume that over 90% of this expenditure will accrue 

as incomes in the local economy34. 

 

Overall, it is estimated that the wage bill accounts for 44% of the revenues that are 

earned by the operators.  As with the other socioeconomic measures that are considered 

herein, there was again considerable variation in the proportion of total revenues earned 

by the lighthouses that are paid out as wages.  Sites offering accommodation all had 

lower portions of revues paid as wages while other sites offering tours tended to have 

higher.  This was particularly the case in Rathlin, Loop Head and Fanad where the wage 

bills accounted for 80%, 60% and 57% respectively.   

 

The Value of Job Creation in Weaker Socioeconomic Areas 

The socioeconomic importance of new jobs in these areas goes far beyond the monetary 

value of incomes that are generated and needs to be emphasised.  Obviously, the 

injection of money from the incomes that are earned is important and is discussed 

further below.  However, the consultations underlines that the alternative to these jobs 

is non-employment in the area.  Local people who get these jobs would be otherwise 

                                                      

34 The information obtained was gross wages that are paid i.e. wages inclusive of PAYE and other taxes.  
Given the high proportion of part-time and seasonal employment and the fact that the average gross wage 
was just €10,562, taxes on these incomes would be relatively low.  In the absence of much more 
information on the private affairs of the employees, it seems reasonable to assume that many would not 
pay PAYE tax on their earnings but might be liable for USC – even though the average is below the lowest 
chargeable point for USC – and PRSI.  Of those who are liable for PAYE it is likely that they would pay at 
the standard rate of 20%. It is estimated that someone earning the average would be liable for 
contributions of less than 5% of the gross wage.  Even allowing for the fact that full-time employees will 
be liable to pay a greater proportion of their wages in taxes, it is reasonable to expect that 90% or above 
of the gross wages that are identified accrued as income in the local economy.   
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unemployed, under-employed or would possibly move from the area in search of 

opportunities.  This is particularly likely in the case of younger people who have the 

freedom to move elsewhere.  The demographic weaknesses noted earlier reflect this and 

the fact that once they move elsewhere, many will not return, particularly if they form 

family units in their new locations.   

 

An important point of this trend that is often missed is that it is not just a static system 

whose impacts are fully reflected in arithmetic assessments.  In other words, if a number 

of people leave an area that is already suffering outward migration of younger people, 

there is the potential for a cycle of effects to be triggered.  The loss of people leads to a 

fall in demand for local services which reduces demand so that remaining businesses are 

smaller.  However, it may also push demand below a critical level where a local business, 

such as a shop or a mechanic for example, is no longer viable.  This leads to a step change 

in the availability of a service in that area as the business will not just reduce in size but 

will disappear.  Once this happens there is a reduced incentive for other people to stay 

in the area.  This point was emphasised in the consultations for this report and these 

issues are considered further below. 

 

A further point is also worth noting in relation to the value of job creation in 

socioeconomically weaker regions.  The importance that is attached to regional 

development in policy statements was discussed in Chapter 4 above.  However, it was 

also noted that achieving the targets that have been set will require that people have an 

incentive to stay in and move to these regions.  The key requirement for such an 

incentive will be that there are opportunities to achieve a reasonable standard of living.  

In many cases this will require publicly supported investment in these regions to reverse 

the trends and incentivise private investment.  It is appropriate that such investment 

should be properly evaluated.  However, official guidelines for the evaluation of this 

investment actively work against targeting investment towards weaker regions by 

effectively treating job creation as being of almost equal value in all parts of the 

economy35.  However, it is clear that the income that is created by the creation of a job 

                                                      

35 See Public Spending Code Part E: Technical References, published by the Central Expenditure Unit (CEEU) 
of the Department of Public Expenditure & Reform.  This says that the market rate of wages should be 
used in the evaluation of the benefits of job creation unless a case can be made for the use of a different 
value.  In other words, if a job is created then the benefit to the economy is the value of the wages that 
are paid.  However, the cost to the economy of providing that unit of labour is also to be valued at the 
market wage unless a case can be made for the use of a ‘shadow wage’ below this level.  If this is done this 
cost may be set at a minimum of 80% of the wage rate.  The implication is that when proposed expenditure 
by central Government, for example in the form of a grant, is being evaluated, the regional benefits of that 
job if it is created in a socioeconomically weak region, as opposed to in a leading region, are to be assessed 
at most at 20% of the wage rate.  This is far too low a difference to support the type of regional aspirations 
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in a weaker region that is attempting to reverse cycles of outward migration is of 

potentially far greater value than the creation of a job, paying similar wages, in a 

booming region.  There is a clear policy contradiction here that needs to be addressed.  

In the meantime, the jobs that have been created by the businesses in the Great 

Lighthouses of Ireland initiative are of great value in the regions.   

 

Finally, the fact that many of the jobs that are created are part time and that many do 

not require high levels of training should not be seen as a weakness.  The incomes will 

reflect these facts, but it means that many of these jobs are available to people living in 

the local areas who wish to supplement their family incomes without taking full-time 

employment.  Census results indicate that participation rates tend to be somewhat lower 

in regions furthest from the cities and particularly among women aged over 40.  Part-

time employment is suitable for this cohort of the labourforce and is accessible to people 

who would otherwise be effectively excluded from participation in the labourforce.   

 

5.3 Capacity and Outlook  

 

The lighthouses have been growing the annual number of visitors and the revenues they 

earn considerably in recent years.  Research undertaken in 2016 concluded that the 

overall scope to grow the businesses in coming years is good to excellent at most sites36.  

However, in addition to certain constraints associated with the physical location of some 

of the sites and the importance of not undermining their heritage and environmental 

value, the work identified that growth could be constrained by the fact that some of the 

operators do not see themselves as tourism businesses and some remain at an early 

stage in terms of being on a business learning curve.  However, a number of proposed 

investments and the fact that a number of the operators are by this stage well 

experienced with established businesses indicates that there is considerable potential.  

In particular, it is clear that there is a large, vibrant and growing demand for lighthouse 

tourism. 

 

These broad conclusions are supported by the information obtained in the consultation 

process.  A number of operators are actively considering new investments.  Many are 

well positioned close to already large or growing tourism locations – Hook Head, Loop 

                                                      

that are set out, for example, in the NPF and does not reflect the importance and value of local jobs as 
identified in the consultations for this report.   
36 Great Lighthouses of Ireland: Business Review and Marketing Plan 2016-2020.  Report to Irish Lights and 
GLI Site Operators   
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Head and Valentia for example – and many benefit from recent developments such as 

the success of the Wild Atlantic Way brand.  All the operators cited the importance of 

being integrated into these and other marketing initiatives and the general view in 

relation to the Great Lighthouses of Ireland was positive.  Some considered the initiative 

to be central to their existence but some of the larger, more established businesses 

expressed the view that the benefits they obtain from the brand are not essential to their 

success.   

 

An important point that came across from the consultations was that the success of the 

lighthouses depends on providing a high end experience.  A number cited the need to 

provide greater value to visitors with the operators of visitor centres in particular calling 

for the need to build up their holdings of stories, memorabilia, artefacts and displays 

associated with the history of the lighthouses, in collaboration with Irish Lights.   

 

The strategy in relation to accommodation providers is to concentrate on the provision 

of a high value product targeted at the higher end of the market.  Even a brief 

comparison of published room prices with alternative self-catering accommodation in 

the general area of the lighthouses indicates that pricing is already set at premium levels.  

Given that this is being done while good occupancy rates are being achieved shows that 

this is a high end market.  Thus, while growth is certainly desirable, it needs to be sought 

in a manner that is in keeping with the individual characteristics of the particular 

lighthouses.  In this respect, the diverse nature of the operators and the range of key 

priorities should be an advantage, provided it is aligned with good commercial practice. 

 

This research has found that there were 143,580 ticketed visitors to the 12 lighthouse 

sites in 2018.  Many other people visited the sites but were not recorded.  Expenditure 

by these visitors at the sites amounted to €1.92 million and directly supported 80 jobs 

in the lighthouses.  While a high proportion of these jobs are part-time or seasonal, 

they are particularly valuable as they exist in areas where there are often few other 

local employment opportunities.  As such, their socioeconomic value is far greater than 

jobs in leading regions of the economy.  Good growth has been achieved in recent years 

but additional investment to develop the range of services that are provided to tourists 

will be required to sustain and build upon this success.    
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6. Supported and Associated Economic Impact   

 

6.1 Impact of Lighthouse Visitors on Local Tourism 

 

The second category of the economic value of the lighthouses that arises from the 

expenditure by visitors that is related to the lighthouses, as mentioned in Section 1.2 

above, is expenditure by visitors that are attracted to the area by the lighthouses, but 

where the expenditure occurs in tourism businesses outside the lighthouse.  The 

expenditure by these visitors will arise in many sectors including accommodation, food, 

travel, visitors to attractions and retail.  Many of the lighthouses provide accommodation 

but most do not provide any food.  Only a few provide retail opportunities and some of 

those that receive substantial numbers of visitors, such as Fanad and Rathlin West, for 

example, require all or most of a day in order to complete the visit.  As a result, most of 

these visitors will require overnight accommodation.  Some lighthouses such as Clare 

Island and Rathlin require visitors to take a ferry and to pay for other land transport in 

order to reach the lighthouse.  This all results in expenditure in local businesses. 

 

A selection of some comments obtained in the consultations illustrate the importance of 

the lighthouses in supporting local businesses: 

• Visitors to Rathlin are mostly day trippers who stay in accommodation on the 

mainland.  They come by ferry, which costs £12 (€13.50) and uses buses on the 

island.  

• Most visitors to Fanad Lighthouse are day trippers and the number of visitors far 

exceeds those who stay in the lighthouse.  A visit probably takes a minimum of 

half a day and many make a full day of it in the area in order to visit.  There are 

no reliable estimates but probably 1/3 more people come to view the lighthouse 

and the site but don't actually buy a ticket to tour it.  The numbers visiting the 

area are a multiple of the number of visitors before the lighthouse was opened 

as a tourist attraction.  A number of local businesses have been able to open and 

expand as a result. 

• The ferry to Clare Island costs €18 and it is mostly day trippers who come to the 

island and don’t actually stay in the lighthouse.  While the lighthouse accounts 

for about 10% of employment on the island much of the other employment in 

tourism depends on its existence. 

• The lighthouse is part of Loop Head tourism and is a big reason for people to 

come to the area and to use the other local tourism businesses that do not have 

such a high profile. 
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• The lighthouse is part of numerous attractions on Valentia and in the area in a 

well-established tourism sector.  A multiple of the number of actual visitors to 

the visitor centre see the lighthouse and are in part attracted by it to stop and 

visit the island.   

• The Ballycotton lighthouse is the reason most people come to the area as it is off 

the main routes.  A number of local businesses depend on these visitors and 

commuting to Cork is the main alternative source of employment. 

• Hook Lighthouse is the main attraction in what was a socioeconomically deprived 

area.  Traffic counts that have been undertaken on behalf of the lighthouse 

operator provide an estimate that 250,000 visitors come to the area each year 

and view the lighthouse.  About 20% of these actually stop and spend money at 

the lighthouse, but many spend in other tourism businesses in the wider area.   

 

This expenditure is split into two parts: expenditure by visitors to the lighthouses and 

expenditure by visitors who view the lighthouses but do not actually interact with the 

operators’ businesses in any way.  The first set of these people are included in the total 

for visitors to the lighthouses as they have some interaction with the operators.  

However, while their expenditure in the actual lighthouse is included in the estimates in 

Chapter 5, any expenditure during their visit to the area that occurs outside the 

lighthouse site is not included in the revenue data.  They are distinguished separately 

from other visitors to the area here because it is possible to get an indication of the value 

of this expenditure to the local area. 

 

A survey was undertaken in August and early September 2018 on behalf of Irish Lights 

by operators at five of the lighthouse sites.  The accommodation-only sites – those 

operated by ILT and on Clare Island – were not included.  It was administered as a random 

self-completion survey and obtained 161 responses.  The survey was devised to obtain 

information on the activities and expenditure of people who had visited the lighthouse 

and thereby engaged in a transaction at the lighthouse i.e. they are counted in the visitor 

numbers in the previous chapter.  The questions were designed to obtain information 

on the importance of the lighthouse in attracting them to the area and also on their 

expenditure outside the lighthouse during their visit.    

 

With the exception of visitors to Rathlin West, almost all visitors to the lighthouses arrive 

by private cars with 7.5% arriving by bicycle.  Most visitors to Rathlin West responded 

that they arrived at the site by bus.  However, this response likely reflects their transport 

by bus while on this island and may not be indicative of their mode of transport on the 

mainland as they travelled to the general area of Rathlin.  At all sites, the responses 

indicated that the lighthouse was important in their reason to visit the area with 54% of 
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respondents indicating that the lighthouse had a major or moderate influence on their 

decision to visit and a further 24% saying that the lighthouse had influenced their 

decision in some way37.   

 

Analysis was done of expenditure by respondents in the area, but outside the 

lighthouses.  In doing so it was assumed that the information that was provided on the 

returns covered 2.5 people given that most people arrive by car or would respond to the 

question on expenditure on the form with an estimate of expenditure on behalf of a 

family group rather than their own individual expenditure.  This is important as 

accommodation and transport costs were included in the expenditure data as well as 

food & drink and other purchases at attractions in the area.  The questions specified that 

the data were in relation to expenditure per day38.  The results are shown in Table 6.1. 

Table 6.1: Daily Expenditure by Visitors Outside the Lighthouses  

 Average Per 

Questionnaire 

Average Per Person 

Per Day 

Accommodation €61.88 €24.75 

Food & Drink €53.49 €21.39 

Travel €22.24 €8.90 

Purchases & Other €21.00 €8.40 

Total €158.61 €63.44 

 

According to data published by Fáilte Ireland, average daily expenditure for overseas 

holidaymakers in Ireland in 2017 was €91 while average daily expenditure by domestic 

visitors on overnight visits was €7439.  This indicates that these estimates for daily 

expenditure in the local economy by visitors to the lighthouses are in line with 

expectations given that some of the expenditure would not have taken place in the local 

economy.  For example, the estimate here for accommodation is on the low side 

reflecting the fact that some visitors do not stay overnight in the area.   

 

It is possible to gross up these data to provide an estimate of the total expenditure by 

visitors to the lighthouses in the local economy that can be assigned to result from the 

existence of the lighthouse.  To do so, assume that the average visitor to a lighthouse 

                                                      

37 People who indicated that they were staying the area for greater than 5 days were excluded from this 
analysis on the basis that they were likely residents of the area or were staying with friends or relatives on 
a visit to the area. 
38 A small number of outliers were excluded from the analysis as it was clear that the data referred to total 
costs for a holiday rather than per day.   
39 Fáilte Ireland (2018) Tourism Facts 2017  
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only stays 1 day in the area and that people who said that the lighthouse was a major of 

moderate influence on their decision to visitor the area would not have otherwise spent 

any time of note in the area40.  A total of 143,580 people visited the lighthouses in 2018.  

According to the survey results, 54% of these were greatly influenced to visit the area by 

the existence of the lighthouse.  This gives a total of 77,533 who spent money in the area 

that would otherwise not have accrued.  This gives an estimate of €4.92 million for the 

revenues that were earned by tourism businesses providing accommodation, food & 

drink and other services to visitors that arose as a result of the lighthouse being in the 

area.  Using the Fáilte Ireland estimate that 27 jobs are created for every €1 million in 

tourism expenditure, this means that direct expenditure in the wider area by tourists 

that visit the lighthouses supports in the region of 133 jobs in the local economy in 

addition to the 80 jobs that exist in the lighthouses. 

 

As shown in the previous chapter, total revenues in the lighthouses in 2018 were €1.92 

million.  This means that the estimated expenditure by visitors that are attracted to the 

area by the lighthouses in other businesses in the area was over 2.5 times these 

revenues.  This is not out of keeping with the perceptions of operators and is in line with 

the observation earlier that the lighthouses provide only a selection of the services that 

are required by visitors.  In summary, visitors are attracted by the lighthouses, they visit 

the lighthouses, but most of their spending is done elsewhere41.     

 

6.2 Other Associated Tourist Expenditure  

 

An additional category of tourism expenditure in the locality of the lighthouse is 

expenditure by visitors to the area who are attracted to the area by the lighthouse, but 

who do not engage in any transaction at the lighthouse.  There is a conceptual change 

here in the view of what the tourist lighthouse is in the sense that it exists as part of a 

total package of tourism attractions in an area rather than being the core or only 

attraction.  Any visitor activity in the area is therefore partially dependant on the 

lighthouse, although the lighthouse operator does not see any benefit.  While these 

visitors make an economic contribution to the local area that is in part dependent on the 

                                                      

40 This means it is being assumed that the other visitors might have visited ‘passing through’ but would 
not have spent money in the area.   
41 It is arguable that this conclusion may not hold in the case of all the lighthouses that provide 
accommodation.  However, as the numbers involved here are small relative to the overall number of 
visitors this is not considered to be a major issue.   
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existence of the lighthouse as a tourist attraction, they are not counted as visitors and 

their expenditure is not recorded in the data in Chapter 5, or above.   

 

For a number of lighthouses in the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative this will be 

relatively unimportant.  This is the case particularly where the lighthouse offers 

accommodation services only.  Visitors may pass through the area and view the 

lighthouse from a distance, but it is a stretch to say, for example in the case of Wicklow 

Head, that there is a meaningful cohort of visitors who are attracted to the area because 

of the lighthouse and will spend money in the area, but who will not directly interact in 

the form of a transaction with the lighthouse in any manner.  These visitors who come 

to the area because of the lighthouse will have been counted in the visitor data in 

Chapter 5 and their expenditure will have been included in the revenue data in Chapter 

5 or in the estimates in the previous section above.  Other visitors will certainly come to 

the area, but it would not be correct to assign their visit as being greatly influenced by 

the lighthouse in many cases.   

 

However, such is not the case at sites such as Fanad Head, Hook Head, Loop Head, 

Ballycotton or Valentia Island.  At each of these sites, the number who actually interact 

with the lighthouse is only a fraction of the number of visitors who are attracted to the 

area.  The lighthouse plays a role, along with all the other attractions in the area, in 

attracting the visitors.  This is evidenced by the inclusion of the lighthouses in marketing 

campaigns for these areas and involvement in regional and area marketing associations 

such as Loop Head Tourism and Hook Tourism.  In all these cases the lighthouse is a highly 

visible entity that adds greatly to the area or is even iconic for the area.   As a result, a 

part of the revenues that are earned by businesses should be assigned as an economic 

benefit arising from the lighthouse.   

 

This is not an unusual situation in Irish tourism.  Much of the sector is based on touring 

and sightseeing and many of the attractions are therefore free and open to visitors.  

Monitoring of numbers viewing any particular element of the mix of attractions is 

difficult.  There are relatively few commercial ‘destinations’ for overseas visitors to 

Ireland i.e. stand-alone commercial operations that provide the main reason for 

overseas visitors to come to Ireland, and the attraction is the overall package.  It is 

particularly the case that there are few leading hotels or restaurants of renown close to 

the sites where the lighthouses are situated so that is the in situ attractions that bring 

the visitors to the area.  Commercial tourism operators then gain from this market that 

has been influenced to visit the area by the ‘free’ attractions.  
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Because of the lack of interaction, there is very little data on which to base an estimate 

of the value of the lighthouse to these visitors or on their expenditure in the area of the 

lighthouse.  However, their numbers are likely substantial.  Operators at a number of 

sites noted that the number of people who actually engage in a transaction at the 

lighthouse is only a fraction of the number that visit the area, at least in part, because of 

the lighthouse.  For example, as noted in the previous section, traffic counts undertaken 

on the Hook Peninsula resulted in an estimate of 250,000 visitors to the area in 2018.  

This is 5 times the number of visitors that were recorded at the lighthouse.  Given the 

prominence of Hook Lighthouse in marketing material for Hook Tourism – and indeed 

for tourism right across South Wexford – it is reasonable to suggest that a high 

proportion of these visitors were influenced to some degree to visit the area by the 

existence of the lighthouse.  Many of these visitors would have spent money in the area, 

but not at the lighthouse.   A similar case can be made in respect of other sites such as 

Fanad, Loop Head, Ballycotton and Valentia.  In all these cases the lighthouse is a key 

part of the marketing of the area, is highly visible as a tourist attraction, and is the key 

element in the tourism package in a number of cases.   

 

There is limited data on the numbers of these visitors, on their expenditure patterns or 

on the extent to which they were influenced to come to the area by the lighthouse.  

However, based on the views of the operators and other information about the tourism 

sectors in the areas where the lighthouses are situated, an indicative estimate is derived 

from the following assumptions: 

• Fanad Head: it is assumed that the number of additional visitors that are 

influenced to come to the area by the existence of the lighthouse, but that do not 

engage in any transaction at the lighthouse, is equal to one-third of the number 

that are recorded at the lighthouse; 

• Loop Head: as for Fanad, it is assumed that the number of additional visitors that 

are influenced to come to the area by the existence of the lighthouse, but that 

do not engage in any transaction at the lighthouse, is equal to one-third of the 

number that are recorded at the lighthouse; 

• Ballycotton: the lighthouse is the key tourist attraction in the area but the 

numbers that can be accommodated on tours in high season is limited and the 

absence of a visitor centre makes it difficult to engage visitors.  It is assumed that 

the number of visitors that are attracted to the area by the lighthouse, but that 

do not engage in a transaction with the operator, is equal to the number that are 

actually recorded; 

• Hook Head: as with Ballycotton, the lighthouse is the main attraction on the 

peninsula, but it is close to urban centres in Wexford and Waterford.  It is 

considered that these centres will gain more than the local area from visitors who 
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may visit the peninsula, but do not actually stop at the lighthouse.  Because of 

this, while the number may be high their impact will be limited, and it is assumed 

that these will be equivalent to 50% of the number who visit the lighthouse; 

• Valentia: the lighthouse is part of a package of attractions and its location means 

that there is a very vibrant tourism industry nearby.  This means that a lot of 

people who visit the island would do so even if the lighthouse was not accessible.  

However, it has a role to play in the overall package and it is assumed that a 

number equal to 10% of the number recorded are attracted to the island by the 

lighthouse but are not recorded at the centre.    

These assumptions give a total of approximately 56,000 people who visit an area because 

of the lighthouse but do not actually engage in a transaction at the lighthouse.   

 

Finally, assume that the daily expenditure of these people in tourism businesses in the 

area is the same as for people who do visit the lighthouses.  This was estimated at €63.44 

above.  Together, this gives a total estimated expenditure in local tourism businesses by 

these people of €3.6 million in 2018. 

 

Using the Fáilte Ireland estimate of 27 jobs for every €1 million of expenditure by 

tourists, this means that these visitors support an additional 97 jobs in the local area of 

the lighthouses.   

 

It is recognised that these estimates are more speculative than those for actual visitors 

to the lighthouses due to the lack of data and they should be treated as broadly indicative 

only.  However, it is clear that the lighthouses do influence people to visit an area even 

if some of those people do not actually engage in a transaction at the lighthouses.  This 

needs to be included in an assessment of the economic impact of the lighthouses on 

their local area. 

 

6.3 Indirect Economic Impact  

 

This analysis has identified the following economic impacts in the local areas of 

lighthouses that can be identified as arising from the direct expenditure of visitors in 

2018 due to the existence of the lighthouses: 

• In the lighthouses: €1.92 million and 80 jobs; 

• In the area by visitors to the lighthouses: €4.92 million and 133 jobs; 

• In the area by other visitors: €3.57 million and 97 jobs. 
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These estimates all relate to the direct expenditure of visitors.  However, once this 

money enters the local economy it creates incomes for people in the form of wages or 

through the purchase by these businesses of local services and goods such as laundry 

services, maintenance or locally produced items for sale to visitors.  These are known as 

multiplier effects and it is standard procedure to assign these to the impact of tourism 

on an area.   

 

These multiplier effects can be divided into two types.  The first is known as indirect 

effects.  This arises from the purchasing of local services or goods by the tourism business 

thereby injecting demand into the economy.  The relationship between the value of this 

demand and the initial tourism expenditure is known as a Type I multiplier.  The second 

effect arises as wages are paid to employees and these are re-spent in the economy.  

This creates additional demand for goods and services known as induced demand.  The 

relationship between this demand, plus the indirect demand, and the initial expenditure 

is known as a Type II multiplier. 

 

Estimates for output multipliers are available for the Irish economy.  These are based on 

Input-Output tables published by the CSO, the most recent of which relate to the year 

201542.  Only Type I multipliers are published and the CSO tables do not specifically 

identify a sector of the economy called ‘tourism’.  However, they do define two sectors 

that can be assumed to comprise much of the tourism industry, namely, 

‘Accommodation services’ and ‘Food and Beverage services’.  The values for these 

multipliers are 1.262 and 1.299 respectively.  What this means is that for every €1 that 

is spent in the Irish economy on accommodation, the subsequent recycling of part of this 

revenue by the service provided through the purchasing of supplies generates an 

additional 26.2c in output in the activity to meet the demand that is created.  Every €1 

that is spent on food and drinks creates additional demand in the economy of 29.9c. 

 

These estimates are inadequate to capture the full indirect impacts of lighthouse tourism 

however since, as shown earlier, a large part of the impact of the business on the local 

economy arises as a result of expenditure on wages.  The impact of this, in the form of 

induced expenditure, would be captured only by the use of Type II multipliers.  Earlier 

research has addressed this issue and has led to the calculation of appropriate multipliers 

for use in tourism.  A good example is work undertaken to estimate the economic value 

of Ireland’s historic resources as a result of tourism43.  This work estimated that each €1 

                                                      

42 CSO (2018) Supply and Use and Input-Output Tables for Ireland 2015.  (Table 12) 
43 Ecorys and Fitzpatrick Associates (2012) Economic Value of Ireland’s Historic Environment.  Report to the 
Heritage Council.  (Table 4.5). 
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that was spent in Ireland by tourists attracted by the historic environment created an 

additional 62c of demand in the economy, i.e. a multiplier of 1.62, when both the indirect 

and induced effects are included44.  Applying this to the values that have been identified 

for the direct impact of visitor expenditures gives the value shown in Table 6.2. 

Table 6.2: Total Economic Impact of Visitor Expenditure (€million) 

 Direct Indirect & 

Induced 

Total 

Expenditure in lighthouses 1.92 1.19 3.11 

Expenditure in local economy by 
visitors to lighthouses 

4.92 3.05 7.97 

Expenditure by other relevant visitors 3.57 2.21 5.78 

Totals 10.41 6.45 16.86 

 

The estimates for visitor expenditure calculated in the previous sections of this report 

provide a total of €10.41 million of relevant expenditure in 2018.   When the value of 

demand in subsequent economic activity that arises as a result of the initial direct 

transactions are included the total impact on the economy has a value of €16.86 million. 

 

It must be remembered that these estimates for the resulting secondary – indirect and 

induced – effects are seen across the whole economy.  Even though the initial demand 

arises in the locality of the lighthouses it cannot be assumed that subsequent activity will 

take place in that local area.  Thus, this is an estimate for the impact of economic activity 

associated with the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative on the whole of the economy 

of the island.  However, there is good reason to expect that much of this activity will take 

place in the local economy.   

 

With multiplier analysis, each subsequent round of activity is smaller than the initial 

direct impact and the previous round.  Therefore, the behaviour of people who are 

employed in the lighthouses and then spend the money they get as incomes and the 

extent to which a lighthouse depends on locally produced goods and services is 

important in determining the overall local impact.   

 

Information was obtained from operators on the portion of revenues that are re-spent 

in the local economy.  These are direct injections into the local economy and include the 

payment of wages and purchases of locally produced goods and services.  Furthermore, 

                                                      

44 This estimate is somewhat lower than the estimate of 1.84 contained in Indecon (2006) Economic Impact 
of the State Commercial Seaports on the Irish Economy.  Report to the Irish Ports Association 
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given the relatively remote locations of most of the lighthouses it is reasonable to 

assume that a relatively high proportion of the incomes that are earned will be spent in 

the local economy i.e. in local shops45. 

 

Overall, it is estimated that over 65% of tourism expenditure in the lighthouses is 

immediately recycled back into the local economy in the form of wages and local 

purchases of goods and services.  In some cases, the percentage that is recycled is much 

higher.  This means that, in the case of the €1.19 million of indirect and induced demand 

that is identified in Table 5.2 as arising from the direct expenditure of tourists in the 

lighthouses, a very high proportion of this secondary activity will indeed occur in the local 

economy.   

 

Clearly, this activity will also support employment and employment multipliers were also 

calculated for the research cited on the economic value of Ireland’s historic 

environment.  The research estimated that every job that was created as result of direct 

expenditure led to 0.32 jobs elsewhere in the economy to service the additional indirect 

and induced demand.  Applying this multiplier to the estimates in this report for jobs 

created gives the total supported jobs shown in Table 6.3.     

Table 6.3: Total Jobs Supported by Visitor Expenditure  

 Direct Indirect & 

Induced 

Total 

Expenditure in lighthouses 80 26 106 

Expenditure in local economy by 
visitors to lighthouses 

133 42 175 

Expenditure by other relevant visitors 97 31 128 

Totals 310 99 409 

 

These calculation result in an estimate that a total of 409 jobs are supported across the 

island as result of the tourist expenditure that is associated with the 12 lighthouses.   As 

before, these are not all in the local areas of the lighthouses.  However, for the reasons 

already discussed, there is reason to conclude that most of the 26 jobs that are identified 

to arise as a result of expenditure in the lighthouses will be in the local area providing 

                                                      

45 This would not be the case for incomes, for example, that are earned in suburban areas.  Furthermore, 
the average wage levels and the high numbers of part-time jobs indicate that much of the incomes are 
earned by people in lower socioeconomic groups as defined by the CSO.  Such household tend to have a 
relatively low import content in their purchasing behaviour and a propensity for higher local spending. 
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service and goods to the lighthouses and engaging in economic activity with people who 

are employed in the lighthouses46.   

 

When all expenditure by visitors that are attracted to the region by the lighthouses 

that operate under the Great Lighthouses of Ireland brand is included, the total direct 

impact was expenditure of €10.41 million in 2018.  It is estimated that this supports 

310 local jobs.  This economic activity has an important local multiplier and the value 

of all multiplier effects is estimated at €6.45 million.  This supports an additional 99 

jobs, many of which are in the regions where the lighthouses are situated.  These 

estimates show that the full regional economic impact of the lighthouses far exceeds 

the private commercial activities of the operators.        

 

 

  

                                                      

46 It should be recalled that the number of FTEs in the lighthouses was relatively low compared to the 
number of jobs due to a high level of part-time and seasonal employment.  It is appropriate that a similar 
relationship is assumed for indirect and induced jobs.   Based on the fact that the 80 direct jobs in the 
lighthouses were estimated to accord to 42 FTEs, this total of 409 jobs would equal 215 FTEs.   
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7. Non-Marketed Socioeconomic Impact   

 

7.1 Lighthouses as Public Goods 

 

The socioeconomic values discussed in this chapter are conceptually quite different from 

what has gone before in the sense that there is not necessarily any transaction 

associated with the value.  This is problematic in attempting to assign a monetary or 

economic impact to this value.   

 

Economic value is created when someone consumes a good or service.  Most of the time 

this is fairly straightforward: a good is produced, it is sold and consumed.  The monetary 

value is simply what the consumer is willing to pay.  However, there are types of goods 

where it is not so simple.  One class of such goods are known as public goods. 

 

Intuitively, most people would consider that lighthouses are public goods.  They are 

‘produced’ by the public sector and the services are provided publicly.  This is the case 

when they are used as lighthouses and it remains the case when they also become tourist 

attractions.   

 

This intuitive perception is reflected in economics where public goods have a very precise 

definition in economics.  They are defined as goods that are non-rivalrous and non-

excludable.  Non-rivalrous means that once a unit of the good is produced, its 

consumption by one individual does not preclude its simultaneous consumption by 

another individual.  Lighthouses are a good example.  The signal that is provided to 

shipping can be viewed and acted upon by one vessel or by numerous vessels at any 

time.  It is still exactly the same signal being provided.  Non-excludable means that it is 

not possible to charge a user for the good or service as it is provided openly to all.  This 

gives rise to what is known as the free-rider problem: users want the service to be 

provided and use it – and therefore place value on it – but at least some of the users will 

realise that because they cannot be excluded from using the service, they will just use it 

without paying.  Where this arises, economics reaches a clear conclusion: left to itself, 

the private sector will fail to provide the good or service in adequate quantity, if at all.   

 

This is the argument that resulted in the nationalising of the lighthouses in Britain and 

Ireland in the 19th century.  Lighthouses were clearly a good idea and provided huge 

benefits, but the public sector had to bear the costs of providing the signal and either 

obtain payment through placing a levy on shipping that traversed the area where the 
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signal was obtainable or spread the costs across all consumers in the form of taxation.  

This argument was widely accepted, and lighthouses came to be seen as the very 

definition of a public good47.  However, it has long been known that technological 

innovations can be found to address non-excludability.  These can be used to make it 

possible for the private sector to identify and enforce payment thereby making it viable 

to produce some non-rivalrous goods.  As a result, even though they remained non-

rivalrous and partially non-excludable, some ‘public goods’ goods could be produced by 

the private sector48.   

 

In the case of lighthouses, technological developments mean that it is possible to now 

charge for services to mariners in a much more specific manner than previously and the 

potential for the free rider problem may be greatly diminished49.  Following the work of 

Coase (1974), a big debate has also ensued regarding whether or not lighthouses were 

ever truly non-excludable50.  This debate has tended to dominate much of the research 

in relation to the value of lighthouses which has concentrated on identifying if they are 

indeed public goods51.  However, this research is not of much use in terms of the 

objectives of this report.  It is clear that when used in tourism, or even if unused but 

                                                      

47 This would be the view of some of the key writers in the development of ideas on the role of government 
in the economy.  See, for example, Mill, J.S. (1965) Collected Works by John Stuart Mill, Book III: Principles 
of Political Economy. Toronto and Samuelson, P. (1955) “Diagrammatic Exposition of a Theory of Public 
Expenditure” in Review of Economics and statistics, Vol. 37. 
48 Television signals are a good example of this.  The signal is clearly non-rivalrous and was previously non-
excludable so that it had been thought that publicly owned broadcasters were required – with payment 
enforced through some general or specific taxation – unless there was a large enough market such that 
advertising could be used to indirectly pay for the broadcast.  In recent decades, the growth of cable TV 
and encryption have meant that exclusion is possible and relatively cheap to install so that public 
broadcasting is largely defunct from the point of view of economics, although other rationales for its 
continuation may still exist.   
49 The policy of the Irish Government is to not levy a charge for navigation safety on the fishing or leisure 
industries.    
50 Coase, R. (1974) ‘The Lighthouse in Economics’ in Journal of Law and Economics, Vol. 17 (2) pp.357-376 
51 Some academic researchers have argued that privately operated lighthouses were successful before 
nationalisation and that the issue was one of insufficient regulation to enforce payment and not that the 
lighthouses were inherently public goods.  While this debate continues, a view has emerged that 
lighthouses were never genuine public goods that needed to be produced by the public sector.  See, for 
example, Candela, R. and V. Geloso (2018) ‘The Lighthouse Debate and the Dynamics of Intervention’ in 
Review of Austrian Economics and Candela, R and V. Geloso (2019) Why Consider the Lighthouse a Public 
Good? Available at https://ssrn.com/abstract=3310619.  The views of these authors imply that the public 
good argument that was used to underpin the decision to nationalise the lighthouses all those years ago 
was driven by a political wish for greater public control to prevent private operation.  Carnis, L. (2013) ‘The 
Provision of Lighthouse Services: a Political Economy Perspective’ in Public Choice, Vol. 157, 51-56 is just 
one example of many that takes this view.  Whichever view is adopted, the SOLAS Convention means that 
governments have a legal obligation to provide aids to navigation, either as a public service or by 
contracting the service provision to the private sector.   

https://ssrn.com/abstract=3310619
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maintained as heritage buildings of national historical importance and local community 

importance, there is a public good aspect to the lighthouses.   

 

7.2 The Non-market Value of Lighthouses  

 

As is discussed in the previous chapter, visitors can be attracted to an area by the 

existence of a lighthouse.  The view remains non-rivalrous – within limits since the value 

of the experience would be reduced by over-crowding – but some element of exclusion 

is possible.  This is achieved by licensing the site for use by the operators who can exclude 

people from certain aspects of the lighthouse by developing services that can be charged 

for.  However, visitors might still view the lighthouse and even enjoy walking around its 

vicinity, but there is no guarantee that they will actually pay for doing so.  They may 

indeed spend money on accommodation in the local economy, but there is no specific 

payment for the enjoyment they get from the lighthouse.  However, it is not the case 

that this enjoyment has zero value and so the link between the value of the lighthouse 

and the money that is paid for enjoying the lighthouse is broken.   

 

An important point, once it is acknowledged that the buildings have historical 

importance, there is no need for someone to actually even travel to the area to derive 

value from knowing the lighthouse exists so there is no transaction at all that be 

identified as being associated with the lighthouse and representative of the value that 

such people place on its existence.  In summary, whatever debate there may be 

regarding the public nature of lighthouses as navigation aids, there is no doubt that the 

use of lighthouses at tourism attractions enhances the buildings as public goods, even 

though some element of exclusion is possible.   

 

The previous chapter looked at placing a monetary value on the public good element of 

lighthouses that are used at tourist attractions for people who are attracted to the area 

but do not actually engage in any transaction at the lighthouse.  But what of people who 

never actually travel?  It is certainly not the case that someone who does not actually go 

to view a lighthouse places no value on whether or not the lighthouse continues to exist.  

This idea of non-use value is well established in economics and is relevant in the case of 

lighthouses.  

 

The non-use values associated with heritage buildings can usefully be categorised under 

three headings: conservation value, future use value, and bequest value.   
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Conservation Value 

People value the conservation of historic sites and their preservation even if they don’t 

derive any actual use value from the sites and may not even visit them.  Thus, the value 

derived from conserving the lighthouses differs from the use value that is derived by 

visitors to the sites in that there is no requirement that the people who perceive 

conservation value to actually engage with the lighthouses in any manner.  The value 

arises from simply knowing that the buildings are there and are being looked after.  

However, it is not possible to measure this value directly as there is no transaction 

involved.   

 

Future Use Opportunities  

Any asset has a value in terms of its current use.   With heritage buildings there is a cost 

to preserving the buildings intact.  The use of these resources carries an opportunity cost 

since they cannot be used in an alternative way.  However, where the building in 

question cannot be recreated or is not renewable, as is the case with the lighthouses, it 

means that considerable care must be taken to avoid any irreversible change.  This 

includes the change that would accompany dereliction.   

 

Irreversible change to the lighthouses would have an opportunity cost in the sense that 

it would preclude some currently unseen future use.  One way of looking at this is that 

preserving the lighthouses means that an option is being created that can be exercised 

in the future.  In contrast, the opportunity cost of any current irreversible development 

is the value of the option.  However, decisionmakers today may not fully value this cost 

if a decision is based solely on investment up to the point at which current returns are 

reached.  The failure to include future use values on the benefit side risks leading to 

insufficient investment in preservation.  This means that the option to choose the most 

desirable use for the lighthouses at some future stage, if they are preserved, has a future 

value.  It also has a positive current value and this value is potentially very high.   

 

However, placing a value on this is difficult.  The value of any option depends on two key 

variables: the volatility of the underlying asset and the time to expiry.  Volatility in this 

case can be understood as perceptions of the value of the sites and the infrastructure.  

One problem is that there is a very limited market for these sites and communities would 

likely be against their open market sale.  There is an even greater problem in determining 

an appropriate time to expiry i.e. at what future date must the option to develop the 

sites be exercised.  There is no such date so the option would be indefinite.  At the limit, 

the real value may be characterised not so much as a wish to preserve the option to 

develop in the future but rather not to develop in any way that does not preserve the 
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buildings intact.  In this case, not only has the value of the option no upper bound, but it 

is better thought of as a wish to bequest the lighthouses rather than realise potential use 

value.  

 

Bequest Value 

While the idea of a bequest is somewhat similar to the idea of an open-ended option, it 

is better understood if approached from a different point of view.  Human beings place 

a value on being able to bequest valuable assets to future generations.  This is most 

clearly seen in families, but it is not restricted to families.  There is a general and growing 

acceptance that societies experience a similar if less pronounced perception of value.  

However, such perceptions vary greatly between individuals and even societies at 

different times – the debate over climate change may be characterised as the growth of 

a perception of the value of bequeathing the atmosphere – but it has proven very 

difficult to derive standard ways in which bequest values can be measured.   

 

Mainstream analysis uses long term discounting to address the problem.  This involves 

placing a future use value on an asset and discounting to obtain a present value.  Apart 

from the fact that this process is clearly abstracted from the underlying sense of value, 

this approach has been heavily criticised.  The problem is that beyond a limited 

timeframe, probably of no more than 30 years or so, almost any future values tend to 

zero using standard discount rates.  This results in under-valuation of assets.   With a 

long term indefinite period and no obvious prospect of future use, the procedure is of 

little value.   

 

A willingness-to-pay approach would offer some opportunity to value this bequest, but 

no data are available.  However, the concept means that the willingness of the state or 

other authority, acting as the aggregator of residents wishes, to pay to maintain the 

bequest is equal to the value placed by society on the ability to bequest.   

    

In summary, it is undeniable that there is a socioeconomic value inherent in the 

lighthouses that goes beyond their use value by the current generation but that cannot 

be quantified by standard methodologies.  The willingness to bear this opportunity cost 

is perhaps the best indicator of the value, but accurate monetisation of this value is 

unlikely to be possible.  What is also clear is that the Great Lighthouses of Ireland 

initiative has brought forward the investment to preserve the buildings avoid dereliction 

and provide access.  As a result, these values arise as a beneficial impact of the initiative. 
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7.3 Approaches to Valuation of Non-Market Benefits  

 

Economics often assumes that the price that is paid for a good or service represents the 

value of that item to the purchaser.  However, in practice, price will seldom be an 

accurate representation of value52.  This gives rise to the concept of surplus i.e. 

consumers perceive that they acquire an increase in their welfare by exchanging money 

of a particular ‘value’ for goods that are priced at that value.  Otherwise they would 

simply keep the money.  To make this distinction clear, economists refer to the price paid 

for a good as the revealed preference.  However, where no market exists to determine 

a price, but it is clear that that the good has value, the value is not revealed and must be 

identified by attempting to estimate a potential consumer’s willingness to pay (WTP) for 

the good rather than do without it.  This is called the stated preference.   

 

A number of methodologies have been developed to estimate stated preferences.  These 

are based on surveys, but all are subject to error.  It is not difficult to see why.  For 

example, if people who can currently view a lighthouse, or know that it is being 

preserved, without having to pay, are then asked how much they would be willing to pay 

to continue to do so, they would have a clear rationale to understate their interest.  In 

fact, one would expect very low values to emerge from such a question.  There is also a 

conceptual problem with this approach.  Many people consider that Ireland’s heritage 

already belongs to them.  If not to them, then to whom does it belong?  This would 

particularly be the case for local people in relation to the lighthouses.  Many operators 

expressed the view during the consultations that local communities took great pride that 

‘their’ lighthouses were once again open and being used as a result of the Great 

Lighthouses of Ireland initiative, whereas they had previously been unused and, often, 

access was closed off.  It is obviously a contradiction to ask people to pay for what they 

already consider to be theirs.  A not dissimilar issue would arise in asking visitors to pay 

to see sights – other than the more spectacular ones – when they have already paid to 

travel to the area and consider that they are paying for their holiday through 

accommodation, etc.   

 

An alternative approach to uncover stated preference values to get around this problem 

is to ask people how much they would need to be paid to accept that the lighthouse 

would no longer exist.  This recognises their prior right to the lighthouse and would be 

akin to compensation.  As such, it should provide an indication of the value they place 

                                                      

52 Formally, price will be the same as value for the marginal consumer, not the average consumer, in an 
efficient market only.   
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on the lighthouse.  However, this approach also encounters problems since local people 

will almost inevitably place a much higher value on a lighthouse in their area.  But 

heritage belongs equally to all citizens.  Furthermore, while this approach should 

theoretically provide a similar value to the WTP approach, in practice this is never the 

case.  Researchers have often found that the latter approach returns values that are a 

multiple of the former.  There is then no agreed basis on which to decide the correct 

value resulting either a contestable choice for one over the other or the presentation of 

an average as representing the true value.  This is not very satisfactory.   

 

As a result of these difficulties there are limited studies that provide meaningful 

estimates for the value of heritage buildings and none that could be used to infer values 

for the Irish lighthouses.  The study of the economic value of Ireland’s historic 

environment from which the multiplier values were taken in the previous chapter 

provided no estimates for non-use values and did not discuss the issue in any depth53.  A 

similar study for Northern Ireland took the same approach and provided only estimates 

for the impact of tourist expenditure in terms of incomes and jobs created54.  

 

However, in cases where attempts have been made to identify values it is clear that there 

is a positive value that goes beyond their ‘use’ values as captured by transactions.  For 

example, a study undertaken by English Heritage concluded that ‘people value the 

preservation of heritage buildings and places even when receiving no direct benefit from 

it’55.  Other surveys in the UK concluded that ‘non-users are willing to pay to maintain 

heritage facilities, even though they do not use them’56.  Estimates were produced in 

respect of specific sites and, of particular interest, it was found that these estimates of 

values, usually based on the WTP approach, often resulted in aggregate valuations that 

exceeded the costs of maintaining the buildings and were often a multiple of the public 

subventions that were currently provided to do so.  In other words, there is a tendency 

for public funding decisions to underestimate the non-monetary value of heritage 

buildings.   

 

In the absence of any research in relation the non-market values that can be attributed 

to Irish lighthouses it is not possible to provide any estimate of their value.  However, it 

                                                      

53 Ecorys and Fitzpatrick Associates (2012) Economic Value of Ireland’s Historic Environment.  Report to the 
Heritage Council.   
54 Department of the Environment (2012) Study of the Economic Value of Northern Ireland’s Historic 
Environment.  Report by eftec and RSM McClure Watters  
55 English Heritage (2014) Economic Valuation of Heritage.  Report compiled by eftec  
56 Values and Benefits of Heritage: A Research Review.  Report compiled by the UK Heritage Lottery Fund, 
April 2016  
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can be concluded that the monetary values that have been identified above from 

transactions do not capture these economic values.  This means that the socioeconomic 

value of the Great Lighthouses of Ireland initiative, through helping to preserve the 

buildings and, in a number of cases, provide access to them, exceeds the values that can 

be identified from transactions alone.   

 

7.4 Lighthouses as Cores for Growth 

 

Ireland has experienced unbalanced regional development problems for many years 

leading to ever congested urban areas while more remote areas often appear stuck in a 

cycle of socioeconomic decline.  The use of the word ‘cycle’ in this context is deliberate 

in that it indicates that there are dynamic forces at work.  This means that if an area gains 

an advantage so that it begins to grow and develop at the expense of a different region, 

there are forces in the economy that can cause this development to persist and even 

accelerate.  The market is not self-correcting in such a circumstance.  When this happens, 

policy intervention to address the imbalance is required.  However, the experience in 

Ireland has been that the policy interventions that have been attempted under a 

succession of programmes – the NPF is the latest of this line that has included the 

National Spatial Strategy and numerous national and regional development plans – is 

that the imbalance has persisted.  The result, as discussed earlier, is a drain of the 

population and the most valuable productive resources towards urban areas. 

 

Ireland is certainly not alone in experiencing this and it is arguable that the successful 

performance of the food and tourism sectors have worked to greatly ease the process 

relative to other countries.  In order to address this process, it is important to understand 

the factors and forces that are driving it.  It is simplistic to simply point to opportunities 

in the cities – even thought this is true – and expect that a top-down intervention to 

create an opportunity in a weaker region will address the problem.  This ‘once-off’ type 

of intervention fails to address the dynamic forces that are in play.   

 

There are two approaches to explaining why some areas come to be leading regions and 

competitive cities.  One is based on what are known as comparative advantages and is 

easy to grasp.  At its simplest, this approach builds the argument that certain important 

costs are lower in urban areas compared to the more remote countryside.  Even if costs 

of production are relatively higher in cities – due to higher wages and housing costs for 

example – the success of an area depends on the costs associated with trading in goods 

and services, not just their production.  Important costs of trading in goods are lower in 

cities if there are economies in transportation, particularly in relation to port and 
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terminal operations.   In addition, cities may lower the cost of trade between firms and 

workers and between firms themselves if there are economies in the provision of local 

public goods such as local transportation, water, gas, electricity, and communications.  

This means that higher input costs are more than off-set.  This comparative advantage 

leads to trade, trading creates wealth, and cities lower the cost of trade. 

 

If this explanation is accepted the obvious response is to address these cost differences.   

The usual way to do this has been to try to provide some form of subsidy to productive 

firms to overcome higher rural costs and encourage them to locate in rural areas where 

they can access lower labour and building costs.  This has certainly been tried many 

times, but with limited successes.  The problem very often is that the firm in question 

might benefit, but it does not lead to the development of the area.  There is little in terms 

of a dynamic growth cycle created.  There can also be an adverse effect if a large new 

entity entering a rural area causes costs to rise, for example, by employing such local 

labour as might be available, and thereby making it more difficult for smaller local firms 

to grow.   

 

The alternative view to explain the relative competitiveness of cities is that what are 

described Marshallian externalities create insurmountable benefits for cities.  These are 

sometimes also described as agglomeration economies.  The idea here is that the sources 

of competitiveness are not actually reflected in the relative costs and prices of 

production inputs and trade.  Cities arise and grow, often at the expense of other areas, 

as firms and workers locate near each other to take advantage of externalities such as 

technological spillovers (learning from experience), labour market pooling, and non-

traded industry specific inputs.   These effects may actually generate cities but certainly 

explain why, once a certain critical mass is achieved, a city will continue to grow and 

prosper and draw in the resources it needs to do so from the surrounding area.  This 

means that, in the absence of an effort to alter this process, the difference in 

performance between a city and its surrounding area continues to grow.   

 

This is not to say that there is no limit on the optimal size of the city from the point of 

view of its competitiveness.  At some point costs rise as density creates a greater 

exposure to risks such as disease, fire, crime, pollution, and congestion that may limit its 

performance.  However, all these can be addressed through collective action in the city 

and this has been the approach in the best municipalities.  It is also the case that many 

people will be aware that the quality of life may be superior in the rural area.  However, 

many people tend to value standard of living factors – careers and opportunities – over 

quality of life, particularly at certain times of their lives.  In addition, some quality of life 

factors such as certain consumption opportunities, for example the ability to have easy 
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access to the arts and major sports and other services where economies of scale are 

important such as leading transport and communications infrastructure, may be 

available in cities only.  The result is often that people conclude that they don’t have a 

free choice in relation to their location if they are to achieve a desired standard of living 

which they value as part of their quality of life.  Cities and their environs provide a 

readymade environment for these developments while also contributing the benefits 

that arise in relation to trade.  This provides the dynamic cycles whereby people move 

to the city to avail of opportunities thereby providing the labour skills that firms require. 

 

The reverse of this has been seen in many areas of Ireland in recent decade where local 

depopulation leads to a fall below some critical level that is required to support local 

services, although some individuals requiring these services will remain.  Somewhat 

paradoxically, these effects appear to have been enhanced as a result of developments 

in IT and for firms in IT sectors.  

 

These ideas have been reflected in Irish socioeconomic policy thinking in the form of 

concepts such as clusters and industrial districts in the intermediate objectives of 

industrial policy.  It was also important in the National Spatial Strategy but is less clear 

in the strategy behind the National Planning Framework which has replaced it.  One of 

the reasons is that it appears to be very difficult to replicate the dynamic effects that 

arise and evolve organically in cities.      

 

A key requirement is that a core is required that provides an area with a competitive 

centre around which further development can proceed.  This need not be on a large scale 

but can be applied to small area development.  In an area with few opportunities, high 

profile tourist attractions can provide such a core.  The lighthouses are good examples.  

On many occasions during the consultations for this report, operators spoke of the 

growth of associated businesses in the area of the lighthouses.  They also spoke of the 

social importance of the creation of even one job as it created a local impetus to further 

activity as the incomes created can be spent in the area.  Very quickly the effect moves 

outside the tourism sector. To an extent this effect is captured by the multiplier analysis, 

but this is a very static type of analysis.  It simply traces the impact of a unit of direct 

expenditure in an industry as it permeates through the economy in successive rounds of 

respending.  There is no inherent concept of any of the effects discussed above.  It is just 

assumed that the money is spent and gradually leaks from the economy with no lasting 

impact. 

 

The modern analysis of the competitiveness of cities that includes externalities and 

agglomeration effects is not reflected in this analysis even though this is increasingly 
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accepted as the basis for the growth of leading regions.  However, by providing a core 

for development in weaker areas, projects such as the Great Lighthouses of Ireland 

initiative provide a mechanism, albeit on a relatively small scale, for the type of 

intervention to create the dynamic effects that large scale industrial and regional 

development policy interventions have found so difficult.  In this, the involvement of 

community organisations with a strong local base and a bottom-up approach are very 

important.  Therefore, there is a further beneficial impact that arises from the demand 

that is created by the development of lighthouses that has not been captured by the 

impact analysis and the values identified in the preceding chapter. 

 

It’s one thing to be able to point to this impact and know that it is positive.  However, 

the problem is that there is no way to measure it in a monetary sense.  The process is 

very long-term, and its impact may better be assessed by intergenerational indicators 

such as demographics and other socioeconomic indicators that are often weak in 

underdeveloped regions, rather than by monetary variables.   

 

The analysis in this chapter examined the non-marketed benefits of conserving the 

lighthouses and developing them as tourist attractions in a way that preserves their 

heritage values.  There is no doubt that these benefits are positive and considerable, 

but quantification of monetary values is not possible without a good deal more 

research.    

 

These benefits arise because most people believe it is a good thing to conserve heritage 

buildings, because conservation preserves the buildings for future uses, and because 

society benefits from being able to bequest heritage assets to future generations.  An 

important aspect of these benefits is that they arise for people irrespective of whether 

they ever actually visit a lighthouse.  

 

 The lighthouses have also shown that they have the potential to act as cores for 

growth in areas where that are socioeconomically weak and can create the critical 

mass that is required to sustain vibrant local populations.  Their value in this regard 

goes well beyond the value of measurable monetary transactions.   
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Appendix: Estimation of Occupancy Rates 

 

The occupancy rates for ILT properties are reported and are calculated in a specific 

manner that accords with the way in which ILT record data, but which is somewhat out 

of line with the way in which occupancy rates are generally calculated in tourism and the 

way in which the rate is calculated for Fanad and for Clare Island. 

 

The calculation that is generally used is based on the number of people who actually 

occupy a room (or property) on a particular night.  The ILT methodology is based on the 

number of rooms (or properties) that are occupied.  ILT maintain that their approach is 

more in keeping with their objectives i.e. that the properties are maintained and 

occupied rather than the alternative which is more in keeping with room revenues and 

sales.  This is a legitimate argument given their objectives.  However, the reported 

occupancy rate is a measure of the occupancy of the property, not the occupancy of the 

stock of bednights.  The latter is the usual way of measuring capacity which calculation 

occupancy rates.   

 

The different approach has the effect of somewhat inflating the resulting estimate for 

ILT properties, so they are not comparable with other estimates of occupancy.  An 

example illustrates the impact of this approach on the estimated occupancy rate.  The 

following data were provided by ILT in relation to occupancy in Wicklow Lighthouse in 

2018. 

Table A1: Occupancy in Wicklow Lighthouse in 2018 

Capacity Holidays taken 

this period 

Nights let Total 

guests 

Overall 

occupancy 

Nights available 

to sell 

4 121 285 394 93.14% 306 

 

The occupancy rate from ILT is calculated simply as the percentage of the nights that the 

rooms were available to sell that were actually sold i.e. 285 as a percent of 306 is 93.14%.   

 

An alternative way of looking at this is that there were 306 nights with a capacity of 4 

persons per night giving a total bednight stock of 1,224.  If the occupancy rate is 

measured as the percentage of the bednights that were actually occupied then, in order 

to achieve the stated 93.14%, it is necessary to assume that all 4 beds in the property 

were occupied every night that the property was occupied i.e. that total bed occupancy 

was 4x285 = 1140.  This is indeed 93.14% of the total stock of 1,224.  However, this is not 

a valid assumption.   
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It is proposed that an estimate of occupancy that is more in line with the standard 

definition can be obtained from the data that are provided by ILT.  These show that a 

total of 121 holidays were taken and that the property was let for 285 nights.  Therefore 

guests, on average, stayed for 2.36 nights in Wicklow lighthouse in 2018.  A total of 394 

guests stayed in the lighthouse.  This means that the number of bednights actually sold 

was 928.  The total stock of bednights was 1,224 meaning that the occupancy rate was 

75.8%.  

 

Alternatively, there were 394 guests with 121 holiday (groups).  This means that there 

were, on average, 3.26 people staying in the lighthouse on any night it was occupied.  It 

was let for 285 nights again giving the estimate that there were 928 bednights sold and, 

therefore, an occupancy rate of 75.8%.   

 

When this calculation is done for all the ILT properties the revised occupancy rates are 

as shown below. 

Table A.2: Bednight Occupancy Rates in ILT Properties  

 Holidays 

taken 

Nights 

let 

Total 

guests 

Estimated 

Occupancy 

Occupancy 

Rate 

St. John's Down 125 305 399 974 35.4% 

Blackhead 176 478 792 2,151 39.0% 

St. John's Donegal 94 227 285 688 25.0% 

Loop Head 67 174 260 675 39.0% 

Galley Head 104 304 342 1,000 39.1% 

Wicklow Head 121 285 394 928 75.8% 

Totals 687 1,773 2,472 6,380 38.8% 

 

In summary, these are the occupancy rates for bednights in ILT properties and are 

comparable with other types of Irish tourism accommodation.  The estimates provided 

by ILT are the occupancy rates for properties, a measure that is not used by other types 

of accommodation such as hotels.   

 

Using this revised approach, and including the data for Fanad and Clare Island, the overall 

bednight occupancy rate for the lighthouses in 2018 was 41.9%.   

 

 


