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Introduction 

 

The Democratic Unionist Party is preparing a new policy paper on the theme of 

Community Tourism in Northern Ireland.  The scope of the paper will be 

comprehensive with the aim of a full policy statement relevant to the Northern Ireland 

Assembly and local Councils. 

 

 

The Consultation Process 

 

A two-stage consultation process is envisaged; 

• Full consultation paper – This will propose policy ideas and options to address 

the identified issues and those highlighted in the pre-consultation process. 

Throughout this process, it is also envisaged that there will be direct 

engagement with some of those who are currently working in this field, and 

visits to some best practice examples. 

• Final policy document – Following the consultation process a final policy paper 

will be adopted that will inform future DUP manifestos. 

 

As part of the preparation of the full consultation paper an engagement group was 

identified and this paper is partly based on their feedback. 

 

The overall process will involve external and internal engagement that will run 

concurrently.  Nothing contained within the consultation papers constitute DUP party 

policy. 

 

Background 

 

Northern Ireland has until recently experienced significant growth in its tourism sector, 

although this has undoubtedly been severely impacted by the COVID-19 crisis, and 

will take a considerable period of time to recover. It is a region of considerable local 

natural beauty with many historic landmarks and stories to tell. It is also a growing 

trend across the world, partly as many tourists seek out new things, authentic 



 

 

 

experiences in different settings and the impact of technology making new 

experiences more accessible. 

 

Community Tourism can be defined as:  

 

“…sharing the natural resources of a local community with visitors from home 

and overseas for the sustainable benefit of that local community whilst 

conserving the natural environment and respecting the way of life.”  

 

The ‘Let’s Go Travel’ website has highlighted a range of common benefits associated 

with community tourism including; 

 

• It brings some much-needed attention and recognition to the local community.  

• It promotes cultural conservation.  

• The income generated from tourism is more likely to stay within the local 

destination. 

• Promotes an alternative to unsustainable forms of income such as poaching. 

• Community-based tourism helps safeguard the well-being of the indigenous 

people. 

• It encourages pride within the community and protection of community 

resources.  

• Community-based tourism encourages the participation of women.  

• It encourages the conservation of wildlife.  

 

Some of these benefits are associated with the promotion of this form of tourism in 

other parts of the world. However, most are equally applicable in the Northern Ireland 

context. 

 

The Centre for the Promotion of Imports from Developing Countries (CBI) 1, part of the 

Netherlands Enterprise Agency and funded by the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, has undertaken a study of community-based tourism, and describes it as; 

 

 
1 CBI is the abbreviation in Dutch. 

https://english.rvo.nl/
https://www.government.nl/ministries/ministry-of-foreign-affairs
https://www.government.nl/ministries/ministry-of-foreign-affairs


 

 

 

“European holidaymakers are increasingly interested in unique and authentic 

experiences. A growing number are willing to pay a premium for these special 

experiences, especially if it benefits local communities. Safety, sustainability 

and interaction with local people are important to them. If communities in your 

region can offer the experiences that this group is looking for, community-based 

tourism (CBT) can be a promising segment.” 

 

Visitor Profiling 

 

Both TourismNI & Tourism Ireland have conducted significant work on visitor 

segmentation beyond age profiles. There are ‘best prospects’ which can be identified 

from existing visitor segments but age profiles have a role. 

 

Community Tourism should appeal to a broad range of age groups, yet according to 

CBI statistics, the ‘older generation’ is currently the largest group attracted to 

community-based tourism. However, due to the impacts of COVID-19, it is likely that 

reduction in travel will be greatest on older demographics for the foreseeable future. 

This will inevitably have a knock-on impact.  

 

On a positive note, community tourism is becoming more attractive to younger 

generations. These tourists are generally higher educated and many have travelled 

throughout their youth and/or studied abroad. They are increasingly interested in 

exploring new destinations further away. There are essentially two types of ‘younger 

traveller’:  

(a) High income, little time. 

(b) Smaller budget, more time.  

 

The proliferation of homes, often in residential communities, becoming short term 

holiday lets via companies such as Airbnb is an issue of concern for local residents.  

A 2018 report, ‘The evidence base for the Mayor’s Housing Strategy’ noted how: 

 

“…short-term letting, such as Airbnb’s in particular, is said to be behind the 

phenomenon of ‘disappearing homes. In 2016, around 25,000 homes in 

London were listed on Airbnb reduced the number of homes available on stable, 



 

 

 

long term rents. This is about as many as the total number of new homes 

constructed in London that year.” 

  

With many homes being purchased for commercial purposes there is an inevitable 

impact on affordability, the consequence being that it reduces opportunities for  

homebuyers in what have otherwise been traditional, settled communities. A healthy 

mix is essential, otherwise we will continue to see repeats of what has happened in 

parts of Belfast and beyond, where communities have been undermined, and in some 

cases displaced completely. 

 

In a number of reported cases, they are a source of anti-social behaviour, when 

premises are rented (often unknowingly) to individuals or groups for partying. This is 

most often the work of local people rather than visitors, but it is a disruptive issue for 

which a solution needs to be found.  

 

There is no suggestion that these holiday lettings should be prohibited but as part of 

this process we wish to examine its impact elsewhere and possible measures to 

ensure the benefits are maximised and negatives contained as our tourism grows.  

 

One idea is for the Creation of Destination Networks where all those involved in 

tourism (community & otherwise) meet on a regular basis to discuss opportunities for 

cross-promotion / collaboration and air concerns before they become major issues. 

This would adopt a cluster approach adopting co-design methodology, and replicating 

a model similar to that which formulated the EastSide Destination Development Plan. 

 

Current regulations are said to actually prohibit the ability to offer genuinely local 

accommodation experiences e.g. authentic stays with real Belfast families. Northern 

Ireland is the only part of the United Kingdom where you need a licence to offer 

overnight accommodation. Anyone who provides lodgings for tourists and does not 

have a valid certificate is breaking the law and may be liable to a fine of up to £2,500 

or up to six months in jail. In fact, in many ways it actually encourages developers to 

buy up properties and re-model interior layouts to ensure all rooms comply with en-

suite requirements etc. We will explore this more thoroughly through the consultation 

process.  



 

 

 

Northern Ireland – A Current Analysis 

 

A view of a key stakeholder, who could be described as a significant funder of tourism 

projects, is that Northern Ireland community-based tourism is fragmented with 

comparatively little coordination. It is also important to understand the changing 

attitudes of many stakeholders who are keen to ensure it does not become 

institutionally viewed as a separate, standalone section, but instead incorporating 

local, authentic experiences into our NI-wide tourism offering.  

 

It has many products of variable quality and a misunderstanding that it is simply 

‘Troubles tourism’ and thus disjointed from other tourism developments. A Google 

search of the term ‘community tourism Northern Ireland’ produces no relevant results 

in its first two pages, and eventual material relates to newspaper coverage of the wider 

Northern Ireland political situation and academic research. Initial feedback has 

highlighted this this term is not really being used by those involved in developing 

tourism locally and/or nationally. It has been suggested that work is required to see 

what perspectives visitors are actually searching for on google prior to their visits. 

 

The approach to date has been largely one developed on local initiative. These 

include: 

• The West Belfast culture tours. 

• The various Orange Museums and Apprentice Boys Museums. 

• The Oval Groundhopper Tours and the George Best House, run by local 

volunteers. 

• The EastSide Greeter scheme is the only scheme of its kind in Northern Ireland, 

which ‘harnesses the power of east Belfast’s place identity, to increase civic 

pride and to create ‘EastSide Ambassadors’. 

 

These and various walking tours, are just some of standalone projects which have 

grown up across Northern Ireland. Most have been developed by committed 

community volunteers and organisations committed to preserving their history. They 

themselves often describe themselves as ‘niche’. There appears to be varying levels 

of local government support, based on political party enthusiasm.  



 

 

 

 

In 2017, Belfast City Council brought forward a Community Based Tourism 

Programme paper, as a key element of its Integrated Tourism Strategy.  The most 

significant development in this area has been the development of the City Connections 

partnership between Eastside Tourism and Failte Feirste Thiar in West Belfast, which 

itself developed as a pilot Local Tourism Development initiative, whose role it was: 

  

“…to identify and explore opportunities for supporting the development of local 

tourism.” 

 

There is a gap in knowledge of the scope and scale of rural based initiatives. Likewise, 

there are many small-scale enterprises such as walking and cycling tours which are 

generally low cost to create and generally self-sustainable. The question is whether 

many of these are dependant of domestic tourism and local community support rather 

than more substantive tourism opportunities? Already there has been a significant shift 

from TourismNI in terms of promoting and/or supporting independent rural tourism 

providers and we aim for this to continue. 

 

There are areas across Northern Ireland that are developing their tourist potential such 

as Enniskillen, with work ongoing including the development of a new Greenway 

network which will stretch into the Republic of Ireland. This infrastructure, for example, 

can act as a catalyst for greater community tourism opportunities. It should be the role 

of Councils to develop local programmes which will bring ideas forward. 

 

Whilst Northern Ireland has grown substantially as a tourism destination, there is 

considerably more work to do to create positive relationships within many 

communities. Companies such as Airbnb have created their own Community Tourism 

programmes:   

   

“…to support innovative projects, in local communities, that encourage healthy 

tourism…The Community Tourism Programme is available for projects that 

welcome tourism in new ways to strengthen communities, empower citizens, 

and preserve and promote local culture.”  

 



 

 

 

The impact of this type of private sector initiative is not clear yet, but the assumption 

is that there remains considerable potential to be realised in this area. We will aim to 

identify any legislative barriers in this area through the course of this consultation.  

 

Creating a Physical Infrastructure 

 

Many community tourism projects are built around existing bigger infrastructure and 

historical sites but there is also a growing network of museum space across Northern 

Ireland. The increasing popularity of the Greenway networks are a welcome addition 

to enhancing connectivity between communities. Maximising the use of digital 

technology will be an element ever increasing in importance, as accessibility improves 

and new ways of promotion are explored. Some groups are already experimenting 

with Virtual Reality (VR) and social media usage is already well embedded.  

 

The opportunity to regenerate and maintain areas of interest for the purpose of tourism 

is an important element of local tourism initiatives. Northern Ireland has many sporting 

and World War Two sites, for example, which can be put to new use with local support. 

Some parts of Northern Ireland, such as Ards & North Down, have taken this forward 

with the creation of trails but it is a concern that many sites are being allowed to fall 

into disrepair and significant investment is required if they are to fulfil their future 

potential. There is also an opportunity for greater co-operation with public museums 

and libraries, to better utilise their collections and facilities in partnership with 

community tourism partners. 

 

Another key area is the issue of accommodation. This is a sensitive issue as outlined 

in other areas of this paper, and getting the balance right between communities and 

visitor facilities is an important element of the wider infrastructure question.  

 

The Northern Ireland Experience  

 

There are many forms of ‘visitor experience’ applicable to the community tourism 

umbrella. Walking tours and trails are extremely popular, highlighting various historical 

sites of interest. Murals are also an attraction, particularly for international visitors, and 

there is an ongoing debate between what should be reimaged and what should be 



 

 

 

maintained for tourism purposes. The spin off from high profile TV shows, such as 

Game of Thrones, is largely unquantified in community tourism terms. Initiatives such 

as trails delivered by individuals are popular and often highly localised.  

 

The growth of cycling presents another opportunity across the Northern Ireland as new 

routes open up, as much for the benefit of domestic tourist as the overseas visitor. 

High profile cycling events recently hosted in Northern Ireland have help to generate 

considerable enthusiasm for this form of exercise and travel. The tourist potential is 

considerable.  

 

Our natural beauty sites across Northern Ireland, combined alongside our strong 

international reputation for high quality food presents an opportunity for growth. The 

success of the large agricultural and country sports shows demonstrates the huge 

potential that already exists. 

 

The Northern Ireland Centenary 

 

Building on the Northern Ireland experience, there is considerable potential in building 

on the Centenary, both in year and via a ‘Centenary Legacy’ experience. Given that 

travel/tourism over in the foreseeable future is likely to be dominated by domestic 

tourism or British Isles tourism there is an opportunity to develop an offering for those 

looking something different. The Centenary also allows us to differentiate ourselves 

from every other country who will be competing for visitors at the same time. Northern 

Ireland has a wealth of history, across many themes, and a fantastic story to tell the 

world. However, this needs to be developed in a way which is inclusive and provides 

benefits for all.  

 

Conflict Tourism 

 

What is often referred to as ‘dark’ or ‘conflict tourism’ has become part of the 

community tourism product in Northern Ireland as the “Troubles” ceased. Some also 

refer to ‘peace tourism’ but there is no consensus on terminology currently. However, 

it is not the totality of what community tourism is.   

 



 

 

 

Many of these projects are small, localised walking tours and museums, supported as 

part of bigger funding programmes. The DUP recognises the major part the Troubles 

in Northern Ireland plays as part of the story of communities but we must be mindful 

to promote a culture of lawfulness. 

 

However, we are mindful of the growth of museums and exhibitions which tell a story 

of the modern “Troubles” from different perspectives. It is important that these are 

balanced and are set out in a way which does not add to the suffering of victims and 

those who lost loved ones. All those involved in the development and delivery of 

conflict tourism have a responsibility to articulate their stories, in a sensitive way that 

is mindful that we are working towards building a new future. We expect, as part of the 

development of a community tourism framework, those who receive funding or those 

who are promoted through official channels adhere to agreed good practice principles. 

For example, the adherence to the Decades of Centenaries principles is a sensible 

way forward.  

 

Conclusion & Questions 

 

Destinations worldwide are re-looking at how they develop, market and promote their 

tourism offering. Cities which have been on the brink of ruin by stag and hen dos are 

now looking to authentic ‘community tourism’ initiatives as a way of reinventing their 

offering. If we get it right, local tourism (in a country whose people is often referred to 

as our biggest asset) could be a game-changer. However, we need to share this 

ambition at all levels. 

 

It is an opportunity for local communities to preserve their history and showcase to 

both domestic and overseas visitors. It’s about being explain to express identity of 

place. Copenhagen is a great example of a European city which genuinely celebrates 

its wealth of diverse neighbourhoods and how they enhance the overall city-wide 

offering -https://www.visitcopenhagen.com/copenhagen/neighbourhoods/guides. It 

provides an opportunity for many to learn new skills.  

 

Some question whether it has become overshadowed by ‘conflict tourism’, a particular 

niche which appeals to some but given remaining political sensitivities, must be 

https://www.visitcopenhagen.com/copenhagen/neighbourhoods/guides


 

 

 

carefully managed. Tourism NI research in 2018 showed that 13% of visitors 

specifically referred to ‘murals’ as an attraction for their trip. There is clearly a market 

for looking into the history of Northern Ireland. However, this should be extended to 

our many sporting achievements, our world-famous contributions to industry, and our 

thriving film and tv industry, to name a few areas of interest. 

 

  



 

 

 

Questions 

 

Set out below is a range of key questions which are aimed at understanding current 

views of the term ‘community tourism’ in Northern Ireland. The list is not exhausted, 

and additional views and comments are welcome from participants. 

 

Overarching Questions 

• When we consider terminology, some key stakeholders now use the term 

‘Neighbourhood Tourism’. How should this be addressed by policymakers? 

• What is your view of the current community tourism provision in Northern 

Ireland?  

• What key areas in Northern Ireland should be developed? 

• Have you any knowledge of or examples of best practice that could be studied? 

 

Community Accommodation  

• Is there a need for greater community engagement and regulation? 

• How do you believe the trend of increasing numbers of venues is impacting on 

local communities? 

• What benefits do you see these bringing to communities? 

• How can the management companies better communicate and invest in the 

communities they are based in? 

 

Communities and People 

• Is there sufficient community capacity in place to develop and build products 

across Northern Ireland? 

• Who should be the lead body in developing community tourism policy within the 

broader Northern Ireland Tourism strategy? 

• What are the priorities in building enterprises within communities? 

• Is there potential for developing rural-based enterprises in Northern Ireland? 

• How should skills training be developed? 

• How can we most effectively develop a Centenary Legacy tourism plan in 

communities across NI? 



 

 

 

• How can we ensure the ‘Centenary Tourism’ is inclusive and contains broad 

themes? 

 

Finance 

• What way should products be financed?  

• What structural model should they be developed as? 

• What role should public programmes, such as Peace funding, play? 

 

Technology & Marketing 

• How can technology best play a role in growing the sector? 

• How best can community tourism products be promoted, and what  

relationship should be developed with other tourism services? 

 

We welcome the opportunity to discuss the issues raised in this consultation paper. If 

you wish to contribute please contact George Dorrian – georgedorrian@dup.org.uk – 

with responses and additional comments, or to see up a meeting. 

mailto:georgedorrian@dup.org.uk

