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“Ireland’s story is one of COURAGE, CREATIVITY and RESILIENCE in refusing to give up
HOPE that CHANGE is possible.” - Ruairí McKiernan “A New Ireland Rising”

Introduction
The purpose of this document is to provide a detailed summary of the various and numerous
activities which took place and formed part of the European Capital of Culture, Galway 2020
Opening Ceremony. Delivery of this project took place between September 2019 and February
2020 and was jointly produced by Galway Cultural Development and Activity Company Limited
by Guarantee, (Galway 2020) and Wonder Works Ltd.

Project Overview
The European Capital of Culture, Galway 2020 Opening Ceremony was a five-month multidimensional
programme of activity and events. Commencing in September 2019 this project contained elements of
community engagement, skills and capacity building, audience engagement and development,
international relations and protocol, and a series of free public events.
Galway 2020 commissioned the creative design and production company Wonder Works Ltd. to support
the creative development and delivery of this ambitious programme of activity. Wonder Works are an
industry leader in the development and delivery of exceptional live events, with 25 years of experience,
including the opening and closing ceremonies for the London 2012 Olympic & Paralympic Games.
The Galway 2020 Cultural Programme centres around the Celtic Calendar and Wonder Works brought
together creative concepts which captured the essence and heart of this small city on the furthest edge
of Europe. Through their identification and recruitment of local artists, performers, cast and crew, and
created a fitting opening ceremony, the like of which had never been seen in Ireland before.

Creative Vision
Coinciding with the start of Imbolc at the beginning of February, a week-long series of events took place
throughout County Galway. The week began with a turf-cutting ceremony on St Brigid’s Day (1 February),
reflecting the renewal of all things and the lighting of fire to symbolise the emergence from the darkness
of winter; as communities come together with a céad míle fáilte, or a hundred thousand welcomes.
Throughout history the county has always supplied the city, either through the provision of turf, wool, food
& livestock and the city & countryside worked as one. To celebrate this connection, Wonder Works
devised a concept of a festival of fire, arriving in six towns throughout the county before ending in a free
public event on the seventh night in Galway City.
To commemorate this festival of fire Galway 2020 commissioned artist Jacqueline Pyle to design a truly
unique public art installation for each of the chosen towns, Clifden, An Spidéal, Tuam, Ballinasloe,
Portumna, Athenry & Galway City, and seven hand crafting 2m steel sculptures where later
commissioned by Galway 2020, one for each location based on Jacqueline Pyle’s designs.
As a cultural asset these seven sculptures (fire spheres) are incredibly unique, each reflecting the culture,
landscape and creativity of the town it represents. Embedded within each sphere are symbols and poetry
written by a poet native to each town. Galway 2020 is currently working with the respective towns and
local authorities to have the Galway 2020, European Capital of Culture, Opening Ceremony fire spheres
cited as public art within each town, therefore leaving a lasting legacy.
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Project Management
This integrated Galway 2020 / Wonder Work organogram sets out the roles, responsibilities and
governance structure for the project.

Cultural Programme
1. Community Engagement
A local community cast was recruited from within each of the seven towns and trained over a
five-month period to become drummers, torch bearers and singers performing as part of the
opening ceremony. In total 400 members of the community volunteered to participate as cast
members and 42 skill development and training workshops and rehearsals over the five-month
period.
Galway 2020 procured 360 percussion instruments for the community cast, these included; Bar
chimes, Bass Drums, Cabasa, Claves, Hand Drums, Quad Toms, Tambourines, Snare Drums.
Therefore, creating a bank of instruments available to the community as a legacy.
Galway 2020 engaged with audiences and communities across the county, hosting public
consultation and information dissemination meetings in each of the towns to inform local
residents about the event, town flyers were produced and distributed in each of the 6 towns to
inform and invite local residents to the meetings.
In January 2020 a series of community engagement meetings were held in the city and county in
relation to the Opening Ceremony and Fire Festival events.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Tues 7th Clifden,
Tues 7th Ballinasloe,
Wed 8th An Spidéal,
Wed 8th Tuam,
Wed 8th The Claddagh,
Thurs 9th Portumna,
Thurs 9th Athenry,

8pm in Clifden Town Hall
7pm in Ballinasloe Library
7pm i gColáiste Chonnacht
6.30pm in Tuam Library
7pm in Claddagh Community & Snooker Hall
7.30pm in Portumna Town Hall
7pm in Athenry Community Centre

Where appropriate and possible Wonder Works engaged local suppliers and employed local
artists, performers and technical teams, creating an estimated 200 artistic and production jobs
within the local community.

2. Fire Festival
The Fire Festival was a series of six, free, public events, starting February 02 through to February
07. A mini opening ceremony taking place in six towns across Galway County. Gradually moving
closer towards a free public event on February 08, 2020 in South Park, Galway City.
Each night’s proceedings included participation from the community cast members, local artists,
musicians, fireworks and a ceremonial lighting of the specially commissioned sphere unique to
that town.
The atmosphere at these events amongst audience and participants was electric. Anecdotal
evidence suggests that for many taking part this was a life-changing experience and one Galway
2020 hopes to replicate throughout 2020 and beyond. Approximately 20,000 members of the
public attended across the six nights.
The six towns were:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Clifden
Spiddal
Portumna
Ballinasloe
Tuam
Athenry

February 02
February 03
February 04
February 05
February 06
February 07

3. South Park Event - February 06 & February 07
The installation of temporary infrastructure on the event site at South Park, Galway City
commenced on January 24, 2020 in preparation for the free public event planned to take place
on Saturday February 08. Two full technical and artistic dress rehearsals took place in South Park
on Thursday February 06 & Friday February 07. Both rehearsals involved all technical and artistic
teams, including artists and cast involved in the proceedings on Saturday February 08, excluding
those performing in Tuam or Athenry on each respective evening.

4. South Park Event - February 08
It was planned the week-long series of Fire Festival events throughout the county would
culminate with a free public event in South Park, Galway City on Saturday February 08, which
would include participation from the community cast from all six county towns.
5

However, a national weather emergency and a red weather warning put in place due to Storm Ciara,
led to the unavoidable cancellation of this free public event. Although disappointing, feedback from
the community was exceptionally positive.
The cancellation of the event on February 08 required the implementation of a significant issues’
management protocol, sequencing the communication of the cancellation and the rationale for it. A
significant and thorough media engagement effort was undertaken to ensure the message was
delivered efficiently and effectively. Details of the cancellation were being covered extensively across
local and national media outlets by 11am on Saturday February 08.
In the days following February 08, details of the event cancellation were carried primarily in broader
news coverage about the weather and its impact across the country over the weekend, it was factual
and broadly sympathetic.

5. Official Handover Ceremony - February 08
A fundamental obligation under our commitment as a designated European Capital of Culture.
This took place at a closed event hosted at the Galmont Hotel on February 08, attended by 800
invited guests, including national and international dignitaries, press, media, local business owners,
and corporate partners.
The designation was official handed over by EU Commissioner Phil Hogan, who presented an
official plaque to the Mayor of Galway City and Cathaoirleach of Galway County.
The event was also attended by 80 delegates and representatives of the EU Commission and
members of the EU Expert Panel.
Artistic performances included Máirtín O’Connor, Roisín Elsafty, Bríd ní Neachtain and Caitlin Ní
Chualáin, with a live presentation from Mícheál Ó Muircheartaigh. Furthermore, as part of the
Galway 2020 cultural exchange program, our European Capital of Culture partner city Rijeka
sent a traditional “Croatian Bellringers” performance group to perform at the event.

Communications Programme
1. Press & Media Campaign
Commencing in January 2020, a targeted media campaign was undertaken to build awareness of
the event and drive attendance. This was hugely successful and included features nationally in
media outlets such as Irish Independent, Irish Times, National weekend publications – Sunday
Independent, Sunday Times as well as local and national radio. During this time, significant
international media engagement was underway to encourage international media attendance at
the events, as well as coverage from video and imagery of the event that we would supply. Over
20 international media outlets were confirmed to attend the free public event in South Park.
Ahead of week-long series of fire ceremonies which took place in six towns across Galway
County, a Sky News interview with Creative Director Helen Marriage was broadcast live on Sky
News breakfast on Saturday February 01. The Fire Festival and build up to the event in South
Park garnered significant media attention across the week from national outlets such as RTE, TG4
and Irish Examiner as well as international outlets such as BBC, CNN NBC, Austrian and German
TV broadcasters and extensive local media coverage on a daily basis.
In preparing for the Opening Ceremony, in excess of 100 local, national and international media
outlets were accredited to attend the ceremony on February 08. This included a group of 20+ as
part of a dedicated international press trip organised by Galway 2020 in partnership with
Tourism Ireland and Fáilte Ireland, as well as international news outlets deployed to cover the
event.
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Media were invited to attend the Official Handover event in the Galmont Hotel on February 08,
and there were over 30 in attendance – a combination of local, national and international outlets.
A number of positive articles have been published since the opening ceremony by significant
international media that were part of the press trip, namely the Guardian and Economist in the
UK. These included interviews with artists and partners of Galway 2020, as well as our own
spokespeople, offering a broader story about the year ahead.

2. Marketing & Promotion
Throughout January a targeted marketing and promotional campaign was undertaken to build
awareness of the event and drive attendance. This was hugely successful, and included digital,
posters, Irish Rail campaign advertising, local and national advertising. RTE also delivered a robust
campaign from January 17 to February 08 across all platforms, including radio, TV and online in
support of the Opening Ceremony.
This extended to include the following elements of the marketing mix.
Outdoor
Advertising

An outdoor advertising campaign in Dublin on high density commuter
routes with JC Decaux, and an in-train posters campaign with Irish Rail.
Other outdoor advertising opportunities included Digital Advertising at
the Digital Kiosk Eyre Square, Galway and Samuel Beckett Bridge, Dublin.

Television
Advertising

Advertising campaign on both RTE and TG4 including RTÉ One, RTÉ2, RTÉ
NewsNow, RTE Player.

Regional Radio
Advertising

Radio advertising campaigns across iRadio, Galway Bay FM, Clare FM, Tipp
FM, Midwest Radio, Midlands 103, Beat 102 103, Spin South West.

National Radio
Advertising

Radio advertising campaigns across RTÉ Radio 1, RTÉ 2FM, RTÉ lyric FM,
RTÉ RnaG, Today FM, Newstalk.

Digital
Advertising

Digital advertising campaigns across social channels RTÉ.ie, RTÉ Twitter,
RTÉ Facebook, RTÉ Instagram, RTÉ Linked In, online sponsored content
with independent.ie.

Newspaper Print
& Online
Advertising

Print advertising campaigns both full and half page adverts in the
Connacht Tribune, Galway City Tribune, Galway Advertiser, Mayo
Advertiser, Athlone Advertiser, Tuam Herald, Midland Tribune, Tullamore
Tribune, Clare Champion, and Mayo News.

3. Tourism Development
Over this period Galway 2020 placed a focus on securing position within listings both nationally
and internationally promoting Galway as a destination for 2020 and highlighting the programme
of events as a reason to visit throughout the year. A broad range of national and international
coverage was secured including Irish Times, BBC, New York Times, CNN, Grazia & ELLE.
Part of this campaign was to position Galway a must visit destination in 2020, and included a
partnership with Tourism Ireland, who helped facilitate presentations to a delegation of over 600
travel writers and press and travel industry representatives at a travel industry trade event in New
York, in January 2020.
As a result of this campaign, and the efforts of Galway 2020, Galway was awarded the following
tourism designations for 2020.
• Lonely Planet – 4th best city to visit in 2020
• CNN Travel – Top places to visit in 2020
• Conde Nast Traveller – Top 15 places to visit 2020
• Buzzfeed.com – 4th in top ten places to visit in 2020
• United Airlines – Number 1 place to visit in 2020
7

4. International Relations
In the weeks leading up to the Opening Ceremony, representatives of Galway City & County attended
Closing Ceremonies in Matera, Italy and Plovdiv, Bulgaria and participated in the symbolic handover of
the European Capital of Culture title to Galway.
In Galway for the Opening Ceremony, Galway 2020 hosted an International delegation of 80
delegates during the opening weekend from the European Commission, the European Capital of
Culture Network. Of which 45 attended the Fire Festival in Athenry on February 07. The reception on
February 08 was attended by a number of both Irish and International political figures, including
Commissioner Phil Hogan and ambassadors.
As part of the Galway 2020 Volunteer Exchange Program, across the opening weekend the Galway
2020 Wave Makers hosted volunteers from past European Capitals of Culture, including Matera 2019
(Italy) and Plovdiv 2019 (Bulgaria) and Kaunas 2022 (Lithuania). Wave Makers also hosted a full
program of integration and knowledge sharing events with a group of 50 Rethinkers, the volunteers
from Aarhus 2017 (Denmark).

5. Audience Development
The Opening Ceremony yielded excellent results in terms of audience engagement and development
through Galway 2020 digital assets. The Galway 2020 website (Galway2020.ie) experienced
unprecedented traffic over this period. With the number of unique website sessions between January
01 to February 16 exceeded the number of unique website sessions for the entire year of 2019 at
101.4% (151,875 vs 149,704), similarly the number of new users to the site over the same period
exceeded the total aggregated number of new visitors to the site for all of 2019 by 102.2% (106,053 vs
103,674).
Similarly, across the same period January 01 to February 16, Galway 2020 experienced a boost in
followership and engagement across all social media channels. This increase can be specifically
attributed back to the level of communication and engagement emerging from the Opening
Ceremony.
Galway2020.ie
Website Visits
Website sessions
Website sessions -new users

Social Channel
Facebook followers
Twitter followers
Instagram followers
LinkedIn followers
Newsletter
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2019
(Jan - Dec)
149,704
103,674

06/01/2020
54913
25847
20668
1162
4257

2020
(Jan & Feb)
151,875
106,053

16/02/2020
59070
27876
23532
1518
5028

# increase
4157
2029
2864
356
771

% Increase

101.4%
102.2%

% increase
7.5%
8%
14%
30%
18%
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Volunteering Programme
The Wave Maker Volunteer Programme is a fundamental component of the Galway 2020
European Capital of Culture legacy. Attracting over 820 volunteers, across 55 nationalities, with
over 77 languages are spoken. A true testament to the international nature and Europeanness of
this small city on the furthest edge of Europe.
Across the entire opening ceremony program, including the week-long series of Fire Festival
events which took place throughout the county, the Wave Makers were front and centre,
representing Galway 2020 and acting as ambassadors for the European Capital of Culture brand.
Over 70 Wave Makers volunteered in each of the six Fire Festivals locations throughout the
county, assisting with crowd control and stewarding. A further 8 Wave Makers played a role at the
Official Handover Ceremony on February 08.
In preparation for the year of culture, Galway 2020 hosted a number of skills development and
capacity building workshops, hosted by trained professionals and industry leaders in their
respective areas of expertise.
Galway 2020 provided training and instruction to 300 volunteers ahead of the opening
ceremony, in areas such as;
• Stewarding and crowd management,
• Health and safety,
• Local expert, in collaboration with Fáilte Ireland
Furthermore, 30 volunteers received additional training in data collection, and surveying
delivered by The Audience Agency in order to support the European Capital of Culture
Monitoring & Evaluation Program.
Despite the adverse weather conditions and the huge disappointment of the cancellation, Wave
Makers showed a remarkable spirit of resilience, commitment and solidarity. This same spirit was
clearly visible in the busy week before and during the Fire Festival, when Wave Makers supported
the organisation with uniform distribution and event logistics.
To coincide with the opening ceremony Galway 2020 opened the Wave Maker Volunteer Health
Hub on Augustine Street, Galway City. A dedicated volunteering and community engagement
space, in partnership with Medtronic, one of Ireland’s leading multinationals.
The feedback to date from the general public and other stakeholders on the Wave Maker
Volunteer Programme has been extremely positive. Their engagement and performance we
believe will be a lasting legacy of Galway 2020.

Financial Investment
The financial investment made by Galway 2020 across the five-month planning and delivery
lifecycle of this program is broken down as follows. Correct as of July 17, 2020.
Opening Ceremony – Sep 2019 – Jul 2020
Classification
Notes
Total Expenditure incl. VAT
Expenditure 2020
Expenditure 2019
(imputed to Revenue & irrecoverable)
VAT on intercommunity acquisitions
Cultural Programme incl. VAT
Artists Fees
Event Management & Production
VAT on intercommunity acquisitions
Communications Programme incl. VAT

5 months program 42 rehearsals, 7 events
(imputed to Revenue & irrecoverable)

Total (€)
2,768,059
1,873,987
740,990
153,082
2,670,831
550,097
1,967,652
153,082
97,229

Note: VAT is charged at 23%, and due to the public nature of the project funding Galway 2020’s recoverability is c. 3%
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Following an evaluation of the programme the company concludes approximately 89% of the
intended value was realised across most components of the programme, including the creation of a
400-person community cast and the delivery of 42 skill development and training workshops and
rehearsals over the five-month period. The planning and staging of six Fire Festival events across
Galway County between the February 02 and February 07. The staging of two full technical and
artistic dress rehearsals for the free public event planned to take place in South Park, Galway City on
Saturday February 08, which included participation from artists and community cast in preparation
for this event, and finally the Official Handover Ceremony which took place on Saturday February 08.
Unfortunately, a national weather emergency and a red weather warning put in place by the National
Emergency Coordination Group (NECG) in relation to Storm Ciara, led to the unavoidable
cancellation of this free public event due to take place in South Park, Galway City on Saturday
February 08. The organisation’s contingency plan for adverse weather on Saturday February 08,
allowed for the event to be reschedule for either Sunday February 09, any prolongation beyond this
point would have been cost prohibitive and would require a new event licence.
Storm Ciara was identified by meteorologists on Wednesday February 05 and at 9pm on the evening
of Friday February 07, Met Éireann issued a status orange alerts for Galway to prepare of significant
and powerful winds along the western seaboard on Saturday February 08 ahead of Storm Ciara’s
arrival on Sunday February 09.
Based on the information available at the time through both from the National Emergency
Coordination Group (NECG) and Met Éireann, the company assessed the possible risks of high wind
(possibly as high as 130km/h), heavy rain, coastal flooding, snow, and the disruption to transport links.
Based on this assessment the company decided it was neither reasonable or responsible to risk the
safety of our audience, artists, or staff by asking people to travel unnecessarily over this period.
Therefore, in the absence of a safe and reliable window of opportunity to reschedule the event over
this period, the only option left available to the company was to cancel the event completely.
The financial impact of cancelling the event in South Park on Saturday February 08 is as follows. Once
evaluated the company concludes approximately 22% of the intended value from the event in South
Park on Saturday February 08 was realised prior to its cancellation, and approximately 58% of further
value was recovered post cancellation through a combination of the recovery of tangible and creative
assets, cost savings and insurance.

South Park, Saturday Feb 08
Classification
Est. Unrealised Value incl. VAT
Staff & Event Management
Creative
Show Production
Site Management
Assets & Recoverable Value incl. VAT
Creative Assets
Physical Assets
Financial Assets
Insurance Assets
Revised Unrealised Value incl. VAT
Revised Unrealised Value excl. VAT

Notes
% of overall cost, specific to South Park
% of overall cost, specific to South Park
Specific to South Park
Specific to South Park

% of savings on service contracts

Est. Total (€)
(1,412,128)
39,328
58,807
576,904
490,600
824,754
21,886
239,118
256,750
307,000
(587,374)
(452,227)

Note: VAT is charged at 23%, and due to the public nature of the project funding Galway 2020’s recoverability is c. 3%
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Impact & Reach
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Approximately 20,000 members of the public attended across the 6 nights of the
Fire Festival, which took place in six towns across Galway County from February 02 to
07.
400 volunteers engaged within the community cast (chanters, drummers and fire
carriers)
42 community cast skills development sessions & rehearsals over the five-month
period.
360 instruments procured and available for legacy use within the community (Bar
chimes, Bass Drums, Cabasa, Claves, Hand Drums, Quad Toms, Tambourines, Snare
Drums)
200+ artistic and production jobs created, and people employed across the project
lifetime of the project.
o 47% of jobs were created locally (Galway)
o 74% of jobs were created nationally (Ireland)
o 41 local artists contracted
800 invited guests, including national and international dignitaries, press, media, local
business owners, and corporate partners attended the Official Handover Ceremony
in the Galmont Hotel on February 08.
Despite the cancellation over 100 individual journalists were in attendance over the
weekend and coverage was positive, including an article in the Economist.
151,875 unique visitors to Galway2020.ie between January 01 and February 16
engaging with a number of short Documentaries and short films and digital content
and photography assets created during the lead-up to the event.
Galway 2020 produced a short video for each town which hosted a Fire Festival
event. This proved very popular in encouraging people to come out to support their
town.

Legacy Opportunities
•
•
•
•
•
•
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7 truly unique public art installations especially designed by artist Jacqueline Pyle and
commissioned by Galway 2020, one for each of the individual towns.
400 members of the Galway 2020 Community Cast, with opportunities to perform in
future mass participation and public events such as St Patrick’s Day celebrations.
360 percussion instruments for the community cast members, these included; Bar
chimes, Bass Drums, Cabasa, Claves, Hand Drums, Quad Toms, Tambourines, Snare
Drums.
Regeneration of the digital kiosk in Eyre Square complete with Ireland’s first curved
digital screen. This facility will be used to publicise events, carry sponsor branding and
raise awareness of the future project and activities across Galway City & County.
Formation of the European Capital of Culture Volunteer Network, integrating
volunteer programmes and transferring learnings and knowledge across past and
future Capitals of Culture.
The creation of deep and rich repository of artistic and creative assets, including
specifically commissioned music, poetry and public art installation to be made
available in legacy.

