


 

 

 
 
 
 
 
November 21, 2018 
 
RE: Galway, Ireland Sister City Five Year Renewal 
 
On behalf of Irish Festivals Inc, CelticMKE, and its Board of Directors, we submit our request 
for renewal of the sister city relationship with Galway, Ireland. Irish Festivals, Inc. conducts our 
year-round business under the umbrella brand of CelticMKE, providing cultural enrichment 
through events such as concerts, craft fairs, and exhibits with the John J. Ward Irish Music 
Archives.  We have many beneficial ties with Ireland and would be happy to provide 
assistance to anyone traveling to Ireland and make introductions for business leaders and 
elected officials as well.  
 
There has been a relationship between Milwaukee Irish Fest and the City of Galway since 
1993, and the Sister City Relationship between the City of Milwaukee and Galway City was 
officially recognized in 1997. The relationship was initiated by the Spirit of Galway group and 
has grown and solidified over the years. Galway representatives were instrumental in 
facilitating the visit in 2005 of Mary McAleese, President of Ireland, to honor Milwaukee Irish 
Fest’s 25th anniversary.  Eamon O’Cuiv, TD, grandson of Eamon de Valera (the first President 
of Ireland) and a Galway governmental representative, has visited numerous times as a 
Minister. 
 
Each year, Galway has been well represented at our annual festival by dignitaries and elected 
officials. In 2018 we hosted the Deputy Mayor of Galway, Donal Lyons, as well as a diplomatic 
envoy representing several regions in Ireland. We are currently planning on an even larger 
contingency from Galway for the upcoming 2019 festival, as we will have a Galway Showcase 
and will highlight the culture and music of our Sister City in a preview celebration of their 
selection as the European Capitol of Culture for 2020! 
 
In a growing global economy, there are many opportunities for Milwaukee and Galway to 
support each other as our partnership continues to grow and we are grateful for the continued 
support of the City of Milwaukee and Alderman Murphy, Alderman Donovan, and Mayor 
Barrett. 
 
Thank you for maintaining this exciting international program. If we can help provide any 
additional leadership to develop this partnership please let us know. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Mike Mitchell 
Executive Director of Irish Festivals, Inc (CelticMKE) 



  
Mutual Interests of Galway and Milwaukee: 
 
Both Galway and Milwaukee are coastal cities, with beaches and lakefront parks drawing 
visitors. Galway Bay is the mouth of the River Corrib, pairing with Milwaukee’s position at the 
mouth of the Milwaukee River. Both cities feature frequent outdoor music festivals, creating a 
perfect opportunity to build connections and share talent between our countries.  
 
The City of Milwaukee clearly benefits from this by having our Galway guests stay in 
Milwaukee, visit our many attractions, and spend their tourist dollars right here in the city. 
They make a point to comment on how the atmosphere in Milwaukee makes them feel right at 
home, even if they are across the ocean. On the Saturday of our festival, we host an annual 
Tourism Ireland luncheon for festival organizers from all across North America to network and 
plan their festivals. This luncheon is key for developing connections and plans for expansion of 
tourism in all regions that attend. 
 
Communication and consultation: 
 
From the beginning, our primary contact with Galway has been Keith Finnegan of Galway Bay 
Radio and the Spirit of Galway. Galway Bay Radio is open and supportive of our partnerships, 
including supporting musical and cultural artists through airtime and presence. Kieth Finnegan 
attends Irish Fest every year, and brings colleagues and fans with him. Several people 
representing different aspects of CelticMKE give interviews that are broadcast over Galway 
Bay Radio, giving Milwaukee a voice in Ireland. 
 
In 2017, we welcomed Ciarán Cannon (TD), a Minister of State for Office of Public Works.  In 
Ireland, the OPW is responsible for antiquities and historical artifacts throughout the country. 
Also attending the festival and a reception with City Hall were Senator Billy Lawless; Jim 
Shannon, MP; and Galway Mayor Pearce Flannery. In 2018, we welcomed the  Deputy Mayor 
of Galway along with a delegation from governmental and private sector departments in 
Galway. 
 
With the Galway showcase at the 2019 Milwaukee Irish Fest, we are making preparations for a 
larger presence from Galway. We have been working closely with not only Galway Bay Radio, 
but also the Galway 2020 organization as they prepare for their larger 2020 celebration.  
 
In early 2018 CelticMKE hired a new Executive Director, Mike Mitchell. One of his first 
opportunites allowed him to travel to Ireland and meet with the Spirit of Galway group in 
order to strengthen our ties with the organization. We sent a group of 7 representatives from 
CelticMKE to meet with local dignitaries in Dublin. Part of that discussion was to lay the 
foundation for the 2019 Galway Showcase. As a part of being a showcase, we will be 
educating our festival attendees about Galway through our Cultural Pavillion and Hedge 
School lectures. Also customarily as a part of the Showcase, Irish Fest will typically feature 
about 10 bands from the area, and a chef from the region as well. To support this endeavor, 
we have been in contact with Keith Finnegan and others from the Spirit of Galway often.  
 
We hosted the Association of Irish and Celtic Festivals Conference in October of 2018, with 
several cultural representatives from Galway in attendance, including Minister Cannon, TD, 
and The Spirit of Galway and Galway Bay Radio. 



  
Local organizational structure: 
 
Irish Festivals, Inc is a registered 501c3 organization operating under the CelticMKE branding, 
with a focus on cultural education and entertainment. We house North America’s largest 
collection of Irish Music artifacts in the Ward Irish Music Archives.  
 
We currently have 13 members on our Board of Directors and a paid staff of 6 employees. 
Most of our needs are met by the over 400 key volunteers that serve in all areas, from 
building maintenance to office staff to festival duties.  
 
Current Board Members: 
 
Linda Clark Klibowitz 
President 
Matt Jendrzejczyk 
Vice President 
Catherine Ward 
Past President 
Bernie McCartan 
Secretary 
Linda Daley 
Treasurer 
 

Nancy Flagg 
John Daley 
Colleen Kennedy 
Peter LaBonte 
Dave Modlinski 
Stewart Oliver 
Mona Pliskie 
Ed Ward 
 
 
 

 
 
Financial Base: 
 
As a registered 501c3 organization, CelticMKE (Irish Festivals, Inc) gathers revenue from 
patrons, grants, and sponsorships in addition to the income from events such as our signature 
event, Milwaukee Irish Fest. The festival always hosts a sizable Galway constituency which is 
made up of political delegates, media guests, performers, and other guests. In 2017, we took in 
2.6 million in revenue, with 2.5 million in expenses. We do not separate funds spent 
specifically on the relationship with Galway, but consider the maintenance of our partnership 
to be an integral part of the festival culture and our year-round mission.  
 
Local Organization Goals: 
The mission of CelticMKE, home of Milwaukee Irish Fest, is to promote and celebrate all 
aspects of Irish, Irish American and Celtic cultures, and to instill in current and future 
generations an appreciation of their heritage. By partnering with Galway, we are able to tap 
into their knowledge and resources for bringing the Irish and Celtic cultures here to 
Milwaukee. 
 



  
Current Activity and Methods Used to Meet Goals: 
Most of the focus for our partnership with Galway is centered around festivals. Galway 2020 
used one of the performances of We Banjo 3 at the 2018 Milwaukee Irish Fest to announce 
them as Official Cultural Ambassadors of Galway to the world. 
 

 
We Banjo 3 receiving their Official Ambassador jackets on stage with Fintan Maher, Communications Director of 

Galway 2020 (Center), and Keith Finnegan (second from the right). 
 

We are also considering hosting a Sister City Gathering as a part of the 2019 Milwaukee Irish 
Fest, where representatives from each US city currently in a Sister City partnership with 
Galway would be invited to the festival for networking and exchange. Keith Finnegan is the 
Galway contact for all 5 cities, and is assessing the viability of this event. 
 
All of this is leading up to the Preview of Galway 2020, where the organization will use the 
2019 Milwaukee Irish Fest to kick off their global campaign around Galwegian culture. The 
campaign centers around the single year European Capitol of Culture recognition, but Galway 
2020 is invested in a 3 phase strategy that extends into 2025. We are looking forward to 
continuing our partnership with them as they pursue their goals and expand the global 
influence of Galway.  

 
 
Aside from the newer relationship with the 2020 goup, we enjoy a continued strong 
relationship with Galway Bay FM and the ties that come with that partnership. We continue to 
explore ways to promote Milwaukee through their base, and work together to provide quality 
enterainment and authentic exchange between our cultures.  
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