
I f you’re old enough to remember when Simple was the
most “natural” mainstream skincare brand on the
market, you’ll know that they were ahead of their
time and acted as a catalyst for consumers demanding
more from their bathroom heroes. Their message

about simplifying skincare and putting a primary focus on
ingredients was a powerful one. Is it any wonder that the Irish
poster girl for the brand back then – Nicola Connolly – was
inspired to produce her own natural skincare brand?

Nunaïa is an Irish brand founded on principles of efficacy,
community, self-care and sustainability, and offers so much
more than just an organic solution for dry skin.

Unlike so many mass-market brands, this was far from an
overnight success. It has been years in the making. While
manufactured in Tipperary, it was conceived on the other side
of the world. After two years of working in Ryanair’s marketing
department, Dubliner Nicola Connolly decided she wanted
more out of her life and set out on a solo adventure around
South America. Her last stop was the Galápagos Islands, where
she planned on spending a week before returning home to do
a master’s, but as the boat docked, everything changed. “I got
off and met amazing people and ended up staying. I pitched

a project to the mayor to develop sustainable tourism, and he
agreed to take me on as a volunteer, then he made me director
for tourism for the island.” The role introduced her to the idea
of working with communities and to the impact of sustainability.

“The idea was to set up businesses for women because if you help
a woman to become independent and give her income, it has a
huge knock-on effect on her family and the whole community.”

After four years in the Galápagos, Connolly moved to the
Amazon for three, then on to Peru in search of what she calls
the art of living well. “In the Andes, where I ended up living,
they have an ethos about balancing all the different elements
of life. I spent seven years studying these communities and
with different healers and medicine women.”

One particular medicine woman taught her about self-care
and the basic tenants of wellness. “She would show me rituals
to use on a daily basis to reconnect with myself and my
body. One of the rituals focused on massage. It was really
simple, using the plants from the Amazon, and I was amazed
by the changes in how I felt.” From there, Connolly started
researching local plants and their properties. “I was interested
in authentic beauty, and helping women, because I think we’re
under so much pressure in the media to really embrace how
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we are and how we look, whatever that is for us.” Lacking
the scientific training, Connolly built a team around her
and started studying up on cosmetic science and skincare
formulation. “It was more of a hobby for me in the beginning,
seeing the properties that were in the plants and developing
them, but from there, word spread.”

What started as a personal journey developed into something
of a cult-beauty hit. The first product to launch was the
Nourishing Radiance Serum, which is 99.5% organic certified.
At the time of going to press, it had the highest organic content
certification of any product on the Irish market. Starting
small, Connolly plans to follow the success of this face oil
with a small capsule collection for skin due out in February.

“Every woman I spoke to was exhausted. Each time I’d return
home, I’d see a growing need for this kind of product.”
She realised there was a gap in the market and applied for
the Competitive Start Fund (CSF) from Enterprise Ireland
for young female entrepreneurs. When her application proved
successful, she moved back to Ireland.

Eighteen months later, her passion for
natural skincare with a greater purpose
has only intensified. Connolly sources
all of her ingredients from farms and
communities she knows personally in
Peru. “If you don’t have traceability,
you don’t know who’s farming them

or the conditions they’ve been farmed in, and that
has an impact on the environment. How have they
been grown, harvested, transported, what chemicals
are being used and how is the land being managed?

How are the workers being treated?” Being
able to answer those questions goes back

to the brand motto that “no one, no
thing and no place should suffer from
what we put on our skin”. “We have a

soil-to-skin ethos. From the seed in the
ground all the way along to when you

put it onto your skin, and even beyond
that in terms of sustainability – how
you’ll dispose of the bottle or box, we
help ensure the sustainability and safety
of the planet, people and communities.”

In addition to producing something
of exceptional quality, Connolly’s other
mission was to introduce the sense

of ritual to an everyday beauty routine,
and each product comes with some simple

instructions about how to achieve that. “Every
woman spends time – whether it’s washing her face or

slapping on face cream; imagine if you turbocharged that
time? For me, it’s a privilege to be in a woman’s bathroom. It’s
when you’re at your most intimate – no make-up on, you’ve
been working, cooking, cleaning, whatever, and it’s those 30
seconds, two, five minutes to reconnect with yourself. The way
we apply the products on our faces impacts how they work, so if
you take time to massage your face and apply it slowly, you are
warming up your skin so the capillaries under the top layer will
also warm up, and the product will penetrate better. We hold
so much tension in our faces and we don’t really realise it. This
massage helps you to ease out that tension around your eyes
and your jawline. The connection between discovering this and
becoming more conscious of it will be beneficial to your mood.”

Customers can also feel very good indeed about the fact that
2 per cent of every product purchased goes back to the communities
where the ingredients are sourced. “We have just launched
a scholarship project to support girls and female scholarships.
Women don’t get as much access to education as men, so we
want to support that and the ripple effect down the line. We also
have a project to conserve the rainforest with a NGO, and one
of the ways you do that is by helping farmers through economic
development to produce the raw ingredients, in a way that isn’t
a mono-culture; they can grow them in symbiosis with their
other plants. That’s why we work with smaller communities
because it’s more sustainable and has a bigger impact.” For
Connolly, it’s not just about a beautiful face oil in a recyclable
jar, but something much greater. “It’s about purchasing with
your voice, and I think it’s better to buy something that helps
everyone right along the supply chain, including yourself.”

Nunaïa is available from Kilkenny Shop, Nassau Street and kilkennyshop.ie,
cloud10beauty.com and nunaia.com.

“No one, no thing and no place
should suffer from what we

put on our skin. We help ensure
the sustainability and safety of the
planet, people and communities.”
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