Minutes of the Joint Meeting of the Border, Midland and Western and Southern & Eastern Regional Assemblies held on Friday 24th March, 2006 in the Glenview Hotel, Delgany, Co. Wicklow at 2.30 pm

Border, Midland & Western Regional Assembly
Present: Cllr. Andrew Boylan, Cllr. Terry Brennan, Cllr. Larry Bannon, Cllr. Cyril Burke, Cllr. Owen Bannigan, Cllr. Padraig Conneely, Cllr. James Daly, Cllr. Veronica Cawley, Cllr. Tom Feighery, Cllr. Anthony Ferguson, Cllr. Peter Savage, Cllr. Tom Costello,  Cllr. Seamus Weir, Cllr. Jerry Lundy, Cllr. Joseph Flanagan,  Cllr. Michael McGreal, Cllr. Brian McKenna, Cllr. Mark Nugent, Cllr. Damien Ryan, Cllr. Michael Regan,     Cllr. Dermot Connolly
Apologies:, Cllr. Gerry Crawford, Cllr. Tom Crosby, Cllr. Marian McDonald,                  Cllr. James Deegan, Cllr. Connie Hanniffy, Cllr. Dessie Larkin, Cllr. Seosaimh O’Cuaig, Cllr. T.P. Smith, 

Southern & Eastern Regional Assembly
Present: Cllr. Maurice Ahern, Cllr. Máire Ardagh, Cllr. Brian Bermingham. Cllr. Tomas Breathnach, Cllr. Christy Burke, Cllr. Michael Cahill, Cllr. Peter Considine, Cllr. Eddie Creighton, Cllr. Ann Devitt, Cllr. Leonard Enright, Cllr. Dan Fleming, Cllr. Mary Freehill, Cllr. Damien Geoghegan, Cllr. Pat Hand, Cllr. James Holloway, Cllr. Ted Howlin, Cllr. Conal Kavanagh, Cllr. Paul Kelly, Cllr. Thomas Kinsella, Cllr. Dermot Lacey, Cllr. Stanley Laing, Cllr. Martin Lafferty, Cllr. Joe Leddin, Cllr. Michael Lynch, Cllr. Michael Maguire, Cllr. Bronwen Maher, Cllr. Lettie McCarthy, Cllr. John Mulvihill, Cllr. Kevin Murphy, Cllr Paul O’Donoghue, Cllr. Michael O’Donovan, Cllr. Matty Ryan, 

Apologies:, Cllr Lorcan Allen, Cllr. Catherine Byrne, Cllr. Anne Carter, Cllr. Michael Creed, Cllr. Rainsford Hendy, Cllr. Tom O’Driscoll, Cllr. Mary O’Halloran, Cllr. John Ryan, Cllr. Colm Tyndall

BMW Regional Assembly

Officials:
Mr. G. Finn, Director, Mr. K. Moylan, Assistant Director

Southern & Eastern Regional Assembly

Officials:, Mr. S. Blair, Director, Mr. I. Grimes, Assistant Director, Ms. Derville Killian, Programme Executive, Mr. Paul McElhinney, Policy & Research Officer, Ms. Orla Kelly, Asst. Staff Officer

Cathaoirligh: Cllr. Mary Freehill, Cathaoirleach of the Southern & Eastern Regional Assembly and Cllr. Michael Mc Greal, Cathaoirleach of the BMW Regional Assembly presided.

In Attendance:  Mr. Dick Roche, TD, Minister for Environment, Heritage & Local Government, Mr. Pat Casey, Principal Officer, Department of Finance, Mr. Joe Allen, Principal Officer, Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government

1. Adoption of Minutes of the Joint Meeting of the BMW and S&E Regional Assemblies held on 4th March, 2005

PROPOSED by Cllr. James Daly
SECONDED by Cllr. Peter Considine          and       

RESOLVED

“that the minutes of the Joint Meeting of the BMW and S&E Regional Assemblies held on 4th March, 2005 be ADOPTED
2. Opening and Welcome by Cllr. Mary Freehill, Cathaoirleach of S&E Regional Assembly

Cllr. Mary Freehill opened the meeting by welcoming Mr. Dick Roche, TD, Minister for Environment, Heritage & Local Government and the members of the BMW and S&E Regional Assemblies.  Cllr. Freehill outlined the agenda for the meeting.

3. Address by Cllr. Mary Freehill, Cathaoirleach of the S &E Regional Assembly 

Cllr. Mary Freehill, Cathaoirleach of the S &E Regional Assembly addressed the meeting on behalf of both Regional Assemblies.  Cllr. Freehill welcomed Mr. Dick Roche, TD, Minister for Environment and Heritage & Local Government to the Joint Meeting and expressed the thanks of both Assemblies for his agreement to address the Assemblies.  Cllr Freehill emphasised the positive role played by the two Regional Assemblies since they became Managing Authorities for the Regional Operational Programmes under the NDP.  Cllr Freehill said that the Regional Assemblies should be given a greater role in the development of cultural, social and economic policies.  In relation to the National Spatial Strategy Cllr Freehill pledged the support and commitment of the Regional Assemblies to the NSS and to having it fully implemented.  She highlighted the fact that the implementation of the National Spatial Strategy is being overseen at a national level with little or no input from regional representatives and she called on the Minister to address this.  Cllr Freehill also identified the need for more integrated multi-agency planning for future development needs and investment.  Cllr Freehill noted that much of the current problems such as congestion and over-demand for public services have occurred because of the lack of such integrated planning.

In addressing the topic of regional government Cllr. Freehill noted that it is timely that the Assemblies now move on to a new phase in their work, to strengthen Regional government in Ireland.  Cllr. Freehill stated that Ireland is a very centralised Nation and is seriously out of line with the other 15 “old” Member States.  To comply with the EU, the Government need to facilitate Regional Government to play a greater and more meaningful role.

In raising the issue of the proposed new Rural Development Programme and in particular the implementation arrangements Cllr. Freehill noted that while the Members support the “cohesion process” which is underway to simplify and unify local development structures around county boundaries, she noted the Members’ concerns about the lack of political accountability of these new bodies.  She also noted the concerns of the Members that the new structures may seek to take on additional functions which are currently performed by Local Authorities, such as Urban & Village renewal, provision of local infrastructure etc.   

4. Address by Cllr. Michael Mc Greal, Cathaoirleach of the BMW Regional Assembly 

Cllr. Michael Mc Greal, Cathaoirleach of the BMW Regional Assembly addressed the meeting. Cllr. Mc Greal welcomed Mr. Dick Roche, TD, Minister for Environment and Heritage & Local Government to the Joint Meeting.

Councillor McGreal, emphasised the Assemblies support for the continuation of balanced regional development as a core objective of the next NDP, and also called for effective mechanisms to be put in place to ensure that each region benefits fully from the next NDP.  Councillor McGreal stated that “ring-fencing provides a very useful mechanism for ensuring that the needs of all regions are met” and called for the ring-fencing of capital envelopes for each of the regions going forward.  Councillor McGreal called for greater investment in broadband infrastructure and the bringing forward of investment in the Western rail Corridor under Transport 21.  He also called for greater involvement by the Regional Assemblies in the co-ordination and monitoring of the National Spatial Strategy.
Cllr. McGreal noted that one of the principle objectives of the current National Development Plan and Community Support Framework is to achieve balanced regional development by reducing disparities, both between and within the regions of Ireland.  He reiterated the Assemblies’ continued support for this core objective.  He instanced the lack of regional balance saying it is even more evident today as reflected in increased congestion and longer commuting times and excessive house-price inflation in some parts of Ireland and underdevelopment and unfulfilled economic and social potential in other parts of Ireland.  The Regional Assemblies he asserted believed that balanced regional development must continue to be a core objective of Government policy, matched with a greater commitment to achieving it. More effective delivery mechanisms need to be put in place to ensure that each region benefits fully from the next NDP and that substantial regional under-spends do not continue.  The Assemblies are prepared to play a role in bringing this about.

5. Presentation by Mr. Dick Roche, TD, Minister for Environment, Heritage & Local Government

Mr. Dick Roche, TD, Minister for Environment, Heritage & Local Government addressed the joint meeting of the BMW and S&E Regional Assemblies.  He thanked the Assemblies for their invitation to address the meeting and stated that it was an opportune time as these are the final years of the current NDP.  He outlined the changed environment in which the Regional Assemblies now operate.  He stated that due to improved economic circumstances, Ireland no longer qualified for higher levels of EU aid.

The Minister paid tribute to the work of both Assemblies as Managing Authorities for the Regional Operational Programmes and congratulated the Assemblies for their proactive approach in relation to the preparation of the next Regional Operational Programmes.  He stated that the Government recognised the role and contribution of the Assemblies and the high calibre of work undertaken by them in managing complex programmes.  He re-affirmed the Government’s commitment to take account of the National Spatial Strategy in preparing the NDP and stated that he looked forward to receiving the Assemblies submissions.  The Minister also addressed the issue of cohesion of the arrangements under which community and local development initiatives are delivered and also the need to translate rural development priorities into practical initiatives for the benefit of rural areas.  He advised that he and the Minister  Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs, Eamon Ó Cuiv TD, who has lead responsibility in this area wanted to see more seamless arrangements for the community end users and that they will be continuing to encourage County/City Development Boards to act as a positive influence for greater cohesion and service integration locally. 
He went on to state that the core objective of the 2005/2006 round of cohesion is the alignment of local, community and rural development organisations to achieve full area coverage.  The major advantage of such an approach is that the State will be able to deliver programmes such as the Local Development Social Inclusion Programme and Rural Social Scheme through these new unified structures.  It is envisaged that, as far as is practicable, the new bodies will also align their boundaries with city and county boundaries.  The Minister emphasised however, that the new unified structures are not in any way intended to cut across or be a substitute for the local government-led County/City Development Boards.  On the contrary, they should provide the local development sector with a more coherent voice at the CDB table and foster a more valuable relationship between local government and the local development bodies.  

The Minister acknowledged that the two Assemblies have been actively involved in the preparation of a new rural development plan.  He concurred that the priorities adopted at EU level – competitiveness, environment and wider rural economy are the correct ones.  The task he said at national level is to translate these priorities into actions that will increase the economic and social well being of people in rural areas. 

The Minister stated that he is confident that the Regional Assemblies will have a clear and focused role in addressing the challenges and opportunities facing regional development of Ireland over the coming years.  The Assemblies input in relation to public investment choices on behalf of the regional and local authority gives he believes credibility to the work of the Assemblies as it ensures a valuable tie in between development at regional and local levels.  He also paid tribute to the Assemblies input in relation to effective monitoring and implementation which assists in the value for money approach, which is at the heart of public expenditure for the Government.  

There then followed a question and answer session.

Cllr. Andrew Boylan queried the absence of an East West (Dundalk to Sligo) Link from Transport 21.

Cllr. Dermot Lacey suggested that the actuality of the political and Government commitment to empowering Local Authorities is different from the theory. 

Cllr. Michael Lynch queried what can be done about the suboptimal performance of some Local Authorities, where there is evidence that they are failing to meet their own targets. 
Cllr. Thomas Kinsella asked what can be done to ensure that the compensation package from Europe is channelled to those most deserving i.e. growers/workers/pensioners, following the closure of the sugar factories at Carlow and Mallow? He also stated that alternative uses for the facility should have been explored in advance of their closure.

Cllr. Tomas Breathnach asked what could be done with regard to fostering a more integrative approach to planning on a regional and local level; can the restraints which hinder the regional/Local Authorities be eased by the Department?

Cllr. Veronica Cawley referred to the managerial set up in Ireland which she stated is unique in the world and has the effect of weakening democratic accountability in some instances. 

Cllr. Lettie McCarthy asked what mechanisms could be put in place to ensure that Local Authorities comply with their obligation under the social and affordable housing requirement under the Planning Act.

Cllr Veronica Cawley queried the status of a regeneration proposal for housing stock in Local Authority ownership in Sligo, which has been promised since 1999

In response the Minister stated that alternative uses should have been explored for the facility at Carlow before the factory was closed.  He agreed that the appropriate level of compensation should go to those most hurt by the closure. With regard to restraints at local and regional level the Minister asserted that some of the restraints are not centrally imposed and he urged the Regional/Local Authorities to avail of the opportunities open to them.  He pointed to National Spatial Strategy, the Regional Planning Guidelines and the Local Development Plans as strong evidence of an integrated approach to planning.  

In relation to the reference to the unique managerial set-up in Ireland the Minister referred to the Water Services Bill which was amended to be a reserve function of the members and he also pointed to the Strategic Infrastructure Bill which gives specific statutory role to the elected Councillors. Under the Strategic Infrastructure Bill the views of the County Manager are recorded separately from the views of the Members. 

In responding to the query regarding Social & Affordable Housing the Minister noted that Local Councillors are not powerless in the face of this matter, it is within their remit to take a more direct approach and ensure that the letter and the spirit of Part 5 of the Planning Act are observed.  It is extremely important that social and affordable housing is integrated into housing schemes and ghettoisation is avoided.  It was acknowledged that particular difficulties arose in the Dublin context where there is no common housing list.

6. Any Other Business

There being no further business the meeting concluded with a presentation on behalf of the two Assemblies to Mr. Dick Roche, TD, Minister for Environment, Heritage & Local Government.

This concluded the business of the meeting.
The foregoing minutes are confirmed.
Signed: _____________________
    Signed: __________________________
Date: _______________________________
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