JOINT MEETING OF SOUTHERN AND EASTERN AND BORDER, MIDLANDS AND WESTERN REGIONAL ASSEMBLIES
Minutes of Joint Meeting held on Friday 24 January, 2003 at 3:00 p.m. at Assembly House, Waterford

Present: Clr. Robert Aylward (Cathaoirleach, Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly and Cathaoirleach of Joint Meeting); Cllr. Peter Kennedy (Cathaoirleach, Border, Midlands and Western Regional Assembly)
Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly:

Ald. Maurice Ahern; Clr. Lorcan Allen; Clr. Deirdre Bolger; Clr. Peter Considine; Clr. Anthony Creevey; Clr. Jim Daly; Clr. Pat Doyle; Clr. John Fanning; Clr. Mary Freehill; Clr. Mary Greene; Ald. Tony Gregory T.D.; Clr. Pat Hand; Clr. P.J. Hourican; Clr. Pat Keane; Clr. Tony Kelly; Clr. Dan Kiely; Clr. Joe Leddin; Clr. Michael Maguire; Clr. Ruairi McGinley; Ald. Mary Mooney; Clr. Kevin Murphy; Clr. Seamus Murray; Clr. Fiona O’Loughlin; Clr. James O’Shaughnessy; Clr. Ned O’Sullivan; Clr. Matty Ryan; Clr. John Stafford; Clr. Colm Tyndall; Clr. Eddie Wade

Apologies:  Sen. Maurice Cummins; Clr. Michael Kennedy; Clr. Vivian O’Callaghan; Clr. Eamonn Walsh.
Border, Midlands and Western Region:   
Present: Clr. Andrew Boylan; Clr. Gary Carville; Clr. P.J. Coghill; Clr. Ray Cribbin; Anthony Ferguson; Clr. Joe Flanagan; Clr. Matt Loughnane; Clr. Hugh Lynne; Clr. Donal Lyons; Clr. Jimmy Maloney; Clr. Jimmy McClearn; Clr. Jacqui McConville; Clr. Michael McGreal; Clr. Bernard McGuinness; Clr. Patsy Treanor; Clr. Damien Ryan; Clr. Peter Savage; Clr. T.P. Smith 

Apologies:  Clr. Leo Conlon; Clr. Jimmy Devins; Clr.Joe Digan; Clr. Sean Farrell;Clr. Thomas Feighery; Clr. John Flannery; Clr. Constance Hannify;Clr. Michael Leahy;Clr. Kathleen Quinn.
Invited guests: Martin Cullen T.D., Minister for the Environment and Local Government; Clr. Oliver Cleary, Mayor of Waterford
In attendance: Stephen Blair, Director, Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly; Gerry Finn, Director, Border, Midlands and Western Regional Assembly; Ray O’Leary, Assistant Director, Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly; Kieran Moylan; Assistant Director, Border, Midlands and Western Regional Assembly; Dolores Keating,; David Kelly and Paul McElhinney, Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly; Joe Allen, Department of the Environment and Local Government.
1. Welcome by the Mayor of Waterford, Clr. Oliver Cleary and Opening Statement from Cathaoirleach of the Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly, Clr. Bobby Aylward on behalf of both Assemblies

 The Cathaoirleach opened the meeting by calling on the Mayor of Waterford who formally welcomed members of both Assemblies and invited guests to Waterford.  The Cathaoirleach expressed both Assemblies’ appreciation at the Minister for the Environment and Local Government agreeing to address both Assemblies.  He emphasised the importance attached by both Assemblies to the full implementation of the National Development Plan and welcomed the Government’s National Spatial Strategy which should make a major contribution towards achieving balanced regional development.  He also drew attention to the important and growing role of regional structures in the country.  It was his hope that the Regional Assemblies would be accorded an enhanced role in relation to the Structural Funds in the post-2006 period with, in particular, a substantial devolution of powers to the Assemblies in recognition of their pivotal role in regional development. He then called upon the Minister for the Environment and Local Government to address the meeting.

2. Address by Martin Cullen, T.D., Minister for the Environment and Local Government.
Minister Cullen welcomed the opportunity to address the joint meeting of the Assemblies and acknowledged the constructive role played by the Assemblies since their establishment in 1999.  In recognition of this, he indicated that the Assemblies should have an increasingly important role over the next several years.  In this regard, he expressed his intention to undertake an examination of current regional and central government structures to assess levels of efficiency and accountability in the delivery systems for services.    

 In relation to the National Development Plan (NDP), the Minister pointed to the significant progress to date under the NDP and to the Government’s commitment to its full implementation against a background of budgetary constraints and continued international economic uncertainty.  He indicated that the current NDP differed from the 1994-99 Structural Funds period in the very significant respect that under the current NDP, the contribution from the EU was about 12% of the total NDP/CSF, while the balance between Exchequer and EU sources between 1994 and 1999 was almost exactly the reverse.  This clearly imposed further considerable burdens on the Exchequer which have been exacerbated by the less buoyant economic and fiscal circumstances we now face.  The economy was also facing significant structural adjustment problems as a highly open economy in an international economic and trading environment experiencing a downturn.  These challenges for our economy are set to remain as uncertainties gather pace in the current international environment.

Tuning to the current Mid-Term Evaluations being carried out on the NDP and its Operational Programmes, the Minister pointed to the key importance of the evaluations focusing, inter alia, on the achievement of objectives and performance indicators; the validity of SWOT’s; the adherence to horizontal principles and Programme structures and management systems.  What was also clear at a time of tighter budgetary constraints was the need for better prioritisation of expenditures under the NDP.  He pointed to the key role of the OP Monitoring Committees in considering the Mid-Term Evaluations and how each OP will fare under the Performance Reserve process.  In relation to public private partnerships (PPPs) under the NDP, he expressed his disappointment at the level of takeup by the private sector in terms of coming forward with investment under the Plan.
In relation to the National Spatial Strategy (NSS), the Minister pointed to the positive response received at the NSS ‘roadshows’ in 18 centres round the country towards the end of last year.  He was impressed at the way in which all the key state agencies and other semi-state bodies are fully engaged in the process of building and developing the Strategy.  He also pointed to the importance of strong linkages between gateways in different parts of the country and cited the example of the merits of a ‘corridor’ linkage between, for example, Limerick, Cork and Waterford as a possible combined counterweight to the Dublin region.

Finally, the Minister highlighted the importance attached by Government and reinforced by the Taoiseach to maintaining the commitment to developing our infrastructure so that when the inevitable cyclical upturn in economic circumstances takes place, we are able to reap the rewards.  

The Cathaoirleach thanked the Minister for his address and invited questions to the Minster from Members.  The questions were as follows:
Clr.Peter Considine (S&E):  In light of the Government’s commitment to balanced regional development, will the commitment to broadband development in theregions  become a reality? 

Minister:   The Minister pointed out that there will be no postponement of the broadband development programme although minor delays in roll-out might be encountered.  It should also be borne in mind that the programme envisages a 2 year roll-out period.

Clr. Ruarai McGinley (S&E):  What are the implications for local government budgets of benchmarking awards for public servants and will the Government ensure the building of 10,000 extra social housing units a year under its social partnership obligations?
Minister:  It was important to achieve a sensible balance between central and local government service delivery systems and the Minister was conscious of the own resources constraints of local authorities. There are no short-term solutions to this problem. Continued dialogue with local authorities together with the exploration of external views and advice on the key issue was necessary.  In relation to social housing, the last two years had seen record outputs in excess of 50,000 units.  A further 10,000 extra houses a year was not realistic as there was not the capacity to deliver on such a figure and because limited building land had also to accommodate commercial and industrial building.  

Clr. Tony Ferguson (BMW).: The BMW was experiencing little balanced regional development and there was a poor roll-out of programmes in the Region.  How do the Government propose to deal with this?
Minister:  Balanced regional development are cornerstones of both the NDP and the NSS and there has been a strong buy-in to this at semi-state and wider public service level.  Undoubtedly some areas have suffered but many others have gained.  The NSS was to generate this over three NDP’s and clearly can’t do everything at once.  In relation to the Border region, very positive and beneficial links have been forged between it and Northern Ireland in recent years.

Clr. Mary Greene (S&E):  Could the Minister elaborate on the Government’s policy on regional airports, in particular the position re Waterford Regional Airport?
Minister:  As regional airports were not big profit-makers, they pose a challenge in terms of public policy but they represent an important indicator of the economic health and prosperity of a region.  In relation to Waterford, he had been in discussion with the Minister for Transport and was confident that a viable solution to the airport’s difficulties would be found in the near future.

Clr. Mary Freehill (S&E): 1)Would the Minister reply to suggestions  that the NDP allocation to Urban and Village Renewal would be cut back? and 2) What measures could be introduced to allow members of other parties greater scope for participation in thevarious Committees nominated by the Assemblies?
Minister:   In 2002, there was a poor takeup rate in relation to projects under this measure and the 2003 allocation was reflective of this slower rate of uptake of funds.  There was a clear need that newer approaches should be adopted in certain areas under this measure.  In relation to the second question, he was fully supportive of greater involvement by Assembly members and forging this role was very much within their own hands.
Clrs. Tony Kelly (S&E) and Jacqui McConville (BMW): What role would there be for the Assemblies after 2006 and in relation to the NSS?
Minister:    He envisaged a continued role for the Assemblies post-2006 and their strong participation during the course of the NSS.  It was his hope that the regional authorities and Regional Assemblies would be key bodies helping to drive forward the NSS
Clr.Andrew Boylan (BMW): Given the importance of the Sligo-Dundalk intra-regional route, when will work begin on this route?

Minister: This was chiefly a matter for the Minister for Transport.  However, it was important not to adopt a piecemeal approach to road infrastructure development and to focus on the wider picture of road development under the NDP bearing in mind overall costs.

Clr. Michael McGreal (BMW):   How does the Government intend to address the problem of the low level of completion of road projects in the BMW region  under the NDP?  Does the Government intend to have another review of local government following on the most recent review? What did the Government intend to do about the obstructive role adopted by An Taisce in local planning and development matters?  What plans are there for progress on the Waterford-Foynes and Waterford-Sligo line?

 Minister:  It was important to ensure that a more timely roll-out of projects, while being conscious of the long timeframe of much capital expenditure.  In relation to local government structures, there was no intention of undoing the results of past reviews but to build on what has already been done.  Concerning An Taisce, it was important to note that it was not a state body but an NGO receiving only a very small amount of government funding annually.  He did acknowledge that we have one of the most open planning appeals processes in the world which resulted often in long delays and obstacles to the planning and development process.  It is his intention to explore how such delays and obstacles could be curtailed.  In reply to a call for the disbandment of An Taisce, the Minister said there was no authority for such a course of action.  

In relation to rail infrastructure, the Minister made clear that there would be no decommissioning of existing rail lines.  There was a need to encourage greater usage of existing lines and in the rail freight area, a number of companies who wished to have access for their own rolling stock to Iarnrod Eireann lines should be encouraged to have such access.
Clr. Hugh Lynne (BMW):   Expressed the view that the Structural Funds should in future be managed on a regional basis. He further raised the issue of long delays for the Central Valuation Office in getting new buildings valued, which had serious consequences for local authority rate base.

 Minister:  While acknowledging the key role of the Assemblies in relation to the Structural Funds and the scope for Assemblies’ increased involvement,  he stressed the need to continue to work in partnership with the Department of Finance.
In relation to the issue of rateable valuations, he was not sure of the details and would ask his officials to pursue the matter.

The Minister concluded his remarks by thanking the Assemblies for the opportunity to address them.  The Cathaoirleach then formally presented a gift to the Minister in appreciation for his attendance at the meeting.  Presentations were also made to the Mayor of Waterford and to the Cathaoirleach of the BMW Regional Assembly.

3. Adoption of Minutes of the Meeting of the Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly held on 29 November, 2002 
 The minutes of the meeting of the Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly held on 29 November, 2002 were adopted on the proposal of Clr. Lorcan Allen and seconded by Clr.Tony Kelly.

4. Adoption of Minutes of Meeting of the Border, Midlands and Western Regional Assembly held on 22 November, 2002 
 The minutes of the meeting of the Border, Midlands and Western Regional Assembly held on 22 November, 2002 were adopted at a special BMW Regional Assembly held earlier in the Granville Hotel. 
5. Matters arising

There were no matters arising.

6. Schedule of Meetings for 2003 for each Assembly 
Clr. Seamus Murray mentioned that a number of Sub-Committee meetings clashed with Plenary meetings of the Committee of the Regions in February, April and October.  In response, Stephen Blair mentioned that because of the problem in finding agreeable dates, it was difficult to rearrange them but he agreed to look into the matter again.
7. Nominations of alternates from the Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly for the Monitoring and Coordinating Committees under the National Development Plan/Community Support Framework.
It was agreed that alternates would be nominated by the Parties which held  the existing membership of these Committees. It was agreed that Parties would submit names of their alternate members to the Assembly executive.  Accordingly, the following members were appointed as alternates:
1. N.D.P./CSF Monitoring Committee - Clr. John Stafford (FF)
2. Southern & Eastern Regional O.P. Monitoring Committee (5 No. places).
          Clrs. Pat Doyle, Michael Kennedy and John Stafford (FF); Clr. Deirdre Bolger

          (FG) and Clr. Mary Freehill (Labour)

3. Economic & Social Infrastructure O.P. Monitoring Committee – Clr. Ruarai
          McGinley (FG)

4. Productive Sector O.P. Monitoring Committee – Clr. Pat Keane (FF)
5. Employment & Human Resources O.P. Monitoring Committee – Clr. Lorcan
          Allen (FF)

6. Environment Co-ordinating Committee – Clrs. Mary Greene and P.J. Hourican    
                        (FG)

7. Equal Opportunities & Social Inclusion Co-ordinating Committee
8. Rural Development Co-ordinating Committee – Clr. Mattie Ryan (FF)
9. CAP Monitoring Committee -  
8. Any Other Business

Stephen Blair indicated that Farrell Grant Sparks, the consultants who had been awarded the contract for the Mid-Term Evaluation of the Southern and Eastern Regional Operational Programme will be giving a presentation to the Assembly at their 14 March meeting.  It was also planned for the consultants to hold one or more workshops for members at a date to be confirmed in April. 
The Cathaoirleach mentioned that Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly’s Annual Conference would be held this year on 23 and 24 May in Kilkenny.

Expressing his appreciation at the earlier address by Minister Cullen, Clr. John Stafford proposed a vote of thanks from the two Assemblies. This was seconded by Clr. Tony Kelly.

Stephen Blair indicated that the next meeting of the Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly would be held on 14 March, 2003.

As a mark of respect on the death of the sister of Clr. Seamus Murray, the Cathoirleach called for a minute’s silence to be observed at the conclusion of the meeting.

There being no further business, the Cathoirleach then concluded the meeting.
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