Chairperson’s Opening Address to the 2005 Annual Conference

A ionadaí poiblí, a toscairí agus a dhaoine uaisle.  Mar cathaoirleach den Tionól Reigiúnda na Teorann, Lár Tíre agus an Iarthair is mór an onóir agus an pribhléid dom fíor fáilte a chur roimh uilig go Tullach Mór inniú ar ocáid ár chomhdhail bliantúil.

Public Representatives, Invited Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, it is indeed an honour and a privilege for me as Cathaoirleach of the Border, Midland and Western Regional Assembly to welcome you here to Tullamore to our Annual Conference.  

It is particularly appropriate that the theme of this year’s conference is Innovation: The Key to Future Regional Competitiveness, as this has been a priority concern for the Regional Assembly for some time.  It is also appropriate that we address this topic in the context of the next round of structural funds, as research and innovation have been proposed by the EU Commission as priority themes.
We have invited a distinguished panel of speakers to the conference from national, regional and local levels who will address the conference on their own areas of expertise and responsibility.  I am looking forward to hearing their views on the issues surrounding the promotion of innovation as a driver of economic development and competitiveness in Ireland’s regions.  I would encourage all delegates to the conference to participate in the panel discussions that will be held at the end of each session.  
I would like to pay a particular thanks to Minister Micheál Martin who has agreed to join us later this morning to give the keynote address and also to Enda Kenny T D, leader of Fine Gael who will address the conference this afternoon.  

I welcome this opportunity to outline some of the ways in which the BMW Regional Assembly has been addressing the issue of innovation in the Border, Midland and Western Region.  The BMW Regional Assembly is the designated Managing Authority for the BMW Regional Operational Programme and in 2001 was selected by the EU to administer a regional programme of innovative actions in the BMW Region.  One of the strategic actions identified in the innovative actions programme was to undertake a comprehensive audit of the innovation activities, performance and capacity within the BMW Region, compare this with other similar regions and to make recommendations for actions arising from this.

The Audit of Innovation report, which was launched here in Tullamore in November 2004 by Minister for Finance Brian Cowen painted a picture of a region that is under-performing in terms of innovation and research activities, business start-up and expansion.  Of particular concern is the low rate of employment of higher-level graduates.  However, on the positive side, the Report also points out the presence in the region of many successful innovative enterprises, both Irish and foreign-owned, and 3rd level institutions with specialisations in key sectors.

As outlined in the Audit report, the BMW region’s heavy reliance on low value added industries renders it particularly vulnerable in the context of the decline and restructuring of traditional manufacturing, agriculture and primary processing industries.  The need to enhance the region’s innovative capacity (particularly in knowledge-based and R&D sectors), and its attractiveness to high value added industries therefore becomes even more pressing.  It is the low level of high value activities in manufacturing and services in the region that largely accounts for its low GDP relative to the Southern and Eastern region.

The Regional Assembly acknowledges IDA Ireland’s target of locating 50% of Greenfield jobs in the BMW region.  However, in an increasingly competitive mobile investment environment, we need to dramatically improve our attractiveness both in terms of technological and infrastructural provision.  The potential loss of preferential state aid rates coinciding with the loss of full objective one status, post 2006 is also a concern.  

Once again the impact on the BMW region of its inadequate infrastructure was highlighted in the Audit report.  One of the principle objectives of the Irish National Development Plan and Community Support Framework is to reduce disparities, both between and within the regions of Ireland.  It is clear that there is still much investment that needs to take place in order to improve access both to and from the capital - Dublin and between the regions themselves.  While we appreciate the progress that has been made by the various agencies, the expenditure on infrastructure in the BMW region continues to lag behind our counterparts in the Southern and Eastern Region.  This is not acceptable to the Regional Assembly and we have availed of every opportunity to highlight our concerns relating to this. As a minimum we would expect that the BMW Region as an objective one region would reach its expenditure targets as set out under the National Development Plan.

It is becoming increasingly clear that we cannot achieve economic cohesion without first achieving some degree of infrastructural and technological cohesion – and we have a long way to go in these areas.

The audit report clearly pointed to the need for national programmes and initiatives that are responsive to regional needs and that build innovation capacity at regional level.  Many of the incentives currently available are not regionally differentiated as is evidenced by the low rate of expenditure in the BMW Region under the RTDI Priority of the Productive Sector Programme of the NDP.  

One positive example of a regionally differentiated programme is the Applied Research Enhancement Scheme introduced last year by Enterprise Ireland which is targeted at enhancing the applied research capacity of the Institutes of Technology in the BMW Region.  Enterprise Ireland has also funded the construction of 5 Incubation Centres in the Institutes of Technology in the BMW Region under the BMW Regional Operational Programme.  We very much welcome these initiatives.

I would like to acknowledge the Development Agencies at national, regional and local levels that are working to enhance the environment for business start-up and expansion and are supporting innovative actions at Company level.  We have representatives from many of these agencies speaking at today’s conference.
With the notable exceptions of NUI Galway and the Marine Institute, there is a very low level of state-funded institutional research taking place in the BMW Region.  This is a further barrier to applied research, commercialisation and technology transfer taking place within the Region.  I would like to call on the Government to prioritise investments in the BMW Region and to take greater account of regional issues and impacts in framing national policies and investment programmes – in particular enterprise and innovation policy.  In this way the BMW Region can fulfil its potential and make a greater contribution to national economic growth and competitiveness, as well raising Ireland’s overall R&D performance.

In order to continue to move up the value chain, Ireland clearly needs to invest in a world-class research and innovation infrastructure – and much of this investment is already underway.  However, to maximise the benefits of this investment to the whole economy we need to put in place research networks, technology transfer initiatives and incubation supports in a spatially accessible manner so that businesses in Donegal, Roscommon and Offaly, and all of the other counties can commercialise the benefits of this publicly-funded research investment as easily as businesses in Dublin, Cork or Limerick.  I believe that this is the major challenge faced by regional policy and innovation policy as we move forward.  

The inclusion of innovation as a priority theme for EU Regional funding post 2006 may provide the opportunity to better integrate regional and innovation policy in the future.  The Regional Assembly is committed to working towards this objective in co-operation with the relevant authorities, agencies and Government Departments.

The BMW Regional Assembly adopted the Report of the Regional Foresight Exercise at its April meeting. For the first time, a strategic vision and objectives for the BMW region have been set out with the endorsement of a wide range of stakeholders that can influence the direction of future planning and investment in the region.  

The foresight exercise was a very timely one, coming as our current National Development programmes reach their conclusion and negotiations are commencing on new investment programmes.  It also follows the recent publication of the Regional Planning Guidelines and several other significant policy and strategy reports.

The foresight report highlights the substantial challenges confronting the BMW region over the next 20 years, but also the immense opportunities that the region must grasp in order to fulfil its potential. The report sets out both long-term measures and immediate priority proposals that must be delivered in order to reach the strategic objectives that have been identified.

The process undertaken during the exercise ensured a high degree of participation and a new focus on the region’s potential as an innovative, knowledge-based region capable of competing internationally and providing a high quality of life for its citizens. Particular attention was given to ensuring that the actions taken are sustainable and that there is equality of opportunity for all in the region.

The foresight report highlights the need for effective governance and delivery of regional policy with more coherent spatially sensitive policies required from our national authorities.

This will form part of the BMW region’s input into the planning process for the next round of structural funds.  The Foresight Steering Committee was chaired by Mr. John Travers, former CEO of Forfas.
Having completed a very successful regional programme of Innovative Actions, we are now preparing an application for a new programme that will introduce new pilot initiatives that have the potential to greatly increase innovation levels within the private sector and also the quality and quantity of interactions with third level and research institutions.

Finally, I would like to thank you all for attending the conference and I am certain that it will be both informative and interesting and I formally declare the conference open.

Go raibh maith agaibh go léir.

