Promoting enterprise in the BMW region

Speech by Fine Gael Leader Enda Kenny TD to the BMW Regional Conference   in Tullamore, Co. Offaly, on Thursday 5th May 2005.
   “It  is  a  fundamental  responsibility  of any Government to create the   conditions  where  enterprise  can  flourish,  where employment can take   place  and where a sustainable, desirable quality of life allows an area   to  thrive and to prosper. Is there anybody in this room who has all the   answers  to the future of the BMW region? Can anybody here say they have   the  solution,  the perfect solution to current and future problems, and   the  perfect  solution that will see this region prosper in every aspect   of life over the next twenty years?
   “Of  course, the answer is no. But, there’s a more telling question than   the  one  I  have  just  asked: has the Government done its best in this   region,  by  this  region? Over the last eight years, has the Government   done its  best  by  the  people  of  the  BMW  region, to give them the

   opportunity  –  the sustainable opportunity - to share in the prosperity   enjoyed  by the rest of the country, especially Dublin and the East? And   the answer again would be no.   “Today, the Dublin suburbs stretch as far as Gorey and Dundalk. In terms   of population, the greater  Dublin  area  is fast coming apart at the   seams.  Here  in  the  BMW  region,  though,  we’re suffering population   decline.  Professor  Seamus  Caulfield,  himself, is predicting that the   population  of  rural Ireland will decline by a further 20 per cent over   the  next 15 years. But, the problems of both areas cannot be sorted out   in  isolation,  one  from  the  other. Nor will Ireland’s problems, as a   whole,  be  sorted out in isolation from Europe and the impact of events   internationally.
   ·  Witness the phenomenal movement of capital growth in China and the   Far East.   ·  Witness the impact of fluctuating oil prices on transport and energy   costs, on interest rates and competitiveness.

   ·  Witness the refusal of North Korea to negotiate further on a nuclear   weapons programme and what that might come to mean internationally.

   ·  Witness the decline in European population, the consequent need for immigrant labour, and further serious impacts on pension funds for   future years.

   “Today, Britain votes on a new government. Whatever the outcome, the new   government  will have to configure Britain’s future attitude to the Euro   Zone.   This   has   far-reaching  implications  for  inter-country  and   cross-border  trade  in  Ireland, which have a particular impact here in   the  BMW  region.  Personally, I believe it highly unlikely that Britain   will  join  the  eurozone  unless  the  French and German economies show   strong  growth  in the future. And the omens aren’t too good: the Lisbon   Agenda  that  was  to  help  lift those economies is failing in terms of   targets  for competitiveness and job creation. And added to that, we all   have  to  contend  with the go-it-alone attitude of some of our European   neighbours.  And,  all  of  these,  not  to  mention the adoption of the   European  Constitution,  will have critical implications for Ireland and   the BMW region in the years ahead.
   “The  question,  is, though, what can we do now to shore up our position   in  the  face  of such constant change and global insecurity?  I believe   part  of  the  answer  lies  in  a  political  philosophy that will make   decisions  and  implement  those  decisions  in a policy that will bring

   balanced  regional, economic development to our country and this region.   It’s  perfectly  obvious that the old way isn’t working. We have glaring   inequality  across  the  spectrum: socially, economically, educationally   and in terms of opportunity. If we carry on as is, one thing is certain.   When  our  children  go  to  university, it won’t be a case of ‘gone for

   now’. It will be a definite case of ‘gone for good’.

   “And  this  gross  inequality  is  the direct result of the Government’s   inability   or   unwillingness  to  recognise,  or  understand  regional   disparity,  to recognise or understand regional needs, and the extent to   which these needs run. For example,   ·  The enterprise strategy report, “Ahead of the Curve” manages to   ignore regional differences and the glaring need for differentiated   regional policies.
   ·  The Tourism Policy Review Group takes no account of the need to  develop a tourism strategy that takes account of regional differences.

   ·  The National Competitive Council Annual Report stipulates 143   indicators of competitiveness – 143 indicators, not a single one of   which is regional.

   ·  The CSO document, “Measuring Ireland’s Progress” provided 120   National indicators without any regional differentiation.
   “And  the  result  of  this  carelessness,  this  lack  of commitment to   regional  balance,  is  the economic apartheid that many of us here, and   many  of those we represent, are forced to live with. Economic apartheid   that,  last  year, saw unemployment in 88 electoral districts running at

   24   per  cent.   In  Knocknalower  in  County  Mayo,  unemployment  was   registered at 40 per cent. Ten times the national average of just over 4   per  cent.   Why?  Because  no  commitment  to  these  people  means  no   opportunity for them.

   “How  many  parts  of rural Ireland do you find with no schools, no Post   Office,  no  Garda station and no children? At a meeting I attended last   Friday  night,  out of a hundred people, there was nobody under 45 years   of  age.  Contrast  this  with how towns in other parts of Ireland can’t

   cope  with  the  population explosion, because cheap money has fuelled a   housing programme based on numbers and units, with no due regard for the   families,  the  teenagers,  the workers, the human beings who would live   there.  It’s  bad  development. Development led by the developers not by   the  Government,  so  you  have  thousands  and  thousands of houses and   hundreds of thousands of people with no amenities, no schools, no proper   public  transport and no shops where they can buy reasonably-priced food   of sufficiently-high quality to feed themselves and their families.   “Just  look at the stress of our commuters, condemned for hours to their   car  every  day,  because, by necessity, they live in the greater Dublin   area  of  Westmeath  and  Wexford  and  Wicklow and Louth. And then, the   government  sends  in the fire-brigade - or the traffic police  - in the   form of the National Development Plan.

   “The  infrastructure  envisaged  under  this  plan is certainly required   nationally. But there should not now be a €600-million deficit of spread   in  the  BMW  region.  And  why is this? Because the Government does not   prioritise  in equal measure.  So, the spend in the East and South is in   excess of the target set.   “Certainly  Dublin  needs  and deserves its infrastructure. But, we will   never  relieve  the pressure on the capital unless we create alternative   opportunities.  Should  we, therefore, resurrect the late John Healy, so   that someone can, at last, shout ‘Stop!’

   “So,  today,  let me repeat my commitment to balanced, regional economic   development and outline some of the opportunities for our region.

   1) The appointment of a Minister of State at the Office of An Taoiseach   to implement the spending programmes of the NDP for the BMW region.

   2) Proof our legislation against red tape. The Government’s own White   Paper on Regulation estimates that 15 per cent of existing legislation   is avoidable. Avoidable legislation that is costing Irish Business €600   million a year right now.

   3) Look again at decentralisation. As currently constituted, it is   something of a shambles. With undoubted economic benefits regionally,   this has been badly handled. There should also be decentralisation of   capability by business interests and industry interests as technological   capacity and function become more available.

   4) The indigenous tourism industry must be exploited to a far greater   degree. The Ballybay Development Association in their efforts to promote   a wetland environment in the Monaghan area, is an example of vision and   thinking that needs to be rewarded by State support.  This kind of   indigenous, localised development will bear fruit for years to come. In   this context, the value of particularly focussed and specific   tax-incentive schemes should not be dismissed outright.

   5) Get real on communications. Despite the hype, broadband penetration   in Irish homes is still at only 6 per cent nationally. In Denmark it is   10 times that figure. Only, here in the BMW area, the situation is   actually worse. Only one of the 3G licensees is required to provide   services outside the five major cities. And, in the absence of   competition, these services will remain expensive.  Local loops have to   be unbundled and there must be a move to boost satellite and wireless,   where necessary, to give equality of communications access.

   6) Open the Western Rail Corridor. Provide lines to Shannon and Knock.   Do the 1st phase recommended, but in parallel. Clear and fence the   remainder as a demonstration of commitment to finish the entire job.   Join up the towns, hubs and gateways of the West in a serious   infrastructure push for the future.

   7) Decide to implement the national road projects N5, Kinnegad-Galway   motorway, N2 N3, N17, N60, N62 and the N52. Define a programme of   investment for national secondary schools and set it out also for the   future.

   8) Coordinate the activities and potential of all third level   institutions in the region, one university and five institutes of   technology, to lead investment in knowledge in competitiveness,   innovation and quality of life. It is from these institutes that the   basis of future economic growth will spring.

   9) Deal with our energy problems. There is no national perspective on   energy in this country. Shortly we will be completely dependent on a   3000km pipeline from Siberia. There is no serious commitment to wind   energy at all. The price of oil – at $55 a barrel - is unlikely to drop   significantly and any further increase will have the most serious   consequences.  In terms of gas, Corrib Gas is very welcome. It will   provide a stable supply of power, but it needs to be dissipated through   the region. There may be some PSO implications to be considered in this   context.

   “Another  issue  to  consider  is  waste. Right now, this country has no   national  policy  on waste. The situation detailed by Government appears   to  be  that  of having to accept incineration as a matter of Government   edict  without  thorough analysis on community benefit as a consequence.   Yet the European Commission is now in the process of considering changes

   to  the  EU Waste Framework Directive. This means that waste streams now   classified as waste could be declassified if they pose only a low threat   to  environment  and  if  they  could  be used in the same way as virgin   materials.

   “Right  now,  we  are  poised  on  the brink of an eco-revolution. World   industries  are  about  to  be  transformed, not because of altruism but   because  of  shifting  paradigms,  in  view of how mankind now faces the   greatest environmental threat of pollution, global warming and depletion   of  resources.   Resource  recovery communities around the world can now   recover  up  to  90  per  cent  of  waste.   The  Green  industry  – and   specifically recycling -  represents the fourth strongest economic power   in the world. Resource recovery also creates jobs. In the US, the re-use   and re-cycle industry supports 56,000 outlets. It employs over a million   people  and  generates revenue of 236 billion dollars a year.  I believe   the  BMW region represents great potential in this area over the next 20   years.

   “In  the  context of energy there are a number of issues I would like to   highlight  in  the broader term. It is now absolutely clear that climate   change is the biggest challenge facing our world, Ireland included.   That’s  not  an abstract warning. The world is warming at a rate that is   simply unsustainable in the long-term. And that long-term is no longer   centuries.  It’s  in  the lifetime of our children, and who knows, maybe   even  our  own.  I know that just a few months ago, Prime Minister Blair   issued  a  stark  warning when he said that the unsustainable quality of   global  warming was no longer at the level where we would need to adjust   our  lives.  It  was  fast reaching the stage where it “radically alters   human existence”.
   “One  thing  that  is  crystal  clear  is  that  climate change, and its   effects,  will  not  keep time with elections. We need to take decisions   now  to  prevent  catastrophe, not just for us, but also for the world’s   poorest  people.  The  irony  being,  of  course,  that  those  who have   contributed  least  to  global  warming  are  the ones who will feel its   effects  the  most.  Ireland  has  a  duty  of  care  in this regard and   economically and socially I would like to see Ireland move to developing   and  using  energy  sources  that  are  renewable  and sustainable. I am   convinced  that  this  area,  alone,  has  huge potential for scientific   discovery,  and  through  that,  for  business  investment  and economic   growth,  especially for the BMW region. I agree with Tony Blair that the   very  act  of  solving problems of global warming and climate change can   have  huge  potential to start a new commercial force to do the research   and  provide  the  jobs,  the  technology spin-offs and the new business   opportunities  that  would help revitalise regional development and help   protect  the world in which we live. In the past five years, the cost of   coal  has  risen  by  114  per cent, the cost of gas has gone up 200 per   cent,  and  the  cost of oil by 150 per cent – which means that overall,   average fuel costs have gone up by 150 per cent.

   Something more
   “So, what I have said is all very well. It’s essential - having the will   to  do  these  things,  to get them done. But extending our plans to the   next  generation,  and  the  next  one  after  that,  requires something   deeper.”

   “Something  more. And, I believe it’s time to say that we need to really   look  again  at  how  we  are  configuring  our  economy,  on how we are   positioning  and  developing  Ireland  Inc, on how we plan to secure our   country’s, and our children’s future.

   Over sensitive on FDI   “Quite  simply,  I believe Ireland has been left far more reliant on the   economic  performance  of  other countries than is good for us. Our bias   towards  Foreign Direct Investment  - that is critical in so many ways -   has  left us over-sensitive to global economic changes. Just look at the   mooted  job  losses at IBM yesterday. And we want to avoid anything more   serious.  The recent mini-recession in the US had an immediate and quite   dramatic   effect   on  Ireland’s  economic  performance.  For  example,   metalworkers  in  Illinois go on a three-day week. And in Mullingar Sean   and  Mary  cancel the family holiday and call the EBS or First Active to   renegotiate the mortgage until they get new jobs.
   “So,  if  it’s not America that will have en effect, it will be Japan or   America or Asia. What we can be sure of is that the effect will be felt.   And  the  effect  will become more dramatic. So, instead of just tipping   along, instead of setting up our economy on the lazy basis of sufficient   unto  the  day, I believe we should be looking at new ways to secure our   future. This region’s future.   “And,  for  me, one of those ways is this. We make sure we keep the high   levels  of  Foreign  Direct  Investment, and the exports and highly paid   jobs that go with it. But in addition we place a radical new emphasis on   developing  small  Irish  business.  Especially  those businesses, those   industries   that   are  ‘natural’  to  Ireland:  agriculture  and  food   processing.

   FDI & Indigenous Industry   “It’s  absolutely  clear  that  only  for foreign investment, the Celtic   Tiger  would  probably  never  have  happened.   In  fact, the growth of   exports  from indigenous companies has barely kept place with inflation.   So,  if  we  were  relying on domestic business growth, there would have   been no Celtic Tiger.
   “Foreign  investment is vital.  Yes. Multi-nationals based overseas have   been  almost  entirely  responsible  for  our  economic  miracle. But, I   believe that if we want to secure our prosperity, grow our prosperity in   the  medium  to  long term, Ireland must move to a new phase.  The one I   have  just mentioned: keep the overseas investment and invest seriously,   strategically in the indigenous food and drink industry.   “It  makes sense. Right now, exports from overseas-based multi-nationals   are  over  seven  times the rate of indigenous exports. Seven times. Our   exports overall are dominated by chemicals and computers. But indigenous   exports are dominated by Food and Drink.  In fact, today, food and drink   account  for  more than half of all our indigenous exports. And it is in   this  area  -  the area of food and drink - where I believe Ireland (and   the  BMW region) have a serious future.  But to have that serious future   demands serious work in Research and Development.   “In fact, as good as things are – and we have made enormous strides over   the  last  ten  years – I believe they must get even better. And growing   our  food  and  drink industry is just one way to make sure we stay rich   and  stay  ahead in the years to come.   And I mean rich in every sense.   Certainly  I  mean  rich  financially, but I mean rich too in resources,   rich  in ideas, rich in opportunity, rich in spirit, rich in the quality   of the life we share.   “We  must  start  by  radically  increasing and encouraging research and   development  into  the  food  and  drink  industry  in this country. The   current  situation  is ludicrous. The government allocates only four per   cent  of  state funding for R&D to the sector that produces over half of   all our indigenous exports. So a radical rethink is necessary.   Companies  themselves  must  be  encouraged to invest more in R&D and to   apply the findings of that research.   To market with clean & Green   “Despite  the high-profile, abject and ongoing failure of the Government   in  the area of environmental legislation and compliance, there is still   a  perception  of Ireland overseas as an island that is clean and Green.   All  over  the  world, especially in Europe, consumers are becoming more   health  conscious.  There is a critical and rising number at the top end   who want the food they eat to be safe, nutritious, tasty and sustainably   and  ethically  produced.  You  only  have to look at the success of the   organic markets and artisan producers in this country.

   “It’s  fair to say that BSE, CJD, the discovery of pork and beef protein   in  chicken,  of  hormones in beef, the scare of Sudan Red and then Para   Red,  the  recent outbreaks of avian flu, have concentrated our minds on   just  what  we  are  putting  on  our tables, in our bodies and into our   children’s  mouths.   There  are  more  and  worse food allergies. It is   estimated  that  two per cent of adults and ten per cent of children now   have  food  allergies,  ranging from mildly uncomfortable to potentially   fatal.   Poor labelling means it is often difficult to know exactly what   we are about to eat.

   “The  current  supply  of  these  ‘good’  foods is fragmented, it is not   brand-driven,  it  is  not identified with any one country and the major   European supermarket chains control the distribution.
   Premium Irish product   “Ireland,  an  Atlantic  but European island, with a Green image and low   population  density,  situated on the edge of one of the world’s richest   markets,  is  ideally placed to capitalise on this opportunity and serve   much  of  this  business.  I’m  now  working with a number of experts to   examine  how to find the best, most innovative way to market and promote   it to the sophisticated, wealthy and demanding consumers in the European   cities and beyond.
   New opportunity   “Obviously,  this  innovation will have a big bearing on the BMW region.   Food  production  and  food  processing  under a premium brand give new,   valuable  opportunities  to  farmers  who  want to stay on the land with   viable  farms,  to  would-be organic farmers encouraged into specialised   farming  and  to  those  whom  would become involved in the creation and   marketing  of  food  products,  for  example,  cheeses, sauces, oils and   healthy,  traceable,  luxury ready-meals.  It fits well with the current   CAP  reform  proposals,  decoupling  grants  from  production and ending   over-production,  while  promoting  and  financing  retraining and other   forms of rural economic development, such as organic farming.

   “So,  overall  then,  we  need  to  radically  invest  in  research  and   development  and refocus on our food industry so we can make the most of   our  natural  assets, these valuable markets and new social and economic   opportunities.  I’m  convinced  this  is one of the best ways we have of   keeping  our  graduates at home and stopping the brain drain, of helping   people  learn  new  skills,  of  supporting  an  agricultural  base  and   spreading the wealth an opportunity more equally throughout the country.

   Conclusion
   “There  is  a  lot  to  do to make that a reality. There’s no time to be   lost.  But this must be driven by government conviction based on a clear   agenda of achievable objectives.   “I’m  ambitious for this country. I’m proud of it. And as good as things   are  right now, I believe they can and will be even better.  The current   government have brought us as far as they can.

   “It’s  time, then, to plan for our future, to invest in our future and I   see a role for the BMW Assembly in this work in the years ahead, perhaps   with a changed level of responsibility.”

   Ends

