Chairman’s Opening Address to the 2008 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 bPort Laoise inniu ar ocáid ár chomhdháil bliantúil.

Public Representatives, Invited Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, it is indeed an honour and a privilege for me as Chairperson of the Border, Midland and Western Regional Assembly to welcome you here to Portlaoise, to our Annual Conference.  
We have chosen the theme of this year’s conference - “Quality of Life-Improving the Region’s Competitive Advantage”, in order to stimulate debate on the opportunities and challenges that exist for further developing the Region’s quality of life. The Border, Midland and West (BMW) Region has rich assets which make it an attractive place to live, work and visit, and in which to invest and study. It has vibrant, diverse towns and cities with strong urban and rural communities; a high quality environment with a rich history and heritage; it has a wide range of recreation and sports facilities; a strong and exciting cultural life; and it has wonderful natural assets. These include stunning countryside, a magnificent coastline and areas of natural beauty. Together, they provide a high quality of life for those willing to invest in, visit or locate in the BMW Region. This high quality of life acts as a significant economic, social and cultural asset for the region and this asset needs to be maintained and enhanced in order to make the cities and towns more attractive for investment and also in order for communities to sustain and expand their current economic bases.  
The importance and value of cultivating a high quality of life is reflected in the strategic emphasis placed on improving quality of life in the 2007–2013 National Development Plan and is expressed in its title ‘Transforming Ireland – A Better Quality of Life for All’. This is also a key issue at European level where the ‘improvement of Quality of Life’ is included among the principal objectives of the EU’s Sustainable Development Strategy. Investment under the BMW Regional Operational Programme 2007–2013 will be a catalyst for the further improvement of quality of life in the region through the implementation of the environment and urban priorities in particular.  The Regional Operational Programme includes a commitment to measure the level of Quality of Life across the region, commencing with the Gateway towns and cities.
This conference will first of all examine the importance of sport and its role in improving quality of life for society, these issues will be addressed by Mr. Nicky Brennan (Uachtarán of the GAA), Dr. Niall Moyna (DCU Lecturer) and Ms. Ann-Maire Maher (Laois County Council). The recognition of the important role played by sport is steadily increasing in an era in which quality of life is constantly sought after. Raising the quality of life through participation in sport brings significant benefits not only in terms of physical health but also through improved mental health and wellbeing. Participation in sports has been linked to improved interpersonal relations, relief of anxiety, increased self-esteem as well as the promotion of positive mood effects for the individual. Involvement in sport and physical activity can also result in greater community engagement, care of local facilities and resources and it can also build capacity, skills and confidence in communities to enable them to tackle wider community issues  

A second focus of this conference will be on the environment and its role in fostering a positive quality of life; we look forward to hearing the views of Eanna Ni Lamhna on this subject. The environment which is already a favourable feature of the region – plays an important role in the region’s quality of life. Protecting and improving the natural, cultural and built environment is therefore an investment in our quality of life. People gain peace of mind from living in a healthy environment, rich in wildlife and natural diversity - an environment that they care for and can use, appreciate and enjoy. The built environment also needs to be protected and maintained, which will lead to a higher quality of life for people living and working in the region’s cities, towns and villages.
Ireland has experienced an economic boom since the late 1990’s and we are all familiar with the legacy of the Celtic tiger.  We now live extremely busy lives and lifestyles have changed considerably from those of previous generations. It is important to understand what determines and influences quality of life in modern day Ireland in order to develop relevant policy responses from government. Dr. Jim Fitzpatrick will outline how all aspects that make up quality of life can be measured and further understood.
In conclusion, the Regional Assembly would like to re-emphasise the enormous opportunities that exist in the BMW Region which can be fulfilled by focusing on enhancing the quality of life in the Region. 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. 
