Chairman’s Opening Address to the 2009 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 Ros Comáin inniu ar ocáid ár chomhdháil 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 Roscommon, to our Annual Conference.  
It gives me particular pleasure to welcome Minister of State Michael Finneran TD and to thank him for taking the time out of his schedule to deliver the key note address at today’s conference.  Minister Finneran has responsibility within the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government, for housing, urban renewal and developing areas and these are very relevant to our proceedings today.
We meet today in the context of a very different economic situation from that which prevailed just one year ago.  We have witnessed the collapse of global financial markets, a rapid deterioration in public finances and an effective doubling in the level of unemployment in many areas. These unprecedented times pose challenges for regional policy in Ireland. While the need to curtail public expenditure is evident, in my view, we must also strive to retain a focus on the development of all regions in a balanced manner if we are to restore our economy to a sustainable growth path.
We have chosen the theme of this year’s conference - “The National Spatial Strategy – Is it delivering balanced regional development”, in order to stimulate debate on the effectiveness of the National Spatial Strategy in delivering balanced regional development.  There are several important questions that can be posed at this time.  Have the gateways and hubs begun to fulfil the roles set out for them in the NSS; has the spatial pattern of economic development in Ireland reflected the goal of balanced regional development as defined in the NSS; have both public investment and national strategies taken the NSS into account; and, what can be done in the current economic circumstances to ensure full implementation of the NSS.
We have invited a panel of distinguished speakers who will address the conference from their own perspectives – national, regional and at local authority - gateway level.  The conference will assess if land–use planning and public investment have been taking place in a manner consistent with the NSS and what have the results been, to date.  

I am looking forward to hearing their views on the issues relating to the implementation and effectiveness of the NSS and I would encourage all delegates to the conference to participate in the panel discussions that will be held at the end of each session.  

The National Spatial Strategy (NSS) was launched in 2002 as a 20 year blueprint to enable all regions to reach their potential and to contribute to overall national prosperity.  The NSS sets out a framework in which gateways, hubs, other county towns and rural areas can act together to achieve more balanced regional development.  

The role of the designated gateways and hubs according to the NSS is to stimulate economic activity in their hinterlands and to counteract the economic weakness of under-developed regions.  The NSS sets out the general principles of good land use planning and these are translated into Regional Planning Guidelines, (which are currently under review by the Regional Authorities) and influences the preparation of County Development Plans.   
In addition, the NSS aimed to provide a clear framework for public investment by all public agencies and this is reflected in the National Development Plan 2007-13 which reinforced the need for consistency between investment policy and regional planning and it proposed to align public investment with the NSS.  
I would like to repeat today the BMW Assembly’s continued support for these objectives.  The lack of regional balance is even more evident today as reflected in widening regional unemployment rates and continued disparities in regional socio-economic indicators. We do not accept, as some have suggested, that public investment should be focussed on the Dublin region and major cities only.  

The National Economic and Social Council (NESC) argued in their 2008 report on the Irish Economy in the 21st century that ‘Gateways are key to addressing the vulnerabilities in the economic structures of the Regions’. It is therefore critical that the Government recognises the importance of fully implementing Ireland’s regional development policy as detailed in the National Spatial Strategy. In order for the designated Gateways and Hubs to function as drivers of economic growth in each region it is vital that the basic infrastructure such as water and sewerage services, transport infrastructure such as roads, public transport and air access and communications infrastructure, including broadband, are put in place.  In this regard, we welcome the announcement of the National Broadband Scheme as a final step towards universal broadband availability.  
It is vital, in our view, that the spatial frameworks set out in the National Spatial Strategy and detailed in the Regional Planning Guidelines are taken on board in the policies and strategies adopted and implemented by all levels of Government and Government agencies, and that future investment programmes have a stronger spatial dimension. In this regard, the BMW Regional Assembly has called on the Government to restore the Gateway Innovation Fund which represented a new and welcome approach to strategic regional investment with an additional €300m to be made available.  
The National Strategic Reference Framework for the implementation of EU co-financed programmes in Ireland for the 2007-13 programming is focussed on enhancing regional competitiveness and both Regional Operational Programmes contain an urban priority which is aimed at strengthening the designated growth centres.
It is important to stress that the performance and competitiveness of the Irish economy is comprised of the competitive strengths of its constituent regions. Therefore, the foundations of our future national competitiveness and employment creation are to be found in maximising the contribution of all regions to national output.  Over the period of the Celtic Tiger, economic disparities remained wide in Ireland with some regions continuing to lead in terms of job creation in high value-added sectors, the attraction of public investment in R&D as well as foreign direct investment. Consequently as the economic downturn takes hold, less productive regions whose economic growth had been over-reliant on the construction and manufacturing sectors are more vulnerable to economic decline.  In the context of these challenging economic times, we need therefore to build on the competitive strengths of each region and the National Spatial Strategy provides the framework for achieving this.
We welcome the commitment by the Social Partners to establish a High Level Working Group aimed at achieving more balanced regional development following the recent review of Towards 2016. While the Assemblies consider this a significant step towards recognising the importance of regional development to the national agenda, it must be acknowledged that Social Partnership operates solely at a national level and has no structured mechanism for input from local or regional representatives.

The conference will also provide an opportunity to present the first results of a Gateway Development Index which has been constructed with the support of the European Regional Development Fund to assess the current level of development of each gateway and to serve as a baseline for future assessments of the impact of EU and national investment programmes on each gateway.  Minister Finneran has kindly agreed to formally launch this report, which was prepared in co-operation with his Department, at today’s conference.
For those of you visiting Roscommon for the first time, I invite you to take time out after the conference to savour the delights this County has to offer. 
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. 

