Chairman’s Opening Address to the 2007 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 Cairlinn 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 Carlingford, to our Annual Conference.  
We have chosen the theme of this year’s conference - “Renewable Energy: An Opportunity for Regional Development”, in order to stimulate debate on the possible benefits to Ireland’s regions that could arise from a transition to renewable energy generation and more sustainable development.   While the issue of renewable energy has received much attention both nationally and globally in recent years, our conference focuses attention on the opportunities available to promote regional development through the deployment of renewable energy from bio-mass, wind, tidal and other sources. 
We have invited a distinguished panel of speakers to the conference from EU, national, and regional levels and from the private sector, higher education and national research institutions who will address the conference from their own perspectives.  I am looking forward to hearing their views on the issues relating to the opportunities that renewable energies present for regional development 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.  
It has been evident for some time that Ireland must reduce its reliance on imported fossil fuels and their associated greenhouse gas emissions if we are to meet our Kyoto obligations. The development and stimulation of renewable energy generation is also crucial to the security and sustainability of energy supplies going forward. Ireland’s greenhouse gas emissions per person are among the highest in Europe and we currently lag behind many developed countries in the percentage of our energy sourced from renewable resources.  
We welcome the publication of the Government’s White Paper “Delivering a Sustainable Energy Future for Ireland” which sets a target of 33% of electricity consumption to come from renewables by 2020.  The achievement of this ambitious target will require the combined effort of all sectors. The Energy White Paper which will be presented at today’s conference by Mr. Martin Finucane, Head of the Sustainable Energy Division at the Department of Communications, Marine and Natural Resources represents a clear shift in strategic thinking.  

It is the view of the Regional Assembly, as set out in our response to the Energy Green Paper last year, that the potential for the deployment of renewable energy in the BMW region is huge, particularly from wind, wave and biomass. The BMW Regional Assembly also views the exploitation of renewable energy as an important enabler of regional development, both as a means of encouraging economic activity and employment in the region and also as a way to increase the security of supply of energy in the region and reduce dependency on largely imported fossil fuels. The development of the renewable energy sector in the region would not only help to reduce emissions and develop alternative energy sources, but would also be a good source of employment as the employment potential of renewable and sustainable energies is far greater than conventional energy production systems.  
Energy production from bio-mass is set to become an important feature of our rural landscape in the near future and bio-fuels will be an important source of transport fuel.  Our capacity to provide for our entire transport fuel needs from crops grown in Ireland is limited. However, new technologies are emerging that could see the production of transport fuel from wood sources in bio-refineries.  In any event, energy crops will only be grown in Ireland where it is economically viable for Irish farmers to do so.
Ireland and particularly the western seaboard has one of the best wind resources in the world. Currently, almost 9% of electricity in Ireland is produced through wind energy. It is estimated that with more efficient electricity storage facilities in the longer term, 50% of Ireland’s total energy consumption could come from wind.  There is also a need for greater investment in the transmission network to speed up new generation connections and enable Ireland to become an electricity exporter.  There are still numerous obstacles to be overcome in the financing and administration of wind-powered energy, such as grid access, financial incentives, planning issues and awareness-raising.  I look forward to hearing the views of Mr. Kevin Hegarty of Airtricity on these issues.
I welcome the re-establishment of the political institutions in Northern Ireland on 8th May and I would urge the incoming Government here in the South to fully explore the opportunities for joint energy policies that would benefit all parts of the Island.  The introduction of the all-island electricity market and the prospect of an Ireland-UK connector by 2012 could enable Ireland to export electricity into mainland Europe during their peak early morning time. 
Many of the large estuaries around our coastline may be suitable for tidal generation schemes. In my view, Ireland with its extensive maritime resources has the potential to become a world leader in wave and tidal technologies and to derive a significant portion of our energy from these sources.

Improved energy efficiency, better building design, increased availability and usage of public transport all have a role to play in reducing our consumption of a declining fossil fuel resource.  There is a need to significantly improve the insulation performance of pre-1980 housing, particularly in the BMW region where a higher proportion of the housing stock falls into this category.  Similarly, social housing units owned by local authorities require continued investment to upgrade their energy efficiency and all new social housing units should comply with the highest possible energy ratings.  This would have important social inclusion benefits and would minimise persistent fuel poverty in low income household reliant on social housing.
Consideration should also be given to making it compulsory for all new public buildings (schools, colleges, public offices, hospitals, libraries, swimming pools) to be energy efficient and to use renewable energy heating systems, in particular where natural gas is not available, as is the case in large parts of the BMW region. Where feasible, many new public buildings could be better designed to avail of passive heat, thus reducing the dependency on heating and energy systems.
Investment in renewable energy is being promoted by EU Regional Policy and has been included as a priority area of investment under the new Regional Operational Programme 2007-13.  The proposed measures include support for fuel efficient transport vehicles, demonstration projects for energy efficiency in industry, sustainable design of public buildings, introduction of smart metering technology, deployment of biomass heating systems in public and commercial buildings and the roll-out of sustainable development zones, the first of which is currently being piloted in Dundalk.

Our keynote speaker today, Mr. Duncan Stewart has been a prominent advocate for many years of energy-efficient building design and of sustainable economic development.

In conclusion, the Regional Assembly would like to emphasise the enormous potential of the renewable energy sector to the BMW Region, both in terms of decreasing our dependency on imported fossil fuels and becoming more energy self-reliant, but also as a means of stimulating development and providing alternative sources of employment in rural areas that are currently in transition.  
For those of you visiting Carlingford for the first time, I invite you to take time out after the conference to savour the delights this town and its hinterlands have to offer. Carlingford was the deserving national winner of Irelands Tidy Towns competition in 1988.  I would like to take this opportunity to pay tribute to all the Tidy Town’s Committee members for their trojan and unselfish work over many years in transforming Carlingford into the attractive town it is today and I have no doubt that Carlingford will regain the title in the very near future. 
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. 
