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Social Inclusion - A key element in local government and the NDP

Delegates at the Border Midland and Western (BMW) Regional Assembly’s Annual Conference in Ballinlough, Co. Roscommon, today, (Thursday, 8th June 2006),  were informed of the need for the promotion of social inclusion and equality within the BMW Region and how greater coordination at local level will be required to deliver more effective programmes.
Councillor Michael McGreal, Cathaoirleach of the Assembly, said that, as managing authority for the Border Midland and Western Regional Operational Programme, the BMW Regional Assembly was acutely aware of the importance of both rural and urban social inclusion.  

“This is one of the core objectives of the current National Development Plan (NDP) and is also a horizontal principle that cuts across all aspects of the plan.  This, along with the promotion of gender equality, wider equality grounds and, to a certain extent, rural proofing contributes to the integration of these important social issues into programme planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation,” he said.

Highlighting some of the achievements of the BMW Regional Assembly, the Chairman said the EU co-funded childcare infrastructure programme and the supports for childcare staffing in disadvantaged areas had contributed to the creation of over 10,400 additional childcare places and nearly 700 childcare facilities have been established or upgraded.  

 “The Community Development and Family support measure targets support to disadvantaged communities and provides services to at-risk families.  The Crime Prevention measure supports prison training activities and the provision of enhanced probation services.  The Youth Services measure supports a wide range of youth initiatives, youth information and youth facilities.  Finally, the Local Development Social Inclusion Programme supports 17 Area-based Partnerships, five Community Partnerships and one Employment Pact in the BMW Region,” he said.
The BMW Regional Operational Programme, which is managed by the BMW Regional Assembly, has a budget of €4.09 billion under the NDP, of which over €397 million relates directly to social inclusion and childcare facilities.

Over 120 delegates attended the Conference which was addressed by experts from the private and public sectors and from national and local Government on delivering Social Inclusion and Equality to the BMW Region under the National Development Plan 2000-2006.  The keynote address was delivered by Mr. Seamus Brennan TD, Minister for Social and Family Affairs.

Speaking at the conference, Minister Brennan said he saluted the work of the BMW Regional Assembly over many years, with the dedication, leadership and commitment of Assembly members being pivotal in the shaping of improvements and developments within the region. 

“Considerable resources and specific supports and services have been targeted for some time now at tackling poverty and exclusion and we are making considerable progress,” said Minister Brennan.  “In less than a decade more than 250,000 men, women and children -many from the BMW counties - have been lifted out of poverty and given new opportunities and hope for the future. Over 100,000 of these were children who were taken out of hardship and given fresh starts and the prospects of more fulfilling lives.

“By any standard, the progress we have made in a decade or more has been spectacular.  But we still have a distance to travel.  There are many challenges ahead for the BMW region, and for the country overall,” said the Minister.
Minister Brennan urged BMW Assembly members, as the people who know what is needed, to continue to press home their case as a way of ensuring that balanced regional development is achieved. 
Mr Gerry Mangan, Director of the Office for Social Inclusion, explained that the National Development Plan was currently being drawn up and due for issue late this year or early next year.

“It will have a significant social inclusion dimension and a clear tie in with the National Anti-Poverty strategy. I believe that the success of the social inclusion plan requires a State-led societal response with regional and local contributions key factors in achieving this through NAPS and NDP processes. So promoting regional and local dimensions is a major priority for Office for Social Inclusion,” he said.
Speaking at the conference, Mr Pat Gallagher, Galway County Manager, said that local authorities played a key role in delivering programmes and services, which contribute to the social, economic, cultural and political development of our society.  

“While local government is no stranger in developing responses and providing services in a number of areas that would now be defined as being within the meaning of ‘promoting social inclusion’, it is only recently that the local government sector has begun to define its role in clear, strategic and measurable terms,” he explained.

Mr Gallagher said that in terms of progressing additional social inclusion initiatives, local authorities were ‘open for business’ and willing to co-ordinate activity and to facilitate local planning and inter-agency co-operation. 

“If we are to create a fairer society and economy, local authorities must take responsibility on a number of levels: implementation of a series of positive action measures and initiatives within their own area of responsibility; collaboration with other agencies in the delivery of integrated responses, and; co-ordination and facilitation of inter-agency responses through County Development Board structures and sub-groups; as well as participating in structures and processes which  seek to address the social inclusion agenda at national and European level,” he said.

Ms. Eithne Nic Lochlainn, Manager, Meitheal Forbortha na Gaeltachta, MFG Thír Chonaill, said that if progress was made across a number of levels, they collectively could make an impact on social exclusion in the coming years. 

“We need to review the phasing out policy of the Jobs Initiative Programme and place it in the appropriate arena. And I ask if the role of job creation lies specifically with enterprise agencies?  If not, then the requirement for an approach must focus on local and regional needs, complimentary of existing supports and social inclusion. 

“There is also a need for a flexible, local social inclusion budget by all agencies and Departments in order to facilitate and support innovative and immediate actions. Effective local social inclusion actions do not sit easily in mainstream blanket approaches,” she said. 
Dr. Tony Crooks, Chief Executive Officer, Pobal, said that his organisation was responsible for the delivery and management of programmes that promote social inclusion, reconciliation and equality through integrated social and economic development within communities.

“In 2006 Pobal, with offices in Dublin, Monaghan, Cork, Sligo and Clifden, will have managed fourteen programmes for seven Government Departments and boards and distributed €280m. We have strategic contracts with 1,000 groups and once-off contracts with 2,500 groups.

“Social Inclusion transcends all Government Departments and we are currently running programmes for Community Rural & Gaeltacht Affairs, Health & Children, Justice Equality & Law Reform, Transport, Education & Science, Dormant Accounts Fund Board and the Special European Union Programmes Body,” he said.
Ms Helen Johnston, Director of the Combat Poverty Agency, said that social inclusion was one of the NDP’s four priorities between 2000 and 2006, with an investment of €19 billion.

“Combat Poverty Agency has carried out pilot work with the BMW Regional Assembly on Social Inclusion and we have found that basic deprivation levels are worst in the Border Region and often there has been a lack of linkage with the National Action Plan against Poverty and Social Exclusion. We have also found that there is little impact assessment, although it is important to know what is making a difference,” she said.

Ms Johnston highlighted that the Northern Ireland conflict is a relevant issue in tackling poverty on the island of Ireland.

“Over the years deaths and injuries have been greatest in disadvantaged areas in Northern Ireland and the Boarder counties. There is a strong but complex relationship between poverty and conflict. While much has been achieved, there are issues still to be addressed 12 years on from the 1994 ceasefires.

“It is important that the physical infrastructure and economic regeneration is rebuilt in these areas, as well as the reconstruction of civil society, communities and services like education and health services. The Peace agreements and the involvement of women, along with good governance, will also contribute to social inclusion,” Ms Johnston said.
Mr Niall Crowley, Chief Executive Officer, Equality Authority, said that it was important to acknowledge and respond to the challenge posed by continuing inequalities and discrimination in our society. 

“This response needs to be characterised by an ambition that goes beyond fairness and tolerance of difference to an ambition based on equality outcomes, real choices between real options for all groups and celebration of difference.

We have laid solid foundations with which to approach such ambition with confidence - legislation, equality competent institutions and a dual strategy of targeting and mainstreaming. It is timely now to review each of these mechanisms and to further evolve them to match our ambition for equality,” he said.
The National Development Plan aims to improve the quality of life for everybody by investing in infrastructure, people, industry & enterprise and regional development.  The Exchequer, with EU assistance, is providing €57 billion for the delivery of the NDP.

End 

For further information contact: Mr. Gerry Finn, Director, BMW Regional Assembly on 094 9862970

Speakers at the Conference included:

Dr. Tony Crooks, Chief Executive Officer, Pobal

Promoting Regional Balance and Social Inclusion

Ms. Eithne Nic Lochlainn, Manager, Meitheal Forbortha na Gaeltachta

MFG Thír Chonaill

Mr. Gerry Mangan, Director, Office for Social Inclusion

Towards the National Anti-Poverty Strategy 2006-2008

Ms. Helen Johnston, Director, Combat Poverty Agency

Social Inclusion and the NDP

Mr. Niall Crowley, Chief Executive Officer, Equality Authority

Equality Legislation:  Underpinning a Fairer Society and Economy

Mr. Pat Gallagher, County Manager, Galway County Council

Local Authority Action to Promote Social Inclusion

Note to Editors:

The Minister’s Speech is available from the Department.

[image: image2.png]









[image: image3.jpg]EUROPEAN UNION
RUCT D




