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PRESS RELEASE

Minister Cowen Addresses Joint Meeting

 of Regional Assemblies

Minister for Finance, Brian Cowen TD, addressed a joint meeting of Ireland’s two Regional Assemblies - the Border, Midland and Western and Southern and Eastern at a special meeting in Tullamore, Co. Offaly on Friday 4th March.  
Addressing the Assembly members, Minister Cowen outlined the major economic strides that had been made in Ireland over recent years and the importance of retaining competitiveness.  The Minister acknowledged that investment in the regional programmes had fallen behind target in some measures, but was confident that the structural funds allocated to the regions would be fully drawn down by the end of the programme.  The Minister paid tribute to the work of both Assemblies as Managing Authorities for the Regional Operational Programmes He re-affirmed the Government’s commitment to address infrastructure deficits, particularly in the transport sector and stated the importance of investment choices taking full account of the National Spatial Strategy framework. He also strongly emphasised the importance of fast-tracking critical infrastructure in order to deliver projects of national significance and he urged public representatives to support this. He stated that the structural funds transfer to Ireland will be modest when compared with previous rounds, but that the funds would continue to play an important role.  
In her address on behalf of both Assemblies, Cllr Connie Hanniffy, Cathaoirleach of the Border, Midland and Western Regional Assembly emphasised the positive role played by the two Regional Assemblies since they became Managing Authorities for the Regional Operational Programmes under the NDP.  “The Government decision to mandate the two Regional Assemblies to be Managing Authorities for the Regional Operational Programmes was a brave and enlightened decision, and we would argue that our track record over the last five years has proven it was a correct one” said Cllr Hanniffy.  
The Chairperson restated the Assemblies’ support for the core aims and objectives of the NDP.  She stressed that “we believe that balanced regional development must continue to be a core objective of Government policy, and be better defined and more quantifiable”.  .
She acknowledged the Government’s continuing investment in key infrastructure under the NDP and called for infrastructure programme as set out in the NDP to be delivered in full.  She also called for the spatial framework as set out in the National Spatial Strategy to be taken on board in order to ensure that future investment programmes have a stronger regional and spatial dimension.
Councillor Hanniffy also stated that “ring-fencing provides a very useful mechanism for ensuring that the needs of all regions are met” and she called for the ring-fencing of capital envelopes for each of the regions going forward
Councillor Pat Hand, Cathaoirleach of the Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly thanked Minister Cowen on behalf of both Assemblies for his attendance at the joint meeting

Looking to the future, Cllr Hand stated that the two Regional Assemblies have built up considerable experience in the management and monitoring of the Operational Programmes and in the formulation of regional policy and said that the Assemblies should be tasked with helping to draw up future Regional Programmes and identifying future priorities for their respective Regions.  He called on Minister Cowen to consider an enhanced role for the Regional Assemblies in the management of Structural Funds post 2006, and went on to propose that “the management and administration of Structural Funds post 2006 be substantially devolved to the Regional Assemblies.” 

Responding to issues raised at the meeting, Minister Cowen stated that he envisaged a key role for the Regional Assemblies post 2006 both in the identification of key regional priorities and in the implementation of the next generation of regional programme
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 For further information:

Stephen Blair, Director Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly
087 6481599

Gerry Finn, Director BMW Regional Assembly


094 9862970
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Editors Note

The two Regional Assemblies were established in 1999 to give effect to the designation of Ireland into two regions for Structural Funds purposes.  The Border Midland and Western Region has retained objective one status up to 2006, and the Southern and Eastern Region has qualified for objective one in transition.  The two Regional Assemblies are primarily responsible for the management and monitoring of the Regional Operational Programmes under the National Development Plan with a combined investment of over €9bn, and are responsible for Regional Innovation Programmes and as National Contact points for the Interreg IIIB Programmes.
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