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REGIONAL ASSEMBLY CALLS FOR GREATER 

INVESTMENT IN THE BMW REGION
Delegates at the Border Midland and Western Regional Assembly’s Annual Conference heard calls for investment ahead of demand in the BMW Region, in Tullamore today (Thursday 5th May). Opening the conference on the theme of ‘Innovation: The key to future Regional Competitiveness’, Councillor Connie Hanniffy, Cathaoirleach of the Assembly said that this conference was an appropriate opportunity to assess the progress of investment in the region and to address any shortcomings.

Acknowledging the Development Agencies at national, regional and local levels that are working to enhance the environment for business start-up and expansion and who are supporting innovative actions at Company level, Councillor Hanniffy called on the Government “to prioritise investments in the BMW Region and to take greater account of regional issues and impacts in framing national policies and investment programmes – in particular enterprise and innovation policy.  In this way the BMW Region can fulfil its potential and make a greater contribution to national economic growth and competitiveness, as well raising Ireland’s overall R&D performance.”

The BMW Regional Assembly, Councillor Hanniffy stated, had recently adopted the Report of the Regional Foresight Exercise. For the first time, a strategic vision and objectives for the BMW region have been set out with the endorsement of a wide range of stakeholders that can influence the direction of future planning and investment in the region.
Since its inception, the Regional Assembly has highlighted concerns regarding innovation and competitiveness in the BMW Region and the impact that these will have on the economic development of the region through meetings with the Taoiseach, Government Ministers, senior officials and key agencies.   As Managing Authority for the BMW Operational Programme, the Assembly oversees the implementation of the Local Enterprise investment under the National Development Plan. 
Councillor Hanniffy informed the conference that the Audit of Innovation report, commissioned by the Regional Assembly which was launched in Tullamore in November 2004 by Minister Brian Cowen had painted a picture of a region that is under-performing in terms of innovation and research activities, business start-up and expansion.  Of particular concern is the low rate of employment of higher-level graduates.  However, on the positive side, the Report also points out the presence in the region of many successful innovative enterprises, both Irish and foreign-owned, and 3rd level institutions with specialisations in key sectors, she stated.
Looking to the future, Councillor Hanniffy welcomed the fact that innovation is one of the priority areas for investment earmarked in the recently launched Third Cohesion Report on Economic and Social Cohesion.  
Delivering the keynote address, Minister Micheal Martin
 spoke of the Government’s support for the Lisbon Strategy aimed at making Europe’s economy the most dynamic and competitive in the world by 2010.  Minister Martin stated that “the Government has rightly placed research and development at the very heart of Ireland’s economic development strategy.”  
Minister Martin stated that there was no reason why the BMW region couldn’t be recognised as an innovative regional centre for global services.  The Minister highlighted the success of IDA Ireland in attracting 46% of Greenfield jobs to the BMW region since 2000 and the support provided to 49 companies in the BMW region under Enterprise Ireland’s Research Technology and Innovation Scheme in 2004.
Eoin O’Driscoll, Chairman of Forfas outlined the key elements of the report of the Enterprise Strategy Group, which he chaired.  Mr. Frank Ryan, Chief Executive of Enterprise Ireland outlined Enterprise Ireland’s three year strategy which was approved by Minister Martin yesterday and emphasised the critical role of indigenous industry in Ireland.  Mary Buckley, recently-appointed Head of Regions with IDA Ireland presented the IDA’s strategy for the BMW region.  Helena Acheson, Director of Forfas spoke about the Government’s research and innovation strategy.

Addressing the conference, Enda Kenny, Leader of Fine Gael criticised the Government’s record in relation to balanced regional economic development in Ireland and outlined a broad range of issues that needed to be addressed.  Professor Ciaran O’Cathain presented the initiatives being undertaken in the new Midlands Innovation and Research Centre based in Athlone Institute of Technology.  Ann Flynn, CEO of County Roscommon CEB outlined the activities and achievements of the Enterprise Boards in supporting micro-enterprises.  Dr. Carol Gibbons, Deputy Chief Science Advisor presented the role of the Office of Chief Science Advisor and emphasised the critical need to increase investment in research and innovation in industry and the third level sector. 
Ends
For further information:
Gerry Finn, Director, BMW Regional Assembly on 094 9862970 

Councillor Connie Hanniffy, Cathaoirleach 087 2560876
Note to editors:

The Minister’s speech is available from the Department of Enterprise Trade and Employment.

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.

The BMW Regional Operational Programme, which is managed by the BMW Regional Assembly, has a budget of €4.09 billion under the National Development 
Plan 2000-2006.
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