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The report that we are launching this evening highlights very well the extent and depth of changes that Dublin has been experiencing, and the huge challenges that these changes present us with. A read through this document should bring home the extent to which all of the issues interact with each other, but I believe our structures of government do not yet hang together well enough to really meet the challenge.

In addressing this set of issues I would like to introduce a dimension not included in this report, but is implicit in most of the issues it deals with. That dimension has been captured in recent years by the term "social capital".

I remember seeing an advertisement by one of our national drinks companies some years ago, which asserted that caring for each other and having fun together are "part of what we are". It reflected a cosy assumption that friendliness, compassion and fun are practically written into the genetic code of the Irish people.
However, a decade of rapid economic growth has forced us to look more sceptically at that particular piece of complacency. The 1990s was the decade when for the first time we saw market research questioning the quality of the welcome being experienced by visitors to Ireland. At the same time, neighbourhoods in many parts of Dublin have been losing their community feel as the next generation has been forced to move out due to rising local house prices. More and more of people's time once devoted to family and local community is now taken up by daily travel, due to traffic congestion and long-distance commuting.  It is time we realised that we can no longer take our friendliness and personal connections for granted.  

That is what "social capital" is all about. The significance of "social capital" is that is captures the relationships between people in society - unlike "human capital", which is about the skills of individuals. For example, government has looked on Community Employment schemes purely as a means of building human capital, and has completely ignored their critical value in building social capital.

Social capital helps people to trust each other, support each other and to work together to achieve common goals. The American social scientist, Robert Puttnam, has published research indicating that communities with stronger social capital are happier, healthier and more economically successful. So it does make sense from every point of view to invest in ways to make our communities more healthy and cohesive. 

Even when it comes to building clusters of knowledge-intensive industry, social capital is important. People who experienced the growth of Silicon Valley will tell you that at its heart there was a string of bars where investors, inventors and technicians met and swapped news and ideas. And one of the most striking proposals from the recent Forfás Enterprise Strategy Group report was that €20m be spent on nurturing business networks, which would help their members to learn from each other.

Developing more knowledge-intensive industry clusters is key to the Dublin region staying ahead economically. Dozens of successful examples of such clusters can be found across the US, Europe and East Asia, but unfortunately not yet in Ireland. At the heart of such clusters is a partnership often referred to as the "triple helix". This is a fancy term for a partnership between local authorities, industry and academia. North Carolina, one of the best known examples, had been the second poorest state in the Union in 1960 - today it is the third largest industrial research cluster in the US. This was brought about by a partnership between the State Governor, a team of fund-raisers and the three universities which formed the three points of the triangle. Through projects I am personally working on we are groping our way in this direction in Dublin. But we have yet to see the public authorities fully come on board with it and two of our three universities have yet to see the need to co-operate to that extent. Networking and collaboration - in other words social capital - will be key to meeting our economic challenges.

We also face a series of infrastructural challenges. The report outlines in particular the challenge of increasing housing densities and dealing with traffic congestion. Social capital is critical here too. I know from my experience of being a local councillor that the biggest obstacle to making progress on such issues is the fear of change in local communities. 

Local people will object to planning permission for new housing developments or new road developments, and indeed to new buildings in DCU. There is a fundamental mistrust between our people and the decision makers on these issues, and it severely hampers our ability to bring about many of the changes set out in this report. While new projects often do make it through the system, the cost in time and money of battling against objectors is far higher than it should be.  

Let me tell you the tale of two communities, just to illustrate a point here. In the case of Drumcondra, seven residents associations got together in the early 1990s to consider where they wanted the area to go over the next ten years. One conclusion they came to was that traffic congestion had to be tackled, and the only answer to it was a LUAS line for Drumcondra. They did not protest at the prospect of disruption that building such a line might cause for them, or protest at the loss of road space - instead they campaigned for it.

On the other hand we have the local community in Marino campaigning strong and hard against the building of the Port Tunnel underneath them. This was a development that they perceived as being foisted upon them from outside. It is quite possible that had they conducted the same analysis as the people of Drumcondra, they would have concluded that traffic congestion was a problem also and that a Port Tunnel would help to relieve the worst elements of it. If people are involved in influencing what is on the agenda in the first place there is a much better chance that they will look on new developments with an open mind.  

There can be no bigger contribution that government could make to strengthening social capital than to give people a stronger role in charting their own future development as a community. But the current processes we have for doing this are for the most part quite ineffective. 

Currently the one instrument of local governance, required by law to go through the most detailed consultation, is the City or County Development Plan, which broadly determines what kind of buildings can be built where. However, the manner of consultation is so technical and complex that it deters all but the hardy few from getting involved at all. In any case, the Development Plan is only one aspect of how local government affects the lives of local people and their communities. Decisions are made for example about sports and recreational facilities, libraries and other cultural activities, roads development and traffic management, or waste management, where people are not consulted at all about priorities. 

And these are just the issues for which local authorities have responsibility. When it comes to provision of other public services there is virtually no local co-ordination. It seems that we have still not learnt the lesson that when you build hundreds of new houses you are effectively building a small town. To do this without also providing for the extra shops, crèches, schools, playgrounds, buses, or extra policing or health services needed is a recipe for disaster. It is hardly surprising that every time a major new housing development is proposed for an area of Dublin the local people already living nearby almost invariably will oppose it. People simply do not have faith that public services will be expanded in time to cater for the increased local population.  I believe that the systematically high-handed and disjointed way in which government decisions and services are delivered at local level is probably the biggest factor of all that fuels NIMBYism - the "not in my back yard" syndrome.

Can we do anything about this any time soon? I would put forward a proposal here, which any local Council that so decides could experiment with. As a non-statutory instrument of Council policy, there could be a development plan that includes not just proposed land zoning decisions, but also includes priorities for multi-year capital budgets dealing with infrastructure and community facilities, and includes major traffic management plans. To involve the public effectively in such an exercise, we can use an instrument that has been used effectively in some other countries, namely the "preferendum". 

Different groups of Councillors in the City or County could put together alternative plans (within clearly defined legal and policy constraints), each presumably representing a different vision and set of priorities for the area. The differing plans can then be put to a local vote. The reason it is called a "preferendum" is that instead of simply being a yes/no decision (which makes no sense when you must have some plan), voters can vote for the alternative plans in order of their choice. Such an exercise would involve the whole community in approving major developments, and not just those in whose immediate back yards they will happen. And once such a plan is approved by popular vote, any developments consistent with it can be legitimately fast-tracked. The process would strengthen local groups and media and be a huge boost to social capital.

If we wanted to go further, by strengthening coherence across the provision of public services in the same area or region, there are options. For instance, we could look at giving local authorities authority over how to allocate a percentage of the budgets for public services in their own areas.  This could provide local authorities with the leverage they need to deal seriously with the providers of other public services and ensure that they are in line with the envisaged development of the area.

Clearly the biggest threat of all to any sense of community in the Dublin region is what is happening on the housing front. Whole areas of the region are losing their next generation, who simply cannot afford to live in the communities where they have grown up.  Over half of the households in Dublin today would not be able to buy a house in their own areas. 

Allowing the free market to determine where people will live, at a time of massively rising prices, is physically polarising our community more than ever before. To take one example, your family income in recent decades might have decided on which side of Killiney Hill you lived - now, however, it is deciding on which side of the Wicklow Mountains you will be able to live. We now face the alarming prospect that Dublin will itself in the future be entirely the preserve of the affluent. Lower paid people who provide nonetheless essential services to our capital will all be commuting over long distances each way on a daily basis. We know this is a real prospect, because we have gone a long way down the road already. In any part of Dublin today a family needs a household income of €100,000 in order to afford an average house from its own earnings.  

The average house today, costing roughly €300,000 to the buyer, has in reality cost only €100,000 to build. That leaves a massive €200,000 as the cost of the site. This is a level of profit that clearly proves that we do not have a normally functioning market for land. In addition to distorting housing provision, this situation is also causing serious economic problems. Higher costs of property are simply making Dublin a much more expensive place to do business - whether because of higher office rents, the cost of property insurance, pressure on staff wages generated by the cost of housing, or the added cost of building physical infrastructure. The price of land is not just damaging for social capital, is also draining our economic capital.

Given its location in Europe's economic heartland, you would expect housing in Amsterdam to be much more expensive than in Dublin. The reason it is not is the different model that the Dutch follow. There it is the local authorities who play the role of developer. They own over 80% of development land and commission builders to build houses. In this way, inflated prices for land are avoided. We can also see this model at work in US cities such as Chicago. It is a model which I believe we should be pursuing here in Dublin, although it would need a change in legislation.

As the pace of change in Dublin accelerates, it becomes all the more urgent for our community to be better able to manage it. In recent years there have been a number of initiatives to try and provide more "joined-up government", whether at regional, county or district level. However none of the new bodies have been allowed to have either the resources or the powers they would need to bring about real coherence of public service provision at regional or local level. They have not been given the resources or powers because there is still massive resistance to real decentralisation within the official system. If we really want to equip Dublin, or indeed other regions of the country, to manage the range of issues we face such as set out in this report, then I believe that we have to crack the challenge of genuine decentralisation.
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