SUMMARY OF COMMENTS MADE BY JIM POWER, CHIEF ECONOMIST, FRIENDS FIRST GROUP, AT LAUNCH OF AGENDA FOR DUBLIN, OCTOBER 19th 2004

I would like to welcome the publication of this very valuable study by the Dublin Regional Authority and Dublin Employment Pact. The production of the report is a result of a co-operative effort and clearly if Dublin is to be developed into the modern 21st century city that we all desire, then such co-operation and a consensus approach from the various interested parties will be absolutely essential. That is the only way that Dublin will be put on the national agenda.

‘The Agenda for Dublin’ is a very comprehensive assessment of the major issues facing Dublin as it moves into the 21st century. It sets a broad policy agenda, considering as it does policies relating to 

· Population Growth & Spatial Planning, 

· Transport,

· Employment, 

· Education & Skills, 

· Housing,

· Drug & Alcohol Abuse,

· Immigration,

· Governance in Dublin, and of course the 

· Dublin Economy.

All of the areas that have been identified as priorities are very difficult to argue with. However, they do not relate to Dublin exclusively and in fact are a mirror image of the agenda facing the Irish economy as a whole in the early years of the 21st century.

Ireland has been extremely successful in many respects over the past decade, following a period when it was effectively a failed economic and political entity. Many of the problems that the economy faces today are the problems of success, but they are problems nonetheless and need to be addressed as a priority if Ireland is to continue to realise its potential in the decades ahead.

The problems facing the Irish economy 15 years ago were very different from those that face the economy today. Back then we had mass unemployment, mass emigration that saw us lose our best and brightest people, serious government debt levels and a basic lack of economic vibrancy. Today in marked contrast, the Irish economy is characterised by vibrant growth, virtual full employment, a growing queue of people who want to live in the country, sound public finances and an economy that in many ways has become a considerable source of interest and curiosity for many other governments around the world.

Ireland has experienced economic catch up in a period of time that few would have believed possible. Inevitably such rapid development gives rise to its own unique problems and these are the problems that Ireland is now trying to grapple with. Ireland has achieved economic success in many ways and while it is absolutely essential that we pursue policies that preserve the economic success, it is now important to address the Quality of Life issues that have made Ireland in some ways a less pleasant country to live in today that a couple of decades ago.

It would be wrong to isolate the Quality of Life Issues from the preservation of our Economic Success. The two are inextricably linked and I certainly believe that if we tackle the Quality of Life issues we will make a major contribution towards continued economic success. It is very important to recognise that Economic Success should only be desired for the improved quality of life that it should give rise to.

In my view the areas that need to be addressed are very obvious and not very contentious.

At an economic level, Ireland is a small open economy that is very subject to the vagaries of international competition and particularly the forces of globalisation. I am a fan of globalisation because I believe that properly controlled it can actually result in a win-win situation for all countries. However, whether we like it or not, it is here to stay and we either lie down and be swallowed up or we face up to the challenge that it presents. 

The emergence of countries such as China, India, the EU Accession States and many more besides will pose huge challenges for the developed world, including Ireland. These emerging economies will compete aggressively for mobile investment and mobile jobs (with the exception of activities such as hairdressing & waitressing) and they will produce goods that will compete aggressively with domestically produced goods. 

Ireland’s ability to compete with these challenges will be primarily determined by competitiveness. I do not mean solely price and wage levels. The concept of competitiveness is a much broader one. It includes taxation levels, physical infrastructure, public transport, public services such as health and education, the IT infrastructure, the availability of housing that people can actually afford, and in my view most importantly of all the quality of the labour force.

Ireland does not score well on many of these measures. The economy is currently characterised by congestion, public services that are totally stretched and in many cases totally inefficient, a health service that is lurching from crisis to crisis, an education system that is becoming increasingly stretched, a public transport system that is patchy and inconsistent, a housing stock that is being priced out of the reach of many young people, and those who get on board the housing ladder are being forced to take on levels of debt that will act as a major weight around their necks for the rest of their working lives and beyond. Furthermore, substance abuse and violent crime are becoming way too commonplace.

If Ireland is to achieve an improved quality of life, all of these issues will have to be addressed in the years ahead, and if they are not, not alone will the quality of life deteriorate even further, but the economic success story will be threatened. One cannot isolate economic success from quality of life issues, as the two are inextricably linked.

In relation to immigration, it is clear that Ireland is now running out of labour – female participation rates have increased substantially over the past decade and do not look capable of increasing any further in the absence of a proper policy on childcare, and the vast army of the unemployed has been depleted. To realise its potential growth rate of around 5% per annum over the next decade, Ireland will require economic immigration. A proper immigration policy needs to be put in place and all of the other issues that I have addressed in the context of the quality of life, need to be addressed if immigrants are to be enticed to move into the country and satisfy a clear economic need.  

I have addressed my comments so far to the broader national economy, but the reality is that all of the issues that relate to the country, relate even more so to Dublin.

Dublin is a capital city that accommodates almost one third of the population of Ireland. It is Ireland’s gateway to the rest of the world and as such it deserves clear and consistent policies, and it needs to be afforded the same treatment as the rest of the country. The danger with the National Spatial Strategy and other government policies is that the rest of the country will be developed at the expense of Dublin. That would be a mistake, as a vibrant economy needs a vibrant capital city. You cannot have one without the other. 

As outlined in the report, if Dublin is to develop into a modern and pleasant capital city that tourists want to visit not just for its pubs and alcohol culture, it requires a number of areas to be addressed.

The vision of Dublin to which I think we should all aspire is one where

· There is a proper approach to spatial planning with high density and high quality accommodation.

· An integrated and efficient public transport system where the over-reliance on cars will be seriously reduced. Like London, I believe that Dublin should introduce a congestion charge to discourage unnecessary traffic in a city centre that simply was not designed to cope with the volume of traffic that it currently has to endure.

· As a cyclist I would welcome substantially better facilities for cyclists.

· An economy with high quality employment opportunities, encompassing services, manufacturing and high-tech activities.

· High quality tourism becomes a key player in the local economy.

· A safe city to visit, where there is a lack of violent crime and substance abuse.

· More pedestrian areas.

This agenda is captured very well in the excellent report that is being launched tonight and I believe that for anybody remotely interested in the future of Dublin, the report should form an essential starting point. The report also clearly demonstrates the importance of co-operation and co-ordination of policies. If Dublin is to develop into the city to which I think we all should aspire, the various agencies with responsibility should behave in a more mature manner, particularly in relation to planning issues. It is only if the various agencies work together that Dublin will be in a position to offer a ‘welcoming committee’ to tourists and potential investors. The choices are very clear at this point and Dublin now needs to be put on the national agenda. This report should be the beginning of the process.

END
