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Lord Mayor, Tanaiste, Ambassadors, Elected Representatives, special guest Tim Shriver, ladies and gentlemen.  It is my great pleasure to see so many of you here this evening and to have the opportunity to address you.  It is also nice to know that not every businessperson in Dublin is in Australia at the moment! – I also appreciate that a number of you delayed your flights until tomorrow morning!

I am also delighted to have as our guests, the Tanaiste who has brought immense integrity, courage and dynamism to Irish political life, and Tim Shriver who has shown great leadership and great vision in his role in the Special Olympics movement.

We can all take inspiration from those qualities of leadership and vision.  They are clearly needed as the economy faces difficult circumstances and where a new direction must be taken.

And in this context, I am happy to say that Dublin Chamber of Commerce is taking a leadership role on behalf of Dublin Business.  “Connecting Business and Influencing Decisions” is what we are about and we are active, vibrant and committed to fulfilling our mission.

The Chamber runs a huge number of top-level events to connect business – many of you will have attended Business Breakfasts, Business After Hours, lunches, dinners and seminars. This year we have introduced “Network and Get Work” where small businesses have the opportunity to meet and do business with the buyers in major corporations. 

 We also have strong international connections bringing business to and from the U.S, Europe and the Far East and have just returned from a very successful mission to the East Coast of the United States.  

The other side of our business is in influencing decisions. We have a formidable set of policy committees made up of our members and an expert policy unit under the capable leadership of Declan Martin.  We use our excellent relations with Government Ministers, senior Civil Servants, politicians and the senior management of Dublin City Council to actively lobby and influence in the areas of transport, waste, communications, infrastructure, housing, the Dublin Convention Centre, the Second Stadium and a wide range of other issues affecting the competitiveness of our business.  

All this is done in the name of competitiveness – it is the critical area affecting our economic performance and is the mantra of our budget submission to the Minister for Finance, which is focusing on:

· Investment in infrastructure

· Reduction of inflation no increase in indirect or “stealth taxes”

· Value for money from the public service.
And on this last point, we are deeply concerned that the fall-out from benchmarking could impose significant costs on business.  It could lead to unreasonable increases in business taxes, including commercial rates – a major source of local government financing.  As the people who pay rates in this city, business simply cannot afford to pick up the bill for public service pay increases without seeing real productivity and value for money.

That said, we recognise the role which business makes to Dublin City through our major financial contribution. We want a better city for all, with a higher quality of life.  In the Chamber, we have an active Corporate Social Responsibility Programme, which includes major involvement in the Guinness Living Dublin Awards and the Dublin Schools Business Partnership and in encouraging new enterprise in Dublin.

I am delighted to say that Business also played its part in this year’s Special Olympics.  This was one of the greatest events which Dublin has ever witnessed, in support of a cause that touched the hearts of everyone in this country.  I know that Tim Shriver will talk more about this later but I would like to acknowledge in particular the leadership of Denis O’Brien, Mary Davis (currently climbing Kilimanjaro!) and also our Dublin Chamber representative Ronan King, for making us so proud of what can be achieved in this city and this country.

So how is Dublin doing?  Are we satisfied?  We should be, shouldn’t we?  Have we not come along way since 1995 when the Chamber set out its  “Vision for Dublin for the Year 2010”?  We have achieved a huge increase in jobs, massive reduction in unemployment, low interest rates, low taxes - a great city backed by one of the best-educated young populations in the world.  We have had a decade of unprecedented growth in the income and wealth of our city, and Dublin is unrecognisable from the difficult days of the 1980’s.  Real progress has been made by the City Council and Private Enterprise in the development of many of the less well off areas of the city.

But is that Vision being sustained?  I suggest not.  Unfortunately, we are now stumbling and struggling - our competitiveness is eroding by the day.  Our infrastructure deficit is increasing and our ability to do business is being seriously affected.  But we must not lose sight of our vision.  We as a city and a nation must climb Mount Everest.  We must set our ambition high and reach peaks and heights that seem difficult and impossible today.  Of course you don’t get to the top of Everest in one climb – you go through a series of Base Camps.

Since the foundation of The State I believe we slowly reached Base Camp 1 in the years following Independence.  The wonderful world of the Lemass/Whittaker era brought us to Base Camp 2 – but then we got stuck again.  In the 90’s we got our act together, tackled public finances, made partnership work and, taking advantage of our membership of the EU, and an educated young population, we propelled ourselves rapidly up to the dizzying heights to Base Camp 3.

The peak was in sight. But the mists have enveloped us and now we are in danger of being stuck in Camp 3.  

We have lost sight of the vision of reaching Everest. We have not identified clearly what or where Base Camp 4 is and the climbing party is disunited, bickering and working in many different directions.

We have numerous examples of this in the way we fail to integrate our developments and effectively plan out and manage our projects and the changes required, in a timely and value-for-money way and bring our people with us.  LUAS, the Red Cow Roundabout, the M50, the outlandish way the DART development has been handled, are just some of the examples of where the SYSTEM quite frankly is not working. This failure to deliver is undermining the confidence of our people.  During the Celtic Tiger, there was a sense of working together, making progress, achieving goals and a feeling of pride in being Irish. 

 I genuinely feel the spirit of partnership and cohesiveness which we had achieved, has been lost or at least badly diminished.  

Business is suffering, our people are suffering and our attractiveness as a city and a nation is suffering.

So let’s start pulling together again:

The Dublin Chamber is ready to lift its head above the parapet.  We are preparing a renewed Vision – A “Vision for 2020” (Our Everest) under the able leadership of a group led by our Vice President David Pierce.

We envisage a city:

· Which is competitive in terms of cost and value

· Whose transport, housing and infrastructure works

· Which is a “knowledge” city, with advanced education, R&D and innovation

· Which is a great European city full of culture, tourism and quality of life

· Which is a well governed city with structures and systems of government that support cohesiveness

We want to share this vision. We want to create a sense of common purpose and energy where we mobilise ourselves and our people behind this vision.  We want to create values that we can all get behind, and like all effective business as we want to develop strategies, structures and ways of resourcing – to deliver our vision.

Tanaiste, I put it to you that what we have today is not working, and that we must fundamentally remedy this.  We therefore propose the establishment of a Forum for Greater Dublin.  Dublin Chamber is prepared to drive the creation of this Forum, and to lead and facilitate it.  We want to involve other business interests, central and local Government and other key stakeholders and voluntary groups to share our vision.  We want to create a spirit of partnership and to find new ways of working together on behalf of Dublin.

We want to look honestly at what’s working and what’s not working.  What we can learn from other great cities and generate ideas of how we can do better.

This will allow those who genuinely care about Dublin’s future to contribute and be involved and have the satisfaction of delivering success.  We will be looking to all of you in this room to support our vision and the Forum.

Without strong and visionary leadership, without cohesiveness and team spirit, we will be stuck on Base Camp 3 and freeze slowly to death - nobody wants that.  We have shown what we can do by the tremendous progress in recent years.  We have shown that we can do it for the Special Olympics.  We now have a great opportunity to regroup and move forward again.  Let’s recapture the spirit and optimism of the Olympics, let’s reach for the stars and get to our Everest.

THANK YOU

ENDS

