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Presentation to
The Joint Committee on Arts, Sport, Tourism, Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs

Wednesday 9th March, 2005

1.
Introductory Remarks

Chair, thank you for the opportunity to address the Joint Committee on this important topic. My name is áine Maria Mizzoni and I am the President of the Dublin Chamber of Commerce. Before we begin our presentation, I would like to introduce you to the rest of the Chamber delegation:

· Clive Brownlee, Chairman, Dublin Convention Bureau;

· Ronan King, Director, Howard Holdings;

· Niall Geoghegan, Director of Marketing and Sales, Jurys Doyle Group;

· Terri Cullinane, Chairperson, Association of Irish Professional Conference Organisers (AIPC);

· Gina Quin, Chief Executive, Dublin Chamber of Commerce;

· Aebhric Mc Gibney, Director, Dublin Chamber of Commerce; and

· Cian Connaughton, Manager, Dublin Chamber of Commerce.

The Dublin Chamber of Commerce represents over 1,500 companies of all sizes and sectors across the Greater Dublin Area and fulfils a central role in city life as the voice of business in Dublin. At the Chamber, we seek to promote Dublin as a great European multicultural city at the cutting edge of technological development, - a city that works smoothly, tops the competitiveness league and that is well governed. This is captured in our vision for Dublin in 2020, which has been warmly received. 

The Chamber wishes to highlight the importance of the tourism industry as a driver in the development of employment, foreign revenue earnings and national economic growth. Dublin is the gateway for tourism to Ireland. It is a flagship city amongst leading European city destinations, as well as being the principal entry point for the greatest proportion of overseas visitors to Ireland.

Dublin Chamber represents members from all aspects and levels of the tourism sector and has been a champion of the proposal for a National Conference Centre for Dublin city for many years. Indeed, we are interested in participating in (or leading for that matter) a grouping of civic and business interests which would oversee the running of the international conference centre in Ireland in order to maximise its beneficial impact on the local and national economy.
In our presentation today, the Dublin Chamber will be making the case for a city centre based convention centre and the need for absolute clarity as to the time frame within which this will be delivered and the specifications of the centre itself. With these details, conference organisers can seek out business now for whenever the centre may open. The additional business tourists that a conference centre will bring will stimulate economic activity in Dublin and in the rest of the island, as such visitors to Dublin often travel to other parts of the country after their official business here is complete.

2.
International Conference Centre – The Business Case

According to the International Congress and Convention Association, there are over 3,500 business association conferences held each year. The spend of each one of these conferences varies from €0.5m to €20m each. This estimate of the conference market excludes the corporate market, where companies hold internal staff meetings and which, although not properly quantified, is probably equally as large. The market, therefore for business conferences, therefore, is enormous. 

Ireland is very well represented in many areas of the tourism market, but the strength of our presence in the business tourism area, is underdeveloped and declining. According to the CSO, the number of business tourists has fallen from 890,000 per annum to 750,000 between 1999 and 2003 – down from 15% to 12% of all tourists. Business tourism is also the area of tourism which is considered to have the greatest growth potential. A business visitor spends on average 70% more than ordinary holidaymakers during their stay in Ireland.  Business tourism meets many national objectives in terms of the high yield per visitor and the fact that it is most active during the autumn and winter months but has a number of distinguishing characteristics including long lead-in times for association conferences and a generally more demanding customer. The value of business visitors to Ireland, whether attending meetings, conferences or on incentive trips, is targeted by Fáilte Ireland to rise 17.5% to €470 million by 2007 – or almost half a billion euro. 

As we understand it, there is a clear public commitment by Minister O’Donoghue and the Government to develop an International Conference Centre (ICC) in the city centre.  I will not, therefore, dwell on the rationale for this decision, except to summarise the main arguments in favour of the construction of an international conference centre.

(a)
Work carried out by the Chamber conservatively estimates that an International Conference Centre (ICC) could boost Dublin’s economic activity by €50 million annually and sustain up to 3,000 jobs. We believe that an ICC could attract an additional 19 major international conferences to Ireland each year, attracting 44,000 delegates, equating to 153,700 delegate days. At present numerous conferences do not even consider Dublin as a potential venue due to the lack of suitable facilities. In 2001, PWC identified a total of 870 international association conferences that rotate within Europe only, that have not taken place in Ireland since 1990.

Business tourism is high yield. The estimated figure of “delegate value” for each business convention tourist is €1360 (excl. of air travel). Work about to be published in the area by Jim Deegan in the University of Limerick indicates that the multiplier for an injection of business tourism revenue to the economy is between 1 and 1.5. Very few sectors of the economy can demonstrate this high level of return. Thus, for every one euro brought into the Irish economy, it has an impact of one euro fifty cent. 

(b)
An ICC will attract a greater number of high-yield tourists to Ireland and reduce the seasonality of tourism in Ireland by spreading the tourism peak outside of the summer months. The ability to spread the numbers of tourists arriving to the city means that the city will not become congested with tourists at any one time of the year. It also compliments the leisure tourism sector in terms of usage of facilities. 

(c)
Dublin is a ready-made international conference destination, apart from the gaping hole that is the lack of a modern, dedicated conference venue.

All of the cities that feature in the top 20 listings of conference locations are characterised by some combination of the following:

· High international profile/ capital city status;

· Strong performance in the international city breaks market;

· Strong general tourism/ social and cultural infrastructure;

· Excellent international and internal transport links; and

· A strong industrial/ academic research base

Dublin possesses all of these characteristics, save a conference centre. It is the only capital city in Europe that does not have a conference centre.

(d)
An ICC will be an effective tool in the attraction of foreign direct investment to the country. An ICC will bring key decision makers and leaders in research and development to Ireland, providing the IDA and other support agencies with the opportunity to build important strategic relationships. Multinational corporations have a tendency to stage international meetings where they have an operation/ base. Ireland has large number of multinational companies and is particularly strong in the areas of financial services, IT, food/agriculture, and legal and medical/ health care sectors.  An ICC, and the attraction of large international meetings to our shores, will provide the opportunity to show case Ireland to the key decision makers within those organisations and encourage the expansion of their existing base here.
3.
Examples of other international conference centres

I have a copy of the Worldwide Convention Centres Directory, which will give you an example of the range of facilities available. Many cities have more than one conference centre. The Dublin Chamber of Commerce believes that an International Conference Centre can make an important contribution to the architectural development of Dublin. It can provide excellent civic space to accommodate a whole range of national activities. According to Fáilte Ireland, Prague is one of the top three competing conference destinations with Dublin. It can seat over 2,700 persons in theatre, has 20 halls and 40 smaller rooms, is in the city centre and is 30 minutes from the airport.

Prague ICC

Pictures of Prague convention centre deleted to reduce file size
4.
National Conference Centre – Development Timeline

I think it is useful to go through a timeline of the development of the centre, as a case study of how businesses have been frustrated at the complete and utter failure to deliver necessary infrastructure projects for the city. It has taken over 10 years to get to the tender stage of the process and there is still no certainty as to delivery. In that time, Japan had built over 20 centres, after it had decided to focus on the important business tourism market. 

DEVELOPMENT TIMELINE

1994
The concept of the development of an ICC in Dublin was first introduced in the Operational Programme for Tourism 1994-99. €33 million of EU funding made available for project.  

2000
Conference Centre at Spencer Dock receives planning permission, but abandoned when ancillary hotel and apartments are refused planning.  

September 2003
Tourism Policy Review Group recommends the development of a National Conference Centre. 

November 2003
Minister O’Donoghue invites expression of interest for a 2000 seat conference centre for Dublin. Government commit to lease the building in return for private sector covering construction cost (€100-200m). Awarding of contract expected in August 2004.

December 2003
NCC Steering Group (Department of Tourism, the Office of Public Works and its advisers, the Department of Finance, Fáilte Ireland and the National Development Finance Agency) and NCC Site Assessment Panel appointed. The OPW and private sector advisors preparing PPP documents.

January 2004
Four expressions of interest received.

June 2004
Three bidders have been selected (Anna Livia at Alexandra Dock, Spencer Dock & Leopardstown).

July 2004
Minister O’Donoghue announces delay in process. Government decision on winning bidder expected end-2004. The complexity of the PPP process blamed. 

October 2004
Minister O’Donoghue announces further delays. Invitations to tender still not delivered to three qualifying bidders. Preferred bidder now expected by July 2005.

December 2004
Invitation to tender issued to bidders, submission due April 2005.

5.
Conclusions and Recommendations

1. Dublin needs an international convention centre in the city centre. The ICC will be a national icon of Ireland’s future knowledge economy. All research supports the critical need for truly international venues to offer a genuine “downtown” city experience.

2. The opportunity exists to create a 21st century statement building on a par with Gandon’s Custom House or Four Courts, in an equivalent location

3. An ICC in Dublin is a pre-requisite to achieving the essential move to high value as opposed to volume tourism.

4. An ICC in Dublin will generate additional economic activity in Dublin and in the rest of the country. Despite the national benefits, it seems as if there has been very little support for this from the rest of the country and that Dublin is loosing out.
5. An ICC is not just a building. To succeed, it must be supported by a fully resourced Meeting and Conference Bureau capable of competing with the best in the world. In addition, the Chamber are seeking changes in the VT regime for business tourism in order to further enhance the competitive position of Ireland in the business tourism market.

6. Do not under-estimate the “show-case” capabilities of an ICC in terms of related trade exhibitions, pre- and post-conference tours, attraction of international decision-makers and incentive travel.

7. Conference organisers need real certainty and guarantees as to when the centre will be built and to what specification. With this information, professional conference organisers and the Dublin Convention Bureau can begin to work to attract this key business. The lead in time on large association conferences can by anything from 3-5 years - even longer - so it is critical that we go to market now for when the ICC is ready. Unless there is absolute clarity on the opening date however no professional conference organiser will take a risk and Dublin will continue to loose out to other destinations – even after the centre is built.

8. Allied to a truly international stadium, the ICC offers the opportunity to re-juvenate the city’s tourist appeal as a truly international destination for business and sports based tourism.

9. The Dublin Chamber is simply mystified by the continued delay in delivering this critical element in the city and country’s infrastructure, and appalled by the totally unacceptable wastage of millions of Euro of tax-payers’ money on endless (and so far fruitless) analyses, evaluations, competitions and procrastination. On top of this, the private sector has spent millions on each occasion tendering in a PPP process that on successive occasions has proved to be a false dawn.

10. The process has, if anything, become slower over time. The private sector’s experience of this bureaucratic process is a case study of inefficiency and indecision. There is a real danger that Ireland will tie itself up in knots over procedure and fail to respond sufficiently swiftly. Some projects do require lengthy and detailed consideration. However, it must be asked: Was there ever any serious argument made opposing the construction of an international conference centre? If Ireland has difficulty in agreeing the progress of something that is so blatantly good and patently beneficial for Dublin and the wider economy, what hope have we ever of seeing some of our more complex but still necessary projects such as the Metro, the South Port Access Route or widening of the M50? 

11. Delivery in the short-term of this critical project is within the realm of achievement, if the public and private sectors truly work together.

​

Appendix: Examples of International Conference Centres
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