Dublin Chamber of Commerce

Sporting Lunch 2004

Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen, I am delighted to welcome you here on behalf of Dublin Chamber of Commerce and Invest Northern Ireland.

I'd like to give a very special welcome to Keith Wood who we're delighted and privileged to have as our guest speaker today. 

This continues the programme of our Sporting Lunch series, where each year we invite an international sports star to address a business audience. Last year, as you will recall, we had Eddie Irvine as our main speaker, following Alex Ferguson, the Manager of Manchester United, the previous year. 

No doubt many of you will have questions you would like to put to Keith. If so, you should write your question on the back of your name-card and hand it in when the questions are being picked up after desert. A selection of the questions will be put to Keith Wood by our MC for this afternoon Des Cahill of RTE Sport
Most of you will have been enjoying the Euro 2004 Soccer Championships in Portugal over the past week or so – many of you rueing the fact that Ireland’s non-qualification ruled out a good excuse for two weeks in the sun! Besides giving the Portuguese the opportunity to go to some of the most exciting football games of 2004, the tournament is expected to bring significant benefits to the Portuguese economy. Travelling football fans are expected to splash out an estimated €260 million on tickets for matches, hotels and food.
The economic importance of major sporting occasions for Dublin’s economy is similarly well documented. Economic impact surveys have shown that large sports events generate significant revenues for the local and national economy. In the case of large international sporting fixtures such as the six-nations matches or international football fixtures, revenues in excess of €10 million per event from out-of-state visitors are typical. Economic impact analysis shows that this sustains more than 300 jobs a year per event. These figures do not take into account the fact that, for many, a trip to Dublin for a sporting occasion can act as the stimulus to the planning of a longer holiday in Ireland at a later date. 

That is why the Dublin Chamber of Commerce has been actively campaigning for the development of more and better sports facilities in and around Dublin. We strongly welcomed the new National Aquatic Centre and of course we are extremely fortunate in having such a wonderful facility as Croke Park – one of the finest stadiums in Europe, if not the world, at present.

We are delighted that, after campaigning long and hard to ensure that the national stadium was developed in a location close to the city centre, plans for a long-overdue redevelopment of Lansdowne Road are well underway. 

The choice of a venue that is close to the city centre will ensure the continuance of the unique experience and atmosphere that surrounds major international games that are played in Dublin. It will also see one of the most historic sports grounds in Europe, that is home to so many special memories for Irish sport, become one of the most up-to-date stadiums in Europe.  

Indeed, I look forward to the day when, with two world-class stadium facilities in Dublin, Ireland can make a successful bid for some of the major international sporting tournaments, such as the European Football Championships.  

As we are all too aware in Dublin, the construction of any piece of major new infrastructure involves disruption. We are all well aware of the serious disruption that the construction of Sandyford line of Luas caused to both businesses and commuters. However, with its official opening due to take place next Wednesday, we will now start to notice the benefits that the line will bring to Dublin’s hard-pressed commuters. 

In the case of Lansdowne Road, the big downside of the redevelopment work will be felt during the two-year construction phase, based on the current plans from 2006 to 2008. Invariably sporting fixtures that would have been played there will have to find another venue. While some of the smaller-scale games that would have been played at Lansdowne road will be able to find alternative homes in Ireland, all international soccer and rugby matches with the potential to draw large crowds, will either have to be played in grossly undersized grounds in Ireland or they will have to be moved abroad, most likely to the UK. 

Grounds such as Old Trafford and Celtic Park are often touted as potential alternative venues for Irish soccer internationals – most recently up to FIFA’s clarification that Ireland could continue to use temporary seating at Lansdowne Road for the upcoming soccer world cup qualifiers. 

The prospect of Irish fans having to travel abroad between 2006-2008 for international fixtures that should be staged in Dublin brings with it the possibility that Dublin’s economy could miss out on a significant amount of business. As I said earlier, every large international fixture is worth up to €10 million to the local economy. Even if a decision is taken to stage games in Ireland, only a very reduced number of fans will be able to attend, due to the lack of large-scale soccer facilities, with similar negative results for the economy.  

I referred earlier to the inevitable disruption that Luas’ construction brought with it. Wouldn’t it have been great if there had been an alternative available, whereby commuters could have avoided the traffic jams and delays that they experienced. With this in mind, I put it to you that such an alternative exists in the case of Lansdowne Road. During the two-year construction period for redeveloping Lansdowne Road, all large-scale international matches would find a very suitable home in Croke Park.   

The Chamber is calling on the GAA to open up Croke Park for the staging of the games that would have been hosted at Lansdowne Road during the two-year period when the new stadium is being constructed.

It would not be the first time that Croke Park has been both used to facilitate non-GAA sports and generate additional revenue for the GAA. We can all remember when American Football was hosted in Croke Park. 

Indeed, once the new Lansdowne Road is operational in 2009, there will be plenty of opportunity for the favour to be returned. Most people are aware that Croke Park needs an audience of at least 50,000 for it to justify opening its gates. Many of the GAA matches that would not reach this threshold, but would be too large for other venues such as Parnell Park, could be facilitated best in Lansdowne Road.    

