Neighbourhood Renewal Conference speech

Introduction and Context

Thanks John, good afternoon ladies and gentlemen, councillors and MLAs. It's a great pleasure to be here to speak to you at what I hope will be a very productive and useful conference. 
Now is a very exciting time to live in Northern Ireland. Our economy is growing fast – unemployment is at its lowest level in generations, and we have more jobs than ever in our history. The atmosphere of increased social and economic confidence is tangible.

That’s the good news. 

However, and in spite of this, there are still many people who continue to experience unacceptable inequalities in health, employment, skills, education and housing. 

I am determined to regenerate and revitalise our most disadvantaged communities and we are here today to discuss how we can work together, and across Government, to achieve this.    

Urban Regeneration is a key part of this process and my Department has a number of exciting projects currently in development. 
· The Victoria Square development in Belfast, will bring in 3,000 jobs and over £400 million in private investment   

· In Derry, the former military bases are being transferred to public use and will help to transform the face of the city.

· Significant investment is planned around the former Crumlin Road Gaol and Girdwood Barracks in Belfast; and,
· Comprehensive development schemes are planned for Enniskillen, Ballymena and Coleraine.
The challenge for all of us here today is to ensure that, alongside these flagship regeneration projects, our poorest communities benefit from regeneration in Northern Ireland.  

Vision for Neighbourhood Renewal 

In Neighbourhood Renewal areas there are very real problems of social disadvantage, poverty and exclusion. We need to work together through Neighbourhood Renewal to create the conditions where these communities:
· Have the means to realise their own potential. and the confidence, and competence, to experience a better quality of life.
· Have access to responsive public services, such as transport, education, training and health.
· Have good quality and affordable homes, in safe, attractive neighbourhoods.
The Neighbourhood Renewal Strategy is the Northern Ireland Executive’s main programme to achieve this. (The Executive - not just DSD) 
It will not be easy. We can only achieve our vision if everyone plays their part, including Ministers, Government Departments and agencies, MLAs, Councillors, local businesses and, most importantly, those who live on the ground in these neighbourhoods. 
People living in our 36 Neighbourhood Renewal Areas currently experience a poorer quality of life than the rest of Northern Ireland. They have:  

· poorer health and shorter life expectancy – 5 years less for men and 3 years for women;
· lower levels of educational attainment and formal qualifications – 7.2% fewer achieving 5 or more GCSE’s;
· lower rates of employment – there is a 5 per cent gap between Neighbourhood Renewal areas and the N I average;
· a greater dependency on benefits –  over 40 per cent of Neighbourhood Renewal households derive their income from benefits and tax credits.

I want these statistics to change and I am committed to improving the lives of the people who live in these communities. However, the fact is that significant change cannot be delivered by one organisation alone. 

At the core of the Neighbourhood Renewal concept is a unique partnership between Government, local people, elected representatives, and the private sector.

All Government Departments and statutory agencies have a big part to play and I am determined that they will do so.  I have consistently reminded Executive colleagues of our collective responsibility for delivering Neighbourhood Renewal.  

I signed up to the draft budget and Programme for Government on the basis that Departments will honour and resource this approach. And the test of this is rapidly approaching.

If other Departments do not attach the same priority to Neighbourhood Renewal as I do, then we will have a very serious problem. 

Regional Targets for Neighbourhood Renewal 

Across Government, we have agreed a set of regional Neighbourhood Renewal targets which set very clear challenges in key areas of public services. 
In health we will focus on improving life expectancy, reducing the rate of suicide and aiming for a specific reduction in births to teenage mothers.    

In education and training our focus is on improving attainment levels.  I want to see young people from Neighbourhood Renewal areas achieving better literacy and numeracy levels, and higher levels of qualifications to enhance their employability.

Education and qualifications are vital to attract investment and to provide local people with the confidence and skills to set up their own businesses.  Regional targets have therefore been agreed for inward investment and new business starts in Neighbourhood Renewal areas.  

Work to finalise targets around anti-social behaviour, specifically in Neighbourhood Renewal areas, is also nearing completion.     

These targets will help to direct the actions needed to tackle the challenges we face and to monitor the success of Neighbourhood Renewal over the next 5 to 10 years. 

Everyone has the right to a decent, warm and affordable home and I am determined to deliver a new housing agenda to tackle disadvantage and social exclusion. Waiting lists, homelessness and affordability must be at the heart of Neighbourhood Renewal.

Position Currently

It has taken quite a lot of time to put the necessary Neighbourhood Renewal structures in place. The difficult task of establishing Partnerships, as a vehicle for local planning and implementation, has now been completed.  This is a significant achievement and I want to applaud Partnerships for their hard work in getting to this stage.

Partnerships have now gone on to develop local Neighbourhood Action Plans to determine the needs and priorities of their area over a 3 year period. We have 32 Action Plans agreed at this stage and the remaining 4 will be in place very shortly.

Priorities As We Move Forward

The priority now is to ensure that the coordinated implementation of Action Plans addresses the core causes of deprivation.  
We need to be sure that the proposed actions are realistic, in line with the objectives of the Programme for Government and feasible and compatible with the level of resources available across Government. 
We need to focus efforts and resources on those actions capable of delivering measurable and sustainable improvements to the quality of life and life chances within communities.  

Statutory bodies are working to complete their consideration of these Action Plans and to determine how the priorities can be most effectively addressed.
They are considering: 

· what changes need to be made to service provision to better meet need, 

· what other actions can be taken, perhaps by better joined up working to address needs,

· how services can be better targeted and made more accessible and responsive to local needs 
In responding to local need, Neighbourhood Renewal needs to make best use of resources, needs to ensure existing services are effective and needs to show innovation. 
Resources must be deployed to address the priority needs of local neighbourhoods. They need to empower and support local communities to reach their full potential. 

The draft Programme for Government provides a commitment to invest over £500 million in regenerating disadvantaged communities, neighbourhoods, towns and cities by 2012. 
But it also makes it clear that addressing disadvantage and exclusion is a challenge which requires co-ordinated action and the targeting of resources and efforts towards greatest objective need.

Community/Voluntary Sector Funding Issues

The draft Programme for Government prioritises the delivery of modern, high quality and efficient public services, the promotion of tolerance, inclusion, health and well being, and the growth of a dynamic economy. Neighbourhood Renewal is consistent with this broad objective.

However for all of us, to be successful, there needs to be an acceptance that things have to move on. 

We must recognise the fact that Neighbourhood Renewal marks a change in the way in which we seek to get things done.  
It’s about supporting and funding those services and actions which best address local priority needs. Neighbourhood Renewal is not simply about funding and, particularly, it is not just about sustaining local or individual projects or groups simply because they have always been funded in the past.  It is not a continuation of past programmes.  

The community sector will continue to play a vital role in delivering services, but there must also be acceptance of the fact that my Department will not be in a position to provide financial support to all existing community organisations. 

Through Neighbourhood Renewal implementation we must get the maximum impact from available resources. We will only do this through co–ordination across Government, statutory bodies and local communities. There is already significant funding going into these neighbourhoods and we need to make sure we use this to make real changes.

My officials are currently leading discussions with other Government Departments and statutory bodies to determine how the priorities identified by Neighbourhood Action Plans can be addressed.
This process will ensure that decisions as to which services must be maintained will be taken as early as possible and plans for the deployment of the limited Neighbourhood Renewal funding, will be made well in advance of March 2008.

Wider Regeneration Issues

Neighbourhood renewal fits closely with the wide range of regeneration work already underway which is providing the stimulus for economic development throughout Northern Ireland. 
In Belfast, Strategic Regeneration Frameworks are being developed.  They will ensure that Neighbourhood Renewal areas are effectively placed to allow them to benefit from the wider physical and commercial developments planned for the city and other parts of the Northern Ireland. 

Physical redevelopment master planning exercises going on in various parts of the city are also essential steps in the delivering the local Neighbourhood Renewal plans.  
These will provide the means to co-ordinate and maximise public and private sector investment in our Neighbourhood Renewal areas. 
Summary & Conclusion 

I have set out my thinking on Neighbourhood Renewal and described my hopes and ambitions and aims for these communities.
But making it happen will not be an easy process – in fact it will be difficult. Neighbourhood Renewal has already presented many challenges - and no doubt more will emerge in the future.

If we are to be successful we must allow neighbourhood renewal to adopt a greater strategic orientation - focusing in on the priority actions agreed by the communities themselves – so that the core causes of deprivation can be effectively tackled.

In parallel we need to see effective engagement by all involved, both in the development of the strategic plans and in their delivery.

This presents a real challenge for us all

For the communities involved, the challenge is in working with government to make public services really effective. For Government the challenge is to target resources appropriately. 

Ultimately, transforming communities can only happen because people chose to believe in themselves and to believe in a better future. 
I know that most of the members of the Neighbourhood renewal interdepartmental Group are here today. Some members have delivered presentations and others will participate in the open forum later this afternoon.  
I hope that delegates will take the opportunity to discuss and debate Neighbourhood Renewal concerns and issues with them.

Before I close I want to thank you all for your interest, commitment and the important work that you are doing.

An American writer once said “Progress comes from the intelligent use of experience.” Looking around this room I see the experience, and I see intelligence. 

Now is the time to make progress. 
Thank you and I hope that you enjoy the remainder of the day.
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