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Prime Minister, Cathaoirleach, Elected Representatives, delegates, ladies and gentlemen, it gives me particular pleasure on behalf of the Fingal Development Board to welcome you to this Conference ‘Towards Sustainable Airport Development’.

Established by legislation in 2001, the role of the Fingal Development Board is not only to develop strategies for the economic, social and cultural development of Fingal but to make this process as participative as possible. I would therefore like to thank Fingal County Council, for their help in web-casting this conference to a wider public. 

The extent to which we advance the debate on sustainable aviation in general, and airport development, in particular, will be the measure of our success over the next two days. If a week is a long time in politics, it is an age in the aviation sector. The Oxford University Environmental Change Institute Report “Predict and Decide: Aviation, Climate Change, and UK Policy”, the public floatation of Aer Lingus plc and the market’s response, allegations of cartels in Trans Atlantic aviation and the continuing problems at some legacy airlines in Europe are all events that have captured media headlines in the past weeks and represent both environmental and commercial aspects of this sector. Some of the people directly involved in making these headlines will be addressing us over the next two days.

But there are also underlying economic trends in global aviation, including rapid growth in route development, cargo / logistics, passenger numbers, and airport infrastructure that provide much of the context for these events. This growth is not confined to the ‘First World’ but is particularly evident in developing countries such as China and India, that have undertaken previously unheard expansion of their aviation sectors as part of a broader economic strategy. At the same time however, there are many people, especially in the West, who are increasingly questioning the cost of this growth in both social and environmental terms.

The challenge facing all of us is to reconcile the economic, environmental, commercial and social issues in relation to the role of aviation in the 21st century, particularly as it relates to airport development.

All of these issues are evident with respect to the development of Dublin Airport (or as some of us prefer to call it, Fingal International Airport) and its future development. Not only is the Airport the largest single commercial entity in the state, it is also a major economic engine and tourism gateway for Fingal, the greater Dublin area and Ireland as a whole.

At the same time, however, some local communities have serious concerns about the impact that increased air / surface traffic will have on their health and quality of life. In this respect, however, the recent announcement by the Minister for Transport regarding the new Metro North route from St. Stephens Green to Swords via Dublin Airport is a welcome development.

Different perspectives are even found within the same population groups, for while many residents living near airports fear the impact of aircraft noise and emissions, many of these same residents work in the aviation sector and in related industrial and commercial sectors such as logistics and tourism.

While many of us are concerned about the negative prospect of climate change, most of us also chose to travel, by various modes of transport, far more frequently and for far greater distances than we have ever done.

In recognising the difficulties that the aviation sector and airports face, those in the industry argue that we should not exaggerate its role in the creation of these problems, as general industry, car use, and even home heating, have far greater environmental impacts. Proponents of the aviation sector would also argue that while these other activities can feasible use alternative sources of energy, aircraft has not yet evolved to the point where they can dispense with aviation fuel as their primary energy source. They argue for the need to develop our airports in the same way as seaports were created in the Mercantile era and the great railway stations of Europe and the world in the nineteenth century.

Resolving these different perspectives in a long term, sustainable way is a challenge that is not only complex but involves different paradigms, with sometimes conflicting value systems. The specific choices that we will have to make over the coming years will therefore have to accurately incorporate and evaluate all of these issues. We may even have to examine and re-assess our value systems. The resolution of these differences may require hard choices to be made.

Our speakers over the next two days represent many of the most innovate and experienced people in aviation as well as those with the grave responsibility, at the highest Government level, for developing national and international policies on aviation. Representatives of a local resident community here in Fingal, and those involved in airport development in a number countries will also present their perspective.

I think it is a measure of the importance of the subject of this Conference that all of these organisations and people have agreed to participate.

I would like to thank our two chairpersons, Dr.Danny O’Hare and Professor Callum Thomas for taking on the sometimes onerous task of keeping us on schedule and facilitating our discussions and our sponsors, without whose support we could not have hosted this event. I would also like to thank the Director of the Development Board, Senan Turnbull and staff member David Pryor for all their support and work on this event and Alex Kirby and his team in Insight Media for their expert collaboration.

On behalf of the Fingal Development Board and Insight Media I will now ask the Irish Prime Minster, Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern TD to formally open the Conference.

ENDS
