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Ladies and Gentlemen, I am delighted to be here this morning and I am grateful to Fingal Development Board for giving me the opportunity to open this very important conference. 

Dublin Airport is Fingal’s most significant economic asset and its future sustainability is vital, not just for the immediate area but for Ireland as a whole.  When we think of Dublin Airport, we think of it primarily as the national gateway through which over 21 million passengers will travel this year. Obviously, that figure highlights the critical nature of this piece of infrastructure. 

However, if anything, this actually understates the importance of Dublin Airport to the North County and the country.  I am not merely referring to the Airport’s role in trade although that, of course, is very important to an island nation. Its economic and social impact is far broader when you take account of the 120 firms based at the airport and the 12,000 or so people employed here. In essence, Dublin Airport is the economic powerhouse of Fingal.

Last June Fingal Council adopted a comprehensive Master Plan for the airport and its environs. This provides the long-term planning framework for development within the airport and its environs. 

In the context of that plan and the proposals put forward by the Dublin Airport Authority for the second terminal and new runway, I am delighted to know that both bodies are in close collaboration and regularly meet with the other main stakeholders such as the RPA, the NRA and the Department of Transport to deal with all the inter-related issues.

If there is one issue that, more than all others, has permeated our thinking in recent years, and is now critical to the decision-making processes with regard to all forms of infrastructural investment in all sectors of our economy, then that is the issue of sustainability.

The sustainability test of major development projects ensures that the impact on the wider economic and social environment is taken into account before projects go ahead. 

And so I think that a conference on the subject of sustainability is very appropriate at this time.

It is particularly appropriate with regard to the airport sector at this point in time given the major infrastructural projects that are now underway here in Dublin Airport.

The Irish aviation sector plays a vital role in our continuing economic development and is a critical feature of the growth in tourism and trade. Aviation is particularly important for us because we are an island nation.

It is Government policy to foster airport development, particularly at the three state airports, in order to encourage as wide a range as possible of reliable, regular and competitive air services to and from Ireland.  That development will help the country to sustain its current prosperity through its support of employment, competitiveness and enterprise.

The objective is to have an efficient airport sector operating on a sustainable commercial basis.  Of course, the development of airport facilities must take account of the needs of both low cost and full service airlines. Airport development also has to take account of the critical long haul business to North America and to other long haul destinations, not least to the Middle East with which Dublin Airport has increasingly strong links.

There has been very significant passenger growth in the aviation sector in Ireland in recent years. Passenger numbers for the three State Airports at Dublin, Shannon and Cork in 2005 at 24.5 m show an overall increase of 2.7 million, or 12%, over 2004. In Dublin the numbers were up by 8%, with Cork increasing by 20% and Shannon by 40%.

Both Shannon and Cork are well positioned to cope with this rate of growth. The terminal at Shannon is operating well within its capacity levels as is the new terminal that was opened this Summer in Cork.

As anyone using Dublin Airport is fully aware, the existing facilities are not sufficient to cope on a sustained basis with the huge upsurge in air traffic. That said, the Dublin Airport Authority deserves our congratulations for the way in which it has worked to minimise queuing and delays this Summer.  It was a major challenge and I am glad to note that the DAA rose to it. However, given current and projected passenger levels, this is not sustainable.

In the three years to 2005, passenger numbers at Dublin increased by over 20% from 15 million to 18.5 million. The growth is continuing this year and it is expected that by the end of the year some 21 million people will have passed through the airport.

This would be a year on year increase of the order of 14%. By the middle of the next decade passenger numbers at Dublin airport are estimated to reach 30 million or more. These growth rates are phenomenal and they augur well for the future of aviation in Ireland.

However, these growth rates underline the important of pushing ahead now with major investment in infrastructural developments.  We must work to build new facilities now that will provide the capacity to cater for a volume of passenger traffic that would have been unimaginable even a few short years ago.

These new facilities must include enhanced and expanded airport infrastructure, terminal facilities and dramatically improved public transport access. It was for this reason that the Government decided in May 2005 that the DAA would commission a second terminal at Dublin Airport. 

Under the DAA’s medium term plan for new infrastructural provision at Dublin Airport, the new Terminal, and associated pier facilities (Pier E), will be provided to the South of the existing terminal. These facilities are planned to come on stream in late 2009 and will enable the airport to cater for a total of up to 35m passengers. 

Following a wide-ranging consultation process involving users, statutory authorities and other interested parties, DAA recently published its plans for this second terminal and a planning application for the terminal and related facilities was submitted to Fingal County Council in August last.

I am confident that Terminal 2 will provide a fitting gateway to our country.  It will transform the passenger experience at Dublin Airport by delivering enhanced space and comfort for all users, both passengers and airlines.  I am happy to note that the DAA is working to deliver the terminal in line with the Government decision and to have it up and running before the end of 2009. 

Another consequence of the growth in passenger numbers at Dublin airport is the need to ensure that sufficient runway capacity is available to meet the demands of increased air traffic.

If there is less than optimum runway capacity then aircraft will not be able to land and take-off on time, and the overall expansion of the airport will be curtailed with adverse consequence for employment and the wider economy.

Since the 1970s the DAA has been planning for the development of a second parallel runway to be brought to fruition when it was needed. The time for bringing that project forward is now and the planning application has been submitted and approved, with conditions, by Fingal County Council. The application is now subject to the outcome of an oral hearing by An Bord Pleanála. 

The proposed new runway, which is on land already owned by the DAA, will facilitate additional aircraft and passenger traffic and support a significant increase in overall employment and income here at Dublin Airport. This is a project of major importance. It will underpin Dublin Airport’s status as the economic powerhouse of North Dublin and will given Ireland a national gateway in keeping with our economic success.

Turning to public transport access, the announcement last week of the selected route for Metro North, is further evidence of the Government's commitment in this area.   This ambitious project is one of the key components of Transport 21.   Using a combination of underground, surface and elevated track, and trains every four minutes, it will provide a journey time of 17 minutes from the Airport to St. Stephen's Green.   Now that, I am sure, is something we would all welcome!   Now that the route has been selected, the Railway Procurement Agency will be preparing a Railway Order application and getting on with the design of the route and the fifteen stations on it.  Taken with the improved motorway access around the airport, and the ongoing upgrade works on the M50 including the M1/M50 interchange, we will see very dramatic changes for the better over the next few years.

Last May I had the pleasure of joining Senan Turnbull and his colleagues at the Fingal Development Board in launching the Economic Strategy for Fingal 2006 – 2011. It is a very exciting time in the history of Dublin Airport and I think we can all look forward to it making an ever more important contribution to the life of Dublin and the country as a whole. 

To conclude, I would like to pay tribute to Fingal Development Board for organising this conference. In particular I would like to thank Councillor Ciaran Byrne, Chairman of the FBD, Senan Turnbull and his staff for having the foresight and vision to make this conference happen in Dublin. 

Thank you.

