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WATERFORD CITY COUNCIL

SPECIAL COUNCIL MEETING HELD 24th MARCH, 2006

	PRESENT:          


An Comhairleoir Hilary Ó Caoinnnealain (Meara)
An Comhairleoir Padraig Ó hAodha 

An Comhairleoir Máire de Roiste 

An Comhairleoir Sean Breathnach 

An Comhairleoir Tomás O Cuinneagain 

An Comhairleoir Tomás O Murchú 

An Comhairleoir Labhrás O Néill 

An Comhairleoir Máire Ní Hallúráin
An Comhairleoir Daithi MacDomnhaill

	OFFICIALS IN ATTENDANCE:          


Mr. C. Murray, City Manager

Mr. P. Power, Director of Services, Housing & Corporate Affairs

Mr. John Murphy, Head of Finance

APOLOGY:      


An Comhairleoir Seosamh Ó Ceallaigh

An Comhairleoir Séamus O Riain 

An Comhairleoir Daithi O Cuileannáin

An Comhairleoir Seán Hallagan

An Comhairleoir Daithi Breathnach 

An Comhairleoir Seamus Ó Dorchaidh 

Cllr. Hilary Quinlan, Mayor, opened this special meeting by welcoming Mr. Charlie McCreevy, European Commissioner for Internal Market and Services, to Waterford on this the first occasion on which an EU Commissioner addressed the Council.  

The Commissioner expressed his gratitude to the Mayor and Council for this opportunity stating that cities are of key importance to the implementation of the Lisbon agenda of making Europe a more attractive place in which to work and invest.  It should be noted that 4 out of 5 European citizens live in urban areas and that cities, while they do have environmental issues, are the economic drivers and places where business is done and investments are made.  The Commissioner emphasised the importance of Waterford as a gateway city in the context of the Lisbon Strategy.
Mr. McCreevy adverted to the European Commission plan D for democracy, debate and dialogue, “going local”.  Europe’s citizens must be given a stronger voice and the decision makers must develop the ability to listen to people’s concerns and hopes.  It particular, local and regional authorities must be well briefed leading to a meaningful partnership between European, National, Regional Local Government.

The three key areas which the Commissioner wished to discuss today are those of the EU’s global competitive challenges, the EU's Lisbon Strategy and the role of the internal market.

In the EU as a whole, economic growth and job creation is too low and the need for more growth cannot be overstated.  Competition from other parts of the world is also increasing.  Each individual member state has a responsibility to focus on creating the environment, the infrastructure and support to facilitate entrepreneurs, managers and workers to realise the opportunities that globalisation affords and have the flexibility to adapt to do so.

The Lisbon strategy aims to make Europe more dynamic, innovative and attractive, promoting growth and with it more and better jobs.  Consequently, there is an onus on member states to get their macro and micro economic policies right.

The internal market is a principal driver for economic reform and has delivered growth of about €6,000 per household and 2.5m extra jobs in the 10 years since it started in 1993.  Benefits also accrue for the consumer.

The Commissioner confirmed that a particular priority to him is better regulation which means making the legal framework already in place work more satisfactorily as well as filling the remaining gaps in the framework.  Regulation must be effective, causing the minimum burden to business.  Regulation is improving and all legislative proposals are now subject to wide consultation and comprehensive regulatory impact assessments are prepared.

The Commissioner continued that the European Commission has recently launched an invitation to public authorities and businesses for their views on an updated version of the “Common Procurement Vocabulary” which is the EU wide classification system for Public Procurement Contracts helping EU businesses and SMEs to easily identify Public Procurement Contracts offered by any EU public authority.  The Commissioner invited the Members of Waterford City Council to contribute to this public consultation.

The Commissioner advised that one of the most critical issues is the provision of services within the internal market.  Manufacturing is no longer as central to the European economy as it once was and today over two thirds of economic activity takes place in the services sector.  The Commission has proposed a directive aimed at maximising the contribution of the services sector to the quest for jobs and growth.  It is critical that it is easier for service providers to establish a business anywhere within the EU.  It will also improve the services for consumers and ensure proper and efficient supervision across the EU.

An emerging feature of the enlarged EU is the movement of workers within the member states.  A recent report of the European Commission has shown that the inflow of workers from the new member states has been beneficial and as yet there seems to be no empirical evidence that the very low level of unemployment among the indigenous Irish labour force is on the increase as a result of displacement by migration.  However, more investment in worker’s skills such as through life long learning is required.

A separate issue the Commissioner adverted to is the need to have a serious discussion on further EU enlargement.   Without public support and buy in further enlargement will be a very risky undertaking.  There is a necessity now to deal with the reality of what citizens expect and what the union can cope with.  

The Commissioner concluded by thanking the Council again for this opportunity to address them and discuss such matters.

A wide ranging discussion followed the Commissioner’s presentation involving all Members of the Council present.  This discussion centred on the role the EU can play in relation to the developmental factors within Waterford City.  Particular reference was made to infrastructure with the airport featuring majorly.  The question of decentralisation to the gateway city was also raised.  

The location of Waterford outside of the Dublin area and the need for investment therein was also stressed.  This is particularly relevant in relation to the question of access and the need for further development at Waterford Regional Airport.  

Concern was expressed over the services directed with particular reference to people in jobs which were vulnerable and to the abuse of the system which had emerged recently in Ireland.  

A further point raised was the lack of access to Europe by City and County Councillors in Ireland.  This is the local tier of Democratically Elected Members and as such should be included in European context as the Local and Regional Democratic Agents.   

Due to the increasing demands placed on local authorities in relation to the area of waste management, particularly the Waterford local authorities in view of the current situation both with regard to the onerous task of remediating the existing landfills and the recent decision by the EPA with regard to the proposed new landfill site, the question was asked if the EU is in a position to assist local authorities in this particularly difficult situation.

While change is welcomed and indeed endorsed, over recent years the perception of Europe was not as positive as it may be.  Business growth, particularly from an Irish perspective, was satisfactory but certain aspects required attention.  In particular, insurance is an area for intervention with costs spiralling.  The operation of the market, and particularly transport operators, does require attention.  It was suggested that the granting of licences for transport operators be devolved to the local authorities, as they are both democratically elected and knowledgeable to the needs of the local communities.  

The question of energy has been raised recently and it was suggested that the EU give incentives to find alterative local sources of energy.  It was noted that the demand for energy has increased with economic growth.  
Finally reference was made to the aging population and the increased dependency demands throughout the EU.  It was suggested that a European dimension be placed on the health and welfare services.

In closing the debate, the City Manager recognised the particular importance of the EU Commissioner’s visit to the City Council as the body effectively delivering local services.  He stated that significant change had taken place in local government in recent years and it was the only sector covered by performance measurement.  He warned of the tendency to establish EU bodies to carry out services emphasising that local authorities are democratically elected bodies already operating.  Finally the Manager emphasised the Lisbon Strategy pointing out that Waterford is a competitive city but that difficult decisions will face local authorities in coming years particularly in view of the narrow funding base of local government.

The Mayor thanked the Commissioner for his presentation and response to the discussions.

This concluded the business of the meeting.
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