Can I first of all welcome you Chairman and your Council to Newry today for this important meeting, also Mr Jerzy Bartosik Commercial Councillor from the Polish Embassy in Dublin.   
Distinguised Guests Ladies and Gentlemen.

I am delighted to see here today, representatives of the business community from  right across Northern Ireland, thank  you for taking time out from your respective businesses to attend this event here in Newry City.

I met the Chairman of the Ireland Poland Business Association (IPBA ) Seamus McCaffrey earlier this year and we agreed it would be a good idea to have this meeting of the IPBA here in Newry and to discuss the possibility of forming a Northern Branch of the association 

Since my appointment last year as Honorary Consul of Poland I have been working to bring together and build up relationships between Northern Ireland and Poland, particularly at community and cultural levels. 
Now it is the turn of the business community to come together and avail of the considerable opportunities that exist between Northern Ireland and Poland. 

Up until quite recently, we here in Ireland, North and South, looked upon ourselves as leaders in the economic dynamic of world affairs, among the wealthiest countries in the world. We had acquired a certain attitude of superiority, and spoke proudly of the reverse of history that a nation of emigration had now become a nation of immigration.
Our brief feast of unparalleled prosperity hid the great lesson of history that people depend on people, that trade is about interaction between nations and that the demise of one part of the world effects all. 

We fed off world prosperity in the years of plenty, and now we are affected by a world decline. Ireland, like all countries, is dependent on economic forces outside us and we rise or fall in so far as we work hard within the bigger picture. 

The bigger picture is about constantly seeking new business opportunities, of making new arrangements and agreements, of putting our affairs on a new and solid footing.

As the economic realities of the world take shape, the relationship between Poland and Ireland must take on a new dimension. 

We are no longer a place of immigration.   We have a good relationship with Poland and now is the time to capitalise on this friendship and potential. We must work to translate our cultural and social links into deeper economic links.  

This is the challenge that faces us in the immediate future.  I have no doubt we will rise to that challenge and hopefully learn from the mistakes of the past.

If we look at the current trade figures for exports from Northern Ireland to Continental and Eastern Europe, our two largest markets are Germany and France and within Eastern Europe Poland is our largest market.  

Having said that it’s only 2. 7% or £36 million in 2007/2008 and if you compare that with the Republic of Ireland exports of £850 million, it is very small indeed.  Pro Rata with the Republic, it should be £180 million +.   

Although Poland has been affected by the downturn in the World economy it is nevertheless still showing positive GDP growth of 1- 2 %.  In addition it is currently the largest recipient of EU funds with 90 billion available between now and 2013 for Infrastructure and Humane Capital.  

Clearly the Polish market presents considerable opportunities for Northern Ireland.  

Over the past 4 years Northern Ireland companies have recognised this and 56 Companies have participated in trade missions to Poland under the project called Get work EU.  This Project is funded by Invest N I and run by the Northern Ireland Chamber of Commerce & Industry.  

Two of those delegations have taken place in the past 6 months and a further one takes place later this year.  

Many of our best companies within the construction, architecture, professional services, IT,  and pharmaceuticals, are looking at Poland, or in some cases already doing business.

Infrastructural development in Road building, Transport, Airport Expansions, Railways and Health Services are the big growth areas over the next 5 – 10 years.  

2009/2010 promises to see significantly more investments under Public Private Partnerships (PPP) as announced recently by the Deputy Minister of the Economy Adam Szejnfeld when he addressed the European Economic Congress in Katowice.  

Last year Poland adopted a new law on PPP simplifying relations between partners representing the public and private sectors.  Minister Szejnfeld not only proposes to give a series of seminars on PPP in various locations in Poland, but also plans to promote the idea of PPP investment abroad.  

He said local authorities plan to spend 10 – 15 billion Euros on investments, some within PPP. 

Under Road Building for example, spending under PPP will be in the region of 1 billion Euro and in Sports & Recreation associated with Euro 2012, will be over 1 billion Euro. These are just 2 examples

Poland is the 6th largest member of the EU with a population of nearly 40 million and with a very high percentage of young well-educated people-50% under 35 years.

Thank you once again for your presence here today and I look forward to your help in building a strong business relationship between Northern Ireland and Poland in the months and years ahead.

 

Thank you Ladies and Gentlemen.

