Participate conference, Wed 25 March 2009

Welcome from the Lord Mayor, Councillor Tom Hartley

I have known the arts community in Belfast for a long time and they’re a slightly contrary group. It’s great to be in this hall.  It is a very beautiful hall and very much a part of the history of this city.  It was built by the Corry family who were timber merchants and ship owners and it really reflects Belfast at the height of its economic and political power, but also at the height of its intellectual power.  I believe that we are on the cusp of another height of intellectual and artistic power in Belfast, that it’s facing us, and that we have the citizens to actually take up the challenge and make this city a great city for all of us to live in.  

Today is about the arts, and arts and society and their value and I don’t really know how you can put a value on the arts because at the heart of any city, a developing city and a creative city, are the arts.  You can’t think of a city without the arts and arts practitioners getting us to think.  In some senses arts practitioners take the colour which is inside us and then bring it out and demonstrate what we are as human beings, and they do that through writing, through song, through music, through dance, in a million different ways. They express what we feel and our vision and our hopes and our aspirations. Belfast is very much a city now on the up and arts are at the centre of this city but we still need to improve and develop what we do as a city for arts and culture.  

Recently I launched, in the space of a weekend, a Book Festival and a Film Festival.  In the same weekend I gave the closing remarks to the ‘Belfast Nashville Songwriters’ Festival’ and then at St Patrick’s Day, I led the carnival organised by the Beat Initiative which had many floats created by Belfast artists. Then a few Sundays ago I was with Nisha [Tanden] getting my face coloured as part of the ‘ArtsEkta Festival of Colours’, which is one of our most dynamic community groups and next week, I’ll be with Will Chamberlain down at his Circus School.  I think that reflects the amount of activity going on in our city around arts and culture.  All of these events have a number of characteristics and some of them are led, in my view, by very dynamic and creative citizens of Belfast.  These are really brilliant people who have a view of where arts and culture sit in the modern city.  All of them raise the bar of the creative energy of this city.  All of them add to and extend our sense of us as a city and all of them generate an income into the civic economy because all of them appeal to both the citizen and the visitor.  

In terms of infrastructure - two weeks ago we opened the Ulster Hall, and in two years time we are going to have a bright new cutting edge Lyric Theatre.  Then in a few years time we’ll also have a bright new spanking beautiful arts centre down at Cathedral Quarter.  All of this tells you that Belfast is really at the centre of massive change in relation to the arts and where arts sit which in my view, is at the very centre of a developing city.  I always like to say in relation to our artists that Belfast has the painters and Dublin has the galleries, and what I’m really saying is that in this city, with all our tensions, with all the backdrop of the politics and the social and political upheaval that goes on, we have a very creative and dynamic arts community that contributes massively.  It hasn’t been something just this last five years; it’s been there for generations.  

Getting back to this hall; Elmwood Hall really symbolizes Belfast at a point of its intellectual growth when you had the Philosophical Society, the creation of Botanic Gardens, Linenhall Library, the Naturalist Field Club.  People who engaged with the world they lived in and people who wanted to shape that world and who had a thirst for knowledge.  Knowledge, the arts and learning were characteristic for the city a hundred years ago.  I believe that arts, knowledge, creativity, a dynamic population are at the heart of our city today and at the very centre of that change and that vision for the future lie arts practitioners, with all their creativity, with all that they bring to us.  So a city that ignores the arts is foolish.  What we have to do is to find means of supporting the arts and giving greater preference to the arts because it really is, in this day and age, central to our development as a major city on this island and on these islands and that’s our vision for where we want to go as a city.    I just want to take this opportunity as Lord Mayor of Belfast, to say to the many arts practitioners out there now in this hall, thank you.  Thank you for what you bring to this city, thank you for the way you put this city on the map in a hundred different ways every day of the year.  That really is a powerful contribution to the civic life of this city so a very big thank you.  We owe you a lot.  
