Participate conference – Wednesday 25 March 2009

Councillor Michael Browne, Chair of Development Committee
It’s my great pleasure to give a very warm Belfast welcome to this afternoon’s speakers - Greg Richards and BJ Cunningham. 

Thank you for joining us today – the Participate conference is another important step on the journey which Belfast City Council embarked upon when it developed the first Culture and Arts Plan for the city back in 2003  when we began working to shift culture and arts to a more central position on the urban regeneration agenda.  
Through publication of the first integrated cultural strategy for the city in 2007 – we moved a stage further, aligning our work with our partners the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure, the Arts Council of Northern Ireland - and the sector as a whole to ensure that culture and arts continues to make a very valuable and welcome contribution to Belfast’s further development. As we enter into the next stage of the strategy we look forward to deepening these important relationships with our partners.  
There’s been considerable progress made in Belfast’s cultural offer during the past six years.

Belfast is significantly enhancing its cultural infrastructure with the refurbishment of the Ulster Hall, the Ulster Museum, the Crescent Arts Centre and the new Lyric theatre, the MAC, the Titanic Signature Project and the redevelopment of the University of Ulster campus at York Street all in the pipeline.

We’re also making strides forward in terms of programming, our cultural tourism offer and audience development – but we still have challenges to meet if we are to fully realise our ambitions of creating a truly vibrant cultural capital.  
Belfast City Council has contributed to the progress made not least by shifting our cultural programming investment for flagship organisations in the city to a three year basis, by working with Belfast’s wide diversity of festivals through the Community Festivals Fund and helping to build capacity and skills in local communities, by introducing a range of cultural tourism initiatives, but also by introducing the Cultural Legacy Fund and by acting as an advocate for the arts - working with the sector to lobby for increased investment in the culture through the Invest in Inspiration campaign.  
We know that every £1 invested in the arts generates at least £10 for the economy – so increased investment in the arts is a sound strategy for boosting a flagging economy.
Our new Belfast brand proudly states that now is Belfast’s moment. And we want to ensure that now, more than ever, Belfast’s people and our visitors participate in this city’s richly layered cultural experience. There’s no doubt that our ability as a city to interest and attract people is reflected in our tourism success story over recent years. Last year Belfast welcomed 6.9 million visitors generating over £313 million of income for the city – and that’s thanks in no small part to the work of our cultural organisations and artists. 

I firmly believe that it is Belfast’s heritage and arts which make our city the fascinating and engaging place it is. This is an exciting period – and one where now, more than ever we stand to benefit from engaging in real partnership working between the public, private, community and voluntary sectors. If we work together to harness the resources and opportunities available to us, our city’s cultural experience has the power to inspire, empower and elevate those who live in, work in and visit Belfast – so we look forward to continuing to work with you as we continue on that journey.
I’m now pleased to ask Marie-Louise Muir to introduce this afternoon’s session and our inspirational speakers Greg Richards and BJ Cunningham. Thank you.
