Speech to Gaeltacht Quarter Destiny Decade by Minister for Social Development Margaret Ritchie, MLA, MP South Down

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Firstly, thanks to Sean Misteil and Jake MacSiacais of Forbairt Feirste for inviting me to speak at this, the second Gaeltacht Quarter Conference.  It is a great pleasure for me, as Minister for Social Development, to contribute to this exciting agenda. 

Standing here in Coláiste Feirste I am reminded of its past, once the home of a wealthy family removed from the local community by class barriers but now an open facility providing educational excellence for its pupils, staff and community.  I also am reminded of the days when the fledgling school, then known as the Meanscoil Feirste, was staffed only by volunteers and was based in Culturlann with only a handful of pupils. 
It was the hard work and contributions of those volunteers supported by Making Belfast Work, predecessors of the Belfast Regeneration Office, that has resulted in the development and growth of the school, enabling it to outgrow Culturlann and to develop into this remarkable and unique centre for education.  I am sure that through its commitment to education, it will continue to complement and support the activities of the Gaeltacht Quarter, of which it is an integral part.    
There have been many developments since 2002, when the Joint West Belfast/Greater Shankill Task Force Report recommended that the Gaeltacht Quarter be developed and a Development Board be established to oversee its delivery.  The long-term development and vision for the Gaeltacht Quarter has been defined as a corridor connecting Belfast City Centre from Castle Street to Andersonstown, with its heart clearly centred at Culturlann and the surrounding areas of the Falls Road.  It will of course be far more than simply a corridor from one place to another; it is a real place with real people and with real aspirations that will attract interest and provide visitors and locals alike with its lively and vibrant character, in much the same way as the development of the Cathedral, Titanic and Queen’s Quarters has regenerated and enriched other areas of Belfast and through which all of our citizens as well as visitors can benefit.
As I have said, at the very heart of the Gaeltacht Quarter is Culturlann, to which my Department has already committed £255,000 for its refurbishment.  This is part of a combined £1.7 million investment package I announced in March and which will greatly enhance the Gaeltacht Quarter.  I look forward with great anticipation to the proposed expansion that will not only lift the appearance of that building but will also underpin it as a modern and iconic structure.  Not only will it impress visitors, additionally it will affirm the valuable contribution that Irish language has in taking forward social and economic regeneration issues at local levels, providing wider impact through inward investment, ultimately changing attitudes and instilling confidence and pride in what is a marvellous and very special local resource.
The development of the Gaeltacht Quarter reflects the welcome and renewed resurgence of the Irish language which is attracting new users and wider interest.  Language is at the very heart of culture and plays an integral part in framing a community's sense of itself.  Language serves two key functions: firstly, it enables communication, leading to the establishment and operation of formal and informal institutions; and it also serves a less obvious function, a reassuring quality more closely related to issues linked with trust, social capital, and cultural identification. 

Without language - whether spoken, written or signed - we would be a society devoid of poetry, song, literature, storytelling, drama and debate, all of which are integral to all societies but perhaps, as our worldwide reputation denotes, more so for us the Irish people.  The European Union places emphasis on the advantages of bilingualism and multilingualism and the benefits of encouraging the development of lesser spoken languages.  No matter how we choose to define culture, language is central to its maintenance, expression and development and further, it is a fundamental part of an individual's cultural rights.  Language is often taken for granted and we can forget how it influences all aspects of our lives, individually, socially and economically and how it can be used to shape regeneration including economic growth.
The development of a geographically specific Gaeltacht Quarter, in a setting such as West Belfast, has the potential to continually evolve as it is embraced and supported through its ability to deliver services and activities in an exceptional community environment.
The Gaeltacht Quarter already has a best of class research hospital, an innovative cultural community and in St. Mary’s a top rated University College.  Building on these assets through an unwavering commitment to helping people is an opportunity which my Department welcomes.  Today’s publication of the Gaeltacht Quarter development strategy provides a set of ambitious goals.  As we cope with the economic realities of greater competition for resources, we have in the Gaeltacht Quarter a new innovative model that can help us adapt and promote the economy and social well-being of West Belfast and beyond.

 The Gaeltacht Quarter can become a model by which many cities throughout the world can benefit, using indigenous cultures, including language, to maximise their potential for social and economic development through the knock-on benefits that such focus can deliver.   
Certainly, the development of a Gaeltacht Quarter will promote Irish language and culture.  It also will draw attention to the value of diversity while recognising the cultural and historic affinity that has shaped our people and places, as recognised in the theme of this conference, the respective centenaries later this decade of the signing of the Ulster Covenant and the Easter Rising - separate yet equally committed historical events. 

As Minister for Social Development, I am very pleased that my Department is involved in taking forward the development of the Gaeltacht Quarter Strategy, moving the organisation from the existing company configuration to a more fully developed and cohesive delivery structure as outlined in the recent Deloitte MCS Limited reports.

My Department recognises the value of local regeneration and I have committed approximately £9.5 million a year under Neighbourhood Renewal across Belfast, with approximately £3.6 million directly to West Belfast until March 2011.  My Officials will continue working with the Area Partnerships and Neighbourhood Partnerships, engaging with local community representatives as well as the public and private sectors on all regeneration issues. 
In conclusion, once again I am delighted to have participated in this exciting event and thank all at Forbairt Feirste for inviting me.  My sincere congratulations go to all of those who have worked so hard to turn the aspiration of a Gaeltacht Quarter for Belfast into a reality.  I know that all of you will continue to work towards the success of Belfast’s Gaeltacht Quarter, an area where all people from near and far will be welcome and able to experience our rich and diverse culture as evidenced through its language, education, arts and all types of leisure activities.  

And I know that Forbairt Feirste and those organisations and facilities driving this wonderful development will, with a listening ear, develop their programmes to meet the needs of the local community and make this one of the great success stories for Belfast.  I leave you with my best wishes for continued success and an easy journey with your great work. 
"Go n-éirí an bóthar libh" (may the road rise with you) 
Go raibh maith agaibh 
Thank You 
