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Mr. Chairman, distinguished guests and friends,

I am grateful to Thelma Carroll who invited me, on behalf of NATC, to address you at the beginning of your annual conference. Great credit is due to the highly intelligent individual or individuals who decided on Galway as your venue agus tá áthas orm fáilte Úí Cheallaigh a chur romhaibh uilig chuig an taobh seo tíre.  We pride ourselves in being the cultural capital of Ireland—a warm, welcoming place where it never rains (well, hardly ever), where there is a strong work ethic and where locals and visitors alike have been known to burst into song at the drop of a hat, in the name of enjoying the craic.

I would like to extend a special welcome to your National Co-Ordinator, Gerry Griffin, and to thank him for his interest in and support.  I am also delighted to welcome your guest speakers—Michael McDonagh, Simon Devilly, Christy Connolly, Gus O’Connell and Donal Geoghegan and I know we shall all benefit from their respective presentations.

Your chairman, Commissioner Martin Ward is a man for whom I have the greatest respect, both on a personal level and for his tireless efforts at both local and national level to advance the cause of Traveller education.  I thank him for his courtesy and co-operation and wish him and your annual conference every success.

I am delighted to welcome my own Directors Rita Coen, Catherine Cooney (Joe Larkin), Bernard Hardiman & Dympna Collett &  their excellent staffs  and to thank them for their professionalism, dedication and good humour.

This occasion is tinged with sadness at the absence of Anne O’Dwyer a teacher in St. Benin’s for over twenty years.  Her recent sudden death has left us all numbed and has certainly made us very aware of the fragility of life.  Anne was one of those rare people who exuded good nature, an infectious enthusiasm and unfailing good humour.  She was a woman of strong principles , a consummate professional and a genuine friend to all who knew her.  The huge attendance at her removal and funeral bears ample testimony to the love and esteem in which Anne was held.  Ar dheis Dé go raibh a hanam uasal.

As well as the obvious benefits to be derived from the various presentations over the next two days and the cross-fertilisation of ideas that inevitably occurs on an occasion such as this, it is also a great source of mutual support  and provides opportunities to forge and cement friendships.

Working with the disadvantaged and marginalized is not seen either as attractive or financially rewarding in our materialistic age, which seems to have by-passed our clientele.  You often may feel isolated, the work is challenging, and may often seem thankless.  The everyday triumphs you experience don’t often make the headlines.  That does not mean that your efforts are not worthwhile.

We can and we do make a difference.  Don’t allow yourself to become disillusioned or disheartened by cynics or by the petty prejudices of small-minded people who don’t know or don’t want to know any better.  You are right to celebrate your successes and publicise them. The exhibition which is running in conjunction with this conference bears ample testimony both to the huge diversity of talent among your students as well as to the quality and the quantity of your work in centres throughout the country.

Every human being is entitled to a life chance and deserves to be treated with Christian dignity.  I often think it can be so easy to be Christian from a distance.   A few pound in the Trócaire box makes one feel so good—it salves the conscience and that’s it for another year.  The work you are doing is, in my view, a far greater manifestation of practical Christianity.

But it is not an easy job.  Young people nowadays are very discerning and demanding and may often show little appreciation for your efforts.  They are used to “push-button” entertainment with the option of switching channels as the mood demands. We must not become complacent.  A centre that stands still, dies, so change is inevitable.  We must not fear change—on the contrary we should embrace it and relish the challenges that will inevitably follow.  Hence the importance of a professional approach to planning, to lesson preparation and attention to detail.  

The theme of your conference—Moving Forward  - is very appropriate, especially in the light of the recent publication of Shivaun O’Brien’s Report on the Consultation Phase of the Quality Framework Initiative for YR and STTCs.

I could not agree more with her conclusion that 

“For too long the programmes that provided the education for the most educationally & socially disadvantaged were also disadvantaged. This is an opportunity to ensure that the learners receive a quality education…”

I like the four Building Blocks model, in particular the recommendations 

· That each centre should be allowed the flexibility to meet standards in a manner most appropriate to that centre. 
· All relevant stakeholders be involved in the planning process
· Internal evaluation should involve trainees, staff & management
· External evaluation should be carried out in a supportive manner, affirming good practice & pointing out areas of improvement.

I would also like to refer to some of the more important conclusions of Gerard Griffin’s Consultative Report and hope that no time will be lost in ensuring the implementation of its many excellent recommendations, especially-

· The need for a national public relations strategy to promote a positive image of Training Centres
· The importance of linking & networking with other bodies & agencies at both local & national level
· The need to develop a career structure within the sector & developing a national qualifications framework 

I congratulate you on the marvellous strides you have made to date in ensuring the provision of a quality education and training service to your clients.  Much remains to be done and there are times when you seem to take two steps backwards for every step forward and you may be come disheartened.  At times like that I think Hilary Clinton’s advice—

You can throw up your hands or 

You can roll up your sleeves.
Again I thank you for the opportunity to share this occasion with you and I officially declare the conference open.
