A Warm Welcome to the Tall Ships 
 
Around half a million visitors expected to attend Belfast biggest ever event this weekend  will leave with a lifetime of memories, Belfast Lord Mayor Naomi Long said today.
 
She was speaking at the official opening of the Grand Finale of the Tall Ship Atlantic Challenge, organised by Belfast City Council and Belfast Harbour Commissioners, supported by the Northern Ireland Tourist Board, the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure and the Department of Social Development.  
 
 The Lord Mayor  said, “It has been a long held ambition of Belfast City Council to bring the Tall Ships back to the city since the last highly successful visit in 1991. That is why we  are the single biggest funder of the event and committed £1.1 million and many of our staff to make it a success.  And now the waiting is over and I am filled with excitement.
“This will be the biggest event that Belfast has ever hosted and the single biggest event on this island this year. We will have visitors from all over the world and they will enjoy the warmth and hospitality for which Belfast people are renowned. 
"Lifelong memories will result from this weekend, not just for the people who live in this great city but also for the crews, particularly our own young people who have sailed across the Atlantic, and all our visitors from all over the world." 
 
Tourism Minister Arlene Foster said: “The Tall Ships Challenge is one of the most important events in Northern Ireland this year, and the largest ever staged in Belfast. 
“It is expected to generate £9-10million and attract up to 400,000 visitors. Around 88,000 of these are expected to come from outside of Northern Ireland and we hope that they will not only enjoy the Tall Ships, but will also take the opportunity to visit other locations across the region. 
 
“The Northern Ireland Tourist Board, through its Tourism Development Scheme, has contributed £500,000 towards the construction of new berthing facilities within Belfast Harbour. This infrastructure investment leaves a valuable legacy for Belfast, as we seek to create a broader sailing appeal and help attract other major events in the future. 
 
“Hosting the Tall Ships places Belfast and the whole of Northern Ireland on the international stage and truly brings our unique maritime heritage to life.”
 
Len O’Hagan, Chairman of Belfast Harbour Commissioners speaking at the official welcome, said:
 
“Over the past seven years Belfast Harbour has worked closely with Belfast City Council and other agencies to make this event happen.  The new berthing facilities, in particular, will allow us to host large maritime events on a regular basis and opens up the possibility of developing Belfast Harbour for leisure craft and other tourist opportunities in the future.  
 
“Developments such as the Odyssey and Titanic Quarter are helping Belfast rediscover its waterfront while events such as the Tall Ships represent a fabulous opportunity to promote and demonstrate the area's enormous potential."
 
The Minister for Culture, Arts and Leisure, Nelson McCausland added:  “It took a leap of faith and imagination to bring the Tall Ships to Belfast in 1991.  Northern Ireland was not, at that time, established as a destination for iconic international events.  Bringing the Tall Ships to Northern Ireland in 1991 helped to change that.  The event captured the imagination of all involved and encouraged the public and private sector to develop the port and invest in important infrastructure work which supported Belfast's development and attracted other maritime events.  This has facilitated the improvements to the riverside area improving access for everyone and making the most of our natural assets.
 
 " Above all this event has demonstrated what we can do when we work together. It offers a tantalising glimpse of how Belfast was, when these ships were leaving our shores with cargoes bound for far flung lands,  and what Belfast can become - a destination for iconic events which combines the first class facilities and high quality attractions with a world renowned small town welcome!”
 
Minister for Social Development, Margaret Ritchie, speaking at the official welcome ceremony for the captains, crews and trainees who took part in the Tall Ships Trans Atlantic Challenge and other participating vessels said, “My Department has been delighted to participate in the Tall Ships project particularly as the infrastructure works will leave a lasting legacy on the waterfront.  That legacy will come not only in the form of showcasing Belfast as a city that can facilitate and deliver major international events but also through the provision of new leisure craft berthing facilities. The new berthing facilities at Queens Quay, Thompson Dock and Abercorn Basin will be used on an ongoing basis by leisure craft beyond the Tall Ships event generating an additional attraction in the area and boosting the evening and weekend economy”.  
 
Dr Gerard O’Hare, chairman of the Belfast Tall Ships Board, speaking at the opening of the Belfast Maritime Festival 2009 said, “This FREE festival is designed to showcase Belfast and Northern Ireland and our ability to produce events that are of world class quality. Looking around the Port of  Belfast today and seeing this fantastic transformation makes me very proud and we hope that the hundreds of thousands of visitors enjoy this special experience.”
 
The Grand Finale of the Tall Ships Atlantic Challenge in Belfast will take place around the port on both sides of the River Lagan – at the Odyssey and from Customs House Square right down through Clarendon Dock to Ballast Quay, York Dock and Pollock Dock. 
 
Visitors can expect to enjoy:
·         The unique and highly acclaimed Tall Ships fresh from their Atlantic adventure 
·         A supporting ‘cast’ of over 35+ ships
·         Exhibition Marquee
·         Family Fun Zones
·         Continental markets
·         Fun Fairs
·         Day and evening concerts
·         Firework displays
·         Crew Parade
·         Parade of Sail on the departure day
There will be plenty of activities for visitors along the quayside, with fun, food and plenty of excitement. Activities will showcase music, street theatre, fireworks display and a variety of magical performances for the whole family to enjoy.

Full information is available on www.gotobelfast.com or telephone the Belfast Welcome Centre on 028 9024 6609
