CHAIRMAN OF THE TALL SHIPS LOOKS FORWARD TO THE FESTIVAL WITH ONLY TWO WEEKS TO GO!
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It’s been four years in the making. A festival that will see upwards of 400,000 visitors to Belfast and Northern Ireland between August 13 and 16 2009 The Belfast Tall Ships festival is the biggest event Belfast has seen in years – and it’s taken some serious coordination to get the plans where they are today.

The man at the ‘helm’ of the Tall Ships board, Dr Gerard O’Hare, the Newry based entrepreneur, is looking forward to the festival and especially to putting the final touches to run-up to the 4-day celebration, co-ordinating and organizing the event management, and working with dozens of supporters.  

“Northern Ireland is the final leg and the final post in the Tall Ships Atlantic Challenge race this year. On the back of that, there is a four-day celebration in Belfast Harbour where all of the Tall Ships will congregate and have the usual Tall Ships display,” says O’Hare.

Much of the  celebrations are being held in Belfast but, as O`Hare points out, ``it`s an entire festival of celebrations regionally as well. It`s an event all of Northern Ireland can be proud of and involved in. The Tall Ships are anchoring around the coast at  various points – Carlingford Lough, Strangford Lough, Derry – so for all of Northern Ireland it`s a major event.``

Most of us remember, of course, the Tall Ships` visit to Belfast in 1991. On that occasion there were only four of the Class A ships – the big ones. This time, it`s a much bigger event, with about 15 Class A ships (those at least 40 metres in length) as well as Class Bs and Cs and a plethora of small ships as well. In addition, six national navies, including the French, British, Portuguese and Uruguayan will be participating, making this a truly international celebration.  

And the manpower is extraordinary. ``The crews alone will be over 1,000 people.`` O`Hare says. ”Belfast City Council has a full time event management team of up to 20 people, the Harbour Commissioner`s up to ten people, and then of course all the emergency services including the police and ambulance service, the entire harbour master system. In addition, many of the regional harbours will be supporting the event.” 

The biggest challenge, then, is co-ordinating all of this. ``We are being supported by three government departments, (DETI, DCAL and DSD) so getting them all co-ordinated with a various funding cocktail was probably the biggest challenge. They came on board and were 110% behind it.``

So much for the challenges. What does O’Hare enjoy most about organizing an event of this size? He loves the “synergy, energy and enthusiasm” that comes from everyone involved in the event. He’s also excited about the 25 young people from Northern Ireland who are sailing back across the Atlantic and who have been in a sail training programme for many weeks and months in order to help crew the tall ships. 

“That’s been exciting, the sail training part of it,” he says.

 “But more importantly it’s about the whole cohesion and unity of entire population. This is something Northern Ireland Inc. can be proud of. There are lots of flags being flown – but flags from all the participating nations. And in Northern Ireland where there is such a maritime heritage, it is very important that this particular event pulls people together.”

``It`s a celebration of the new Northern Ireland in many ways. In 1991 there was hope for the future and how Northern Ireland could be. It was very brave. This time round, it`s a celebration of what has happened since then.”

``It’s an international event demonstrating the cohesion and unity evolving in the new Northern Ireland, where the richness of diversity is finding common ground based on common pride.`` 

