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I am delighted to be here today at this event which marks another step on the path to the full enjoyment of all aspects of life for all people.

We are meeting in a part of Belfast to which I am delighted to welcome our distinguished visitors. 
(LIST VISITORS AND FUNDERS HERE)

This area is now known as the Cathedral Quarter, an area whose regeneration is based on the culture of Belfast and its citizens, especially its writers. 

Close to where we are is Writers’ Square, right in front of St Anne’s Cathedral, with its plaques featuring quotes from famous authors. Also of note is a small memorial to an aspect of Belfast history which has resisted being conscripted by nationalists or unionists. I refer to the memorial to the Belfast veterans of the Spanish Civil War, which was unveiled last year after hard work by our comrades in Belfast Trades Council.

I mention this because it is appropriate to our discussions today. Access is the key to the issues being raised here today. 
The feeling that one can physically enter a building or receive a service. 
Basic stuff like going into a shop and buying a couple of items.  
The importance of feeling safe where you are going. 
The sense of being made welcome. 
The comfort of your presence being nothing special. 

The irony of enjoying your anonymity, of not standing out, of being taken for granted – in other words, not needing to ask for help or assistance.

This area is appropriate for this discussion because it has a history of access which is unusual in this city. For reasons unconnected to ability, too many parts of this city have felt unwelcome to half of the people who live here, with the other half feeling unwanted in most of the rest of the city.

This area was always mixed. It was an un-ghettoised place of production in a city whose best known sites have often been crime scenes. It is open and accessible through a network of roads and bridges, a warren of alleys and entries and our lifeline to the world, the gently flowing River Lagan. 

Let us not wax too lyrical, however. Work was hard and crippling, but resistance flowered among the brickwork, in the great strikes of a century ago, most famously by the dockers led by Jim Larkin, and less well-known strikes by the Mill Girls inspired by Mary Galway. 

They showed what many people with disabilities have to show every day, courage. “Courage is not simply one of the virtues, but the form of every virtue at the testing point. 
” So said the Belfast author SC Lewis, to whose memory this room is named. 
Whilst that is so, I prefer the quips from the writer who is memorialised next door, Oscar Wilde, who wrote in The Soul of Man Under Socialism:

“We are often told that the poor are grateful for charity. Some of them are, no doubt, but the best amongst the poor are never grateful. They are ungrateful, discontented, disobedient, and rebellious. They are quite right to be so. Charity they feel to be a ridiculously inadequate mode of partial restitution, or a sentimental dole, usually accompanied by some impertinent attempt on the part of the sentimentalist to tyrannise over their private lives. Why should they be grateful for the crumbs that fall from the rich man's table? They should be seated at the board, and are beginning to know it.”

Oscar added that: “Disobedience, in the eyes of any one who has read history, is man's original virtue. It is through disobedience that progress has been made, through disobedience and through rebellion.”

I guess that CS Lewis may disapprove. Good. 

Oscar we clever enough to argue that that though socialism, through collective action and the strength one receives from being conscious about class, gender or ability, this leads us not to being part of a bland mass. 
The opposite is true. We learn how to use our individuality and appreciate it. “So that man thought that the important thing was to have, and did not know that the important thing is to be. The true perfection of man lies not in what man has, but in what man is.” 

Aside from the sexist language, it is hard to disagree. A gold-plated wheelchair is still a wheelchair and a concrete step can stop it. We have a consumerist view of society which looks in admiration at a narrow band of people who are absurdly wealthy. We have a narrow band of celebrities whose appearance is elevated to the ideal. We worship the car and sacrifice our time in pursuit of getting nowhere important as quickly as possible.

The aim of events like this is to help us see beyond the image. To look deeper at our fellow human beings and think of them as fellow citizens, and not as competing consumers.

With that in mind, I do hope that you enjoy the drama and the discussion. 

Thanks for listening. 

