Allen O’Connor:
Ladies and gentleman I welcome you to the 10th AGM of the Multiple Sclerosis Society of Ireland.  We are delighted to host the AGM in conjunction with the annual conference and feel the AGM has now found its natural home.

As Chairman of MS Ireland,  I must commend the previous Chair, Louise Wardell, for all her work during her three years heading the organisation.  Her commitment and hard-work have continued to develop the Society at a local, national and international level.  Louise ‘kept a good house’.

The Board promotes the vision and aims of the Society and charges our Chief Executive Anne Winslow to meet these aims through the various departments, services and resources of the Society.  In 2008, Joe Cahill one of our Board members stepped down from the Board to act as interim CE while Anne took time out recover from her illness.  I would like to thank Joe for his time and work with us.  I am delighted to see Anne back in the hot seat and I wish her continued good health.  

2008 was the first year of MS Ireland’s Strategic Plan ‘Making It Happen’.  The five-year plan, which members, staff and Board members fed into, outlines clear objectives and priorities that will best meet the needs of people affected by MS.  In 2008 we had many successes and developments in line with the plan.

Accommodation is a significant concern for people with MS.  Be it residential care, community living or the adaptation of a person’s  home, it is imperative that people are able to have a home that is safe, comfortable and suitable to their lifestyle and situation in life.  We need to provide appropriate housing solutions.  To this end, in 2008 the Board decided to set up the Multiple Sclerosis Ireland Housing Association Limited.  The company will explore avenues for social housing solutions for people with MS, including partnering with other housing providers.

MS Ireland’s main work will always be in the provision of services.  Our regional offices provide core services such as individual and family support, living with MS programmes and counselling.  In 2008, we streamlined these services, in line with available resources, to ensure services are as equitable as possible.  The main work of all the regions was in our ‘Getting the balance Right’ programme.  As we heard yesterday the programme has been, and continues to be, a terrific endeavour.  

Last night I was looking back at 2004 to see if anything had changed, our membership was 3,380 and currently it stands at 6,000 approx.  However, MSI nationally provides services to approx. 7,000 people affected by MS.  It is estimated that there are up to 10,000 people with MS in Ireland and we must therefore aim to increase our membership to a minimum of 10,000.

As can be seen in the audited accounts, in 2008 we employed 119 individual staff members throughout the country with a further 64 community employment staff employed with the support of Fas.  These staff are there to help MSI live up to its missions statement; ‘to enable and empower people with M.S. to live the life of their choice to their fullest potential.

MSI had an income in 2008 of €9.8 million.  Of the €9.8 million nearly €1.8 million was raised by the Branches, the State contributed €3.9 million and the remaining €4.1 million was raised through national fundraising, bequests and donations.  Martin Nolan, Chairman of our Finance and Audit Committee will answer any of your questions on our finances during his presentation of the Financial Statement.

In 2008, thanks in no small way to the Tesco Charity of the year funds, MSI delivered its “Getting the Balance Right” programme throughout the country, this was the first time that MSI succeeded in delivering a standard programme nationally.  However, the success of getting the balance right could have its drawbacks:  how do we continue delivering same?  I believe a united MSI has the ability and resources to do so as long as every branch, regional office and national centre works towards the same goal.

Continuing with services, there were significant accomplishments and changes in our Care Centre throughout 2008.  In March, we were awarded a ‘Committed to Excellence’ award by EIQA, the Excellence Ireland Quality Association and a new MS Specialist Nursing programme was introduced.  The entrance day also reverted back to Saturday.

Our dedicated helpline continued to offer immediate help and support and in 2008 1861 people made contact.  Our counselling service also continues to offer more individual support, allowing people to explore ways of dealing with their condition.  In 2008 562 sessions were provided to clients.

The professional services of MS Ireland are central in meeting the needs of the MS Community.  The challenges of the condition often require long-term input and multiple interventions by a number of health professionals.  Our services are lynch-pins to the community services offered by the HSE and other organisations and we are proud that these services are recognised nationwide.  However, it will always be  difficult to provide services in light of insufficient funding.  None of our services are fully funded by the State and finances raised through our fundraising efforts go to shoring up the deficit.  While this is money well spent we also need to continue advocating for better services at a local, national and international level.

I commend our staff for the work they carry out for the Society.  Ever passionate and industrious we are fortunate to have a dedicated work-force.  But our staff are not the only workers and service providers of the Society.  Our voluntary Branch network provide an incredible array of services and supports to the local MS communities.  Our local input is so important in the way we run our business.  From the opportunity to meet people in similar situations, exercise and complementary therapy sessions and financial supports, our Braches are at the core of what we provide to the person and family living with MS.

I am a huge supporter for the work of the Branches.  I believe that they have a unique opportunity to work with people in their own communities, supporting them in an intimate and caring way.  I pay tribute to all volunteers in the Branches who assist in fundraising and providing services and to the committee to run each Branch.  I also thank our Council delegates who represent the concerns of the their relevant Branch at a national platform through Council.  In 2008 Council meet 4 four times. 

The totality of services we offer people affected by MS improve year-on-year as we continue to work together.  The collaboration between branches, Regional offices, Care Centre and all other services are vital if we are to met the needs of the MS community and provide the best services possible at a time, place and pace suitable to those we serve.  In unity there is strength and we continue to be strong.  May we also continue so.

Our partnership approach not only applies to our own services.  In 2008 we continued to work with many national and international organisations.  Nationally, the Disability Federation of Ireland, the Neurological Alliance of Ireland are two that immediately spring to mind.  Both organisations are representative bodies with specialist knowledge which we benefit from regularly.

As you know, MS Ireland is very active at an international level through the Multiple Sclerosis International Federation and the European Multiple Sclerosis Platform.  Much of our work here involves campaigning for more awareness of MS and better ways to address the needs of people with MS in our national societies.  Our campaign work here is so important as we learn best practice from other organisations and input into how all national MS societies operate to the best advantage of their membership.

In 2008 we held our national conference here in the Clayton Hotel.  Another successful national event, over 250 people attended to hear talks in rehabilitation and memory and thinking, to view exhibitions and to socialise with friends.  One of the highlights of the conference was the presentation of the national awards.  We were delighted that Mary O’Boyle from Roscommon was named Carer of the Year, Mary Horan from Kerry was named Peron with MS of the Year and Sean Murphy was named Volunteer of the Year.  They have been and continue to be great ambassadors for the Society as well as their Branches, communities and families.

Finding better treatments, interventions and ultimately fining the cure are so important to not only us with MS but also MS Ireland as an organisation.  As part of our strategic plan investigation members identified research as one of their top 5 priorities in developing services and resources.  Following this clear mandate we currently invest up to €100,000 per annum in research through our dedicated Research Fund.  At the end of 2008 our Research and Medical Advisory Committee recommended funding for two projects; one involving the role a particular drug has on memory and MS and another on neurodegeneration in lesions.  MS Ireland is delighted to provide funding for these projects and looks forward to the results.

As Chairman of MS Ireland I am delighted to declare 2008 as a most successful year. We may not have enough time to mention all our achievements and accomplishments – although you will hear more from Anne shortly – but we do have time to reflect on the year.  I ask each person here today to congratulate themselves on playing a part in the success of the organisation.  As I mentioned earlier ‘in unity there is strength’.  In these difficult times we need to stick together more than ever.  We need to realise we are all important in the development of MS Ireland this year, next year and in the many successful years to come.

We should be proud of MSI, as organisations go, we may be small, but we achieve an enormous amount.  Going forward we can do more with better understanding and support between all the people to whom, even at this stage, we owe a debt of gratitude, the branch and non-branch volunteers, the staff and participants in our Community Employment Schemes, the MSI staff at regional and national level and finally all our fundraisers and funders without whom we would not survive.  

I would like to record the appreciation of the Board to the Department of Health and Children and to the Health Service Executive for their continued support financially and otherwise.

I ask each of you to remember all our members and friends who have passed on recently.  To their families and friends, on behalf of the MSI, I extend our sincere condolences and I ask all of you to keep our deceased members and friends in your thoughts and prayers.

Finally, I wish to thank my fellow board members, the members of the various sub-committees and all the staff of MSI for their hard work over the past year and for their courtesy and support shown to me.

