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Thanks Eóin for the invitation, not so much for setting the bar so high on the speeches! But thank you also for your support over the last year. It has been fantastic to work with someone so articulate, so energised and so passionate about the future of this party and this place.

I also want to thank you Andy, for coming along. As someone from that Northern industrial town who grew up in a two-up two-down that opened straight out on to the street, I wonder if some of those in power are worried about the power they would unlock if people like us actually got our hands on some of the power that they like to hang on to. 

There are so many similarities between Belfast and Manchester and I think it’s so important that we build those linkages and that we learn from each other but we share together that ambition for our people. In post industrial communities where people still struggle to find their place, where people still struggle to find what the future will hold for them. We need to offer people hope and opportunity and it’s so important that we work together to do that. 

When it comes to reform of the institutions in Westminster, and I know that Sorcha will recognise what I’m going to say, I used to feel a kind of sadness when we used to get up and we would debate Northern Ireland issues over the sound of shuffling people heading out the door, and it would end up being the Northern Ireland MPs largely talking to each other and a handful of Ministers and shadow Ministers who were forced to be there and were there for no other reason. 

I hope that will change. But I hope it will change for the goof of everyone, because I think that issues that affect us today will affect other communities tomorrow, and so when it comes to support for proportional representation in Westminster, we’re there. When it comes to an elected house of lords, we are there. You cannot have too much democracy and we would really welcome working with you and with other to deliver it.

Conference, I am delighted to be here with you and to be able to spend time with people, who despite all of the negativity, turbulence and unpredictability of politics – whether international, national, or local – fundamentally share my own conviction that politics when it’s done well can still be a force for good.

People say many things about Alliance. Some of it good, some of it bad. Some of it true, much of it not. But one thing I have always said, and which I think is still true, is that Alliance people are fundamentally optimistic. 
But more than that, we are people with conviction, who believe that public service is not about lobbing brickbats at our opponents across the chamber or producing clickbait TikTok content, but it’s actually about working consistently to improve the lives of the people we’ve been elected to represent.

Every year before conference I find myself reflecting on my previous year’s speech and the time that has elapsed since – on our achievements, our successes, on the issues with which we have grappled and the challenges that we have overcome.  And as always, I did that in preparation for today.

However, this year I was perhaps a little bit more reflective than usual.  As some of you will know 2026 will mark twenty-five years since I was first elected to public office, as a Councillor for the former Victoria Ward in East Belfast. Home of the shipyard, of Shorts Aircraft, factory of the old Belfast Rope Works, so I know post industrial communities. 

Twenty-five years in politics gives you many things:
Experience.
Perspective.
Some interesting anecdotes.
And in some cases - grey hair and wrinkles – but enough about Michael!

2026 also marks 20 years since I succeeded Eileen Bell as Deputy Leader and 10 since I succeeded David Ford as leader.  It is a privilege and an honour to be able to serve the Party at any time, but never more so than at a time when Alliance has experienced some of the most remarkable successes in our history, and to stand here today as leader of a party that is stronger than ever before.   

It’s said that a week in politics is a long time. But you can imagine just how long 25 years can feel in Northern Ireland politics. 

During that time, as a Party we have faced real challenges. Personally and politically.
Moments when compromise was dismissed as weakness, or worse, treachery.
Moments when cooperation was portrayed as naïve or foolish.
Moments when standing for what we believed in felt like us standing alone.
Moments when we were under attack. Whether verbally, or at our homes or our offices. 
But through all of it, we have remained wedded to one simple belief: 
That our future should be built on hope, not fear. 

Conference, sometimes in politics we spend so much time focused on the problems and the shortcomings of the present that we forget to acknowledge something important: how far this place has already come.

The Belfast we meet in today is unrecognisable from the one I grew up in in the 70s and 80s… I’ll leave you to work out old that makes me. 

A generation ago, the idea that people from radically different traditions would be in the same room discussing issues and debating policy, sharing power – sometimes- and governing together- occasionally-  seemed almost impossible to many.  And yet it is happening. 
And that progress did not happen because people chose fear.
It happened because people chose hope.

Politics in the 1990 and 2000s was marked by an optimism and generosity which is now sadly in short supply - eroded by repeated failures to fully realise the opportunities that could transform our community and people’s lives, and replaced by at best a weary cynicism and sometimes even despair.

As someone who grew up during the Troubles, I will never take our progress as a society for granted, but equally I won’t stand idly by while others rest on their laurels or frustrate progress. Because today cooperation ought not to be remarkable: it is the least people should be able to expect from their representatives.

Having an Executive and Assembly in place ought not to be the pinnacle of our achievements in any mandate, but merely the base camp for where we start the hard yards of delivery and transformation of our public services.

And so I’m coming to conference today, proud of all that this community and this party has achieved to date, but absolutely convinced that the journey is far from over and more confident than ever that Alliance is the party best placed to lead us forward.

Because Alliance is a party forged from hope in the darkest days of our past.

Those founder members defied popular wisdom, transcending the idea that division and conflict are the inevitable consequence of difference and diversity and instead, forging out a future which acknowledges and respects our differences, but embraces and champions our commonality.

Of course, there were many who told them in 1970 that this society was too divided, too embittered to work across traditional divides.  But we proved them wrong. 

They then argued that power-sharing devolution between unionists and nationalists would be the death-knell for a cross community party like Alliance. But we proved them wrong.

When it wasn’t, they then said we would always be marginal and pointless, never in government or at Westminster. But we proved them wrong.  
When we won in Westminster elections and entered government, they said we would never break the 10% barrier electorally. But we proved them wrong.
Now, having done that and become the 3rd largest party, some are now saying our growth has plateaued. 

Did we entertain their counsel of doom before? No.
Will we entertain it now? Hell, no.

The Alliance Assembly election in 2022 was a fantastic result, I don’t deny that, electing our largest ever Assembly team: but our vote in the 2024 Westminster election, not only elected Sorcha Eastwood, but saw our vote rise by a further 2%.

Of course, there will always be those who seek to talk down our achievements or suggest that our progress is unsustainable.  What they have failed to grasp is that Alliance success isn't merely a party political phenomenon: it reflects the positive and progressive change that’s happening outside rooms like these in our communities.

Most people don’t go to sleep worried about the border or wake up in a cold sweat over the constitutional questions. They just want to know their children will get an education and opportunities, they want to know their community is safe, that they can pay the bills and that if they need healthcare, they can access it. 

Whilst much of our political discourse and commentary remains firmly tied up in the politics of the past or on constitutional and cultural wrangles, more and more people here want to engage with politics focused on delivery, on ambition for their future and on empowering people to thrive.

That’s our kind of politics, our values and our vision. 

Conference, today that’s why I want to take a moment to reflect on some key people in this party who passed away over the last year and who embody those values and that vision. 

Our former leader, Seán Neeson, or as most people remember him fondly “Mr Carrickfergus”, was the embodiment of selfless leadership, courage and hope.  For Seán, fairness, reconciliation and a shared future weren’t just political slogans on election leaflets; they were in his DNA.  

His leadership came at a pivotal moment for the party after the first Assembly elections.  It would be fair to say that leadership was thrust upon him rather than sought by him: however, with his people skills and experience as Chief Whip, he navigated through some of the party's most challenging times. 

Back when I was an unelected, opinionated, young upstart, as opposed to an elected, opinionated and slightly older upstart, he appointed me to the first formal position I ever held in this party as part of the President’s Review, with Philip McGarry.  That review set out the road map that stabilised the party and laid the foundations for the success we enjoy today. 

Originally, a schoolteacher in Larne, Seán served in the Prior Assembly in the 1980s, and was a member of the Police Authority prior to the Patten reforms, roles which carried with them great personal risk. He also served as a councillor for Carrickfergus for 36 years, and in 1992, Seán finally got the job that he was born for as Mayor of Carrickfergus.  Indeed, at the end of the night at an Alliance conference, you would often find Seán in the bar giving a spirited rendition of 'Carrickfergus' to the faithful. 

In 2024, Seán was well enough to join us at conference again and even as he suffered with cancer, he never lost interest in this party, or indeed, his sense of humour.  He rang me to check in just before the anniversary of VE Day.  He said that he was born exactly 9 months to the day after victory in Europe was declared, so everyone knew in the town how his parents had celebrated.

In Sean, we have lost a part of our history, but I want to assure Seán's wife, Carol, and the wider Neeson family, that his legacy continues to inspire us.

Sadly, former Councillor, Mayor and Lagan Valley stalwart, Betty Campbell, also passed away just this week.  The current Mayor of Lisburn and Castlereagh, Ald Amanda Grehan, who can’t be with us today, has asked me to place on record her personal gratitude to Betty, as a mentor and friend.  

Betty’s life was remarkable and defined by service. A proud member of Alliance from its early days, she believed deeply in the hopeful and inclusive vision it offered. Elected to Lisburn Borough Council in 1997 and serving as Deputy Mayor in 2001, Betty became the first female Mayor of the new Lisburn City Council a year later - a role she regarded as both an honour and a responsibility to represent the city and the party she loved.

Betty had a distinguished career in nursing with the Queen Alexandra’s Royal Army Nursing Corps, rising to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel and receiving the Royal Red Cross from Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II in recognition of her outstanding service. She went on to become one of the senior nursing advisers within the Department of Health. 

To those of us who knew her, she will always be remembered as a true lady; gracious and kind and an exemplary elected representative.  

And also this year, founder member of this party, Robin Glendinning, passed away. Robin was the party’s full-time political organiser between 1973 and 1976, having given up his teaching career to build the Party structures.  At a time when hope was so scarce in this place, he was willing to risk everything to ensure that Alliance would have a future.  

Outside politics, he had an active interest in the Irish language, history and was an award-winning playwright and poet.  He leaves behind a rich legacy of which his family can be rightly proud.  On behalf of conference, Will, we offer you and your family our condolences.

When we gather at conference and look to the future of this party, it is good to remember that we are standing on the shoulders of giants. Our best tribute to Sean, Betty, Robin and the others known to each of us who have passed since last year, is to hold to our values and vision and build the shared future to which they were committed.

Conference, we meet at a time of global uncertainty and turmoil.  While there are those who would argue that we should simply ignore international affairs altogether, whilst others seek to view every international conflict through the lens of our local divisions, I believe that it is important that Alliance does speak up and speak out for those values that matter to us, whether at home and abroad: values of fairness, justice, lawfulness, respect and compassion.  

Whilst the events may take place thousands of miles from these shores, the shock waves they send impact us here.  

Russia’s illegal invasion of Ukraine, and the ongoing conflict there, has not only impacted the people of the region but driven migration, pushed up the cost of food and energy and fostered global economic turbulence at a time when the UK was already struggling with its post-pandemic recovery and the impact of Brexit.

The lack of meaningful sanctions for Russia’s flagrant and repeated breaches of international law have also paved the way for further illegal wars and made the world an altogether more dangerous place – underlining, once again, the importance of close trade, security and political ties with our European neighbours at a time when others in Northern Ireland couldn’t wait to sever them.

The escalation of hostilities in the Middle East, with America and Israel waging a war of choice on Iran, also has serious implications for us all – not just on sky-rocketing oil prices for local families – but also with other countries who didn’t choose this fight, but are now forced to defend themselves from reprisals in its wake.

Evil triumphs when good people do nothing so it is important that we do not stand silently by, however overwhelming all of this might feel and however powerless we might feel in the face of it.
 
We also need to articulate that, just as it is possible both to agree that Hamas are a terrorist regime and that that Israeli government is engaged in genocide; it is equally possible to abhor the human rights abuses, murders and oppression of opponents by the Iranian regime whilst also acknowledging the recent military action by the US and Israel is contrary to international law, as are the random retaliatory strikes by Iran. 

We can simultaneously acknowledge that the Maduro regime was destroying Venezuela whilst also recognising that taking the president of a country hostage by the US is an egregious breach of democratic principles and international law that should cause us real concern.

The demand here that everyone must pick a side on those conflicts is simplistic as it is crass: this isn't an international sporting fixture. It’s not a game. Lives are at stake. 

The only side any of us ought to be on is that of democracy, freedom, international law and human rights.

Because conference, as we clearly see in the US, where those international norms and freedoms are eroded it is always accompanied by an erosion of rights and lawful protection for people at home.
Whilst others who would be irate to be called Irish at home will make their way to the White House to celebrate St Patrick’s Day, we will not be there.  Conference, I am under no illusion that our absence will matter to Trump, but it matters to me.  

As someone who has championed human rights, equality, and inclusion, why would I want to be with someone who mocks the disabled and engages in race-baiting.  As someone committed to tackling violence against women and girls, why would I want to spend time with the best friend of a sex trafficker who calls female journalists “Piggy”.

As someone who believes in democracy, freedom and peace, why would I want to spend time with someone who threatens the global order and our stability.

As someone whose family fought in the Second World War, why would I want to engage a man who so disgracefully disrespected war veterans and continues to threaten US traditional allies?

Trump may not have values, but we do.

Globally and domestically, we’re increasingly seeing a politics defined by fear and hatred. 
Fear of change.
Fear of difference.
Fear of the future.

And fear is a powerful force in politics because it is easy.
It is easier to scare people than it is to inspire them.
Easier to divide than to unite.
Easier to blame than to build.

Hope and fear are both four letter words but they have radically different meanings when it comes to how people do their politics. 

Fear has never built a stable society.
Fear has never created opportunity.

Fear tells us our neighbours are the problem.
Hope calls on us to engage with our neighbours to find shared solutions.

If there is one place in the world that should understand the difference between those two ideas—it is right here.  But far from learning from our past, unfortunately our divisive politics provides a fertile soil for extremism, populism, grievance-farming and fear-mongering to take hold.

Just look at the attempts weekly to import US culture wars into our politics – issues that have so little to do with the everyday lives of local people.
Arguments designed not to solve problems—but to divide people.
Debates framed not around evidence—but around outrage.

However, when I meet with people across Northern Ireland, I hear something very different.
They aren’t interested in culture wars.
They’re interested in being able to buy their first home, or pay their rent.
They’re interested in being safe on the streets and in their homes.
They’re interested in cleaner rivers and a thriving countryside.
They’re interested in whether their children and grandchildren will have the opportunity to build a future here.
Those are the questions politics should be answering and those are the questions which Alliance is focused.

And in that context it is worth reflecting on what it means for Alliance to be part of the Executive.
Because our approach to government has always been clear.
Power-sharing must mean sharing of responsibility.
Sharing of leadership.
And sharing the determination to make government work, and no where does this matter more than in our finances. I very much welcome the open book exercise which is going to take place with treasury. We are funded below need and we should make no apology for saying so. But we also have to hold up our hands about the costs of division and what we need to do to transform our public services. 
We need our politics to be responsible and that has to be a collective effort. We can no longer be in a situation where parties threaten the stability of our institutions because they will not take responsibility for setting a budget. That has got to stop and it’s why the reform that Eóin spoke of is so important. 

Because when our institutions collapse, ordinary people pay the price. It means stagnation, missed opportunities and businesses and investors are left uncertain about the future.

We are in government not because it’s easy, but because it matters. Hope in our politics as a force for good will be built through delivery.

But I have also been clear that our participation in those institutions is based on a balance, like everyone else we have to compromise, but if we reach a point where our ability to deliver on our key priorities is either stymied by vetoes or frustrated by heel-dragging, then rest assured, we will take a different course. Our continued participation in the Executive cannot simply be taken for granted.

In the Department of Justice, our focus has been on restoring trust in the institutions that protect our communities.
That means tackling court delays, police officer numbers and ensuring that victims are are not left waiting years for justice.
Investing in modernising our courts.
Strengthening protections for victims of crime, ensuring they are heard and supported within the processes. 
And continuing to support community initiatives and early intervention that can prevent crime before it happens.
None of it makes dramatic headlines, but it really matters.
As do the two bills that are currently with the Assembly and the third bill that I will be bringing on victims and witnesses in the spring. 
Because justice built on trust gives communities confidence.

In the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs, under the leadership of Andrew Muir, we are tackling one of the most complex challenges facing Northern Ireland: protecting our environment while sustaining rural livelihoods.  
That means action to improve water quality and support biodiversity.
Delivering new environmental governance to tackle climate change.
Supporting farmers as they adapt to a more sustainable future for agriculture.
And, perhaps the biggest challenge of all – convincing some of our political opponents that climate change is real, that we have to trust  science, and that if we stop worshipping at the altar of fossil fuels, it won’t just stop the planet from burning – it’ll enhance our energy security and make living costs cheaper, too.
But with integrity in his heart and a bowtie around his neck, Andrew is driven by a desire to create an inheritance for future generations. 
And that’s a future which is environmentally and economically sustainable and capable of supporting our thriving rural communities.
The landscapes of Northern Ireland are not just a part of our economy.
They are a part of our identity and shared wealth.

Of course, it isn’t just in the Executive where we have been shaping that better future for the people we represent.  I’m sure we can all agree that on the green benches at Westminster, our MP Sorcha Eastwood has brought energy, determination and a constructive voice to national politics. As well as a collection of colourful and rather snazzy handbags.

Just this week, she’s been standing up for families across Northern Ireland when she was the first MP to raise the escalating cost of home heating oil with the Chancellor during questions and with the Prime Minister and Secretary of State when we met with them on Thursday.
And she’s been tirelessly arguing for fair funding for our public services not least in the area closest to her own heart – rare blood cancers. 
Sorcha, we are hugely indebted to you and Dale for the sacrifices you’re making to represent Alliance, Northern Ireland and Lagan Valley in Westminster at this time and we wish you both good health and happiness as you continue to uphold the values and vision that define this party with real genuine enthusiasm and passion.

Just to add, we positioned you right beside me so that if anybody clipped any of the photographs people out in the social media world won’t have conscriptions over it.

In the Northern Ireland Assembly, our Team are continuing to focus on what people expect most from politics and to press for change through their committee work and private members bills.
· Championing reform of our health system to focus on preventative care, reduced hospital waiting lists and increased access to GP appointments.
· Ending segregation in our schools and expanding opportunities for every child, irrespective of their needs.
· Strengthening our economy, promoting tourism and supporting the creative industries.
· Looking to ensure that we increase our stock of affordable housing and regulate unscrupulous landlords. 

The people of Northern Ireland deserve institutions that work toward those goals every single day and our MLAs do that.
It is a pleasure to lead a team of such talented and capable people and I want to thank each of you for your commitment, diligence and most of all for your friendship – you make the job of leadership so much easier.  And a special thanks to Eoin as Deputy Leader and our whips team for all your hard work over the last year. Like swans it is all calm on the surface, but at the team meetings there is a lot of hard pedalling underneath.  it is genuinely appreciated.

And each day in Councils across Northern Ireland, Alliance councillors demonstrate at the most local level what practical, positive politics looks like.
Protecting local green spaces and delivering cleaner streets.
Supporting regeneration of town centres and high streets and our small businesses.
Enabling communities to access sport, culture and arts.
And yes, making sure the bins are collected on time! Including the glass recycling which I know Michael has particularly championed.  
Often, our councillors are the first call people make when something goes wrong.
And they carry those very human stories into the chamber from the community every day to help shape our cities, towns and villages of the future.
That is public service at its most accessible and human.
And to those who are a part of our chain gang this year, Gillian McCollum as Mayor of Ards and North Down, Amanda Grehan as Mayor of Lisburn, Julie Gilmour as Deputy Mayor of Antrim and Newtownabbey Borough Council and Vicky Moore and Deputy Mayor of Ards and North Down, Jessica Johnston in her role in ABC Council and also Richard Stewart as Deputy in Causeway Coast and Glens. You carry a weight in this year that is heavier than the chain of office, it is a bout the future of the people who elected you and you are doing it with aplomb.

Like Eóin I’m not going to name check everyone but the staff teams who work tirelessly in our Constituency offices and those at the Assembly and HQ, particularly who have organised conference , we owe you a huge debt of gratitude. 
The volunteers who knock doors come rain, hail or shine (though mostly rain) – can you do anything about that, Andrew? 
The activists who deliver leaflets late into the evening and over the weekends.
And those of you who have mastered what I believe is the most important political skill, that is smiling warmly while a door is very slowly—and very decisively—closed in your face.
But you keep going.
Because you believe in something bigger than just elections.
You believe in the future of Northern Ireland, as I do.

The next election may seem like a long time away but times flies when you’re having fun. Or participating in local politics. So in May 2027, people across Northern Ireland will once again choose the direction of our Assembly and our councils.
And once again the choice is stark.
Or retreat into the politics of division?
Do they choose hope or do they choose fear?
Well, others have already been setting out their stall and it's far from edifying.

We've seen the usual deflection and distraction politics, ramping up with the deployment of culture war tactics; divisive populist rhetoric on immigration and integration; and the deliberate weaponising of our past and people’s trauma.

We in Alliance are not going to play that game, because none of it builds a better, more shared future for everyone: it delivers nothing of benefit and only further fuels conflict.

I want people to vote for Alliance, not out of fear of the alternative, but out of hope at what we can actually achieve together.

I want to demonstrate what the best results we have ever seen has been able to deliver for them, with a clear message that voting for more of us, will deliver more for them.

Because Alliance offers something different.
A politics that brings people together rather than dividing them.
A politics that is focused on solving problems rather than exploiting or even worse creating them.
A politics that believes Northern Ireland’s future is bigger and brighter than we can even image here today. 

When we talk about hope, we are talking about a Northern Ireland that we can all be part of.
Where diversity is something to be embraced and celebrated as a strength. Rather than feared and exploited as a cause of division.
Because when others tell people to be afraid…
when division feels easier than cooperation…
and when hatred seems like the loudest voice in the room—

We will continue to stand for and offer something different as we have throughout the 56 years this party has functioned. 

Progress over division.
Hope over fear.

And a future that belongs to everyone and where everyone belongs.

Thank you. 
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