Deputy Lieutenant, Chairman Cornwall County Council, Distinguished guests and fellow NCI volunteers.

Happy Birthday Bass Point and Happy Birthday National Coastwatch Institution.

Thank you Peter and your Bass Point team for inviting us all to your party.

Now that we all understand why we are here and before I say anything else I know that you would all want to join me in thanking the commander of HMS Seahawk for offering the facilities of the base for the celebration of the event.  It is particularly appropriate for us to meet here today because it is Armed Forces Day and we are able to recognise and thank the men and women of our armed services and remember those who have been injured or given their lives in the service of this country.

At the same time we would all like to say thank you, Chef, for the way in which you and your team have looked after the inner man today. 

I am also delighted to see that other family members are here today. Her Majesty's Coastguard, the RNLI, the Royal Navy Search and Rescue teams and the UK Border Force. You are all very welcome and we, as an organisation, are proud to be a supportive part of the national Search and Rescue Organisation.

A special welcome also to the newest NCI station at Runton on the East Coast. We are pleased to see you here and it is entirely appropriate that we jointly celebrate the old and the new as indicative of the continuing growth of NCI.

NCI was born out of tragedy twenty years ago when two fishermen lost their lives in an accident which occurred not far from an old, abandoned, Coastguard Station at Bass Point here on the Lizard peninsula. 

A few local people, and as far as I have been able to discover, there were no more than perhaps 12 of them, determined to re-equip and re-open the station and NCI was born.

Two of those founding members are here with us today and one of them is still a serving member of NCI.

I wonder if they and the other committed founder members even gave a thought to the fact that twenty years on their numbers would have swollen to more than two thousand one hundred volunteers keeping watch over a significant stretch of the UK's coastline and inshore waters from Penzance in the west to Sunderland in the North East and along the coast of west Wales.

Today we have every reason to be proud of, and to learn from, the achievements of our predecessors. NCI not only has grown in terms of numbers of volunteers and stations. It has developed as a significant member of the national Search and Rescue Organisation providing professional support in helping to protect and save lives at sea and along our coastline.

Over the years we have been able to take advantage of new technology and a number of our watch stations today have the benefit of AIS and Radar but the fundamental task has remained, and will remain, the same – to “Spot, Plot and Report”. These may seem to be, and indeed are, quite ordinary things. Our success has come from doing these quite ordinary things extraordinarily well.

The success of the past twenty years leaves us, today, with an obligation to build on the foundation which has been laid. This is not our NCI, we hold it in trust for future generations and it is incumbent upon us to make sure that we do all that we can to hand on an organisation even more fit for purpose than it is today.

The challenge lies, not only in extending the miles of coastline over which we keep watch. We live in an ever changing world. Leisure activity is just one example which affects us. Significant investment has gone into the development of coastal paths and in encouraging people to use them; with that increased use comes increased risk of falls and injury and occasionally more serious life-threatening conditions, and so defibrillators are an increasingly common sight at our watchstations.

The traditional users of our inshore waters are also changing with the growth of personal water craft like Jet Skis and the proliferation of small RIBS.  When NCI was in its early years I very much doubt that Kite Surfers and Hang Gliders featured much, but today they are commonplace and their activities are not always in places which are properly covered by our existing network of stations.

The country faces constant threat from illegal immigration and from smuggling of all kinds as a result of which our partnership with the United Kingdom Border Force becomes increasingly important.

The positioning of new stations is therefore very much based on their operational need and we are grateful to both the Maritime and Coastguard Agency and the RNLI for their cooperation in this and for the way in which they have made their incident data available to us.

So, while recognising our past, the present board of trustees has its focus very much on the future.

We are now a significant organisation needing a little over a thousand pounds each and every day just to stand still. Funding a development programme and coping with growth will inevitably push this figure up.

With this very much in mind, a study is in the course of completion which will lead to a detailed  development plan setting out the impact of continuing growth on the structure, governance and costs of the charity and the views of all members have been sought for inclusion in that key document.

We intend to use that plan not only as a blueprint for the future but also to support our efforts, which are already well under way, to secure additional long term funding from the commercial sector.

In short, we are committed to continuing the growth, the influence and the public awareness of NCI.

We have every chance of meeting our goal of becoming a truly national Coastwatch. We start from good foundations and we have the skills to create the conditions which will allow us to draw even nearer to our full potential.

Twenty years ago a small determined group had the courage and conviction to step into the unknown and give birth to NCI. We have nothing to fear from planned change, but everything to lose from failure to recognise the need for change. I believe that we, the present members of NCI, have the courage to step across the threshold of the present and into the future.

So, once again Happy Birthday to us all and thank you Bass Point for inviting us. 

