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P R I M E M I N I S T E R 

Prospec t s for P o l i t i c a l P r o g r e s s in Nor thern Ire land 

(OD(79) 32) 

B A C K G R O U N D 

There have been problems over this paper which I think you should be 

aware of i n confidence, p a r t i c u l a r l y since I understand that you are yourse l f 

not altogether happy with the paper and in pa r t i cu l a r had been expecting a 

d i scuss ion document at this meet ing . A t the end of this b r ie f I suggest how 

these problems might be avoided i n the next round. 

2. You w i l l r emember that the Secre tary of State for Nor thern Ire land 

o r ig ina l l y wanted a Consultat ive A s s e m b l y , which would not be elected unt i l 

1981 and which would have no powers i n i t i a l l y but on to which powers could be 

grafted l a t e r . OD felt that this was too slow and too lack ing i n substance, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y - but by no means only - because of expectations generated by the 

Pope 's v i s i t . A c c o r d i n g l y M r . Atk ins was told to come back with proposals for 

a conference of the ma in U l s t e r p o l i t i c a l par t ies at which a number of different 

options could be put fo rward . 

3. F o l l o w i n g the OD d iscuss ion the s tory, which I hope ve ry much you w i l l 

not d i sc lose that you know, has been as fo l lows : ­

(i) The Secre tary of State gave v i r t u a l l y no d i rec t ion or steer to his o f f i c i a l s , 

(ii)	 NIO off ic ia ls welcomed the idea of a conference because they had felt i t 

des i rable to do something more pos i t ive and more qu ick ly . They are 

not ve ry sanguine that agreement w i l l be reached on any of the more 

posi t ive options: but even i f these are rejected i t w i l l show where the 

blame l i e s and could enable us to proceed more qu ick ly to the fallback 

idea of a Consultat ive A s s e m b l y , 

( i i i )	 They are however convinced that i t would be wrong to launch the conference 

publ ic ly i n advance of the S D L P Annual Conference on 2nd-4th November 

since the la t ter might then mandate M r . F i t t , whatever his personal 

attitude, to an extreme pos i t ion . 
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(iv)	 When the note by off ic ia ls annexed to OD(79) 32, was submitted to 

M r . A tk ins he felt i t ve ry diff icul t to make up his m i n d . A t heart 

he s t i l l wants to take this s lowly whereas he knows his colleagues 

want h im to move qu ick ly . Hence his " d i l e m m a " (second sentence of 

paragraph 3), and his attempt to square the c i r c l e by recommending 

ea r ly pr iva te consultations with the party leaders but no fo rma l 

launching or d i scuss ion document unt i l after the S D L P Conference. 

H A N D L I N G 

4. You w i l l want to ask the Secre ta ry of State for Nor thern Ire land to 

introduce his paper: and you w i l l then want to seek the views of the Home 

Secre tary , the F o r e i g n and Commonwealth Secre ta ry and the Secre tary of State 

for Defence. 

5.	 The i ssues for d i scuss ion seem to be:­

(a) Do the new proposals have a r ea l chance of success? 

I suspect that M r . A tk ins would s t i l l prefer his own more modest approach 

of a Consultat ive A s s e m b l y . I do not think that OD w i l l agree with h i m . 

They w i l l no doubt have to agree that the d i scuss ion document should 

not be published or the conference fo rma l ly ca l l ed unt i l after the S D L P 

Conference (in any case i t would now be v i r t u a l l y imposs ib l e to get 

a d i scuss ion document drafted and out i n advance of the S D L P meeting). 

I have however got considerable reservat ions about the Secre ta ry of 

State's p roposa l for further pr iva te consultations with the par ty leaders 

^	 _ before the consultation document i s s u e s . These would probably leak 

and would detract f rom the impac t of the i n i t i a t i ve . In any case he 

cannot use these consultations, as he suggests, to d i scover whether 

the document would secure the par t i e s ' attendance at a conference 

without d i sc los ing what w i l l be i n the document. 

(b) How should the consultation document be produced? 

There i s now a good deal of urgency about this and,	 given the Secre ta ry 

of State's indec i s iveness , I think there would be advantage i n es tabl ishing 

a s m a l l M i n i s t e r i a l group to consider a l 'outrance a draft by NIO 
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of f ic ia l s : and I think M r  . A tk ins might quite welcome th is . We could 

se rv ice i t and make sure that t imetables were adhered to and the r ight 

ground covered . I suggest that the group might compr i se -

Home Secre ta ry (In the Chai r ) 


Secre ta ry of State for Nor thern I re land 


Secre ta ry of State for Defence 


L o r d P r i v y Seal 


(c)	 W i l l the secur i ty posi t ion be affected by the new p roposa l s? 

It i s poss ible	 that any new p o l i t i c a l in i t i a t ive w i l l r a i se the l eve l of 

v io lence; that a major in i t i a t ive w i l l r a i s e the l e v e l more than a modest 

one; and that a major in i t i a t ive which fai led would be worse s t i l l . But 

there are indicat ions that the l e v e l of v io lence w i l l tend to r i s e this 

winter anyhow. A p o l i t i c a l i n i t i a t ive which succeeds undoubtedly 

represents the best chance of reducing violence i n the long t e rm; and 

even i f i t does nothing to reduce the l e v e l of P I R A / I N L A ac t iv i ty , i t 

should ce r ta in ly reduce the l eve l of popular support they rece ive both 

sides of the border . The secur i ty authori t ies would not want to argue 

against a conference. 

(d)	 What i s the in ternat ional react ion l i k e l y to be? 

A s	 the paper points out, i t i s diff icult to assess whether the chances for a 

successful p o l i t i c a l in i t i a t ive have been i m p r o v e d by the Pope ' s v i s i t to 

I re land but that v i s i t has ce r ta in ly inc reased expectation of a p o l i t i c a l 

i n i t i a t i v e . The domest ic p o l i t i c a l si tuation i n the United States w i l l i n 

any case tend to focus attention on this i s sue as the P r e s i d e n t i a l E l e c t i o n 

•	 draws c l o s e r . F r o m these points of v iew the new proposals should be 

| \ we l l r ece ived . 

C O N C L U S I O N 

6.	 In the l ight of the d i scuss ion you might guide the Commit tee to agree that:­

(i)	 The NIO should now urgently prepare a d i scuss ion document which would 

include the options i n Annex B to OD(79) 32. 
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(i i )	 Th i s draft d i scuss ion document should be considered by a s m a l l group 

consis t ing of the Home Secre tary , the Secre tary of State for Nor the rn 

I re land, the Secre ta ry of State for Defence and the L o r d P r i v y Seal 

with a v iew to i t going to O D and Cabinet i n t ime for publ icat ion shor t ly 

after the S D L P conference on 2nd-4th November , 

( i i i )	 In the meant ime M r  . A tk ins should re^frain^ferom canvassing the ideas 

that are l i k e l y to be i n the d i scuss ion document with the par ty l eade r s . 

(John Hunt) 

16th October , 1979 
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