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NORTHERN THE SECRETARY OF STATE FOR NORTHERN IRELAND, at the Prime M i n i s t e r ' s 

IRELAND request, reported on the discussions which she had had w i t h the 


Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary and himself about Northern I r e l a n d . 

The conclusion of these discussions was t h a t c o n s i d e r a t i o n should be 

given t o the p o s s i b i l i t y of a new approach to the I r i s  h question. Not 

le a s t among the reasons f o r t h i s were the growing p o l i t i c a  l s t r e n g t h of 

P r o v i s i o n a l Sinn Fein and the c o n t i n u i n g lack of confidence on the p a r t 

of the m i n o r i t y community i n the forces of law and order i n the Province. 

A f u r t h e r f a c t o r was the impending r e p o r t of the "Forum f o r a New 

I r e l a n d " which was now expected to be made p u b l i c e a r l y i n March. 

Although the contents of the r e p o r t were not known, i  t was c l e a r t h a t i  t 

would c o n t a i n proposals about Northern I r e l a n d to which the Government 

would have to respond. What t h a t response should be had to be considered 

both from the p o i n t of view of the s e c u r i t y s i t u a t i o n i n the Province 

and a l s o from the i n t e r n a t i o n a l p e r s p e c t i v e , i n c l u d i n g the United Kingdom's 

r e l a t i o n s w i t h the United States. The discussions w i t h the Prime 

M i n i s t e r had accor d i n g l y concentrated on pos s i b l e ways of improving 

s e c u r i t y i n co-operation w i t h the I r i s  h Republic, and of going some way 

to meeting the concerns of the m i n o r i t y community i n the North. Measures 

considered included the p o s s i b l i t y of j o i n t p o l i c i n g i n a defined area 

along both sides of the I r i s  h border, and harmonisation of law 

enforcement procedures as between Northern I r e l a n d and the Republic. 

I  t was, however c l e a r t h a t measures of t h i s k i n d could be contemplated 

only i  f there was a f i r m i n d i c a t i o n from Dublin t h a t the Republic would 

be prepared i n r e t u r n f o r m a l l y to recognise the c o n t i n u i n g existence 

of the union (at l e a s t f o r the foreseeable f u t u r e ) and to waive the 

t e r r i t o r i a  l c l a i m on the North embodied i  n A r t i c l e s 2 and 3 of the I r i s  h 

C o n s t i t u t i o n . Although there was no hard i n f o r m a t i o n about the I r i s  h 

Government's a t t i t u d e , there were i n d i c a t i o n s t o suggest t h a t , whatever 

s o l u t i o n s the Forum might advocate, the Taoiseach (Dr F i t z g e r a l d ) himself 

wanted p r i o r i t  y given to improving the s e c u r i t y s i t u a t i o n i n the North 

by strengthening the confidence of the m i n o r i t y i n the forces of law 

and order t h e r e ; and t h a t he would l i k e t o explore w i t h the B r i t i s h 

Government ways of reassuring u n i o n i s t o p i n i o n about Northern I r e l a n d ' s 

place i n the United Kingdom i n r e t u r n f o r arrangements which would 

associate the Republic i n some v i s i b l e way w i t h law enforcement i n the 

Province. 


Without c l e a r e r i n f o r m a t i o n about the t h i n k i n g of the Dublin Government 

i  t was impossible to judge whether there was any r e a l i s t i c prospect of 

making progress along these l i n e s or to t r  y to work out the d e t a i l s of 

a possible package. Subject to the views of the Cabinet, t h e r e f o r e , 

the Prime M i n i s t e r proposed to ask the Secretary of the Cabinet to make 

an i n f o r m a l , c o n f i d e n t i a l and s t r i c t l  y e x p l o r a t o r y approach to the 

Secretary of the I r i s  h Government, Mr Dermot N a l l y . The obje c t of t h i s 

approach would be simply to sound out the I r i s  h p o s i t i o n w i t h o u t any 

commitment on e i t h e r side and to s i g n a l to the Taoiseach i n advance of the 
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Forum's r e p o r t t h a t the B r i t i s h Government was t h i n k i n g c o n s t r u c t i v e l y 

about the problem. The f a c t t h a t t h i s approach was being made, which 

could c o n s t i t u t e a major development i n the Government's p o s i t i o n on 

the I r i s  h q u e stion, would c l e a r l y be of the great e s t s e n s i t i v i t y . I  t 

was thought t h a t the Taoiseach and Mr N a l l y would do t h e i r best to keep 

i  t s e c r e t , a t l e a s t as long as the discussions were p u r e l y e x p l o r a t o r y 

i n character. But i  t would be made c l e a r to the I r i s  h from the outset 

t h a t e v e r y t h i n g was dependent on t h e i r being w i l l i n g and able to d e l i v e r 

an acceptably b i n d i n g commitment to waive t h e i r t e r r i t o r i a  l c l a i m and 

acknowledge the c o n t i n u i n g existence of the union, a t l e a s t f o r the 

foreseeable f u t u r e . So long as i  t could t r u t h f u l l y be said t h a t any 

ex p l o r a t o r y discussions were being conducted on t h i s premise, and w i t h 

the aim of improving the s e c u r i t y s i t u a t i o n , the f a c t of such discussions 

t a k i n g place - i  f i  t d i d become known - would be p u b l i c l y d e f e n s i b l e . 

I  f the Cabinet agreed t o proceed as proposed i  t would be necessary t o 

consider the matter again i  n the l i g h t of the I r i s  h Government's response; 

and the Cabinet would be f u l l  y consulted before any f i r m or d e t a i l e d 

proposals were put to the I r i s  h Government. 


I n discussion i  t was pointed out t h a t the abandonment by the I r i s  h 

Republic of i t  s t e r r i t o r i a  l c l a i m to the North would i n v o l v e amending 

the t e r r i t o r i a  l p r o v i s i o n s of the I r i s  h C o n s t i t u t i o n and t h a t t h i s would 

r e q u i r e a referendum i n the Republic. I  t was u n l i k e l y t h a t any I r i s  h 

Government would be ready t o hold such a referendum, the r e s u l t of which 

appeared almost c e r t a i n l y to be negative. I  t might be pos s i b l e to 

devise a means whereby the I r i s  h Republic could waive i t  s t e r r i t o r i a  l 

c l a i m w i t h o u t formal amendment of the C o n s t i t u t i o n , but a d e c l a r a t i o n 

by the present I r i s  h Government to t h i s e f f e c t , unaccompanied by 

c o n s t i t u t i o n a l amendment, would c a r r y no c o n v i c t i o n w i t h u n i o n i s t opinion 

and would be l i a b l e t o be revoked by a f u t u r e Fianna F a i l Government. 

For the B r i t i s h Government to enter i n t o n e g o t i a t i o n s w i t h the I r i s  h on 

the basis of a pledge by the I r i s h Government about the union which i  t 

was subsequently unable t o d e l i v e r could be h i g h l y damaging. I  t was, 

however, impossible t o judge what might or might not be ne g o t i a b l e w i t h o u t 

f i r s  t e x p l o r i n g the a t t i t u d e of the I r i s  h Government. Although experience 

suggested t h a t any B r i t i s h i n i t i a t i v  e on Northern I r e l a n d was l i k e l  y to 

r a i s e u n j u s t i f i e d expectations and f e a r s i n the Province and thereby 

make matters worse, the present s i t u a t i o n there was so bad t h a t i  t would 

be wrong not to explore the p o s s i b i l i t i e s f o r change. The consequences 

of doing n o t h i n g could be as damaging i n terms of continued loss of l i f  e 

as the consequences of seeking a new approach. Contacts w i t h the 

I r i s  h Government on the question were i n t r i n s i c a l l y d e s i r a b l e . The growing 

p o l i t i c a  l s t r e n g t h of P r o v i s i o n a l Sinn Fein and the impending r e p o r t of 

the "Forum f o r a New I r e l a n d " would have i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r the United 

Kingdom's f o r e i g n r e l a t i o n s , n otably w i t h the United States, and the 

approach o u t l i n e d by the Secretary of State f o r Northern I r e l a n d appeared 

to represent the l e a s t unpromising way forward. Any new approach to the 

problem by the B r i t i s h Government would arouse f i e r c e u n i o n i s t h o s t i l i t y  , 

but i  t would be wrong to be deterred from undertaking a p r e l i m i n a r y , 

low-key e x p l o r a t i o n of the p o s s i b i l i t i e s w i t h the I r i s h  . 


THE PRIME MINISTER, summing up the d i s c u s s i o n , said t h a t the Cabinet 

was i n agreement t h a t the Secretary of the Cabinet should make an i n f o r m a l , 

secret and s t r i c t l  y e x p l o r a t o r y approach to the Secretary of the I r i s  h 

Government on the l i n e s o u t l i n e d by the Secretary of State f o r Northern 

I r e l a n d . 
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The Cabinet -


I n s t r u c t e d the Secretary of the Cabinet t o proceed on the 

l i n e s proposed, and t o r e p o r t . 
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