Prime Minister

NORTHERN IRELAND : THE PRESENT POSITION

This note assesses the current political situation in Northern

Ireland and our prospects for the future.
F

I start from the conviction that real progress can only come from
Jithin Northerp Ireland; but we have the responsibility to provide
a framework. To this end, we have succeeded in establishing the
E;EEEET; in Northern Ireland following our White Paper last April
and the Northern Ireland Act 1982. We have shown that there is
useful work for an Assembly and particularly its committees to do
under Direct Rule. We have also established with the Assembly a
framework for further political progress. The Democratic Unionist
Party under Mr Paisley and the Alliance Party under Mr Napier are
fully committed to making the Assembly work. The Official Unionist
Party under Mr Molyneaux is less committed, but a substantial number
of Official Unionists in Northern Ireland want the Assembly and up

to now they have carried the day. All three parties have shown sur-

prising flexibility in their alliances and attitudes, although both
haian St Y
Unionist Parties remain firmly opposed to power sharing.

. “

We have not so far succeeded in getting the Social Democratic and
Labour Party under Mr Hume to join the Assembly. They have got
themselves firmly on the abstentionist hook. They are looking to
the Forum for a New Ireland - the Dublin-based initiative - to
provide them with some political impetus for the rest of this year.

Meanwhile Sinn Fein are working hard to consolidate their political

support in Northern Ireland by a careful amalgamation of controlled

terrorism and pavement politics. They represent as great a threat
to the Irish Government as to the SDLP.

Subject to the security situation, there is unlikely to be much

scope for movement before the General Election. We will see

manoeuvring for position rather than major change. The Assembly will
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remain in being. The SDLP will continue to pin their hopes to the
Forum. The Irish Government will do what they can to help the SDLP
against Sinn Fein, but they will also want to develop cordial
relations with the United Kingdom Government. These are also in
our interests, both within Northern Ireland and in presenting our

policies abroad.

Our main objective must be to put ourselves in the best position

to make progress after the Election through continuing to look
S——
for effective ways of encouraginq peace, stability and ecdnomic

development in Northern Ireland. It is essential that we act
positively on all these fronts. To fail to do so would have
repercussions for the reputation of our Government' both at home
and abroad, and the consequences could not be contained within

Northern Ireland.

Once the Election is out of the way there will be a period of
re-assessment in the light of electoral strengths. But with our
new Government and the FitzGerald Government Eontinuing in the

Republic, we should be able to build on the work of the Government

over the last two years. We may have to wait for the Forum to be

completed. But the likelihood is that little will come of that,
e ——

except to reveal the unreality of a United Ireland and the differences
———

among the participants. The SDLP and the Irish Government will then

be looking round for another way forward. The United States and
= e e e i Y

other Governments will also want to see progress.

Our aim should be to develop our policies, and not to promise any

new and dramatic initiatives. To do so would only raise false

expectations which are bound to be disappointed to our discredit,

We have a good foundation in the Assembly and the 1982 Act. A

number of options may present themselves. One that I believe holds

some chance of success is to devolve four Departments (for example

Social Services, Environment, Agricultm‘-e-and Economic Development),
‘!one to each of the main parties. This would leave the Secretary

of State and say one Minister with a considerable degree of control

particularly over finance, but it would begin to give the Assembly

It would avoid

some of the difficulties of collective power sharing, and if
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accepted, would meet the criteria of widespread acceptance.

It is a possibility which could be loocked at alongside the slow
but steady development of the Anglo-Irish Inter-Governmental
Council. Much will depend on the line up of the Northern Ireland

parties after a General Election, but this scenario is a possibility

P s
which holds more hope than any others at this moment; although

we should continue to keep others in mind.
Although there are no easy answers, we have made some progress
and should be guided by these considerations over the next few

months.

I am copying this minute to Francis Pym.

J P
28 April 1983
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10 DOWNING STREET

From the Private Secretary 4 May 1983

Northern Ireland: The Present Position

The Prime Minister read with interest
your Secretary of State's minute of 28 April
on this subject. She would be grateful for
clarification of one point. Mr. Prior suggests
that one option which may present itself in the
future is that of devolving four Departments.
The Prime Minister recalls that we stated earlier
that we should not carry forward such devolution
without widespread Community support and would
accordingly be grateful to know how your Secretary
of State would envisage that support being
obtained,

I am copying this letter to John Holmes
(Foreign and Commonwealth Office),

John Lyon, Esq.,
Northern Ireland Office.
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PRIME MINISTER

NORTHERN IRELAND: THE PRESENT POSITION

You saw Mr. Prior's minute (attached) over the weekend,
and minuted that you thought we had said previously that we
would not devolve any responsibilities in Northern Ireland
withod?-g?oss—Party agreement . Thg NIO tell me that our

commitment was not to carry forward such devolution "without
——

widespread community support'.

It is not clear to me how the Northern Ireland Secretary
envisages obtaining such support for these proposals - if
you agree, I will include a cautionary word on this point in

my letter noting the contents of his minute.

%V‘(’WM(

3 May 1983
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NORTHERN IRELAND: THE PRESENT POSITION

'
May 1983

Thank you for your letter of 4 _May.

Mr Prior agrees that widespread community support remains

the fundamental requirement without which devolution cannot
be carried forward. In the past year the reluctance of
Northern Ireland politicians to make the accommodations
necessary to secure such support has been reinforced first

by Mr Haughey's activities and subsequently by the prospect
of elections in "both the Republic and the United Kingdom.
Once the Government is seen to be established for another
full term and the Dublin Forum is seen to offer no way for-
ward, there is hope of a less unfavourable political climate
in Northern Ireland as the firmness of our commitment to our
policies Both on the 1982 Act and relations with the Republic
is appreciated. Even so, the difficulties will remain for-
midable and the parties are unlikely to reach agreement with-
out a strong lead from Government. Given the commitment of
the minority to obtain power-sharing and the majority to re-
fuse it, the option outlTned at the end of the Secretary of
State's minute has the advantage of giving real power and
responsibility to the minority through the SDLP without
creating a single power-sharing executive on the 1973 model.
But the details of particular schemes for devolution are
probably less important than the political climate in Northern

Ireland. e T e
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