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THE VOLUN'l'/\RY COALITION SOLUTI ON 

.L. The ,_, U:ached paper fo r ms the agenda fo r a discuss i on on t he above s ol ution. 

It does not purpor t to specif y all the t erms and each negot i a t ing team may v.;i s h 

to discuss some aspects with me in or.dt:r to s eek clarif i cation before putt.l.ng 

the paper to its mm party. I hope to r eceive some pointers from the teams 

in r e l a t i on to t he ques tions r a i s ed in paragraph 5 of t he agenda .. This will 

help me to dr aw up a n outline draft s ch eme for closer considera t i on . 

2. There is , of course , a wider aspect. I r efer to the ent i r e mach i nery of devo lved 

government. Ther e are also points within the scope of voluntary coa lition not 

covered by paragraph 5 and I shall carefully note any which a r e mentioned to rne . 

The object a t present is to s ee whether br oad agreement is pos s i ble and the 

immedia te need is t o concentrate on the voluntary coalition idea. In pres en t ing 

a flexible agenda I want to give the parties a chance of making , a nd not merely 

conside ring, suggestions which might form par t of a draft scheme ~ May I now 

venture to make a few obs ervations based on the negotia tio:1s and my own thinking 

so far. 

3. Eve ry member and party in the Constitutiona l Convention r ecognises t hat Nort hern 

Ire l and needs , ond needs quickly, an executive government, legislatu r e ond 

ins titutions which will r estore and preserve s t able government, t ackle the r rPsent 

economic crisis , which involves special problems for Nort hern Irel a nd ' ' . 1 ~1 ~ nq f rom 

it s geogr aph ical position and the disastrous impact of the civil dis turba nces, a nd 

secure peace in a law-ab:.i.ding community. These obj ectives s erve the common 

interes t of all and can best be achieved, for the be nefit of the entire cornmum t y 

~ egardless of religious or politica l views, if they have the goodwill and active 

support of every la.,.;-abiding member of the community and all the political pa r ':.: i es .. 

4. Some members, particula rly thos e in the SDLP, believe tha t politica l power in 

Northern Irela nd, which confers the ability to protect and assist the under

privileged and to take part in decisions as to the shaping of the future of the 

Province, ought, for a considerable period at least, to .be shared Cit executive 

level by the parties which command substantial electoral support a t the polls. 

Such rr. e:nb ers believe tr.a t this need, which modifies the ordinary democratic 

principle of government, springs from the fact that in Northern Ireland only one 

politic al party or gr oup , namely that of broadly Unionist sympa t hies , ha s 

comma nded or is in th e short term likely to commc:md the degree of support which 

would enabl e an executive government to be formed. Therefore the swing of the 

pendulum wh i.c h is regar ded as a normal feature of parliamentary democracy is 

l acking in IJor t hern Ireldnd. Thes e membe rs also r ecognise tha t the need (in 

which they belleve ) for s imulta neous, as d i stinct from alternate , power sha r .i,. ng 
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ins titutions which will restore and preser-ve stable government, tackle the rrpsent 

economic c::-isis , \·!hich involves spec ial pr-oblems for- Northern Ir-eland i • . 1 ,; ~nq from 

it s geogr-aphical position and the disastrous impact of the civil disturbances, and 

secure peace in a l aw-ab5.ding community. These objectives ser-ve the common 

interest of all and can best be achieved, for the benefit of the entire communl t y 

.ega rdless of religiou s or political views, if they h ave the goodwill and active 
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level by the parties which command substantial electoral support at the po] Is. 

Such rr.e:nbe::-s believe tr.at this need, which modifies th e ordinary d emocrat ic 

principle of gover-nment, springs from the fact that in Norther·n Ireland only one 

political {Jarty or g r oup , namely that of broadly Unionist sympathies, has 

commanded 0::- is in th e :3hort term likely to commcmd th e degree of s upport which 

would enable an executive government to be formed. Th erefor-e the swing of the 

pendulum whi.ch is r egarded as a normal feature of parliamentary domocracy is 

l ack ing in Northern Irela nd. These members also r<~cognise that the need (in 
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5. 

ma y o~sappear in time , if Northern Irel and pol itic~ l ins t itutions develop on 

lines different from those a l ong whic h they have tra~ ellcd in tl1c past. 

Other members , who mainly belong to UUUC, cons i der ma j ority gov C>rnment? as 

refl ected in the composition of the executive, to be in accordance \oJith a basic 

principl e of parliamentary domo.cracy~ These members therefore reject t h e 

princ iple of institutionalised power sharing a t execut ive l evel. At th e same 

time , based pa rtly but not entirely on the special political situation in 

Northern Ireland, they cons i der t ha t the power of Parli amen t to inf luence a nd 

scrutinise the policy and actions of the executive government ouyht to be 

strengthe ned and, to this end, the UUUC ha s proposed the creation and statutory 

entrenchment of Committees of the Northern Irela nd Parliament w!1ich would be 

subject to the ultimate control of that Parliament and '"'hose func tions and powers 

would enable them to scrutinise the actions of Government and Government departments , 

to s end for papers and persons , including Ministers, a nd to or iginate and , comment 

on proposed legis l ation. A majority of the Chairmen of such Comm1ttees would be 

drawn from the ranks of the Parliamentary opposition and the proposal for 

Committees i s quite independent of the coalition proposals. 

6. There is, however, a qrent dea l to be said for the propositions (1) that the 

Province is faced \vith an e:conomic , politica l and security cris i s and ( 2) that , 

if a programme of measures and policies (including policy in the vita l area of 

security) c an be widely agreed , the crisis can be dea lt \-lith much rnore 

effectively to the benefit of the entir·e community. 'l'he existence of a crisis 

and the need to devise a broadly based programme to meet it c reate the situation 

in which it may be appropriate to consider a voluntary coalition government. 

This kind of rule is consistent with the ordinary principl es of democratic 

parlinmentary government. Any Parliament and Government which is contemplated 

ought to be equivped with wide powers. Thes e are necessary in order that a new 

Northern Ireland Parliament should be in a position of sufficient confidence and 

strength and that it may be able to deal successfully vJith the cris is which ha s 

deve loped in such a menacing fa s hion over the years . 

7. It bas been prcposed for cons ideration that without s acrifice of principle on 

either side a voluntary coalition can and should be formed and that . coalition 

gover nment should con"'::inue for a period \·Jh ich might realistically be regarded 

as proportionate to th~ magnitude of the crisis and the nature and timing of 

tl1t neces sary remedies. It can be strongly argued t hat an economic plan i s 

needed and also that the restoration of peace and politica l stabi lity can best 

be achieved during a pe:·iod 1r1hen ideological controversy a s to f orms of 

government is by mutual consent suspended 1n the Parliamentary sphere .. 
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8. _ Witl1ou t s pecu l ating as to t he probable r esponse of the Government ~nd Pa rliament 

to a Convention r eport based on a ma jority view, it i s reasonoble to a~sume that 

an agreed r eport h <Js a rnuch grea t er chance of full i'tccepta nce and speedy 

implementation. In the present state of Northern Ireland this is clearly a n 

important consideration for all parties as wel l as for the people. 

9. The continued surges of violence make it more diff i cult to negotiate and think 

ca l mly and can cause people who have pa ins takingly built u p r~n atmosphere of 

~. ru s t to drift apart. This i s exac tly wha t a l l the terroris ts want us to do . 

1~e IRA and Provis ional Sinn Fe in have sworn to wreck the Convent ion . Le t us 

remember t hat this violence is their way of trying to achieve that obj ective 

and l e t us not f al l into their trap . The recent shocking events should no t 

weaken but strengthen the resolve to seek a n honouro.ble agreement. 

., 

4 September 1975 
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1. Para 8 of the UUUC Policy Document stipulates the following conditions 

for coalition government : 

(i) By agreement betHeen Parties before an election and 

obtains approval from the electorate. 

( ii) \•Ther e the l argest Party in Parli~:naent has not an overall 

majori t y o.nd needs to obtain it by agr eement 'fi th a:notber 

Party. At best this can only bo a short-term goYer nment . 

( iii) Uhere an emer gency or crisis situation exiats and purtieo by 

agreement como together in t he national interest for the 

duration of the crisis. 

2., It has been represented to the Chairman t hat:· 

(1) An emergency already exists in Northern. Irel o.ud - both 

a security and an economic cris is. 

( 2) Parties in the Convention might come together for an 

agreed period and on ~~ agreed programme to deal with 

these crises. 

(3) The iuunediate need i s f or strong , stublc c i vil gover nment . 

34 Th~ Parties have therefore asked the Chairman to arrange a seri es of 

discunsions to explore t he possibility of Parties agreeing on a 

structure of government for Northern Ireland and i n very broad outline 

on a security, social and economic policy whi(:h mi ght form the basis 

for a voluntary coalition. 

4. The follovTing assumptions have been made: 

( a) That devolved Par l iamentary government is envisaged. 

(b) Any Part y prepared unequivocally t o endorse the agreed 

progratllile is eligi1)lc for inclusion i !:l. such a coal::. tiono 

(c) That an agreement to fo1~ a coalition should embody a 

fixed term of years. 

(d) 'I'hat the Prime Hinist er should have t he right to select his 

Cabinet , ·~o shuffle portfol:i.os , to dismiss Hin.isters and to 

s eek a di~solution of Parliament. 

·. 

·, 1. Para B of the UU1JC Policy Document s tipulates the followi ng conditions 

fo r oouli hon gover nment : 

(i) By agreement behleen Parties befo r e an el ection and 

obtains !ipproval from the el ec to rat e . 

(ii) \iher e the l ar ges t Part y i n Par liament has not an overall 

majori t y and needs to obtain i t by agr eement wi th ano t her 

Party. At bes t t hi s can onl y be a short--t erm gover nment . 

(iii) Ivher e an emer gency or crisis situation exi::lts and par tieo by 

agreement come t oge t her in t he nat i onal i nterest for the 

durati on of the cr i sis . 

2 . It has been r e}:Jresented to t he Chairman t hat:-

(1) An emercrency al r eady exists in Northern I rel and - both 

a security and an economic cris i s . 

(2) Part ie s i n t he Conventi on might come toge t her fo r an 

agr eed period ani on an v.greed progr amme to deal l'lUh 

the s-e cris es. 

(3) The i mmedi ate need i s f or s t rong, stuble c i vil gover nment. 

3. TIH! Part i es have therefore asked the Chairman to arrune e a s eri es of 

dis cuns ions to explore the poss i bility of Parties agreeing on a 

structu.re of gover nment for Northern Irel and and in very broad outline 

on a s ecurity, socia l and economic policy which mi ght form the basis 

for a voluntary coal ition. 

4. The follNring assumpt i ons have l) een made: 

(a) Tha t devolved Parli ament ary government is envisaged , 

(b) Any Party prepar ed unequivocally to endorse t he agreed 

prograome is eligible for inclus ion i~_ such a coa l::' tion. 

(c) That an agreement to form a coalition should embody a 

f i xed t er m of ye ar s. 

(d) 'I'hat the Prime rlinister should have t he right t o s elect his 

Cabinet, to shuffl e portfOlios , to di sm::'ss llinisters and to 

seek a diss olut i on of Parliament. 
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( e) The enabling statute should avoid statuto:-..7 prescriptions 

for coalitions . 

{f) The agreement can be embodied in a non- statutory or extra

statutory form such us: 

(i) a report from the Convention 

( i i ) a. Ulri te Paper submitting t he r eport 
. . 

to Parliament 

5o The following questions arise: 

(a) vlhnt should be th e length of the agreement in 4( b). 

(b) Hhether the first Pa:rliament should be elected. for a 

full term or longer. 

(c) 'vlhether the agreement should provide for non-statu tory or 

other method of r eviev-t . 

(d) The powers to be devolved. 

(e) 

{f/ (r) 

{g) 

The securi t y, social and economic policy to be adopted. 

Safeguards t hat may be required by either Party. 

The conditions that either Part y liould 'I<Tish to see f ul f i lled. 

(h) The composition of such a Government. 

/ 

N. I. Convention 
Office of the Chairman 
·4th Sept. 1975. 
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