
NATIONAL ARCHIVES 
 

IRELAND 
 

 

 
 
 

 

Reference Code:    2008/79/3068 

Creation Date(s):    3 February 1978 

Extent and medium:   6 pages 

Creator(s): Department of Foreign Affairs 

Access Conditions:   Open 

Copyright:  National Archives, Ireland. May only be 

reproduced with the written permission of the 

Director of the National Archives. 



• CONFIDENTIJ-1-:r_. 

1. Over the past ten days I have been twice in Northern IreJand 
(on 25/26 January and on 1/2 February) and have had informal 
conversations vii th the follmring SDLP people: Messr. Hume, Currie, 
Paddy Duffy (Dungannor:), Eddie 11cGrady (Dcwnpatrick), Paddy 0' Panlon 
(Nevrry), Dr. Joe Hendron (Belfast) , Brid Rogers (Lurgan) and 
Dan McAreavy (General Secretary). I have also met 1r. David Forde 
(Northern Ireland Office, Belfast), Canon P. Murphy (P.P . Falls Poad), 
Fr. Alec Reid (Clonard Honastery, Belfast), Fr. Dessie Wilson 
(Ballymurphy, Belfast) and Tom Conaty (Belfast). The following 
report is based on those conversations . 

SDLP Position 

2. 'l'he Taois1~ach ' s This Week intervie•IV on 8 January 2nd the Irish 
?ress interview with-Archbishop 6 Fiaich re-opened discussion inside 
the SDLP on the issue of British v1ithdrawal. It \vill be recalled 
th~t at the party ' s 1976 annual conference, a motion calling for a 
declaration from Britr.tin that it intends to withdraw politically and 
militarily from Ireland was defeated by 156 to 111 votes but that a 
majority of the platform party (i.e. the then members of the Northern 
Ireland Convention plus the members of the SDLP Executive) voted in 
favour of British withdrawal. At the annual conference in November 
1977 , the issue was avoided by a series of procedural devices but it 
was generally accepted at the time that if a vote had been taken a 
majority of delegates would have voted in favour of British vri thdra·.val. 
Hume and Currie , hmvever, wished to avoid such a vote, not least 
because the British were about to open talks with the Northern Ireland 
political parties on an interim system of devolvE1 government. They 
therc.fcre placed before conference and had adopted a policy document: 
entitled "Facing Reality!( which demanded, inter alia, that~ 

"The British Government should state clearly and unequivocally 
its long-term intentions . While remai~ing in Northern Irela~d, 
it should promote resonciliation and an end to divisions 
between all Irish people, leading to the establishment of 
structures of go~ernment which allow both traditions in Ireland 
to flourish freely and to live together in unity and agreement . . .. 
The end r sult of such a policy, ;ursued rigorously and 
positively over the years would u~doubtedly be an agreed 
IrelandT the essential unity of whose people would have evo~ved 
in agreement over the yearsi whose institutions of govern~e~~ 
would reflect bolh its un~ty and diversity .... In the imffi~~ia~e 
future and as part of that long-term strategy, the British 
Government sh~uld, in coniunction with the Irish Government, 
initiate -i·all~s with a vie~J to arriving a.t an aqreod form oi 
government £or the North within the long-term strategy . ... " 
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• 
In November/December 1977, the SDLP reluctantly and half-heartedly 
entered into the talks on interim devolution but by Christmas they had 
informed r' r. Mason's office that, in view of continued unionist 
intransigence, they did_ not consider the talks worthwhile. 

3. Following the Taoiseach's interview, those within the party, 
particularly Seamus Mallon (Armagh), Paddy Duffy and Eddie McGrady, who 
have traditionally favoured a declaration of British intention to 
withdraw, requested a review of party policy and within a matter of days 
had succeeded in having a policy revieH committee established. The 
committee is representative both of the party's executive and of the 
ex-Convention members and is to report to the executive whJch, under 
the constitution of the SDLP, is responsible for developing policy 
between annual conferences. Hume initially resisted the idea of a 
policy review but found the pressure overwhelming as branch after 
branch expressed the view that the SDLP could not be seen to be less 
nationalist than the Taoiseach and the Archbishop of Armagh. Both 
Hume and Currie told me that the timina of the Taoiseach's coQffients 
created problems for the SDLP. -They had expected the talks on 
interim devolution to be formally brought to an end about now and the.y 
would then have almost certainly moved to a position similar to that 
outlined by the Taoiseach in his interview. As things have turned 
out, however, they feel they have been badly exposed and no matter what 
position they now adopt they will be seen, both by their own supporters 
and by unionists, as simply responding to the combined leadership of 
Dublin and Armagh . 

4. The policy review committee has now been meeting regularly for a 
fortnight and expects to finalise and issue a new policy statement by 
the middle of February. In Burne's absence abroad, the discussion is 
dominated by Seamus Mallon who has produced a hard-line draft 
statement which would, if adopted, call on the BriLish to declare 
immediately their interest in Irish unity and would also commit the 
SDLP to take part in constitutional discussions only after such a 
declaration had been made and only if the discussions were centred 
on all-Ireland rather than inLernal Northern Ireland arrangements. 
Whil~ th~ final statement will hardly be so hard-line, there is a ~trong 
feellng ln the party against any further discussions on power-sharlng 
within Northern Ireland until the British have "clarified" their long
term position. Paddy Duffy and Eddie f1cGrady agree with Airey Neave 
that povJer-sharing is no longer "practical politics" though their 
paths go in widely different directions thereafter! Gerry Fitt is not 
taking a very active role in the policy review - he was never a great 
participant in committee meetinas - but has let it be kr.own that if 
the SDLP goes "totally green" it vlill be without him. A small but 
influential group within the SDLP (including Sean Farren from Coleraine 
and Billy Conaghan from MagherafeJt who are widely respected for their 
~ehind the scenes efforts in bu.:j.lding up the party) has discreetly ~~de 
lt known that it would not find it possible to remain in the party li 
a hard-line, all-Ireland position were adopted and the fear of the 
SDLP splitting is at the moment a strong, sobering influence. It is 
therefore likely thc::.t the new policy statement will not rule out 
discussj_ons on internal Jorthern Ireland povJer-sharing arrangement.- hut 
there will almost certainlv be a distinct shift towards the other 
principle of party policy viz. "to promote the cause of Ir-ish unity" 
and the British Government will probably be asked to express its suppo=t 
for this cause. 

- 2 -

• 
In November/December 1977, the SDLP reluctantly and half-heartedly 
entered into the talks on interim devolution but by Christmas they had 
informed Mr. Mason's office that, in view of continued unionist 
intransigence, they did not consider ·the talks worthwhile. 

3. Following the Taoiseach's interview, those within the party, 
particularly Seamus Mallon (Armagh), Paddy Duffy and Eddie McGrady, who 
have traditionally favoured a declaration of British intention to 
withdraw, requested a review of party policy and within a matter of days 
had succeeded in having a policy review committee established. The 
committee is representative both of the party's executive and of the 
ex-Convention members and is to report to the executive whjch, under 
the constitution of the SDLP, is responsible for developing policy 
between annual conferences. Hume initially resisted the idea of a 
policy review but found the pressure oven/helming as branch after 
branch expressed the view that the SDLP could not be seen to be less 
nationalist than the Taoiseach and the Archbishop of Armagh. Both 
Hume and Currie told me that the timina of the Taoiseach's COli~ents 
created problems for the SDLP. "They had expected the talks on 
interim devolution to be formally brought to an end about now and they 
would then have almost certainly moved to a position similar to that 
outlined by the Taoiseach in his interview . As things have turned 
out , however , they feel they have been badly exposed and no matter what 
position they now adopt they will be seen, both by their own supporteD; 
and by unionists , as simply responding to the combined leadership of 
Dublin and Armagh . 

4. The policy review committee has now been meeting regularly for a 
fortnight and expects to finalise and issue a new policy statement by 
the middle of February. In Hume's absence abroad , the discussion is 
dominated by Seamus Mallon who has produced a hard-line draft 
~tate~ent which,would , if adopted, call on the BriLish to dec~are 
~~medlately thelr interest in Irish unity and would also COlnffilt the 
SDLP to take part in constitutional discussions only after such a 
declaration had been made and only if the discussions were centred 
on all- Ireland rather than internal Northern Ireland arrangements . 
Whil~ th~ final statement will hardly be so hard-line , there is a ~trong 
feellng In the party against any further discussions on power-sharlng 
within Northern Ireland until the British have "clarified" their long
term position. Paddy Duffy and Eddie !1cGrady agree with Airey Neave 
t hat pov/er-sharing is no longer "practical politics" though their 
paths go in widely different directions thereafter ! Gerry Fitt is not 
taking cl very active role in the policy review - he was never a great 
participant in committee meetings - but has let it be known that if 
the SDLP goes I1totally green" it will be without him . A small but 
influ~ntial group within the SDLP (including Sean Farren from Colera~ne 
and Bllly Conaghan from Magherafelt who are widely respected for thelr 
~ehind the scenes efforts in bu~lding up the party) has discreet.ly ~ade 
It knoml that it would not find it possible to remain in the party If 
a hard-line, all-Ireland position were adopted and the fear of the 
SDLP splitting is at the moment a strong , sobering influence . It is 
therefor8 likely th~t the new policy statement will not rule out 
discussions on internal Jorthern Ireland power-sharing arrang~ment.- but 
t here will almost certainly be a distinct shift towards the other 
principle of party policy viz . "to promote the cause of Irish unity" 
and the British Government will probably be asked to express its suppo~t 
for this cause . 



r 
I 

- 3 -

• 5. In organisational terms, the SDLP continues to thrive. Branch 
meetings are well attendrd and the conclusj_ons drawn £rom an anu.lysis 
of last year's District Council elecLions (see attached extract from 
confidential internal SDLP document) are being applied. The strength 
of the organisation was very evident in a district council by-election 
in Limavady this week where the SDLP won the vacant seat against all 
the odds. They got their voters out. The unionists did not . The 
party's serious financial difficulties have also been turned to 
advantage. The 1977 conference cave the party treasurer Eddie McGrady, 
power to levy contributions for ~ central fund on each of the 26 distric1 
executives of the party which have been established in the District 
Council areas. The effort which each district exantive has to make to 
meet the levy is ensuring a high rate of activity at a time when there 
might otherwise have been very little for the branches to do. Paddy 
Devlin's departure in west Belfast has also given party headquarters 
the opportunity to move in and set up real branches in an area where 
the SDLP has never been properly organised. Progress will , however, 
be slow for a variety of reasons including Gerry Pitt's reluctance 
to fit into an organised party structure and also the understandable 
reluctance of people in Belfast to identify themselves publicly with 
any political activity for fear of endangering their own or their 
family's safety. 

NIO Position 

6 . Mr. David Forde is the senior Northern Ireland Office civil servant 
resident in Belfast and , inter alia, he maintains regular contact with 
all the Nor·thern Ireland political parties . lie said that the 
Northern Ireland Secretary of State still regards the talks on interim 
devolution as "ongoing" and hopes that in due course both the SDLP 
and the Official Unionist Party will come back to the discussion table. 
The NIO does not propose to seek any more meetings with the parties 
but has made it known to all concerned that the door is open and the 
documents containing the British proposals ~·Till remain on the table. 
Fordedoes not expect any early moves but says that they are anxious 
not to issue a death certificate for the talks since this would lead 
to very strong pressure, which would be difficult to resist, for the 
allocation of additional functions to the 26 district councils or for 
the creation of a new upper tier of local government . Mr. Mason is 
particularly anxious , in the current westminster climate, to avoid 
giving more fuel to the Airey Neave/Unionist bandwagon which is calling 
for improvements in local government structures in the hope that th1s 
will eventually lead to majority unionist rule. The NIO saw some 
administrative advantages in local government reform but realised that 
it would be politically disastrous and would effectively force the 
SDLP out of politics and onto the streets where they would be swamped 
by the IRA. 

t 
7. In regard to AEglo-Irish relations generally, Fordesaid that the 
Secretary of State was anxious to have an early meeting with the 
Minister for Foreign Affairs since this would help clear the public 
air, especially in Northern Ireland and Britain where many people 
assru1ted that Ireland and Britain v1ere on the point of war . !-tr. Mason 
could not, ho·.,..7ever, have a meeting without been seen to discuss 
security co-operation and he would therefore hope that the Minister 
for Justice could also be present . There was no major problem in the 
security field but the public presentation of co-operation was 
import ant, especially in vJestminster where some Conservatives were 
being very dif~icult. A3 regards venQe and timing , the British awai~ 
our proposal but they thought it might be helpful all round to have 
lhe meeting in Belfast. 
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• 8. Mr. Forde was optimistic as ever about the current Northern 
Ireland security situation even though there have been about 60 Provo. 
bombings in the last ten days. The British believed that the recent 
re-structuring of the Proves. into local units had been forced on them 
by weakness rather than strength and having split up the unified 
command structure, the security forces would now be able to tu.ckle 
the problem on a unit by unit basis and eventually eliminate all of 
them. I reminded Mr. Forde that I had personally been hearing these 
optimistic assessments of the security situation for at least five 
years and that so far none of them had proved accurate. 

Irish Independence Party 

9 . The SDLP claim that they are not unduly worried about losing support 
to the McAteer/McManus party and there is no evidence that the IIP is 
winning popular support or building up an organisation. Their 
identification with the old Nationalist Party is not helping and the 
few meetings that have been called to set up branches of the new party 
in Cos. Fermanagh, Tyrone and south Derry have been poorly attended. 
In some places, the few remaining Nationalists have provided the 
nucleus while in other areas an older qeneru.tion of former Provisional 
supporters have been giving suppor-t. Neither of the two co-chairmen, 
Fergus McAteer and Frank McManus, enjoy great popularity and their 
failure to attract/charisma and appeal to help them in their initial 
efforts is proving costly. They have also failed to win any friends in 
~he media and their only press conference, in Belfast last November, 
made them more enemies than friends. In the crucial minority areas of 
Belfast, there is so far no sign that the IIP have made any effort to 
organise branches and their delay in that area has been of obvious 
advantage to the SDLP in the aftermath of Paddy Devlin's departure . 

Coalisland Conference 

10 . On the initiative of Mrs . Bernadette McAliskey and a local 
prisoners support committee , a pan-nationalist conference was held in 
Coalisland on 22 January to highlight "tor-ture and repression" and 
begin a back-to-the-streets movement on the 1967/69 scale. All 
nationalist groups in Northern Ireland and a wide range of left-wing 
groups from Britain and Ireland were invited as were a few loyalist 
groups active in the civil rights field . A large attendance was 
expected , and it was the first effort at joint action by the Relatives 
Action Committees (set up all over Northern Ireland by relatives of 
'' political" prisoners; usually controlled by the Provos .). Austin 
Currie and Paddy Duffy turned up in personal capacities and it seem~ th 
Duffy may also have contributed financially - he does , of course: l1ve 
near Coalisland and , as a solicitor , is in constant contact wit.h IRA 
prisoners and their relatives.' He is also the SDLP candidate for the 
mid-Ulster Westminster seat and if he is to have any chance of success, 
he must ensure that there is no other nationalist candidate ! The IIP 
was also strongly represented at the conference and people , like 
Fr . Faul , who have been active in highlighting ill-treatment by the 
s ecurity forces were prominent on the platform. In the event , the 
Provos . took the event over so completely (Paddy Duffy said that they 
even took charge of ~he car parking arrangements - for a fee , of 
course ) that a follow-up is unlikely and any prospects of the emergence 
of a new pan-nationalist movement seem to have vanished at birth. 
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• 
Westminster Elections 

11. There is inevitably a good deal of talk among Northern Ireland 
politicians about Westminster elections and those to whom I talked 
were confident of an Autumn date, In theory, the SDLP are committed 
to running candidates in all 12 constituencies but Austin Currie 
confirmed the impression that they vlill not oppose Frank r.1aguire in 
Fermanagh-South Tyrone, as long as he does not join the IIP. In effect, 
Maguire has a safe scat so long as he remains an independent. The mid
Ulster seat is winnable if the nationalist vote is not split and the 
SDLP are hoping that Paddy Duffy will not be opposed by the IIP or 
the Republican Clubs whose candidate did so well there in 1974. Duffy 
has certainly the best chance of anyone in the SDLP of being g1ven a 
clear run by the other nationalist groups but it is not at all certaiu 
that he would be an effective SDLP M.P. at Westminster. At heart, he 
is an advocate of independence for Northern Ireland and in social/ 
economic questions, he is well to the right of most Conservatives. 
His relations with Gerry Fitt have always been poor and it is difficult 
to see them working as a team in London. Fitt's seat is as secure 
as any seat can be and the SDLP would seem to have little hope of 
winning anywhere else, unless the unionist vote were badly split by 
conflicting nominations. It is understood that Paisley has taken the 
initiative in privately asking West's OUP and Baird ' s UUUM to join him 
in working out a fair distribution of the ten unionist seats within 
the next few weeks. (The present position is that there are 7 OUPs, 
1 UUUM, 1 DUP and Bill Craig who is on b.is way to becoming OUP again). 
The SDLP believe that the unionists will sort out the position to 
ensure only one unionist candidate in each constituency, with the 
possible exception of South Dmvn where both Paisley and Baird are 
said to be anxious to dislodge Powell even at the price of giving the 
seat to the SDLP who have no shortage of aspirants, including Paddy 
O'Hanlon, Paddy O'Donoghue from Newcastle and Eddie ~cGrady who says 
he would go for the seat only to ensure that it did not go to Paddy 
O'Hanlon . 

Local Government 

12 . In view of the possible discussions on local govern..111ent in the 
near future, I have arranged with the SDLP to up-date our dossier on the 
performance of the 26 district councils and it is hoped to have this 
task completed \·li thin a few weeks. Some of the 18 councils which have 
unionist majorities are carrying on the discrimination tradition which 
characterised the old Northern Ireland local authorities. They now 
have very limited powers and the areas of discrimination are generally 
in (i) membership of council committees; (ii) nominations by the 
councils to public bodies dealinq with health, education and housing; 
(iii) recreational matters e . g, grants to the GAP. and Sunday opening 
of facilities . The unionists are pressing for the return of pm·Ters 
relating to planning , roads and houses and the main pressure at the 
moment relates to planning. The SDLP is totally opposed to any 
additional powers and constantly seeks assurances that no change is 
planned. The most recent assurance was given to a delegation 
(Messr · Currie, McGradv and Eendron) which sav7 Mr . Ray Carter, Minist.er 
of State at the NIO, o~ 1 February following Airey Neave's speech 
earlier that day. The SDLP are not, ho\'lever, confident about the lon9-
term position and they detect a spirit of optimism on the part of 
unionist councillors who aopear to believe that , no matter who wins the 
next British e~ecticns , they will once more get their hands on real 
local government powers. An encouraging- -trend which the SDLP nave noted 
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• 
westminster Elections 

11. There is inevitably a good deal of talk among Northern Ireland 
politicians about Westminster elections and those to whom I talked 
were confident of an Autumn date, In theory, the SDLP are committed 
to running candidates in all 12 constituencies but Austin Currie 
confirmed the impression that they will not oppose Frank fo.1aguire in 
Fermanagh-South Tyrone, as long as he does not join the IIF. In effect, 
Maguire has a safe seat so long as he remains an independent. The mid
Ulster seat is winnable if the nationalist vote is not split and the 
SDLP are hoping that Paddy Duffy will not be opposed by the lIP or 
the Republican Clubs whose candidate did so well there in 1974. Duffy 
has certainly the best chance of anyone in the SDLP of being given a 
clear run by the other nationalist groups but it is not at all certain 
that he would be an effective SDLP M.P. at Westminster. At heart, he 
is an advocate of independence for Northern Ireland and in social/ 
economic questions, he is well to the right of most Conservatives. 
His relations with Gerry Fitt have always been poor and it is difficult 
to see them working as a team in London. Fitt's seat is as secure 
as any seat can be and the SDLP would seem to have little hope of 
winning anywhere else, unless the unionist vote vlere badly split by 
conflicting nominations. It is understood that Paisley has taken the 
initiative in privately asking West's OUP and Baird 's UUUM to join him 
in working out a fair distribution of the ten unionist seats within 
the next few weeks. (The present position is that there are 7 OUPs, 
1 UUUM, 1 DUP and Bill Craig who is on Lis way to becoming OUP again). 
The SDLP believe that the unionists will sort out the pOSition to 
ensure only one unionist candidate in each constituency, with the 
possible exception of South Dmvn where both Paisley and Baird are 
said to be anxious to dislodge Powell even at the price of giving the 
seat to the SDLP who have no shortage of aspirants, including Paddy 
O'Hanlon, Paddy O'Donoghue from Newcastle and Eddie McGrady who says 
he would go for the seat only to ensure that it did not go to Paddy 
O'Hanlon. 

Local Government 

12. In view of the possible discussions on local gover~ment in the 
near future, I have arranged with the SDLP to up-date our dossier on the 
performance of the 26 district councils and it is hoped to have this 
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unionist majorities are carrying on the discrimination tradition which 
characterised the old Northern Ireland local authorities. They now 
have very limited powers and the areas of discrimination are generally 
in (i) membership of council committees; (ii) nominations by the 
councils to public bOdies dealinq with health, education and housing; 
(iii) recreational matters e.g, grants to the GAP. and Sunday opening 
of facilities. The unionists are pressing for the return of pOvlers 
relating to planning, roads and houses and the main pressure at the 
moment relates to planning . The SDLP is totally opposed to any 
additional powers and constantly seeks assurances that no change is 
planned. The most recent assurance was given to a delegation 
(Messr. Currie I McGradv and Eendron) which savl Mr. Ray Carter} MinisJ~er 
of State at the NIO , 0; 1 February follovIing Airey Neave ' s speech 
earlier that day. The SDLP are not, however, confident about the long
term position and they detect a spirit of optimism on the part of 
unionist councillors who appear to believe that} no matter vlho vlins the 
next British e~ections , they will once ~ore get their hands on real 
local government powers. An encouragin~·trend which the SDLP have noted 
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ttt district council meetings, _especially since the failure of Paisley's 
strike in May 1977, is the growing gap between the OUP and Paisley's 
DUP councillors. 

Fair Employment Agency 

13. This agency was set up in 1976 to promote equality of opportunity 
between persons of different religious beliefs and to work for the 
elimination of discrimination on the grounds of religious beliefs on 
political opinion. Tom Conaty is a member of the Agency's Board and 
I have been talking to him and to one other Board member who would 
not wish to be named. The Agency is working in two ways, firstly, 
by examining individual complaints and, secondly, by co~~issioning 
and publishing research papers. The recently published paper on 
"An Industrial and Occupational Profile of the Two Sections of the 
Population'' is the first of these papers and the Agency ran into a good 
deal of trouble with the NIO about publishing this paper. The NIO told 
them it would be "politically unhelpful'' to publish a survey based on 
1971 figures and when the survey was published, the NIO ~,Jould not ugree 
to publicise its findings or even provide a mailing list for free 
distribution. The Agency is now working on papers dealing with 
educational attainments and patterns of employment in the Northern 
Ireland civil service but, in regard to the latter, is meeting vlith a 
wall of silence from the Permanent Secretaries of the Northern Ireland 
Departments. The Agency's right to commission the paper is being 
questioned and a long, weary battle is expected. In regard to 
complaints by individuals, two officers of the Agency are working full
time following up the complaints and making recommendations for the 
remedying of genuine grievances. One of their first cases involved 
an employee in a large engineering firm in Belfast where the company 
has refused to accept the Agency's findings and is challenging it in 
the Northern Ireland High Court. The case is expected to be heard 
in March or April this year. In general, it would seem that the Agency 
is functioning well and that this is due in large measure to its 
Chairman and full-time Chief Executive, Bob Cooper - formerly of the 
Alliance Party. 

Other Points 

14 . There are very few complaints of ill-treatment of suspects by 
members of the security forces and all our contacts are agreed ·that 
there has been a remarkable improvement in most areas over the last 
few months . The Provos. have been trying to focus public uttention on 
the 240 men "on the blanket" in Block H in Long Kesh but there seems 
to be little sympathy for them even in the traditional areas of 
support such as west Belfast . 'In fact, the priests I met in Belf~st 
said there was more interest in the south than in the north on ~h1s 
issue and that most people in the north saw it as yet another effort by 
the Provos . to rally support for the cause . My west Belfast contacts 
continue to be depressed, however, by the general grip which t~e Proves. 
have on their area and talk about the continuing recruitment ot 
teenagers into the movement . Fathers Wilson and Reid - who have had 
close and regular contacts with Belfast Provos. over the years - say 
that there is now no question of a ceasefire and that none of the local 

Sean Donlon 
_3 February; 19 7 8 

t::2rsfs:·e 7lk~ng of even a temporary rest . 
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