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ROINN GNOTHAI EACHTRACHA 
DEPARTMENT OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS 

BAILE ATHA CLIATH 2 
DUBLIN 2 

Confidential 

26 June 1981 

To All Heads of Mission 

From Anglo-Irish Section 

Missions will already have received some time ago material 
regarding the H-Blocks issue. For your further information 
I am now enclosing the following up-dated material relating 
........... .&...\.....~ _ -. _ .L."- _ _ .... _....J .\...-" .......... .&.-.: .&-."....:1~ ...-.-..(: "'k"" r-',....."yl""'llt. ....... "" ...... """""' ......... " ... J,.....""" 
\.V \..l.l...L.;;:) 1I1U '- '- 'I;; J . U.llU ,-11 C 1,...1. ................. \o.l"-4C v./- .... .1.1'-" vVV'-".I...I.'HI'-'.I.' ........ v ... , ...... 

hunger strike s ituation: 

(1) A note on general policy points which reflects the 
current thinking of the Government and which 
Missions will find useful to have for their background 
information. Annexed to this note are statements 
made by the Irish Commission for Justice and Peace 
(copies of which some Missions already have) on 
which much attention is presently focused~ 

(ii) A su~~ary of pOints prepared on 23 June 1981 for 
the Minister's use. 

(i11) A note on the prison protests in Northern Ireland 
which outlines the major developments to-date. 

D.M. Neligan 



CO~"T IDENTI AI. 

Policy Points on H-B10cks issu~ 

1. The basic assessment of the Government is that the 
political and propaganda gains made by the IRA since the present 
phase of the hunger strike in the H-Blocks started on 1 March 
exceed any, gains that might have been made by them 1f special 
status had been in substance granted straight away. These 
consequences are not{ so serious that they outweigh all other 
considerations. 

2. The hunger strikes in H-Blocks are a source of tension, 
difficulty and danger. The situation is a cause of deep and 
serious concern for the Government. The hunger strikes and 
deaths have generated an entirely new level of support for 
the IRA among the nationalist conrnunity in Northern Ireland and 
have had a substantial impact on political life in the Republic 
as the election of two of the hunger strikers and the relatively 
large vote for other hunger 5trik~ ~~n~irlA~p~ in the general 
election indicates. It is the Government's view that the 
finding of a solutlon to the situation is of fundamental and far 
reaching importance at the present. 

3. Given the serious counter productive effects of the 
British Governments policy of confrontation with the IRA in 
terms of political and propaganda gains by the IRA it is the 
Government's hope that the British Government would now review 
their existing policy. In the context of such a review merit 
might be found in particular modifications of the prison regime 
which had previously been rejected. 

4. In terms of the propaganda effect abroad it is felt that 
the British Gove rnme nt has s e riously miscalculated. It has been 
mentioned by them 1 n justi f i c at ion of the present policy that 
in editorial s a nd analyti c al articles in the U.S., the media had 
supported the posi tion of not glving political status to the 
prisoners. However, most of these articles have also gone on 
to comment on the (J ravi ty of the subsi sting poli tical problem 
in Northern Ireland and on the need for political steps to Bolve it. 
It is the Governments belief that both parts of the message 
should be heeded. If it was decided to get back on the political 
path, a pre-requ.lsitc vlould have to be to get the prison problem 
out of the way. Thus the message from abroad could not be 
interpreted as a complete endorsement of present British policy. 

" 

/ ... 
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5 . It is our assessment that the balance of advantage is 
strongly in favour of another inltiative. If an attempt is 
not made further deaths of hunger strikers will be exploited in 
IRA propaganda to increase their support. This accession of 
support is likely far to exceed what would flow to them if 
changes were made in the prison rules. It is the Government's 
view that even if such an attempt were unsuccessful it could 
moderate the flow of support and would also have favourable effects 
on opinion in the Republic and throughout the world. 

6. There are some indications that the present may offer some 
hope that a way forward can be found. The present time is 
considered particularly appropriate for a new effort to solve the 
problem because of the lull in the incidence of deaths by hunger 
strike which may not be repeated when the present strikers begin 
to die in July and also because of the state of tension 
between the prisoners, their families and their outside associates. 
These are circumstances which are unlikely to recur. It seems 
improbable that any similar respite will offer if the deaths 
begin again. 

7. The Government believe that the recent suggestions by the 
Irish Commission for Justice and peace*lnay provide a basis for 
progress. A new proposal might relate to further adjustments 
that might be made throughout the Northern Ireland prison system 
which would not constitute the grant of political status, or 
impair the authorities' control of the prisons. 

8. The Government are of course, ready to help in every way 
possible in finding an acceptable solution to the H-Blocks 
problem. 

* Mate r ial enclosed. 



3rie£i~g Points for Minister 

A • E f fee t s ':. f the con fro n tat i on be t ,.;e ~ n Br i t ish Go v ern me n t 
and hunqt.'r .::l _t'lKcrs . 

(i) . in Northern Ireland 

It has generated an entirely new level of 
support for the IRA among natlonallsts 1n 
the ~Torth. 

It has dangerously polarized opinion in the 
two sections of th\.:: conUHun~ t.y there (ef. the 
local election results). 

(1i) in the Republic 

(1 ii) 

By givi~g a national p40filc to individua15 
in jail in Northern Ireland which they 
would never have had otherwise, it has led 
to two prisoners being elected to Dai1 
Eireann at the recent general election. 

This has destabilised national politics 
(the indeterminate election result) . 

A sitting T.O. may now die in Long Kesh which 
will produce Cl strong emotionul c~action here 
and will give the IRA the opportunity to run 
another prisoner In the ensuing bye-election 
with hopes of success. 

in the U.S.A. and other countries 

It has produced a clcilr upsurge of support for 
the IRA around the world, and particularly 1n 
the U.S.A. 

This will increase the flow of material support 
for violence (already up in the last six 
months of 1980 from U.S. groups contributing 
to the I. R . A. ) . 

In summary, the confrontation has enabled the I.R.A. 

to mount a propaganda campaign which simultaneously appeals 

to potential recruits to violence (I.R.A. recruitment is 

reportedly up in Northern Ireland and in our border areas) 

and to the humane sympathies of less committed people. 

The consequent gains in support outweigh in our view 

/ ... 



any oth~r consideration arising in regard to the pri~~n si tua ti on. The Bri tish Governi1lent appear to have bc~n willing to enter into confrontation in the b01ief that the prison protest is the IRA's last card and that th8 Governn~cnt can win the pr ison "ba ttle" . Events have proved and continue to prove that they are losing the war all around them in the process. 

B. The Nepd for an Possibilltr of A hl~ving a Solution 
From our point of view, finding a solution to the situation is of fundamental and far-reaching importance. 
The present period seems particularly opportune because 
(a) there is a lull in the series of deaths by hunger ,-o f rCl\t':- ~l!l'~h ~i.ll '-'!!~ may not thereafter recur and 

.!.!! ~:!!.ly :J'..!'!'y 

(b) the prisoners, their families and their associates outside the prison seem at this stage to be exhibiting signs of tension and doubt, which suggests that they might respond to a properly conceived approach. 

As regards the possibility of a solution we believe th~t as a first point the British Government should in all the circumstances accept the need for action and look beyond their present stance. 

As regards pos~ible means of reaching a solution, the Europ an Comrr.i...,--ion of Human Rights may make suggestions, which the Brltish Government has said they would consider, but the Commls~ion's work is proceeding too slowly to be relevant to the present temporary respite. The British Government might state clearly, as they did by agreement with us before Christmas, what they are offering to conforming prlsoners. The nature of their offer might be based on proposals by the Irish Commission for Justice and Peace (a Catholic Church body) relating to overall prison reform on clothing, association and prison work. 

23 June I::-8I 



CONFIDENTIAL 

Prison Protests in Northern Ireland 
. , 

Background 

1. The origins Ol the Long Kesh and Armagh prisoners 

protests and hunger strike lie in the decision taken by the 

British Government in November 1975 to phase out special 

category status. This meant that all persons convicted for 

offences committed after 1 March, 1976 were to be subject 

to the ordinary prison reg-ime. In March 1980 it was announced 

that no person charged on or after J. April, 1980 would be 

granted special category status, irrespective of date of offence. 

In September, 1976 the first prisoners sentenced for offences 

committed after 1 March, 1976 refused to work or to wear 

prison clothing (the blanket protest}. The initial reaction 

of the prison authorities was to impose a strict regime 

which excluded all but statutory entitlements. In March, 1978 

the protest was escalated to inclu?e fouling of cells and 

destruction of cell furniture (the dirty protest}. 

British Government Concessions 

2. The British Government made several attempts to improve 

conditions in Long Kesh, while remaining firm on the question of 

special category status ~ In March 1980, they agreed to the 

wearing by prisoners, for recreational purposes, of regulation 

PT vests, shorts and plimsolls, and there was some alleviation 

of the conditions relating to visits and letters. In August 

1980, further concessions on compassionate leave, re~reation 

and association were granted. In October 1980, it was announced 

that the requirement to wear prison uniform would be abolished 

and civilian type clothing would be sUbstituted. Full details 

of the prison regime applicable to conforming and protesting 
• 

prisoners are set out in Annex I attached. 

Human Rights Asoects 

3. From the beginning of the protest there were many allegations 

of ill-treatment of prisoners and of capricious and brutal 

enforceme~t of orison rules and regulations. While it was 

clear that individual incidents did occur from time to time 

mainly due to the highly cha~ged aLmosphere within the prison 
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it has been generally felt that complaints were often 

exaggerated anq, politically motivated to a large degree. 

4. In August 1978, applications were lodged with the European 

Commission of Human Rights at Strasbourg on behalf of four of 

the H-Blocks p~isoners who alleged multiple breaches by the 

B~itish Government of the European Convention for the Protection 

of Human Rights and Fundamenta~ Freedoms. In October 1979 the 

Commission decided to communicate the complaints to the 

British Government. The complaints made referred, in gen~ral/ 
~ 

to the conditions of their detention in the ~aze Prison. They 

alleged that these ~ere such that their rights under Articles 

3, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11, 13 and 14 of the European Convention on 

Human Rights were violated. These Articles related, 

respectively, to inhuman and degrading treatment and punishment, 

procedural rights in relation to diciplinary charges, rights to 

privacy, freedom of belief and conscience, freedom of expression, 

freedom of aSSOCiation, provision of effective national remedies 

and discrimination in treatment. 

5. In June 1980 the European Commission on Human Rights ruled 

on the complaints of the protesting prisoners. The ECHR 

found in its ruling that the right to a preferential status for 

a certain category of prisoners is not amongst the rights 

guaranteed by the Convention and observed that the prisoners 

who took their complaints to it are not entitled to the status 

of political prisoner under national law, or under the Convention 

or under the existing norms of international law. While 

rejecting the protestors~ basic demands the ECHR in paragraphs 63 

and 64 of the Report was nonetheless critical of the British 

Governmentts handling of the H,Block affair and expressed its 

concern at 

{{the inflexible appro~ch of the (Britishi State 

authorities which has been concerned more to punish 

offenders against prison discipline than to explore 

ways of resolving such a serious deadlockn~ 

Hunger Strike I 

Long Kesh 

6~ While there had been talk on and off about the prospects of a 

hunger strike in Long Kesh there were no obvious sj.gns that the 



protestors would proceed with such a course of action until 

October, 1980. It was then indic~ted by the protestors that a 

hunger strike would commence on 27 October in pursuit of the 

prisoners demands. On 23 October 1980 the Taoiseach wrote 

to the British Prime Minister conveying his "very deep and 

~erious COI~(::ern about the repercussions on our security 

situation of a hunger strike and possible deaths" and 

expressing the hope that "every possible avenue be explored 

in the search for a means to avoid this dangerous cleve~opme~t." 
On 27 October, 1980 seven Republican prisoners in Long Kesh 

went on hunger strike in support of five GE~ands namely 

"the right: 

(i) 

(ii) 

(iii) 

(iv) 

(v) 

to wear own clothes 

to refrain from prison work 

to associate freely 

to organise recreational facilities and to have 

one letter, visit and parcel per week and 

to have lost remission fully restored." 

Armaah Jail Protest 
.< 

7. A dirty protest similar to that in the H-Block, involving 

32 Republican women prisoners, developed in Armagh Prison. 

Women prisoners in Northern Ireland are permitted to wear their 

own clothes. Initially the protest in Armagh did not relate 

to a demand for special category status but to alleged violence 

against the prisoners on 7 February 1980 and to subsequent 

events. However as the protest continued the H-Block protest 

and the Armagh protest became more closely aligned both in 

terms of the demands being made and the methodology of the 

protest (refusing to wash and fouling of cells). On 1 December 

1980, 3 of the women prisorters commenced a hunger strike in 

support of the demand of the political status, A civil action 

by 3 women prisoners against the Secretary of State, for 

compensation arising out of the incidents of 7 February 1980 is 

currently before the Northern Ireland courts. 

End of Hunger Strike I 

8~ On 18/19 December lQ80, the hunger strikes ended when the 

British authorities sent into Long Kesh and Armagh a statement 



~ of what would happen when the protests ended and a detailed 

description of the Northern Ireland prison regime. A statement 

from the leader 9f the Republican prisoners, the late Bobby Sands, 

claimed that the Government documents met the requirements of thei~ 

five basic demands. The British Government for its part emphasised 

that the hunJer strike had not achieved its objective i.e. political 

status, and expressed the hope that the kr~owledge of what would 

happen when th~ protests ended would ' lead all the prisoners to 

stop their "blanket" and "dirty" protests. 
." 

Aftermath of Hunger Strike I / 

9. Between the period 18 Decp-mber and 29 January while there 

were grounds for hoping for a successful conclusion to the H-Block 

problem a large nu~ber of prisoners were nonetheless not prepared 

to conform with prison rules. In these circumstances another 

statement was issued by the British authorities on 9 January 1981, 

saying that in a further atte~pt to implement the regime described 

in the statement of 18 December 1980 a group of these prisoners 

would be moved to clean and furnished cells. On 12 January 22 

prisoners were moved into clean furnished cells and when these 

cells were not fouled furniture was provided for the remaining 

prisoners in the same wing on 13 January. On 15 January a further 

group of prisoners was moved into clean furnished cells making 96 

the total number of {former t. protestors occupying the clean 

furnished cel~s. On 21 January all protesting prisoners were 

told that the procedure for further moves into clean cells would 

be that in the first instance the cells would be unfurnished but, 

if by the day after they moved in, the cells remained clean and 

prisoners has slopped out, furniture would be supplied. 

10. The 96 prisoners who had been given clean and furnished 

cells nonetheless continued their protest by ~efusing to wash, 

shave, wear prison clothing or to undertake work. All clothing 

which was supplied for these pliisoners by their relative:; on 

23 January was accepted by the prison authorities but was not 

passed on to the protestors, The British authorities maintained 

that where an individual protesting prisoner said that he wished 

to conform having washed, shaved and had a hair cut, he would 

be given a set of prison issue civilian clothing, moved from 

his cell to a new wing containing other conforming prisoners, 
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medically examined for fitness to work and, if fit, allocated 

to given work. As a conforming prisoner - the British said he 

would then qualify for privileges_ including, of ' course, that 

of wearing his own leisure clothing of the approved type. 

ll. In a development on 23 January the prisoners who had 

deescalated their action to a clean protest in furnished cells 

indicated that they wished to be regarded as "non-protesting. , ..... 
prisoners" and that in consequence:. 

(1) they wanted to wash, shave and have a hair cut 

(2) they would keep their own cells clean 

(3 ) they would go to reception to be photographed in 

their new clean state 

(41 they did not want to be moved (as would be the normal 

practice for those leaving the protest} to a new wing 

for conforming ?risoners. 

(5) they would undertake full time education 

(6) they would not undertake the full range of prison 

vlork and 
(7) they would expect once cleaned up to be issued 

both with prison civilian clothing and their own 

leisure clothing, 

12. The timing of this request was seen as significant 

because it \AlaS made immediately before the week€:nd when own 

clothing was permitted. The prison Governor, after consulting 

higher authorities, replied that the prisoners were free to wash 

and shave, but that own clothing was a privilege reserved for 

conforming prisoners. They would not be given own clothing 

unless they were prepared to work as directed and to wear 

prison issue clothing duriny work period. Furthermore if they 

conformed they would be moved to a block with other conforming 

prisoners. The British Authorities maintained to us that the 

prisoners were trying to put them in a position where either 

the Authorities granted a point which the protestors could claim 

as a concession of principle or the Aut~orities took a stand on 

a point which the protestors would represent as a minor one. 
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13. Sor~~e~_..,rhat to the surprise of prison authori ties despite 
-, 

the rebuff the prisoners went ahead with washing and shavin~ 

although hair cuts could not be arranged immediately. However 

on the 27 January l:he 96 prisoners destroyed furni ture and 

fittings in t~eir new cells and broke the windows. On 29 

January the 96 prisoners refused to slop out and began again 

to smear the walls of their cells. They maintained that the 

authorities had pushed them into this action by placing them -' , 
/. 

first in dirty cells when they smashed their cell furnit~re and 

windows and secondly by the refusal of the authorities to give 

them their o~!n clo-thing unless they promised to conform to 

prison regulations. The British authorities maintained that 

the group was placed in dirty cells immediately after the 

furniture and windows smashing episode only because these were 

the nearest empty cells and that they were all moved into clean 

cells on the Wednesday morning. The process of a return to 

normality was over and the level of protest returned to the 

pre-hunger strike situation with some 401 men in Long Kesh and 

29 women in Armagh involved again on the "dirty\t protest. 

Hunger Strike 11 

14. On 5 February 1981, it was announced that a second hunger 

strike by Republican prisoners in Long Kesh would begin on 1 March, 

1981. In support of that decision the prisoners maintained that 

the British Government had reneaged on the agreement of 18 

December 1980, which ended the previous hunger strike and which 

they claimed conceded the substance of the prisoners five demands. 

15. On 1 March 1981, Bobby Sands refuse~ food and declared 

himself to be on hunger strike. A statement by the prisoners said 

the action was being taken in support of their demand for political 

status. Mr. Sands was joined on hunger strike by Francis Hughes 

on 15 Harch and by Patsy O'Hara and Raymond McCreesh on 22 March. 

End of tDirty Protest' 

16. On 2 March the Republican prisoners still tak~ng part in the 

"dirty" protest at Long Kesh and Armagh - 439 in all - let it be 

known that they intended to stop fouling their cells. The 

prisoners indicated that their action was being taken in support 
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of demands for ahanges in the prison regime which yTould give 

effect to th6i~ demand for political status. These prisoners 

were moved to clean cells and provided with clean bedding . 
.. . 

Election of Bobby Sands 

17 . . On 10 April Bobby Sands was elected Westminster M.P. for the 

Fermanagh-South Tyrone constituency in a bye-election. Mr. Sands 

was elected by 30492 voted to 29046 obtained by his rival Official 

Unionist candidate Mr. Harry West i.e. a majority of l446~ 

Visit of M.EP's to Long Kesh 

18. On 20 April 1981, Miss Sile de Valera, T.D. M.E.P., 

~r. Neil Blaney, T.D., M.E.P. and Dr. John O'Connell, T.D. M.E.P. 

visited Bobby Sands in Long Kesh prison hospital at his request. 

After the meeting the three Deputies requested a meeting with the 

British Prime Minister or her Deputy. This request was rejected 

by the British Prime Minister, On 22 April the Minister for 

Foreign Affairs met the three Deputies and a report of their visit 

to Long Kesh was .conveyed to the Government for their informatione 

Death of Hunger Strikers 

19. Despite every effort including a visit to Long Kesh by a 

special emissary from Pope John Paul 11, and nump.rous calls, by 

Church leaders, public figures and organisations at home and 

abroad, to the prisoners and the British Government to resolve 

the dispute the hunger strikers continued with their protest and 

on Tuesday 5 May, 1981 Bobby Sands M.P. died. On 12 Ma~ 

Francis Hughes died and Raymond McCreesh and Patsy O~Hara both 

died on 21 May. 

20. ~rhe follo\'Ting prisoners i\l Long Kesh are currently on hunger 

strj..ke; 

(l) Jo~ McDonnell, (30) from Belfast, serving 14 years for 
possession of a gun~ Took Sands· place. Commenced 
hunger strike 9 May. 

(21 Kieran Doherty I (251 from Belfast, serving 22 yec~rs for 
possession of fire arms, explosives offences and hi-jacking. 
Took Rayrnond McCreesh-s place and commenced hunger-strike 
on 22 May .. 
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(3) Kevin Lynch, (25) from Derry, An INLA member took Patsy 
OtHara's place. Serving 10 years for an armed raid and 
punishment shooting. Commenced hunger strike on 23 May. 

(4) Martin Hurson, (27) from Co. Tyrone, serving 20 years on 
membership, possession of explosives, causing explosions, 
conspiracy to kill charges. Commenced hunger-strike on 
29 May. He replaced Mr. Brendan McLaughlin (29) who had 
begun a hunger strike on 14 May t~t chose to come off his 
fast on medical grouds. 

(51 Thomas McIlwee, (27) from Bellaghy, Co. Derry serving life ' 
imprisonment plus 20 years for manslaughter and 19 other 
charges involving explosives. Commenced hunger strike on 
8 June 1981. 

(6) Paddy Quinn, (29) from Beleeks" Co. Armagh serving 14 years 
for attempted murder, possessing explosives and belonging 
to the " I.R.A. Commenced hunger strike on 15 June 1981. 

(7i Michael Devine (27) from Derry a member of tlle IN~A serving 
12 years for possession of firearms and ~lunition. 
Commenced hunger strike on 22 June. 

At a press conference on 17 June the vict-President of Provisional 

Sinn Fein said that prisoners who died would be replaced by others 

but that the total number of prisoners on hunger strike at any 

time would not exceed eight. 

21. In the General Election of 11 June, 1981 two H-Block 

prisoners Kieran Doherty (hunger striker) and Patrick Agnew were 

elected in the Cavan-Monaghan and Lou~h constituencies 

respectively. 

Efforts to solve the Hunger Strikes 

(al The European Commission for Human Rights 

22. On the advice of the Taoiseach, who held that the Commission 

offered the best hope of resolving the situation, an application 

was made by Ms. Marcella Sands on her brother~s behalf on 

23 April .198l. In response a delegation from the ECHR visited 

Long Kesh to obtain confirmatidn that Mr. Sands intended to 

pursue the application made on hjs behalf. It was soon 

established that he did not wish to be associated with the 

application and the Commission delegates left without meeting 

Sands. In high level contact with the Commission delegates 

irrunediately after their visit to Long Kesh they emphasised that they 

did not wish to close any doors but that they were inevitably 

restricted by the Convention and the rules of procedure. On 4 May 

the Taoiseach asked the Commission to consider; as a matter of 

t 
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extreme urgency, making a recommendation out of their visit which 

would contribute' to a-solution. This call was rejected by the 

Commission. Su~s2quently however at their ~~ay meeting the Commission 

decided to d ·ecl.are admissible the .remainder of th~ McFeeley case 

complaints (viz. right of correspon~ence and effective remedies~ 

It is our understanding that the Commission feels, despite what it 

has ~een stating publicly, that it has a wider remit than simply 

considering the remaining two aspects of the McFeeley case. 

The Commission does not propose and .-q9 not wish us to make pub,li'c 

the wider possibility of the friendly settlement procedur~ 

They have infonned us that they would wish to avoid undue 

publicity o~ propaganda which could impair their ability to bring 

about a friendly settlement. 

(b) The International Committee of the Red Cross 

23. The ICRC which was also asked by the three deputies to 

intervene expressed its willingness to do so if authorised by 

the British Government. However, the ICRC pointed out that its 

intervention would be limited to traditional humanitarian 

assistance and protection and that visits to persons imprisoned 

in Northern Ireland had only been authorised in the past in the 

case of persons detained or interned without trial in the period 

1971-75 and that the Geneva Convention of 1949 was not applicable 

as the situation prevailing in Northern Ireland did not 

correspond to an armed conflict~ 

(cl The Irish Comrnission for Justice and Peace 

24. On 13 October, 1980 the Irish Commission for Justice and 

Peace - a coromission of the Irish Episcopal Conference-called on 

the protesting prisoners to "de-escalate the protest". The 

Commission also called on the British Government "to allow prisoners 

throughout the entire Northern Ireland prison s~rvice to wear 
• their own clothes, to engage in .educational or other cultural 

activities as an substitute for ordinary prison work, to enjoy 

reasonable freedom of association to have recreational facilities, 

re~ular visits, parcels and full remission~. On 3 June, 1981, the 

Commission reiterated its call for reforms to be implemented 

throughout the Northern Ireland prison system and called on the 

protesting prisoners to make clear that such reforms would, if 

implemented, provide the avenue for a solution. The leader of the 

SDLP, ~1r. John Hume echoed the COITmlission statements on 10 June, 



1981 when he stated that progress could be made on the H-Block 

qu~stion if the 'prisoners made it clear that they would respond 

positively to the British Governments acting on the Commission 

proposed solution. 

(d) The U.1 Commission on Human Rights 

25 • . The United lations Commission on Human Rights, a subsidiary 

dJ of t.he Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC1 -, can study and 

m n n-bin i g decisions about situations ,hich re\eal a 
, 

c sjs nt pattern of violations of hw~an rights, llsing communications 

r iY d fr m g vernments, ~ organs, or private indi\"iduals 

laimin to h \e reliable knowledge, either directly or indirectly, 

of su _ i lations. According to recent newspaper reports, it is 

the intention of the e\.., York-based lavtyer, _Ir. Paul 0 tDwyer, to 

ta- the case f the H-Blocrs prisoners to the Ui. Commission on 

Human Rights. rtThe Irish Ti es" of 9 June 1981 reports that the 

basis of his complaint ~ould be the Diplock court system in ~orthern 

Ireland~ · If the U. Co ~ssion on Human Rights considered the 

corn 1 int on H-Blocrs under the Res. 1503 procedure, it would do 

so in confidential sessio~. T~e ex~ ination as veIl as any 

decisi n rea hed thereon in practice ra~ains confidential. 

s 

It is 

i ti n 

t to antici ate : ether _~. 'D'~ er s 

~~ success=~:_~ pass a: pre_~~~na~ stages 

i. "'e=e~ . _~ ~:.e o?--:'ss':"o ~ ~ 5u..--:aI: R":"g~ts ~n 

=~ t t: ... a- - _ ... e s:' _' a-:' _ ... _~-3_ c>s ··;as 

e r::atters tsta::1 

a~':" ~ =e~-te t rresp de_ e r~. of = ro ea~ 

ve ti a - re_ edies Cl Rt 13 of Europea::1 Convention) it 

appears t at ~he E ropean Co missicn ay be prepared to clar~fy 

or amolify other arts of their dec':"sion. here investigat":"on by 

an ad hoc Co~.ittee is being considered under Res. 1503 such an 

investi;ation is specifical y excluded if the sa.!.e 1.atter is bei:1g 

dealt ~ith in a regional organisation C .. rt. 6 Cbl (ii} of Res. 

15031 . The sa.: e atti tune ~o Id also be taKen even to an eXCJrdnatio ... . 

of the si tuatio b .. : the "'o-mnissio!!. 
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27. It should be noted that the procedure for examining 

situations which appear to reveal a consistent pattern of gross 

and reliably attested violations of human rights and fundamental 

freedoms takes a considerable time, largely because the 

Commission meets only once a year in ~ebruary/March. Western 

countries in particular have attempted at recent sessions of 

the Commission to get agreement on an inter-sessional role for ' 

the Commission for dealing with grave violations of human . .r, rights 

but these efforts have not been successful. Even though the UN 

Commission on Huma.n Rights cannot make binding decisions and 

relies on the co-operation of the accused state (e.g. an 

investigation by an ad hoc Committee of the sit1lation in H-Blocks 

could only be undertaken with the express cons2nt of the British 

Governmentl, many States are unwilling to see it play a more 

important role in the examination of alleged human rights 

violations. 

General: 

28. As of June 1981 there were 916 prisoners serving sentences for 

teiroiist type offences in Long Kesh cellular prison. Of this 
916, 407 or about 45% are refusing both to wear prison issue 

civilian clothing and to work. Anot~er 14 prisoners are 

refusing to work. In addition there are the 7 hunger strikers. 

At ~he present time there are 328 special category prisoners 

housed in compounds in Long Kesh~ 

British Government Policy on the hunger strike: 

. Public Statements 

29. The British authorities issued a comprehensive statement of 
• 

policy on 24 October 1980 in advance of the first hunger strike 

in which they stated that they:-

"will not and cannot make any concessions whatever on the 
principle of political status for prisoners who claim a 
political motive for their crimes" (statement of 24/10/80). 

In a detailed statement in the House of Commons on 4 December the 

Secretary of State for Norther~ Ireland set out the Governments 
I 

policy on ' the regime in Northern Ireland prisons in answer to those 
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whD had "expressed concern on hu.rnanitarian grounds" about 
. f 

conditions in the Maze prison. The statement said the Government 

was "comIDitted .... to ensure that, for all prisoners, the regime 

is as enlightened alld hum~ne as possible. The Government remains 

determined that., subject always to the requirements of security 

and within the resources available, the progre~s achieved in 

recent years in the administration of Northern Ireland prisons 

should be continued to meet the legitimate needs of all concerned. 

,,! 

The demands of the prisoners for five changes in their prison 

regime are intended to give the protesting prisoners control over 

their lives in prison, and could not be agreed to by the 

Government, since to do so would be to legitimise and encourage 

terrorist activity". 

In a statement in the House of Commons on 5 February, 1981 (the 

day on which the latest hunger strike was anhouncedl the Secretary 

of State for Northern Ireland said:~ 

ltThe principles b~T which the Government have stood in the face 
of the protests at the Maze and Armagh prisons still stand. 
They will not concede that they should now establish within 
the normal Northern Ireland prison regime a special set of 
conditions for particular groups of prisoners. They will 
not surrender control of what goes on in the prisons ~o a 
particular group of prisoners. They will not concede th~ 
demand for political status or recognise that murder and 
violence are less culpable because they are claimed to be 
commi tted for poli tir:;al motives If • 

This policy was reiterated in the House of Commons by the Secretary 

of State for Northern Ireland on 3 March, 1981. In a "BBC 

interview on 21 April, 1981 the Secretary of State for N.I. said:-

'tThe five demands amount to political status and we have 
repeatedly stated that we do not recognise that Dolitical 
motives for a crime enti~led people to be treated differently 
from people vlho commi t crime fer other motives ~I " 

The British Pri~e Minister in an interview on 21 April 1981 while 

on a visit to Saudi Arabia said:-

~We are not prepared to consider special category status for 
certain groups of people serving sentences for crime" Crime 
i~ crime is crime; it is not political". 



In a statement,. on 23 April, 1981 the Secretary of State for 

N~rthern Ireland said:-

" th G nm t l'S determined to maintain the rule of 
•.... e over en 

law in Northern Ireland. It \Alill not be blackmailed or give 

in to threats from any quarter...... Despite the a~tiQns 

of the four hunger strikers and the other protestors in 

prison, the Government will not concede political status 

in name or in fact to any particular group or groups of 

orisoners. Murder and other serious crimes remain crimes 

~hatever political motive their perpetrators may claim". ·· 

In the House of Commons on 30 April Mrs. Thatcher in a 

characteristically brief and firm statement said:-

,r . 
, 

" •... there can be no question of granting political status 

to convicted criminals now or at all" .. 

In correspondence with four leading Irish American politicians 

and with Cardinal O\Fiach, after the deaths of Bobby Sands and 

Francis Hughes, Mrs. Thatcher was more revealing:-

"It is the Government's pro::ound hope that there will be no 

more deaths directly or indirectly due to the present hunger 

strike. Such deaths can serve no purpose. If political 

status remains the protestors objective then it can not and 

will not be conceded. If they have other grounds for 

complaint against the prison regime then further recourse 

to the European Commission of Human Rights remains available 

to them. The Governmen~ has shown that it is prepared to 

respond to the Commissions findings and to facilitate in 

any way it can the Commissioners conduct of its 

investigations"~ - Letter to Irish American politicians 

14 May, 1981~ 

"It (the solutiori lies with the hunger strikers their 

families and advisers. More directly it lies with the 

leaders of the Provisional IRA who have ~aken a cold-

blooded decision that the unfortunate men now fasting in 

prison are of more use to them dead than alive. This 

seems to be th€~ most immoral and inflexible decision 

anyone could take. The Government have repeatedly made 

clear how much they regret the loss of life through all 

forms of violence in N~thern Ireland. The Government 

is not the inflexible party in this issue. The 

Provisional IR~ at whose behest the hunger strike is taking 

place have stated and restated from the beginning that 

they would call off the strike only if thE Gover~mer.t were 

to concede all five of their demands. 'hat ~hey want is 

not prison reforms, but a special different status for 

some prisoners. Th~_s the Government cannot concede since it 

would encourage further blackma~l and support for terrorism. 

We cannot treat persons convicted of criminal offences as 

prisoners of v'ar, \A:hich is what they want It. - Letter to 

Cardinal O'Fiaich 15 ~ay, 1981, 
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Irish Government Policy on the hunger strike .. 
Public Statement 

30. In reply to a PP on 25 November, 1980 about · the hunger

strike which e~ded on 18/19 December, 1980 the Taoiseach said:~ 

"The Government believe that if some adjustments could :::e 
made in the prison rules themselves or in their 
interpretation of their ~pplication a solution would be 
possible. 

"The Government do net believe that political statrrs sbould 
be an issue ......... an acceptable solution can be brought 
forward without the sacrifice of any principles which might 
be regarded as being involved. 

n •••••••••••• there is an obligation on authorities 
everywhere to ensure that within the constraints imposed by 
security needs prison conditions are as hurrLane and 
tolerable as it is possible to make them". 

In an RTE interview on 12 April, 1981 the Taoiseach said:-

"The solution to the H-Block situation can be found within 
the prison regulations and within the administration of the 
prison itself". 

~We are ready and willing to take .any measures open to us 
to bring about a resolution of the situation to try and 
solve the problem on humanitarian grounds". 

On 25 April, 1981 following the unsuccessful visit to Long Kesh 

prison by delegates from the ECHR a statement issued on behalf of 

the Taoiseach said:-

"The Taoiseach wishes to make it clear that in the light 
of his concern over the threat of loss of life both inside 
and outside the prison and following the approach to him 
by the Sands family he had advised that the best prospect 
of saving the life of Bobby Sands lay in them submitting a 
complaint to the European Commission. The advice was 
given solely on the basis that intervention by the 
Commission offered the test hope of resolving the situation. 
The Taoiseach believes efforts must continue as a matter -- .. 
of great urgency to find a solution~. 

In a statement on 4 May, 1981 the dqy before the death of the 

first hunger-striker Bobby Sands, the Taoiseach said:-

"Since the present hunger strike in the M.aze Prison began, 
I have constantly sought by every means open to me to 
secure a humanitarian solution that would avoid loss of 
life. I believe that even at this eleventh hour, such 
a solution can still be found, through a more flexible 
approach to. the administration of the prison. Accordingly, 



• I have asked the European Commission on Human Ri-ghts, a 
delegat~on from which recently visited the prison, to 
consider as a matter of extreme urgency, making a 
recomnendation arising out of that visit which would 
contribute to such a solution". 

On 8 May, 1981 following the death of Bobby Sands the Taoiseach 

in a speech in the Metropole Hotel said:-

"Since the hunger strike began, I have constantly made ,known 
the anxiety of the Government that unless a humanitarian
solution were found there would be a real danger of loss of 
life, both inside and outside the prison. That d~nger has 
now become the grim reality. 

The death of Bobby Sands has given rise to deep feelings 
and emotions in every part of this country. 

We have seen too many deaths, too mllch destruction. We 
must make every effort now to bring this terrible cycle to 
an end. 

From the time the fi~st hunger strike was proposed, I have 
taken every step open to me that appeared likely to be 
effective in resolving the situation in the prison. I will 
continue to seek and to avail of every opportunity to 
achieve this. There is no human problem which cannot 
yield to a humanitarian and practical solution. I believe 
that reasonable people everywhere not alone in these 
islands but around the world, now wish to see such a 
solution. It has always been and remains my view that the 
involvement of the European Commission of Human Rights 
offers the obvious hope of achieving this. 

I appeal again to every section of the Irish people to 
exercise restraint and responsibility at this time and I 
condemn any acts of violence or intimidation that have 
occurred. The Government will fully discharge their 
duty to safeguard and protect the personal freedom and 
security of all the people. 

The policy of this Government in its efforts to provide a 
political solution to the Northern Ireland problem is 
clearly the right one and must be pursued even in the 
present difficult circumstances until the objective of a 
peaceful and lasting solution is achieved. We must not 
be deflected from these efforts to resolve the basic 
underlying problem. That is the clear message coming 
through in recent days ,from around the world. 
Responsible leaders of opinion everywhere are all urging 
that such a solution be found. Far from deterring us 
from our efforts, the tragic events of recent days and 
the present situation in the Maze must strengthen our 
resolve to pursue it with even a greater sense of urgency 
than ever before". 

Department of Foreign Affairs 

June 1981 
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