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Prisoners' Transfer Issue 

1. For some time there has been a prominent publicity camp a i gn 

on the pa~t of the IRA as well as various prisoners' relatives 

and support groups for the "repfltriation" to Northern Ireland 

of the approximately 80 or so Irish prisoners in British jails 

serving sentences for terrorist-type offences. Reference has 

b een made in the campaign to the transfers to Britain from N.I. 

o f imprisoned British soldiers. 

2. The Rr :l.ti.sh Cll1thorities have transferred only four 

Republican prisoners to Northern Ireland (the Pcice sisters, 

Gerard Kelly and Hugh Feeney in 1975) and only then afte~ a 

prolonged hunger strike. Many of the Irish prisoners ' 

protests and strikes since 1975 have been in pursuit of 

repatriation. Since then the British have maintained a firm 

positjon that priRonero convicted of terrorist-type offences 

ahould not expect to ~e transferred. 
r ,. 

3 . The British attitude on the transfer issue can b~ 

sumffi a riscJ as fellows: 

( i ) Balance is heavily weighted against the transfer of 

terrorist prisoners even where there ace 

compassionate ci~cumstances. 

( ii ) Short=ge of Gpace in Northe~n I~cland prisons. 

( ili) Transf e r ef terro ~ i~t prisoners would increase the 

proportl011 of such prisoners in Northern Irel a nd 



jails and thus sGcurity problnIDs. 

( iv) Remisnion is higher in Nor~hern Ireland. 

(~ ) There would be political difficulties in persuading 

the British public of the correctness of such a move. 

4. The last major inter-ministerial discussion of the matter 

o f transfer of prisoners t o prisons in Northern Ireland took 

p lace b etween the Palliamentary Secretary to the Minister for 

Fo reign Affairs, Mr. Kelly , and the llome Sccrctcry in March 

1 9 7 7. At that time In the context of allegations of 

i ll-treatment to prisoners the Parliamentary Secretary urged 

t h e transfer to Northern Irelan~ of some prisoners with links 

in either part of Ireland. The principle of ~ransferring 

I rish prisoners to Northern Ircla~d had been concerlAd, for 

example in the caRe of the Price sisters in 1975. 

The transfer issue was also raised by Minister Dooge at the 

f irst ministerial meeting of th~ Anglo-Irish Inter-governmantal 

Council on 29 January, 1982 on the basis of humanitarian 

r eprerentations rec2ived by relatives about the problems 0 

makif'g visits . Lord Gowrie in reply cited the deterrent 

effect of having people convicled in Britain serve their 

sentence ther.e. 

5. The Irish Gover~hlcnl ' s attjlurle to the issue of tranDfe~~ 

has been onc vhich did lioL ~ommit iLself on the iSE,tt-:! of 

prillciple but \dlic:h Cl:ll'i .... 'lsJsed conCf,rn for the humanl..t:_,~!-__ ~an 
----- - - ---_._---- .------.~-.----------------

to scc sympatheti~ 



consideration given to applicarion for transfer to No r thern 

exceptional compassionate circumstances. 

6. A Co uncil of Europe Convention on the Transfer of 

Sentenced prisonerG was opened for signature on 21 March 1983. 

The Co nvention is intended to make it possihle for a person 

sentenced to a term of imprisonment in a foreign state to serve 

the senten c e in the State of which he is a national where the 

two S tates in questj.on are parties to tile Convention. The 

Convention does not conf~r an automatic right of transfer. 

Each individual request for a transfer would require the 

aarcemcnt of both States involved, as well as the C0nS0nl of 

the sentenced person. Contracting States a~e no~ ohliged to 

accede to requests for transfer. Britain will probahly sie n 

th e Conventiou) but on pre8ent policy it is unlik~ly ~hat they 

would agree Lo transfers of terrorist-typo prlsouc c s un~Gr i~. 

7 • H 11 i 1 e nod e c i s ion 0 n si g n at u re by Ire J. a n cl 0 f L 1, e 

Conv ention has yet been taken the De partucnt of Jtlsttce has 

poi nted Lo serIous practical problems in relatIon to l~s 

signature and ratification. 
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