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THI: BRITISH PUSENCE 

Attached is the full text of a speech qi�•n today by the Rt. 

Hon Peter Brooke MP, Secretaey of State for Northern Zro�and at t�e 

Whitbread.Restaurant, London to the lritiah Association of Canned 

rood Importers and Oistrib�tors. 
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1, In Northern Irelano, two vi•ws about the ideal pattern of 

9overnment have long confronted each other, There is the 

present raality - in f1ct and in international law - of the 

Union - the Union, that is, between Great Britain and 

Northern Ireland. That Union ia affirm•d.by the first 

Section of the Northern Ireland eonttitution Act of 1g73 

which declares that in no event will Northern Ireland or any 

part of it cease to be part of the Unit■d xin9dom without the 

conaant of a ma,ority of the people ot Northern Ireland. We 

stand firmly by that moat ■olemn declaration and assurance. 

But in so doing we acknowledge that there i1 another view -

atronoly held by the nationali1t minority within Northern 

Ireland. That ia the ••Pir1t1on to • united Ireland - not 

simplr to the Republic of Ireland which exi,t• today but to a 

32 county state covering all the territory of the island, and 

worthy in their view of the support of ,11 Irish people. 

2. It is poasible to take either position with inteqrity. It is

acceptabl• to uphold the one or advocate the other by all

legitimate peaceful and democratic means, Whet is n,g_t

acceptable, and what totally laeka 1nte9rity, i1 the

ptomotion of either �iew by the crude and brutal methods of

violence and coercion,
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3, I believe, in particular, that a hu;• majority of those who 

would wish to see a united Ireland on• day, ooth in the North 

and in the whole of Ireland, know in their hearts that a 32 

county state in the terms I have used could never be created 

by force or advanced by putting a union o! territories before 

a union o� hearts and minds, A state brought into being by 

such corrupt methods could never live up �o th• vision of a 

united Ireland enjoying the loyalty and protecting the rights 

of Catholi�, Protestant and dissenter. 95\ ot Nationalists 

within the island c! Ireland have chosen to assert their 

Nationalism by ce1ting their Eir■t pre!erenoe vote■ !or 

constitutional partie■, It ia only• diminishing minority, 

whether in the Republic of Ireland er in Northern Ittland, 

who have deliberately oho•en another path, It i• their 

arrogant and wholly mistaken belief that unity can�• 

achieved by violence that ii 1till cauain9 death, injury and 

destruction, not only in Northern Ireland, but also here in 

Great Britain and, 11 recent events have aho"'11, in lu:ope as 

well. 

◄• Many people have died over the la■t two decades because •

minority w1ll not accept that a unity of heart1 and minds can 

never be achieved by such corrupt me1n1 11 these. If this 

rate of killin9 applied aero•• the United Kingdom•• e whole, 

we should now be mourning 1omethin9 over 100,000 OeaO, To 

its enormous cted1t, and 1n ■pite Of the appalling recurrence 

of �tit for tat" killing■, aoeiety in Northern Ireland has 

- 2 -
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not disintegrated as, no doubt, the men of violence would 

like it to do, On the contr1ry, I have been impressed and 

often 9reatly moved as I have met people, ri9ht across the 

Province and in all walks of life, who remain determined to 

qet on with their lives in pe1ce, and to aee the community in 

which they live becoming• better p1aoa for them1elvea and 

their children, But while levels ol violenc1 have fallen far 

below their peak there 11 no room for complacency. The grief 

and loas remain, and the appalling human waeta. Long after 

the names of victims are forootttn in the wider community, 
relatives still grieve for their d11d and tend their 

�ounded, tn a hospital in Enniskilltn, a loyal wife ctill 

sits regularly at the bedside of• hu1band who has never 

ce9ained consoiousneu 1ince that fat-11: .. Remambtanoe 1:>ay three 

year, ago. We in th• r•st of the United Kingdom - indeed in 

its Government end Parliament� have suffered alongside the 

aecent people of Northern Ireland. ·Nor have ot:her countriu, 

and other innocent live■, �••n ■pared the blight of 

violence, Men and women in uni!orm, going about their lawful 

duties, have been treated as ■o•oalled "legitimate targets•. 

Assassins lurking in the ahadow1 have usurped the name of 

soldier, 

s. For what purpose does this k111ino continue? Why does the

plea of the Pope himself, made so movingly on Iri1h soil, and

recelled again by Bishop Cahal Daly, now de1t9nated

Archbishop and Primate o! All Ireland, at the Requiem Mass

- 3 -
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for Cardinal O'Fiaich earlier thi1 ye1r, not receive a 

positiva answer? Why, in particular, has a deaire for unity 

to be pursued in • way �hieh can only aeepen division? 

6. At the heart of this matter there ia the question of the

so-called "British presence" in • part of Ireland, rt 1s to

remove that presence that republican terrori1m is said to be

aedicated. So let us examin•, for a moment, just what the

•eritiah presence" actually is.

1. It has four main aspects. The fi.tl.t, and perhap1 the most

high-profile aspect, is the visible presence and activity of

British troops on the street, a.1\4 in the countrrside or

Northern Ireland. There are two points to be made about this

preaence and activity, The first is that these troops are in

reality United Kingdom troops, drawn !rom the whole of the

United Kingdom and preaent in Northern Ireland becauae

Northern Ireland is • part of th• Unit•d Xin9dom which needs

them. The United Xingdom ha1 or course no va1ted interest in

maintaining these high force levela I day longer than is

necessary,

8. And the second important point is that thi1 kind of high

military profile was made nece11ary by violence, will be

maintained•• long•• there 11 violence, but Will certainly

be reduced when violence comes to an end, We have heard for

10 long about the M1ecurity force,• be0au1e other, have

- .. -
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creoted a secur1ty situation. What we want 11 a roturn as 

soon as possible to a sltu,�ion in whleh the Poli<a service 

in Northern tr•lan4 can by its•lt enforce the law ans keop 

the peace !or the benetit of 1ta fellow-cltls•n•, But 

Policemen are civilian, drawn from the c011111unity they osiat 

to serve. To4ar they •r•, ao.4 fot many year■ h�v• been, at 

risk from men and women prepared to kil1 and woun4 them in 

pursuit ef political ob,•ctiv••· In such a situation the 

Police ate entitles to h1v• and will certainly qot the 

additional support that the military can proviSe. tf the 

threac we:e no 1on9•r th•re then the ml1ilatf 1upport would 

no lonqer be nee•sr1ry and Northern Irelano coul4 neve a 

police force with no n••d of Atmy ■Upl)Ort or, 1n4114, tor its 

own formidable 1r1enal ot weapons. 

,. �he� aspect o! the 1ritiah preaence 11, 0£ cour■a, IIQ" 

own prtaence in Northern trelen4 aa Seerttery o, lt1te, 

1upported bye team ot Miniat•ra an4 otfici1la in the 

Northern ttelend orftce 1nd anawe:abl• to Parliament at 

Westminster. But it is the clearly 1tat14 policy of thL■ 

Oovernment to seek to find WITI of returnin� 1ignific1nt 

respons1b111tiea for tftl 1tt1lra of Northern trelana to 

locally elected repr11ent1tive1 io • w•r w�ich would cornniand 

wldespreea accaptanoe within North1tn Ireland, 

10. Thus it 1s that we �•v• the e•traordinaty state of 1£f1lr1 in

which I am,11 9roup ot people are mountino a tettori1t

- 5 -
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ca�pai;n aiM4 at temoval of •the Btit1ah presence•, wh•n it

is the cle•r wish of th• British aove�nment to aa� elected 

representative& of local peo�le to a•sume •• much

r••�onsib�litY •• F(IS&ible fOC their own affair&, tt i•

intete1tin9, is it not, that tho•• who cry •aritl out" sr•

a�onq1t the 1t10st nervous when th•Y ••• any �o,1iDi�itY ot 

real 11\0vement towat41 9ivin; tell power an4 reaponaibility to

the local p&eple thell'lle1YS8?

il, the .l:Jli,:i1 maln acpact of the "ltltiah pie1•nce• ia lifflPlY

thias the trans!er from the common Ezehequer ever,- year of

very lat�o aumt o! money to enable pro9tamm•• wall beyond the

capacity of lceallY niaed taution to l:>9 c:errieO out, This 

1upport is not Q1v1n in furtherance of some strateo1o

inteta1t or in th• e•pect■tion oC some cor,asecndift9 t•in to

the poopl• of Great arit,in, tt seek■ no return other than 

tne 11ti1faction ot improvint the·conOitiona 0£ 1lte in 

Northern Ireland.

,2. Tllia brings 111e to the� and most 119nificant aapect of

the British preaenc:e. zvery t1ma t hear that call Eor •arits

out•, it hr1�9• ho• to me the peramount re,1ity that th• 

heart an� core of the Btltish pre1ence 11 not the lritilh

army or British Min1st•�•• but the reality of nearly•

fflillion people living in I pa�t of the 1a1and o! !rel1nd �ho

eie, and who certainly regatd themaelve1 ea, British. th�•

is not ai111PlY • C•D•ting point maao by •n inglish

IOd LOC 
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polit1cien, It ha& l)een v•rT 1pocifical1Y aoknowl*'19ed bY

the OelQQCCttic,llY •l•cted teptes■ntatiVII of all thO 

patti•• of conetitutionel ltiah n1tiona111m thro�9h tor

•�•�ple tbe Jew tr•lana For\llU �epott of 1984, Th• tepott

states that,

•vnioni1te 9ener1llf r■91rO th91111■lve1 aa being British,

the inheritor, o! a specific col!II\Ul\al 10y1lty to the 

sritieh crown, Tll• traditional nat10n11iaL oppo■ition 

to British nill ii tbu• seen bY unionists ••

inc0�p1tibl• with th• aurvival of their own 1■n1e of 

10,ntity ..• ,.•, 

Thi• •1riti1bne11• (a vord which the forum Repott 1taelf 

u1e1) 11 not only• legal atatus: it ia 1110 • fact of life

and I product 0£ hiltOtY•

13, Th• An;lo-Irisb A9teeinent, to which 1uccesaive Iti•h

ooverNMntl h•v• cOfl\11\itted themselv••• •1�1lat1Y ,ckn01tl■d9e1

the reality tnat the people of �Drthern ixeland have 

different view• about the 1tatu1 ot �orthern Irelan�. Thi

preamble to th• A9te11Knt draw• • distinctioa between •those

who wish for no cban;• ln the ptes■nt atatUI of 9otthern 

t,alena• and •the•• who aspire to a ,overeion united Jrel1nd

achieved bY peaceful means end through a;reesnent•. �911n•t 

that background Article 1 of the A9tee�ant - re9iaterea at 

the United N&t1on• as • binding internet1ona1 tt•ltY • 

,OJ l�O 
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acknowledges that the atatua of Rorthern Irelan4 oan only be
determined by the people ot Northern Ireland theQelves, by
1tfirming that any change in the present 1tatu1 would only
come •�out with the oon1ent of a majority ot the people who
live there, The Article also recognises that the present
wish ot a majority of the people oE Northern Ireland is for
no chanqe ln the atatua of .Northern Ire'land,

14. The question which ariae,, therefore, ia whether this ••nae
of Britiahneaa deeply felt by one million people and their
desire for no change in the atatu, ot Northern Ireland can be
reconciled with an Iriah identity which would 4Nnbrace them
and to which they would freely conaent1 At present a vreet
number of these people clearly do not feel or wi1h themselve1
to be Irish in the aenae that nationalist• woul4 like them to
do, althouoh they may well feel Iri1h in other important
respects; but the ob1taole to the development ot a new and
more incluaive iti•h identity if people want thi1 for
them1elve1 i1 nQJ:. to be aou9ht in At11t Britain, Tho1e who
live here wo�ld not bar the wey if et aom• future time that
were to�• the wi■h of the people of Northern Ireland
themselves, indeed the Government ha■ made cleer on several
occasions, notably in aignino the Anolo-triah A9reement, that
if in the future a majority of the people of Northern Ireland
clearly wish tor and formally oon■ent to the eatebliahment of
a united lrelan4 it wou14 introduce and support ln Parliament
legislation to

©NAI/DFA/2021/44/176 
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�) Qive effect to that wish, However, we will fully support ourfellow-citizens while, by their own free and
clearly•ekpressed wish, they remain our fellow-citisen8, Partition ia an acknowledgement of reality, not an assertionof national self-interest. The border cannot simply be
wished away.

15, There 11, as we 111 know, some difference of emphas!s betweenthe Coneervative and Labour Pattie,, in that the Labour Partyhave declared themselves to be in favour of unity, 8ut
neither party, I am sure, would tol•rate a coerced unity
brought about by force. It would not only be immoral; it
would alao be unworkable, Neither party stand• in the way of
constitutional and peaceful attempts by Irish nationalists to
persuade unionists that a change in status could take place
without prejudice to the interest, ot its community aa
reflected both in 1ts Proteatantiam and in its
"Britishness•, We continue to value the contribution whiQh
Northern Ireland and it• �eople make to our Unton, Ae
Remembrance Day draws near, and as plans are being made to
commemorate next year the 75th Anniversary of the Battle of
the Somme, we do well to remember the form in which tbet
contribution has often been made, though I should tlso pay
tribute to those born 1n the Republic who laid down their
lives in that same oause in both wars. Both psrtiea, indeed
all the main parties in Great Britain and the Irish Republic,
not to mention the constitutional parties in Northern Ireland

©NAI/DFA/2021/44/176 
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(�) itself, cannot fail to ••• that continuing violence can only
replenish old animoaitiee and indefinitely postpone any real
and lasting reconciliation between the tr1ditions in Ireland,
in whatever eontezt that may be achieved,

l6, Violence is futile. Violence can never be allowed to auccead, It is, and will re.main, the first priority of theGovernment to �efeat terroriam, from whichever Iida of thecommunity it comes. For thi1 Government, •• tor the vastmajority of the people of Sorthern Ireland, there is noacee�table level of violence; end, tor 10 long aa violence
continues, it will be met with I firm and resolute re1ponse.
%t is of course in the intere1t1 0£ everyone that violence ahould ■nd now, Just imagine what developments of POlitivebenefit to all seetiona ot the community and both P■rtt ofthe island of Irela�d would� bound to follow • P•rmanentend to violence. 

l?, Military support for the police would in time no lon9er berequired, and the police service would be able to playwithout diversion ita proper role of helpin; the whole law-abiding community, An Irieh tepublioanism seen to havefinally renounced violence would be able, like other parties,
to seek a role in the peaceful P0litic11 life of thecolMlunity, Xn Northern Irelan� it ie net the aspiration to a
soverei9n, united treland, againet which we set our face, but
its violent •�Pression, l should hate to think th1t all

- 10 •
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those who have in the past voted for Sinn Fein political 

representatives were doin9 so without a care tor the murder 

of their protestant and catholic n•ighbours. Or for the risk 

- which is a reality - that they themselves, a relative or a

friend could become victims eith•r through r•taliation or 

through the gross incompetence or brutal unconcern of the 

paramilitaries who purport to defend them. 

18. Our unwillingness to do businesa with political

representatives who support murder as a legitimate way of

promoting a political goal does not indicate any unconcern

with tha real social and economic problems faced by tho1e

they represent or lack of respect for the Irish identity and

culture of such people,

19, Only if violence is abandoned can a true raconoiliation be 

achieved, There 11 a need for reconciliation at three levels 

• �etween the communities in Northern Ireland: within

Ireland; and between the peoples on �oth these islands. The 

terrorists constitute a major impediment on the road to peace 

and greater understandin9 and to now political inatitutiona 

which adequately reflect everyone•• interests. The British 

Government has no selfish strategic or economic int•reat in 

Northern Ireland: our role ia to help, enable and encourage. 

Britain's purpose, as I have sought to describe it, is not to 

occupy, oppress or exploit, but to en,ure democratic debate 
\ 

and free democratic choice . .a..a.t. is our way, 

- u -
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