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I said betore Christmas that I sensed that there was a new mood
developing in the electorate of Northern Ireland and their
politicians. I believed that it was just possible that the will might 

ezist to achieve some political progress in the near future. I want

today to reflect further on how that Progress might now be made,For some months now I have been talking and listening - as Brian 
Mawhinney has also been doing, and as we shall continue to do - to

politicians in Northern Ireland and others who are influential in
their communities. I should like to share with You some of the
impressions we have formed, 

There is no doubt, it seems to me, that support for constitutional 
Politics remains strong in Northern Ireland, That is so despite the 

terrorist campaign and the lack of major progress so far towards a 

political aeeommodation between the two traditions. Yet some progress

has been made, I do believe, by a variety of initiatives and by the

good will of many individuals, towards healing the divisions within

the community. We all welcome that and want to see further progress.

And many politicians in Northern Ireland see the need for both sides
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of the co:munity to work together at the political level. They see 
1 the direct benefits that would arise for the =om.�unity as a whole fro� 

local ac=ountability for govern�ent functions. 

While I and my colleagues will continue to do all that we can to 
,deliver good government to the people of Northern Ireland, there is a 
limit to what we can achieve without the greater involvement of 
locally elected representatives. 

\ 

Perhaps the most striking feature of the local political scene is the 
absence of a forum here in which local politicians can help to find 
solutions to the problems which face those they represent. I feel 
that absence keenly. But I suggest that the absence of such a forum 
is, or should be, most keenly felt by local politicians themselves and 
those whom they represent. Certainly, the discussions which I have 

\
I 

held_
!

fith politicians do suggest that there continues to be widespread 
support for the devolution of legislative and executive powers, 

!\ arthough some favour more limited initial steps in that direction .. ·/

I should like to say a little more about how I see the current 
position. 

I have been listening carefully to what Unionist politicians have been 
saying. I am sure that, like all democratic politicians, they want to 
be involved in action and not just in words. I understand of course 
their overriding concern which is, by definition, to see the Union 
preserved; and I hope that I understand, if I do not share, the 
feelings they have expressed about the Anglo-Irish Agreement. I do 
not believe they would serve their own interests, or those of the 
people they represent, by some sort of internal exile. And I have 
noted the increasing emphasis of Unionists in what they have been 
saying on the need for them to share more fully in decision-taking, 
whether at Westminster or more locally. 

Although there ere differing views about the term anO extent of 
devolution, there does seem to be a common recognition that there is a 
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• 
real need for powers to be devolved; and that any form of devolutio� 
�ust involve a proper role for both sides of the Northern Ireland 
community. Unionists have also made clear that they accept that there 

, needs to be a good and neighbourly relationship between any new 
Northern Ireland administration and the Republic of Ireland, and a 
similarly good relationship between the United Kingdom and the 
Republic. 

The leadership of the two main Unionist parties have told me that they 
stand by the •outline proposal' which they put to Mr King almost two 
years ago for a replacement of the An lo-Irish Agreement. Their ideas 

,-----

about the future government of Northern Ireland were subsequently 
de■cribed by the Prime Minister as a •constructive• and •encouraging• 
starting-point for talks between the Northern Ireland political 
parties. 

I therefore welcome the continuing commitment of the Unionist 
'

leadership to seek progress from that starting-point. I also welcci� 
the concern of other Unionist politicians to develop their thinking-on 
these lines and to find ways to enable talks between the parties to 
start. I recognise that Unionists hive been seeking I commitment from 
the Government to consider a replacement to the Agreement, and that 
they would like the workings of the Agreement to be suspended for a I 
temporary per� to enable political talks to st1rt. 

Howev�r, my main impression from contacts with Unionist politicians is 
the strength of interest which ezists in seeking a better form of 
government for Korthern Ireland, in which local elected 
representatives - from both sides of the community - can share on a 
basis which is fair to all. Detailed proposals for a new devolved 
administration have been put forward in the past, and take various 
forms, some of them reflected in the constitutional legislation which 
remains on the statute books. The most recant proposals to be 
published are in fact those of tha Alliance Party, which has for many 
year, argued forcefully for devolution on a basis which gives an 
appropriate share in power to both communities. 
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.e SOLP tor its part fully supports the Anglo-Irish Agreement and the 
relationship of trust and cooperation between the two governments 
which it represents, particularly because of the reassurance which the 
Agreement provides to the nationalist community. In recent months 

fsoLP politicians have themselves been stressing the advantages of a 
\devolved form of government in which both sides of the community would 
\be represented. They acknowledge the importance of bridging the 
communal divide and creating a system of government in which 
representatives of the two communities can work successfully 
together. The SDLP accepts that Unionist■ wish to retain their own 
political and cultural identity, as nationalists do theirs. They 
recognise, and have said forcefully, that progresa can only be 
achieved through a dialogue. SOLP politicians have stressed to me 
that they are keen to help to bring that about and to participate in 
it fully, with a view to achieving devolution. I welcome this and 
look forward to a more detailed and developed expression of their 
views. 

It doe■ appear, however, that common ground ezista about the major 
issuea which talk• between the political parties would need to 
address. There need to be devised workable and acceptable 
arrangements for the exercise of devolved powers over a range of 
matters. There need1 to be agreement on democratic inatitutions which 
would give appropriate weight to majority and minority aspirations and 
views. Tll!_re i■ the uestion which is addressed by the Anglo-Irish 
Agreement: how the legitimate interest ot the Irish Government in 
matters within Northern Ireland, particularly as regards the minority 
community, are to be acknowledged, without dilution of UJC sovereignty 
or the status of Northern Ireland as part of the United Xingd�m. And 
there is the question of a local political contribution to security 
matters. 

It is of course for the parties themselves in the first instance to 
say whether these issues might usefully form the bones of an agenda 
for talk• between them. I shall be very willing to give them any help 
that they want in setting that agenda, but I do suggest that there are 
certain realities which they cannot ignore. And the prospects for 
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.entual agreement will depend on the politicians themselves. Some of 
their aspirations may be different, but it may be that the practical 
differences which divide them are not unbridgable. Perhaps I could 
set out some of the principles which might guide them and the 
Government in aeeking a way forw1rd. 

Northern Ireland will not ceaae to be a part of the United Xingdom 
without the consent of a majority of the people who live here. That 
ha■ been the po■ition in Britiah law for forty years and it is 
reinforced by Article 1 of the Anglo-Iriah Agreement. Majority desire 
for a change in status clearly does not ezist at present and seems 
unlikely in the foreseeable future. That ia the reality which I 
believe that all constitutional politician■ in Northern Irel1nd in 
practice accept. 

Within that con■titutional framework, therefore, the Government will 
continue to seek, for all the people of Northern Ireland, the fruits 
of peace, order and good government. All the constitutional politi�l 
parties also share those objectives, and they are likely to be beat·: 
served by the greater localisation of political power. 

We therefore seek institutions of government in Northern Ireland which 
will be directly accountable to the people of Northern Ireland - to 
ill its people - and to which they can give their wholehearted 
commitment and support. The Government has not prejudged the detailed 
form that any such political arrangements should take. Those 
arrangements which local politicians are ezpected to work they 1111.1st 
help create. Our only broad criteria for endorsing any particular 

{ � arrangement which might be proposed are that it should be workable, 
and likely to prove stable and durable; and that it must command 

\ 
widespread support and provide an appropriate and fair role for both

. sides of the cormiunity, 

It seems likely in practice that the best hope of this lies through a 
devolved Province-wide administration and legislature, though the 
Government will look seriously at any proposal that is workable and 
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&1d achieve widespread support. The policy of devolution is not of 
course a new one. It pre-dates the Agreement. Indeed, it has been 
the policy of successive British governments since 1972. The powers 
to be devolved can only be decided, after appropriate consultation, by 
the British Government and Parliament. It is simply not true, 11 some 
assert, that Article• of _the Aqreement 91.!•• the_�E_iah Government
some sort of veto. The authority rests with Parliament at Westminster, 

\1 .-

Matter■ transferred to a new devolved administration would of course 
be outside the purview of the Intergovernmental Conference. To those 
who doubt that the Agreement permits this, I should point out that, on 
the contrary, the Agreement provides for it. The relationship between/ 
any new Northern Ireland administr1tion and the Irish authorities 

/would of course be an issue for discussions involving both parties. 
/ 

Finally, I would say this about the our general approach. There can 
be no denying the ezistence of the two main traditions in Northern 
Ireland and the need for each to respect the other and to be given ·1!1 
proper place. The Anglo-Irish Agreement represents an honest attempt: 
to grapple with that reality, without confusing the constitutional 
reality of continued me sovereignty; and, since the nationalist 
community regards itself at least in part as Irish, it is natural and 
can be helpful that there should be �ish dimension to Northern 
Irish affairs. Let us remember too, and I say this not only to 
Unionists, that the different traditions can be a source of strength 
and vitality, rather than division and weakness. 

Against that background, how can we now make progress? I have sought 
to indicate the issues which need to be discussed between the parties 
and the principles which might inform our and their approach. The 
problems we face to;ether can only be resolve� by the political 
parties talkin; together and with the Government, 

The Government has said - and I repeat - that we set no preconditions 
for such talks. I have reco;niaed that some may join the discussions, 
intending to raise issues for consideration which we would not 
necessarily wish to raise ourselves; and I have also made it clear 
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.,t I am always ready to consider constructive proposals particularly 
where they enjoy a wide measure of support. It seems self-evident that 
discussions about the future government of sorthern Ireland would need 

I to em.brace both the concept of devolution and the North-South 
� relationship, and it is impossible to ignore the wider relationship 
\between the two ialand■. 

There can be no doubt that in practice, any agreement between the 
constitutional political parties on new arrangements for ezercising 
political power in Northern Ireland would have substantial 
implication• for the ��i_lo•Iri.lb_.Agreement, and both Governments 
would, I believe, be bound to consider �ho■e implication■ �•rio�ly 
and__!!fflP•theti£ally. The two Governments have already atated formally 
that, if in future it appeared that the objectives of the Agreement 
could more effectively be aerved by change■ in the scope and nature of 
the working of the Conference, the two Governments would be willing in 
principle to consider making such changes. I do believe, as we have 
often said, that the Agreement can be operated sensitively, in the ·f
intereats of bringing about talk• between the political parties and·: 
giving them the beat possible chance of success. 

But so much depends on the will of politicians and those they 
represent to seek agreement between them. There is already a 
substantial ezchange of views between local politicians and the 
Government about how progress might now be made. I hope that very 
soon all the main constitutional political parties will be invol�ed in 
such ezchanqea with the Government, and with each other, on these very 
important matters. I atand ready to facilitate a9reement on the 
arrangement■ for inter-party talks, and to discuss the steps the 
Government might take to help. 

I would not wish to raise hopes unduly. Much work needs to be done, 
but there may now in my judgement ba enough common ground to make 
worthwhile the start of talks soo� on new arrangements for exercising 
political power within Northern Ireland. I do hope that politicians 
here will make the most of the opportunity which may now eziat. I 
look forward to their considered responses to what I have had to say . 

©NAI/TSCH/2020/17 /55 



I, 

.lie commitments to political progress - and private ones - are no 
substitute for engaging in genuine political dialogue. The eventual 
prize for success in such a dialogue would be a form of government 
which was widely acceptable and contributed substantially to long term 
political ■tability. Local politicians, by demonstrating their 
ability to work together, would be helping to bring an end to 
terrorism. A successful devolved government would of course also 
improve Northern Ireland"s image as• location for investment and 
business ezp1n1ion, and help us to attract the new job■ that we want 
to see tor all in the co111ttunity. It would help all the people of 
Northern Ireland to tackle and reduce the divisions between the two 
1ide1 of the community. And it would in particular ensure .that 
deci1ion1 about the day to day business of government would be more 
directly respon■ive to local needs and requirements. 
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