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1. , The Secretary of State invited Hr Napier to ODe::J. t he discv.ssion. 
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Mr Napier said that the Alliance party took as their starting . 

point paragraph '5.2 of the Worki ng Paper, whic::' stated that any 

proposals had to be broadly acceptable to both sides of the 

communi ty as Ivell as the GoverrLlJ.ent. Clearly:::.o proposals 'Would 

be acceptable to the minority vJhich did not in-,~o lve real parti-

cipation in the govern.ment of the Province, jus"';:; as no proposals 

would . be acceptable to the maj ori ty 'which appe2.red to threaten 

'or underIJine the constitutional position of the Province as part 

of the UK. ' In his vievl the question of testin~ acceptability 

remained hypothetical until a set of proposa"is nad been formulated . 

However, if proposa is could be agreed by the p2..rt ie s t o the 

Conference ' and the Government he would see some advantage in a 
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referendum as a suitable mechanism for deter:J.i :2ing the bread .... 1 
of the proposals' acceptability in the Province. Clearly a 

simple and narrO\'v margin of assent from the elsctorate ,'Tould 

not be sufficient support if any administratio:c. \·[hi ch VIas formed 

on the basis of the proposals was to survice. 

2. In reply to questions by the Secretary of State a.."Yld Dr Paisley, 

I'lr Napier said that he drevv- a distinction bet ... ...-een the passive 

concept of 'accepting ' proposals ac"'1.d the more active concept of 

• supporting' them; a referendum tested the la~ter, but in . the 

NI context it ''las most important to kno",; hOlt; fs..:::' proposals were 

accepted by the electorate, and how broadly in each comIuuni ty . 

As to the timing of a referendlliil, Hr Napier fe=. t that it could 

not reasonably be held until the proposals had. "Jeen firmed up; 

ie vvhen they ,,'Tere embodied in a Bill, or even later - (tf the 

Scottish and Welsh referenda, which VIere based on final Acts 

and I/fere a " trigger' l t o Ol'lng the Ac t s into ~o=·::;e) . In r esponse 

to further questions by Dr Paisley, f1r Napie r E:l.id that in his 

view Direct Rule was not a suitable long terLl G.:;>tion for governing 

NI. In this, as in the timing of a referendtuQ. , he agreed Itv-ith 

Dr Paisley. 

3. flIT 11allon questioned a casual remark by I'lr Na:p~er to the effect 

that those abstaining from a referendum genera~ly did so out of 

apathy and could not be taken as disagreeing ~::i th the proposition; 

in his view abstention had long been a form of 'protest' in NI . 

He- also It.Jondered \-Thy Nr Napier took the view t28.t a 51% margin 

\'las insufficient to indicate broad support for a proposition when 

this was the proposition required to secure ths constitutional 

future of the Province at the Border Polls. l'~ Napier replied 

that a deliberate campaign to secure abstentioIl Hould invalidate 

his asst~ption. But in the absence of ~uch a c ampaign it was 



reasonable to suppose that those who strongly opposed a 

proposi tion would vote accordingly as would those vlho supported 

it; those 'V'lho had no preference or 'V'lere too apathetic to vote 

could hardly be assumed to be opposed to the proposition. As 

to the Border Poll, l"lr Napier asserted that there vras a 't'lide 

difference between choosing a new constitution and deciding 

whether or not to maintain the status quo. 

4. r'lr Robinson asked 1,vhether r1r Napier had considered a multiple 

choice of questions (on lines of product testing) or a qualified 

majority (such as the 40% of the electorate '>'Thich had been required 

in the referenda on devolved administration in .Scotland and \-Jales). 

Mr Napier replied that product testing started 1'lith relatively 

simple ql..lestions and then proceeded to pursue a series of optional 

questions to determine the views of the subject; this was not 

practicable in a referendum. He did not see hoVI an arbitary 

t hresho ld of ' y e s ' vo t e s c ou l d b e used to ds~ e r~ine breadth of 

acceptability or depth of support. 

5. After a short break at 11.30 am, TTr I"Iallon spo}:e briefly on this 

i tem . He said that the SDLP did not beli eve that it ''las possible 

to decide how to test the acceptabi lity of proposals for a developed 

government until those proposals had been clarified. The testing 

of acceptability vms a t echnically complex and rc.u lti-faceted 

problem. It would be necessary to seek broad agreement to a 

complete package of measures which would not only establish nevI 

institutions but i"rould also establish the en vironment in i,.vhich 

these insti ttttions could flourish . This' environment f could only 

be established by agreement between all the interested parties 

which, in the SDLP 's view , vrere Hr-J:G, both sid.es of the cOffi,.Yflunity 

in NI and the government of the RepUblic . I n response to 

probing by the Secretary o f State about the SDLP's vie\'! of the 

Republic 's interest in the institutioIB of NI , I'lr I'1allon said that 



the SDLP's precise viev.J'S 'Hould be put for\vard ·,·,·:'1en the form 

the proposals became clear; hOVlever, it was cle e2:' that he 

envisaged that no package of proposals could "oe ez;>ected to 

succeed in NI without the active support of the Republic's 

Government. The Irish context of a constitutio:J. settlement "ras, 

he said, somethine; positive, a necessary buttress of any agreed 

adIIlinistration in HI. In his vie'li the acid test of the people's 

choice would be demonstrated "'Then they voted for the neVi 

aruninistration in NI, not at any preliminary ' te s ts ' or referenda . 

Tir Napier returned to this point by asking what effect if allY 

would the disapproval of the Republic's Gov ern=.ent hav e upon a 

ne'lf.! administration in HI lHhich had the broad a:;:,?I'07al of both 

sides of the NI corrJlluni ty and Ill·1G. l'Tr Mallon '!:'.:sdged this 

question by saying that there could be no long ~er~ solution 

I>'ri thout the support of the t,:.JO Sovereign goverr'--'e:J.t s. Dr Paisley 
y 

retorted that any solution whi ch had the sea,l 0:: approval of the 

Republic's Government - 'I,'rhich claimed sovereis=--:y in the North -

v.JOuld be totally unacceptable to the maj ori t:'T i:::l t:'1 e Horth. 

6. The Secretary of State then asked the SDLP ho ';! t hey envisaGed 
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the acceptability of proposals could be tested? i II' nallon said 

that the mode of test VJould depend upon the nat-;..re of the proposal s 

in some circumstances, if the choice liras easilJc defined and could 

be ansvJered by a 'Yes' or' No I, a referendun =i~ht be acceptable. 

But if the question were more comp lex, a refe re:::::dus might not be 

so sui table a m.echani sm for teasing out the vie-",s of the electorate. 

In Mr~rady's view the quadripartite nature o f ~he problem meant 

that agreement should be reached with the Repu'":>:i c Defore proposals 

could be put to Cabinet, Parliament or the people of HI. 

nr PaiSley on the other hand could see no advantage in this. In 

his view the Republic's Government had a clear c.'~ty to assist and 

support a friendly ar:::led subversion, 
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and the internal arrangements- {or f~' "rorning that state should 

have no bearing upon that support. In his vievrit was ffi1G's 

duty to put forward proposalsj the electorate would then decide 

vrhether or not these proposals should be adopted ; it l,\Jould then 

fall to the politicians of Northern Ireland - whether or not 

they agre ed with all the proposals - to overate them. 

7. On this note the Secretary of Stat e adjourned the Conference for 

lunch. 

Thirty-Fourth Session: Monday afternoon 

Item 13 Acceptability of Proposals (continued) 

8. The Secretary of State re-convened the Confe r ence at 2.35 Dm 

and invited l'Ir Allister to put forvmrd t he UDUP's proposals 

on this agenda item. 

9. Mr Alister said that ffi1G shou l d Cl 8 nOVI have l earnt the lesson 
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of 1974 in that any agreement reached at the Conference 'ItJou ld 

be useless without agreement of t he people of Northern Ireland . 

The UDUP consider ed that a refers~duD shou l d be he l d bafo r a 

any system was impl emented and further considered that, as with 

Scotland and \-Tales , the Act of Parliament itself s hould be put 

to the people in a referendum rat her t han any l ess final proposal. 

However, the UDUP "'Jere adamant t hat the test of acceptabi l i ty in 

Scotland and Wales, ie. 40% of t he electorate , should not be 

appli ed in Northern Ireland. itfnile they agreed that more t han a 

simple maj ority was needed, they fe lt that abstention ' should not 

be allowed to count as a vote aga inst . The opinions of the 

people of Northern Ireland should be measured only in terms of 

the votes cast. The UDUP estimated that, were consitiutional 

, proposals to be put in a referendum, the probable turnout 'dould 

be approximately 70% of the el ec t orate . The UDUP considered 

that a realistic f i gure to aim for would be the consent of 
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60% of those voting (ie. about 40% of the total electorate). 

Given that the UUP Here anti-devolution, and that the UUUC 

never gained more than 58% of the vote, the figure of 60% 

would require cross-sectarian support. l'1r Allister pointed 

out the dangers in setting too high a figure. 

10. The Secretary of State asked whether, given that the majority 

community represented approximately 65% of the electorate and 

the minority 35%, it 'J'las feasible that a figure of 60% r,'TOuld 

be attainable \'Ti thout any cross-sectarian support. l'1r Napier 

said that, in pure mathematical terms, in order to be guaranteed 

any degree of croSs..;...sectarian support the figure \<Tould have to 

be more than 659~ . He eI!1phasi sed that he \vas talking theoretically, 

but pointed to the general election results in I'Tay 1979 when the 

combined vote of the Unionist candidates was 59% of all votes cast. 

Therefore if all Unionist s \'lere united behind a set of proposals, 

they would ne ed only 1% of minority support. IIr Allist er pointed 

out that the SDJJP has not cont ested t v-IO constituencies in that 

election (for the present purpose counting f1r Currie as an SDLP 

candidate). Hm'lever, I'1r Napi er countered that the only t wo seats 

not contested by the SDL? would probably only have bought them

an extra 5,000 votes making a difference of only 1%. l'1r Allister 

in response to these questions reiterated that the Unionist 

family would not be united behind devolution proposals and further 

than any figure above 60% would be unattainable. rJlr Napier 

asked the UDUP to accept that , whatever the proposals, a figure 

of 60% would not necessari ly prove cross-sectarian acceptability. 

fIr Allist er cOTh.'1tered that the minority figure of 35% had never 

been converted into a vote - the SDLP's ave rage vote was around 

20%. 

11. I'1r . Napier said that the J!l.anner in '\-Thi ch acceptance l;Vas evaluat ed 
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would depend very much on the political climate at the time. 
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- . .. ,,,. ... 
If, for example, the Alliance Party and UUP were opposed to the 

proposals, and the DUP and SDLP were in favour, and the referendum 

resulted in a 62% vote in favour of the proposals, then it would 

be possible to assume those proposals had cross-sectarian support. . ' 

Mr Cushnahan said that inter-party agreement was more relevant 

than a referendum. 

12. Dr Hendron said that the comparison drm-m \-li th Scotland and 1tlales 

was inappropriate, and further that their figure of 60% indicated 

that "widespread acceptability" meant very little to the UDLJ'"P. 

Mr Napier asked '\vhether the UDUF accepted the distinction between 

support for proposals and acceptability of proposals . Dr Faisley 

said that in his view the referendum question should have three 

parts, asking whether· the electorate support ed , accepted , or 

rejected the proposals. The Secr etary of St ate thanked the UDu~ 

f or their presentation. 

Papers by the Secre tariat 

13. Mr Napier inquired about the progress of the Secretariat papers 

com..l~lissioned on the SDL? and UDU? proposals . TTl' Iioriarty 

explained that the UDUF paper vias nearly ready and would be 

circulated with this we ek's swnmary. The SDLP paper was v!ith 

the party for their comments . A third paper, on a Bill of Rights 

and re l ated'!, matters , v.JOuld be prepared as soon as possible. 

Item 14: Permanance of Arrangements 

14. The Secretary of State explained that this agenda item arose 

from paragraph 6 of the \vorking Paper ·which i ndicated that the 

transfer of powers need not be coop leted in one operation, and 

to some extent from "'Tha t had be en said by the SDLP in their 

initial submission to the Conference . The Secretary of State 

invited t he SDLF to put f or v'lard t heir vi e'0[s on this agenda i t em. 
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15. f'Ir f'1allon said that, ldhi Ie the \Jestminster systen of Governmf .\.. , 

depending as it did on the swing of the electoral pendulum, was 

not sui table for Northern Ireland at present, i t ~:.Jas possible 

that a more normal political environment could develop. Therefore 

the legislation for devolution should provide for a revievl - say 

after 10 years. 

16. Dr Paisley said that the UDUP l110uld ""ant the arrangements to be 

permanent, although they ~dould look forward to the day \-Jhen 

reserved powers were transferred to the devolved administration. 

17. r1r Napier said that the Alliance Party would prefer to see full 

devolution in one operation, but \-Jould be prepared to consider 

step by step devolution if this was the only alternative to 

direct rule. 

Other Agenda .Matters 

18. As consideration of all agenda items had been concluded, the 

Secretary of State asked the delegates "vhether they had any 

points t hey wished to put f or ward on previou s , " 8,g enQ[{ l L. ems . 

The Conference readily agreed that it did not wish to go over 

the agenda again. 

Administrative Notes 

19. The Administrative Note s circulated to delee;a tes during the day 

had asked for the Conference passes to be handed in on · leaving 

the building. In reply to r epresentations from Dr Paisley, the 

Secretary of State agreed tha t delegates could retain their 

passes if they so wished • At the reQuest of f'lr r1cGrady , the 

Secretary of State further agreed that the delegates' rooms 

would not need to be cleared until mid-day on Friday 28 March. 

Handling of Publicity 

20. The Secretary of State proposed that ,as the Conference was 
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adjourned and not terminated, only a short Press staten ent ,,!a s 

needed • . The Con~erence agreed a t ext \vhich recorded that i t 

had completed consideration of all fourte en items on t he agenda 

and had adjourned so that t he Secretary of State could rep or t 

to his Cabinet colleagues. 

21. The Secret ary of State also told the Conference that the 

guidance i>Thich he vwuld now ne ed t o Si ve as background Press 

briefing would be on the followi ng lines: 

(i) the s t ated a im of the Confer ence was to 

estab lish t he highe s t level of agre ement among 

the par t ies on how pm'Ters of government might 

b e t r ansferred to loca lly-elect ed r epresentat i ve s; 

(ii) the Conf er ence was not an end i n i t s e lf, bu t 

the first stage in i denti fying \'rhat nevI 

arrangement s 1;!ou ld be a ccep t able to both 

COTIununi tie s ; 

(iii) t h e Conference had i n no' way been a fa ilure . 

I t had been of valu e t o him and his col l eagues 

i n cl arifying tne vievT s o f participants on a 

numb er of relevant i s sue s ; 

(iv) he vTOuld n m'; report to his colleague s; and 

t he govermI1ent would t h en , i n t he light of t he 

Conferenc e , pu t fo n 'rare.. propo sals for f urther 

\'Tide disc·ussion . \v'hi l e he could not a s yet 

be p r ecise about tne next s t eps or their 

timi ng , his pre sent view was that i n due cours e 

- pr ob ably a f ter a m .. lillber of \'leeks - it Tdould 

be right to r econvene t h e Confe rence . 

22 . Dr Pai sley , p i ck ing up a p oint f ro:.1. the Secreta r y of State IS 

c PRONI CENT/1/9/20 -------_.--.......--.----- ....... ~-.. - ----... ---... - .. ~ - - ----- --_._---- .- --



said in terms that the Conference would be convened. The 

Secretary of State explained it vms hi s Q"I.,m viel;' that the 

Conference should reconvene but that the decision was 

essentially on.e for Cabinet. Dr Paisley asked that, if 

Cabinet agreed to produce proposals for consultation, the 

Conference would be first to be consulted. He understood 

that the UPP's invitation to the Conference vlQuld be renev·red 

for this purpose. Dr Paisley also pressed the Secretary of 

State on a date for the ending of the "parallel talks." 

Nr Robinson quoted from. the Secretary of State's letter 

inviting the parties to the para llel talks, when he said 

tha t he :vlould report on both the Conference and the talks 

to his Cabine t colleague s at the same tirile. 

23. The Secretary of State said that the tlparallel talks" were 

2L' !- . 

not a Con ference but a series of neetings on related matters. 

They \'Tould continue ltihile there 'Ha s a need for them - he it.JOuId 

ahmy~ t a lk to those vIho 'I;lanted di scussions of thi s kind. He 

shared the hop e that the lJUP 'I;lould attend a reconvened 

Confer ence . ~6 pointed out t hat it might well be that Parliament 

would Vii sh to di SC1}SS the Goverm;'lent t s proposals, and he could 

not therefore promise a preci se order of events • . l'1r Napier 

support ed Dr Paisley 'on this point and a sked that the Conference 

be reconvened as soon as Cabinet produc ed its proposals. 

The Secretar~! of State, adjo'lJ.rning the Conference, t hanked the 

delegate s fo r thei r attendance at the Conference, for the time 

that the:" had devoted to it and f or their good-hUJnoured. approach 

even a t times of disaGreement • . In return all three parties 

expressed thei2: thanks t o the Conference Chairman , the Secretariat 

and other officials, and all staff involved in the Conference • 

. The Con ference ad journed at 4.35pn . 
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