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1. As background to the impending General Election, PAS will ,be producing 

short papers on the electoral prospects of each of the main Northern Irish 

parties. I enclose the first paper in this series which looks at the prospects 

for Sinn Fein. 

2. I hope that we will be in a position to issue the other studies durirtg the 

Course ot the ' next week. 

Political Affairs Division 

11 May 1983 
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SINN FEIN ELECTORAL PROSPECTS 

As always in Northern Ireland, interest in the coming general election will 

centre on the fights within rather than between t he two communities. The emergenc~ 

of Sinn Fein as a major political force at last year's Assembly elections means 

that the battle for support within the mi nority community will be particularly 

important. Thers is now very little prospect of an electoral pact be tween t he 

two main nationalist parties: the SDLP show no sign of going back on their 

conference decision to fight every seat whilst Sinn Fein announced last week 

that they intend to field a total of 14 candidates. On the nationalist side 

therefore, the Westminster election will be more about vote totals and percentgea 

than about winning seats. This note examines the electoral challenge fading 

Sinn fein and looks at their chances of success. 

Total Vote 

2. At the Assembly elections, Sinn Fein polled just over s i xty thousand 

votes . Their first target in the general election will be to improve on this 

total. Their decision to contest all but three of the new constituencies meanR t hA t 

t hey stand a very good chance of doing so: recent election r esults show how tllJ,F' 

might be possible. In North Antrim, for example, there are nearly nine U' O\," :flflll 

potential nationalist votes most of which went to the SDLP in the Assembly 8 '1 E'C 1:1 onr

because they were the only nationalist party to contest the s eat . In thc! .LA!'!: 

general election, however, this vote was split fairly evenly between t he SD LI' 

and t he l I P. At the coming general election, Sinn Fein can expect to attnlc-L 

most , if not all, of this former !IP support. A similar pattern is likely il l 

other constituencies which Sinn Fein are contesting for the first time. OvernJJ . 

they might be able to pick up an additional 10 or 15 thousand vo tes , increosing 

t heir total to 70 or eveh 75 thousand, without actually producing any major shift; 

of opinion within the' minority community. They have also been active in regis tcl'i ng 

young, first time voters. It is impossible to quantify the additiohal 

bboat this will give to the Party. 
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Share of the Vote 

3. Sinn Fein's second target is to increase their share of the Nationalist 

vote which, in the Assembly elections, stood at a little over one third. 

Whether or not they will do so depends not only. on their ability .to tap potentia l 

hard-line nationalist support but also on the success which the SDLP have in 

persuading their own . supporters to come out and vote. The SDLP beHeve t hnt. 

because they chose to boycott the Assembly many of their traditional suppor ters 

decided to abstain in the Assembly elections. They also believe that their morc 

positive attitude to the Westminster elections and the existence of the Forum 

(which will meet for the first time only ten days before polling day) will 

ensure that a much higher proportion of their supporters will vote this ti me . 

If this analysis is correct, it might be possible for the SDLP to poll as well 

in the general election as they did last October despite losing some of t heir votes 

to Sinn Fein. The net effect would be that Sinn Fein would be unlikely to increase 

their share of the nationalist vote beyond about 40% but even on this cal cul a t i on 

they could win at least half of the nationalist vote in Belfast. Ifj on the other 

hand, the SDLP fail to achieve a high turn out or lose more voteS · to Sinn Fein 

than previous results would suggest is likely, then Sinn Fein support could 

edge dangerousiy close to 50% of the nationalist vote. 

Seats 

t1. fltl electoral pact between the SDLP and Sinn Fein could enable t he two pnd;j , ," 

to ohHre Op to six of the seventeen new s eats. No such deal is Oxpr.c Led , 1" ' 1/ I "" 

rd t ' iJ p r1y beEm firmly rejected by leading SDLP spokesmen. Never t hel eos , Cc1 P I , I J~ ' i,t' /', 

r;r" f:;,. t'<? '"Dins important and Sinn Fein will be particularly keen t;o tr~k ,~ VI, ,, \; !i ' ! I " ," 1:, 

On t he b!lsis of the Assembly election r esul ts , Mr Adams i s the f r an I:; !'1l1111 i.' t ' t u 

thj ~ fu rmer SDLP stronghold. His election would be a ma jor propneDnrln 

rlllCCr)SS for Sihn Fein which they would use. whatever the rosOl ts in ol ho!' 

cOJistituencies, as evidence that the tide was turning in their f avour. 

5 . f. .l r:ewh ere the1.r chances of success are not so good. It would takc 1'\ fl1H'ly 

drul1I ril:i c swing away from the SDLP to prevent John Hume winning in -Foyl c , wldJ c. 

\;he J. r proRpec \;s of taking either Mid Ulster or Fermanagh and South TYI'(Inn ,·d) 1· 

be tlijri ed if the unionists avoid splitting their vote. The Assembly e l ectioh 

t'eM ul h; sugges t that they have too much ground to make up in south Down llntl 

Newry / ArtTlagh to stand a realistic chance of ·winning either seat. But the ir lT1tpT'ventj ort 

ih thes e cohstituencies will have the bonus of reducing the SDLP's chances. 
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6 1 Previous elect ion r esults suggest t hat t here i s s uffi.ci ent har d-H!l c 

hlltionalist support in Nort hern Irel and fo r Sinn Fein to i ncreasc both t hei r t ota l 

\tote and ,their shRre of t he vote ' a t t he comi ng gener al e l ection, It' would tBke 

El fai r ly dramat ic collapse of SDLP suppor t f or Sinn Fein to win more than hnlf 

of the nat ionalist vot e but they could i ncr ease t heir ohare fro m one th i rd t u 

ahout 40%. Sinn Fein should take West Bel.fas t and t hi s will be a ma j or 

pr opaganda and psychological boos t to them: Unless the unionist parties s pl i t 

the ir vot e ih Mid Ulster and Fermanagh Sinn Fe in are not expected to taKe any 

other seats . 

,1, ' The attached anne~ gives details of the nationalist vote in the iest three 

el~ctibhB in Northern Ireland, 
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