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A tqjIOJIlST ~1 

Your note of 3 December asked Mr McConnel1 to advise on the 

possibility of a ·parallel conference- fot t ~~ Unionists. 

Although your note of 5 December re-directed the task to CPL, 

SIL have - with the agreement of all concetn~ - drafted this 

note. 

The re- establishment of ~ialo9ue with the ULionists is one of of 

our highest priorities. and a parallel oonf~rence with the 

unionists seem$. on the face of it~ to be O:1e possible way of 
achieving it. However there would be consioerable and damaging 

consequences in giving the Unionists anyth.i,rl;t which. resembled 

the Intergovernmental Conference (le). 

UQ...w WQuld ;) pat'allel conference be structurtdl 

A parallel conference ~9ht be structured in a variety of ways. 
But if it is to be more attractive to the U~ionists t~an the 
existing offers of discussions l anO to be see.n to be equivalent 

in some way to the le. it might have so~e or all of the 

fol1owing:-

a) the same agenda as the le 
b) a secretariat. perhaps permanent 

c) a commitment to try to reach agreement 
similar to that contained in the A,\glc- Irish Agleement. 
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• CONFIDENTIAl 

Of these the Unionists would probably consioer the commitment to 

discuss the BaRe items as the le to be most important. 

Conaeguence of ,ych ft Body 

A conference consisting only of the Unionists 8n(i the Govern~nt 

seems open to • number of serious objectionv: 

a) the Unioni&ts would use their confeTence to oppose 
any views put by the Irish in tbe le: for example 
tbey would undoubtedly use it to oppose the Public 
Order Order.or progress on the 2rlsb language. 
Ministers woul~ be left to aake an invidious choice 
between the views expressed in t he le and in the 
parallel conference. AlthouQb ~inisters ete already 
faced with this choice it would be in a new stark 
and ~re difficult form. Unless we stoppe~ all 
initiatives flowing from the rc. there would be a 
risk that the parallel conference would breakdown 
very quickly. 

b) & parallel conference tor the Unionists would tend 
to institutionalise further the ~ivision of Northern 
Ireland on political/sectacian lines; the SDLP would 
be excluded and so thrown even t'l".ore into the arms of 
tbe Irish government in the tac~ of the Unionists' 
privileged access to the OK Gove"tOJ'6ent; although 
divisio~in NortheIn Ireland are already 9reat it 
would be wronq to encourage the~ further. 

c) the Irish would not welcome et r~.val to the IC f 
because the aim of the le is to remedy an imbalance 
in the presentation of Na.tional i st views to 
Governntent~ Having correct.ed this imbalance. it 
would be daaaqinq to reinstate it hy creating 
another Conference. 

Besides these objections there is no reason at present to think 

that formal consultative .rrangements with the Unionists in the 

fOlm of a parallel conference would be a su-::ficient concession 

to re-open a di~logue with them . Their ~-hndS have centred on 

tbe suspension of the le. not better access to Government. And 

if they were attracted by such a proposal ""e must assume that 

their intention would be to wreck the lC. 
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A ~$sible Way Porward 

But if a parallel conference in any full-blcode~ sense woulO OD 

Against the Government· S COSMlitfllent to ttu; le, and aChieve no 

useful £9ult, we miqht 00 s<me way to mee " .. the Unionist 

CODCetn (expressed by David Bleakley on 1 D8cea~et) that the1 

are e%cluded frOR the Conference systeft. W~ might well renew 

our offer to brief Unionists about Confeten~e ~etin9s, as we 
brief the Alliance party. Such meetings might well be 

~ifficult; but they W1:)uld not raise the acute difficulties that 

paralleling the le would raise. 

A parallel conference does not $eem to he on the Unionist 

shopping list at present. There are signs of a reassessment of 

their position and of growing confusion about their protest 

tactics. If the Government were to make ~ new offer to the 

Unionists t-~ rl9ht interpret it as it chan~e in the Government·5o 

position and a weakening of its co~~itment to the Agreement. 

But if in fut.ure the parties resume l"elatic:ns wi th the Govenment 

we could certainly float the idea of btiefings after le meetings. 

~nclusion 

~y for~al parallel conference for the 

unionists would create difficult tensions for Ministers, and 

cause real damage to the lC &nd our relation$with the Irish. It 

is not in any case the unionists' present d~and and it would 

not be sufficient to re-open dialogue with them . If however 

they resume relations and show interest in this possibility we 

could offer briefings after conference ~etln9S as we do with 

~nce party. 

p a BEId. 

SIL Division 

" December 1986 
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