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SECRET & PERSONAL

Meeting with Cabinet Secretary Butler - 13 June, 1993.

Taoiseach,

As arranged, I met Sir Robin Butler for approximately 1k hours

in London yesterday.

Butler said that the Prime Minister had not yet settled, with

his colleagues, the line he would be taking at your meeting on

Wednesday on the most recent proposals. Butler, however,

felt that he would say that he was anxious to continue with

the talks - these were "the only show in town®.

The most recent proposals had many disadvantages but this

would not rule out further consideration - and possible

development - of the paper. However, he stressed that their

reading was that the paper in its present form would draw a

reaction from the Unionists so vehement that the Provos would

have to remain in action and there just would not, in that

scenario, be any hope of peace.

What follows is a more detailed account of the discussion.

I opened by saying that I was not present on behalf of the men

of violence. There were no direct contacts with them by the

Irish Government and what we knew was coming to us through

intermediaries who were conducting the discussions and

negotiation. The fact that I or anybody else was in London

did not in any way take from the Government’'s condemnation of

violence. I was there at the Taociseach’s wish because the
Taoiseach saw in the most recent moves a hope of peace. That

was his fundamental objective. In an atmosphere of peace,

the talks would take on a new meaning and would have some hope

of achieving a worthwhile objective.

The Irish Government supported the talks, fully, and would

continue to do so, but this did not take from their assessment

that the talks were unlikely to produce a worthwhile result.

First of all, the people who were conducting the campaign of

violence were not involved; and there was no guarantee that

any outcome from the talks would end the violence. Secondly,

the structure of the talks was almost such as to invite

failure. They were marked, in the past, by a series of leaks

and recriminations which were almost inevitable as the talks

were structured: these seemed likely to continue and would

make the negotiation almost impossible. Thirdly, on the

experience of proposals which had emerged in 1920, in 1972 and

in 1973, for North/South arrangements or institutions, it was

likely that any outcome of the talks would be so diminutive as

not to be worthwhile insofar as we were concerned. In short,

it looks as if the talks, in their likely format, if they ever

got off the ground, were like flogging a dead horse in a blind

alley.
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On Articles 2 and 3, there was, so far as I could see, just no

possibility that the Government would unilaterally move to

change them.

Against this background, the document which Butler had was of

considerable importance. I stressed that it was not simply

the outcome of deliberations within Sinn Fein. From what we

were told, the Provo Army Council was behind it as well and

fully supportive. We had been told that both Sinn Fein and

the Provos supported it and that they were putting it on the

table as a basis for discussion between the two Governments.

The salient features of the document were explained in the

note accompanying it, of which Butler had a copy. He would

appreciate the magnitude of the move by Sinn Fein and the

Provos represented by their recognition of the need for

consent, within Northern Ireland.

The court case on the constitutionality of the Anglo-Irish

Agreement had depended, in part, on the use of the word

"would" rather than the word "could" in the Agreement - in

reference to consent. The Provo document said that consent

“must" be obtained to their "agreed Ireland”. This went even

further than the Agreement and, if the matter were to come

before a court, the court could well say that it was

unconstitutional. The Provos were, in fact, going far

further, in this particular area than the Agreement or the

Irish Constitution. For the first time in more than 70

years, militant republicanism was prepared to accept,

formally, the principle of consent by a Northern majority as a

pre-requisite of Irish unity.

Butler said that the British Government’s policy was to try to

get the talks resumed again. They were "the only show in

town". They were willing to pursue all tracks to an accord.

The structure of the talks was not fixed and could be changed

according to circumstances.

The Sinn Fein document presented many difficulties in its

present form and their view was that it just was not a

practicable proposition. Butler was not saying that they

rejected the document because of the talks process. They

were saying simply that the Unionist reaction could be fierce.

In fact, their reading was that the Unionist reaction would

be such that it would leave the IRA with no option but to

continue with their violence - by way of self-defence - with

the result that the British would have to stay in Northern

Ireland to maintain some semblance of order.

On Articles 2 and 3 - the British did not expect an

unilateral modification. They were quite happy with the

Tanaiste’s recent indication that if satisfactory agreement
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were reached, then the Unionists could expect some

proportionate modification in the Articles. The Unionist

demand for change as a pre-condition for talks just was not

reasonable.

Experts in the Northern Ireland Office had gone over the

document but Ministers together had not had a chance of

considering it yet. The Prime Minister would be consulting

the NIO Secretary of State in particular on it before the

meeting with the Taoiseach on Wednesday. They had seen

outlines of the document before and thought that it did not

vary enormously from what was in the earlier version. Some

aspects caused particular problems - like the references to

European Union and certain difficulties of expression but

these were minor points.

The crucial objection was the assertion of the collective

right of "self-determination of Ireland'. This, Butler said,

was new and was a major problem for the British.

Next, the crucial paragraph attributing certain views to the

Prime Minister was more difficult than before. This

paragraph did not seem to incorporate the principle of consent

but referred simply to action over an agreed period to provide

for new structures.

Next, the British did not see themselves as joining the

"persuaders”. This was much further than the Conservative

Party and, so far as he knew, the Labour Party had ever gone.

Finally, the reference to an "independent" North - and South -

just had no basis. In short, the British had particular

problems with paragraph 4 of the document.

At the same time, Butler said, peace was a huge prige but this

would not be achieved by something which the Unionists would

represent as betrayal. The Conservative Party would not

accept the document and he thought the Labour Party could not

accept it either. The Prime Minister at present was just in

no position to dictate to his Party.

Butler went on to emphasise that the document would be

represented by the Unionists as a betrayal and would bring

them out onto the streets in a way not seen before. If the

Provos gave up their violence, the Unionists would take up the

struggle, in a way which would make it impossible for the IRA

to lay down their arms. Then the British and the British

Army would be involved to an even greater extent than at

present.

What he was saying was not to indicate any lack of support for

what the Taoiseach was proposing or arguing. They
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appreciated his intentions and goodwill and were taking what

was before them extremely seriously but they just did not see

it as a practical proposition, as now drafted.

I emphasised the magnitude of the change which the document

represented - after 70 years of argument by republicanism that

Irish unity did not depend on consent in Northern Ireland.

Here they were now formally proposing that the need for

consent be recognised - and would lay down their arms on that

proposition. Butler said that the Provos had said before

that they could not coerce Unionists into a united Ireland.

He appreciated the value of their indication that they were

prepared to work by democratic means but saying, as a

condition of this move that the British should promote a

united Ireland, is going further than had ever been done

before.

I said that in 1920, the British had given express statutory

recognition to a united Ireland. An early section in the

Government of Ireland Act used words like "with a view to the

eventual establishment of a Government and Parliament for the

whole of Ireland”. This was express statutory language

passed by Westminster. The 1921 Treaty reflected that

understanding.

In 1972, in the White Paper which preceded the Northern

Ireland Constitution Act, there was a specific reference to

the Irish dimension. The Constitution Act provided for a

border poll. The Sunningdale Agreement, to which the two

Governments were, formally, a party accepted by implication,

the concept of a united Ireland.

In the 1985 Agreement, the British had, again, formally

undertaken to sponsor legislation in their Parliament for a

united Ireland - conditional on consent. In other words, the

idea of an agreed or united Ireland permeated the entire

British approach, in formal documentation, over a period in

excess of 70 years. We were simply asking that this

understanding or principle, be developed a little more as a

condition for peace in the island. Peace was a

responsibility for both Governments and, if persuasion to

achieve it was necessary, then there did not seem to be any

fundamental objection to the British Government acting in the

role of "persuaders’. The stakes were certainly high enough.

I went on to refer to the Opsahl Report which had recommended

that informal discussions be opened with Sinn Fein. This

approach had been backed by Garret FitzGerald in a recent

article in the "Irish Times". The Taoiseach was totally

committed to any means of achieving peace in the island and if
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it came about, the atmosphere for talks and reconciliation

would change completely.

Butler, at this point, asked where John Hume stood in the

whole process. I said that my understanding was that while

he had been in on the initial talks, the streams might now be

diverging and we would not be at all sure of Hume’s standing

in the discussions. His relationship with Sinn Fein was

quite delicate. I emphasised the extraordinary reaction

which would, in all likelihood occur, if, by any chance, the

documents leaked and it was said that either Government had

not pursued the chance for peace, with total commitment and

vigour. Sinn Fein had now moved in a way which was of

historic proportions: could the British not use their

ingenuity - and we would try to help - to get the Unionists to

make a move of similar proportions - with the prize of peace

as the ultimate objective.

The time for the discussion was now nearing its end. Butler

summarised the British position as follows:

(1) The Prime Minister would discuss the proposals with his

colleagues;

(2) He sympathised with the objectives of the document and

recognised the objectives of Sinn Fein and the IRA and

the conditions on which they would give up violence but

the price, as indicated in the document, was too high.

The Unionists would not accept it and their reaction

would be worse than ever before; similarly the

Conservative Party could, in all probability not accept

it, in its present form.

At the same time, there was some hope that the proposals could

form the basis for further consideration and discussion.

I said that the Taoiseach would probably be suggesting to the

Prime Minister when they met on Wednesday, that the proposals

in the document be looked at further to see if there was any

way in which it could be made more acceptable. Peace was too

large a prize to be let go by default.

<

Dermot Nally,

15 June, 1993.


