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SELECT COMMITTEE ON NORTHERN IRELAND AFFAIRS

Background note

1. The Procedure Committee has accepted the case for a Northern

Ireland Select Committee since 1978. The relevant extracts of its

1990 and 1993 Reports are attached.

2. The UUP and DUP will clearly have no difficulty with the

concept of a Northern Ireland Select Committee, but the UUP might

argue over composition. The Procedure Committee recently considered

the issue of composition on the basis that there might be 13 members
- 6 Conservatives, 2 Labour, 2 UuP, 1 DUP, 1 UPUP and 1 SDLP. Among
the Northern Ireland parties this gives a nationalist:unionist split

of 1:4, when the balance in the House is nearer 1:3 and, among the
population in Northern Ireland, 1:2.

o Sir Patrick Mayhew’s preference would be for a Committee of

15, which would give the SDLP 2 seats (and 7 to the Conservatives).
An allocation of 2 for the SDLP should help them to acquiesce in the
Committee; a 4-2 split between the Unionists and SDLP would also

accurately reflect the balance of the two communities in Northern

Ireland. A Labour/SDLP block of 4 seats would also sit comfortably

with the 4 Unionist seats.

4. The SDLP and, to a lesser extent, the Labour Party will oppose

the Committee in principle and on its probable composition. Both
regard a Select Committee as an "integrationist" move, which favours
the Union at the expense of those who hope that Northern Ireland
will one day separate from the United Kingdom.
affecting the balance of the political Talks.

that it has any integrationist effect.

Both may see it as
The NIO would deny

Existing Select Committees
already scrutinise Northern Ireland matters. A Committee would

benefit both sides of the community in Northern Ireland and its
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remit could easily be adjusted in the event that new, devolved,
institutions were to be created in Northern Ireland. It does not in
any sense pre-empt the outcome of the political Talks.

5. The SDLP and Labour party may point out that, up to now, the
Government’s position has been that whilst a Northern Ireland Select
Committee may, in principle, be desirable a number of issues,
including the extent of support from elected representatives from
both sides of the community in Northern Ireland, needed to be
considered. Why should the Government decide to appoint a Committee
now, when they are both opposed? The line on that would be that a
Select Committee is justified on its merits; it does not have any
direct implications for the political Talks; and that although the
Government remains fully committed to the Talks process there are no
guarantees that multilateral dialogue will re-start in the immediate
future or lead to an agreed outcome. It would therefore be wrong to
delay further. The Procedure Committee commented, in 1990, that the

issue could not be put off "indefinitely".

6. Mr Molyneaux might seek to argue that the Committee should
only deal with those issues, within the Secretary of State’s
competence, that are not already covered by other Select
Committees. He has argued this position to the Procedure Committee
in the past. The NIO is firmly of the view, however, that the
Committee should be able to examine all issues for which the
Secretary of State is responsible. If the Committee’s remit were to
extend solely to the NIO, this would lead to an unhealthy
concentration on security and political matters. The Committee
should therefore also cover the work of the Northern Ireland
Departments - of Agriculture, Education, etc. If it did not, the

Secretary of State could find himself answering to a plethora of

Select Committees.
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7. The NIO’s assumption is that the expenditure, administration
and policy of the office of the pirector of public Prosecutions for

Northern Ireland would be excluded from the committee’s remit, as
This is analagous to the situation in England

they are at present.

and Wales.

Security

8. It would be appropriate for the Chief Whip to flag up during
his consultations with the parties that the Government will be

considering the issue of access to sensitive information. A high

proportion of the NIO’s work is classified and Ministers will be
reflecting upon the implications of that for its relations with the
Ccommittee. We will be examining the experience of other Committees

where similar problems arise (eg Defence).
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