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PLENARY: 4 FEBRUARY

Speaking Note: Secretary of State/Michael Ancram

1. Mr Chairman, when we met last week we agreed to undertake

further intensive bilaterals. We said then that we did not

detect significant signs of movement away from established

positions on the issue of decommissioning. It was not easy to

see a way through the impasse, but, nonetheless, we thought
 it

was important to explore every avenue of possible advance 
before

the election.

2 We have indeed taken advantage of the past week to hold 
a

substantial number of further discussions, as 1 know have

yourselves and others. We have, in particular, explored the

prospects for making progress now on the decommissioni
ng issue

so as to enable us to move on into substantive politi
cal

negotiations after the forthcoming elections.

3. 1In the course of these discussions, we have identified a nu
mber

of ideas as to ways in which progress might be made. Some of

these may well help achieve progress in due course: none has

been ruled out as a vesult of our pilateral discussions. But it

has, increasingly, become clear over the past week that it 
1s

now very difficult to see how constructive progress can be
 made

on the decommissioning issue in the immediate weeks ahead 
as the

shadow of both the general and the local elections lo
oms.

4. Despite our best and intensive efforts - with, I might say,

fruitful and valuable exchanges with a number of partie
s - the

British Government cannot see from our Own rounds of bila
terals

a prospect of progress emerging in the next few weeks. 
We would

not, of course, stand in the way of efforts by others i
f they

can see a prospect of progress - indeed, we would do all that we

could to encourage and facilitate such progress. But, for our
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part, we have to say that our own contacts have n
ot given us

grounds for thinking that further substantive progre
ss on the

decommissioning issue can be made in the period u
p to the

elections.

I understand, Mr Chairman, that a number of parti
es have put tO

you the suggestion that it would be helpful at this s
tage if the

Independent Chairmen were to assist the parties 1in assessing

where we are, and how the process might best go fo
rward over

this period until the elections are
 OvVer.

For our part, we think it is right that we should 
now all take

stock of where we are and how best to go forward
 from here -

including whether there remains merit in explor
ing further

avenues of progress On decommissioning, or whether
 it is best to

give thought now to how we can most constructivel
y use this

period until the elections are over so as to cre
ate the best

prospects for progress when the talks resume 
after the

elections. We believe that it would be valuable 1if the

Independent Chairmen undertook a series of consult
ations with

all parties to this end, with a view to report
ing back to

plenary as to how best the process might now be t
aken forward,

next Tuesday.

wWhatever we decide, one thing remains clear. This is the only

talks process we have., It may not be ideal, but there is no

other show in town. We remain of the view that it has the

potential to enable comprehensive political n
egotiations across

all the key relationships to be undertaken by all t
he political

parties and the two Governments, as approp
riate. We are

therefore fully committed to this process and to
 continuing to

seek progress through it. We continue tO pbelieve that progress

is achievable - and, indeed, that an overall political agreement

is attainable.
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