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non-committal basis, on various ideags - also discussed informally

with Ministers - which we had been eloping for getting over the

impasse on decommissioning. \
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3. We began by agreeing that, deppite signals from the UUP that

there remained some room for manoeu in their position, the gap

between the UUP’s position and that pet out by the two Governments

on decommissioning was realistically too wide to bridge. 1If there

was to be progress, some alternative way forward had to be found.

4, Mr O’'huiginn acknowledged that some work was being done in

the Irish system to anticipate collapse of the talks process. 1In

that event, there were really only two alternatives: either to throw

in the towel altogether and leave no political process to £ill the

vacuum, or for the two Governments to put something together in its

place. !

|

5. Mr 'rhomwp said that, if indeed the talks did collapse, then
no doubt the tw? Governments would consult closely together and

would each put their best efforts into filling the vacuum. But the

reality was, particularly so cloee to an election, that it would be

very difficult T,o disguise the vacuum. &t was too close to the
election to expect the Government to take political risks and, 1if

alternative policies were being looked at, there could be no
guarantee that ome alternatives the Irish Government would find

il

~ unattractive - guch as a shift towards greater integration or a

also come into play. Our clear conclusion was that we must sustain

an Iexploit the existing talks process to the greatest possible
Ymfi: there was nothing credible to replace it.

Turning to howto do that, Mr Thomas noted the paradox that
e | ‘was currently stuck on what, in ent

‘ ;‘-': kafi"’"‘fitfr’ol&y‘ academic issue - doeonp.i.u:l.on.lng..
levance was né'a‘@et what now looked like the unlikely

_,»',Jze_?:%ulck join the negotiations. But the
that door open wae screwing lup the prospect

lusive process was very muc
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second best but one advantage was that it removed the need to

. resolve the decommiesioning issue.

7% We had been thinking - in a very preliminary and inchoate way

- about how to capitalise on this. One approach - very much at an

early stage and not yet endorsed by Ministers — might be to park the

decommissioning issue as unresolved while there was no IRA

ceasefire, and make progress with the three strands. This would

have to be on the understanding tha#,'if a satisfactory IRA

ceasefire were deciarod and Sinn Féin subsequently joined the
negotiations, the participants voula‘haVe to return to address

decommissioning rather than Sinn Féin stepping straight into the

three strands, is would not give the Irish Government and the

SDLP the assurance| they sought tfiatidecommissioning would not block

the negotiations if Sinn Féin joineg them, but nor did it give the

UUP the 'deuommiscioning cage" vhicp they had sought. Meanwhile, it
enabled progress into the three strands.

[

8. Explaining the domestic cons;rdints on the Irish Government,
‘Mr O'hUiginn said that it would be *mppssible for an Irish

) e ",)Gone:nmont,to erect dscommlssioningwin to what was seen as a

~ precondition of Sinn Féin’s entry. In those circumstances, the

~ Irish Government were convinced that decommissioning was
’t::;;:gligp:ggle,and the Taoiseach - fi%repdy under attack for having

't1v{ lowed the peace process to fail ~ would be criticised for setting

~ 8inn Féin a test they could not meet.
|

oning were 'par*edL, he wondered if this would
y to Sinn Féin’s entry was being left in

pocket|. It might bea ceptable if the outcome on

ing were explicitly neutral, with a prospect that the

qfiugg; oq;‘hy the tuojcovernmnnts might yet carry the
- hadruledout such an app:o'cy and there was no

that would change. | There wgs also the problem that,

issioning, we would presymably be content for the

I 51;§5g§%3‘§599°" byt without delivering any

verse hold? If the loyalist ceasefire broke
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down but the IRA renewed their ceasefire, would we similarly be

happy to include Binn Féin without expecting any decommissioning?

Because the answer was likely to be no, it would look as if

decommissioning were a precondition aimed only at Binn Féin.
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10, Turning to another possible approach - also at a very

preliminary stage and not endorsed Ministers - Mr Thomas noted

that it would be possible to offer a|"closing offer" or "challenge"

to 8inn Féin. The chance of joining [this round of the talks process

would be held out, but only for a limited period. We would hope

that Binn Féin would take up the charjce but, if they did not, then

the offer would not be held out for 7v.r and, while the remaining

participants set aside a period of, gay, six months :: try to secure
a deal among themselves, Binn Féin 1d not have the opportunity to

join them half way through.

11, Mr Thomas also noted that, in jany case, Ministers were coming

under pressure to tighten up the conditions of entry [for Sinn Féin.

| It was clearly unrealistic, following| Lisburn, for Sinn Féin to

l‘ " ggpgct m ate access to the negotiptions following a ceasefire.
| 

&}#&mf clear in public might pr hj more reassurance to

1iste wh ch would enable progress| to be made. 'mpn was a

- spectrum of egg,gih;litiea, although npnel involved absolutely

lamming the door on Sinn Féin for good.

Mr fj"m.lliqinn readily aoknowlod\ that 1mmdia;:o access to
ne Qfl:or a ceasefire was unrealistic. He also agreed that

be no choice but to proceed with a non-inclusive process

e Irish Government’s part, they were prepared to explore

good faith. But it would be a different matter to slam the

elve process, even if thpt seemed only a theoretical

s stage. A “challenge" to| Sinn Féin would need to be

1y, if at all, to avoid giving this impression.

e possibility tlut ar Ler means of giving
ance te eed without Sinn Féin but without
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