
The National Archives reference PREM 49/406

NO.@31
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SINN FEIN AND THE OATH OF ALLEGIANCE

We had a brief word in the margins of Cabinetabout the possibiltyof amending

the Parllamentary Oath. You explained that the issue was not currently under

mnfidmfimbulywmyfindikhdpfilhmmensummhwhichhdl:dmc

0 conclude that this could be worth further examination.

The immediate btckgmund’uolcmmMad:mSpukn’lnflingmmpmel
Gerry Adams and Martin McGuinness, denying them access to the full range of

facilities at Westminster. That rulingwas delivered before the restorationof the

IRA ceasefire last July. ‘The ceasefire has now been in place for six months,
despite Loyalist provocation; Sinn Pein has been invited t join the multi-party

negotiations and has affirmed its total and absolute commitment to the ‘Mitchell’
principles of democracy and non-violence; the Sinn Fein leadership has met the
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Madam Speaker has nevertheless maintained her restrictions an the Sis Fein

MPs’ access to facilities at Westminster because they refuse t take the Oath of
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grievance on the basis that they are excluded from the House because of their

Republican principles. You will have seen that there is a measure of support for

their case in the House, expressed in Tony Benn's recent Parliamentary

Declaration Bill and Alan Clarke’s much publicised comments. The two Sinn

Fein MPs have also pursued a judidial review actionin Northemn Ireland and,

having now excluded domestic remedies, seem likely to mount an application

under the ECHR. Any case will take some time to make progress; we may well

not hear anything from Strasbourg until the end of the year, but it could

progressively give Sinn Fein a good propaganda platform.

It15 of course relevant that the Sinn Fein MPs were elected on an abstentiorust

ticket and have made clear that they have o intentionof taking their seats: they

say that they simply wantto be able to use Westminster facilities to promote the

interests of their constituents, Most other European and Commonwealth

countries do not allow MPs access to parliamentary facilities unless they take

their seats and 1 believe that we could defend a similar position more easily than

the present one: the presentational problem we face at the momentis that Sian

Fewn can charactenise the issue s a matter of Republican principle. From my

perspective it would be desirable to deny them that presentational advantage.

More generally, [ believe we have an interest in encouragingSinn Fein to take

further steps towards full engagementin normal democratic politics. The

Republican Movement has come a very long way and the more we can tie them

in, the less risk there is of a reversion to full scale IRA terrorism. Evenif any

‘modemisationof the Oath was insufficientto persuade them to take up their

seats, I believe there would be a strong case for seeking to persuade Madam

‘Speaker to relax her ban, at least in some respects. Developments on these lines
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include them in the democratic process on reasonable terms and remave any
shred of legitimate grievance.

lns\m\mry,lmammbuofug“mu\sh\ftvouxofdunmmom\of
Allegiance.

(a) it would besemupmufunhmdu‘modming agenda;
®) it would deny Sinn Fein a lgitimate grievance;
(©) it could take the wind outof a potentially awkward ECHR application;

it would be consistent with our treatmentof Sinn Fein as a fully
legitimate political party, gven the solidity of the IRA ceasefire;
itwould expose Sinn Fein's position of ‘Republican principle’ as being
7o more than a cover for determined abstentionism;

itmight actually help to entice themfurther into democraticpolitics,
especilly if Madam Speaker were t relax her ruling on access to

Commons facilities,

1 fully appreciate thatthis issue raisesa numberof sensitivities, but thoughtI
ihfluldlllmwpmhdebanbylelfingommuufwdungeulseeu i
ould welcomean opportunity to discuss al this with you and relevan
colleagues.
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