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Fein's comments on our text because they know these 
would be

useless without the text of any ceasefire statement.

At a lunch with Irish Ministers and officials today, the

Irish side continued to insist that any delay period 
would

make a ceasefire impossible. However, they made two

interesting points :

first, they suggested that the real issue for 
Sinn

Fein was not so much instant access to actual

negotiations but equality of treatment. The Irish

side noted that, if the negotiations were adj ourned

anyway (for example, for a long Christmas break)

then a delay period might acceptably be

accommodated. Sinn Fein would not get to sit down

at negotiations for some weeks. But nor would we

have to tell them that they were uniquely excluded

from the process even though a ceasefire had been

declared and put in place;

second, the Irish side enquired about our policy

towards a meeting between Sinn Fein and Government

officials. Ministers reminded the Irish side that

we had not ruled out the possibility of such a

meeting - indeed one had been held since Canary

Wharf - but that we had said we would consider any

request for one in the light of all the

circumstances including, crucially, events on the

ground. We had not, however, received any formal

request. The Irish side noted that their meetings

at official level with Sinn Fein took place under

the rubric that they were I' to hear proposals for

the restoration of the ceasefire I' They wondered

SECRET
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how we would respond if the Irish 
Government 

were

to request that we considered a meeting at official

level with Sinn Fein for such a purpose. 
The

Secretary of State said that he would 
want to

consider such a request very carefully 
in line 

with

the public position we had set out.

The first of these points shows some movement 
in the Irish

Government's position: although they do not know 
how Sinn

Fein would react, they would be prepared to support a. delay

eriod rovidin it affected the art ici ants in the 
talks

equal Iv and it was not presented simply as a "testinq"

period (although in fact it would be this) .

Where next?

As to where we go next, my letter of 8 November suggested

what our next move should be - ie to play in a text which

offers a process of entry to negotiations on which Sinn Fein

can start straightaway but which only concludes after some

period of time has elapsed and subject to no incompatible

developments along the way.

That approach remains valid. It seems to be close to ideas

which, apparently independently, Tony Lake has been

floating. We expect that the Irish side will think it does

not meet Sinn Fein's "equality of treatment" concern,

although it may not come that far short if, in the wake of a

ceasefire, the talks were adjourned for bilateral

consultations (we expect, in that scenario, that the

parvicipants will in any case be so mesmerised by a

ceasefire that no real business could be done before Sinn
Fein's entry). Nevertheless, particularly if Sinn Fein fail
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This all points to the importance of maintaining our 
current

policy which is designed to cope robustly with either a

ceasefire or securing support for making progress in the

talks without Sinn Fein.

A copy goes to William Ehrman, Jan Polley and Colin Budd .

THIS A COPY THE
SAY UNDER SECTION 3 (4)

OF THE PUBLIC RECORDS ACT
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