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THE TAOISEACH AND THE PEACE PROCESS

I Since we spoke on Thursday, I have beeg reflecting further on the motivating factors
hehind the Taoiseach's approach to the Peage Process.

2. When Ahern came o power last year I recorded that, inspite of his fammly's Republican
background, he himself was above all a pragmatist. Events have borze this out o & degree
which hus exceeded my expecratinns. Why?

3. First, Ahern, in common with every Taoiseach, would like to be the man responsible for

that hitherto elusive achievement: ap dgreed settiement in the North, He lcads a party the

migjority of whose members aspire W a united Ireland in the near future - 15-20 years is often

eutivned @5 a reasonable time frame. He, however, knows (and there 15 collateral evidence ;
for this) that his Government have neither the means to administer the North, nor the

infrastructure w Dvercome terrorist violence, which POses a far greater threat to the Republic,

with its indigenous IRA Sympathisers, than it does to Briiain,

Iis is the party which stands to lose the most if Sinn Fein were 10 gain a stronghold in the
Republic. Sinn Fein SUpport is increasing not only in Monaghan, where the single SF TD has
his constiuency, but also in Kerry (home of Martin Ferris), and in the deprived areas of
Dublin where they are assiduous in Cultivating support from disadvantaged young pcople. It
Is from Fianna Fail they will take votes, and perhaps further seats.

3. If Ahern is 1 achieve his ubjective of a settlement in the North which also ideally |
marginalises SF in the South, he has to tread 2 very careful path. Here his gualities as a !
negotiator and deal-broker stand him in good stead. ke well understands that progress

lowards a settlement in the North is possible only when the British and Irish Governments

work together. He must also calculate that it is in the interests of Fianna Eail o demonstrate

publicly the unacceptable face of Sinn Fein. Lett to his officials and David Andrews, the Irish |
would uol have signed up 1o exclusion m the way that they did. His voice was also crucial in
geuing off 2 March at the possible return date,
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6. This analysis explains Ahern’s clear determination to work more closely with the Ulster
Unionists. As | reported al the time, Ahern told me some months before the election that if
he could reach agreement with David ‘I'rimble on the key issucs, this could form the hasis of
SCitlement which would command sufficient conscnsus., More recently, the Irish Government
dinner with Trimble and his colleagues seems 1o have kept his relationship with them on 4
positive footing. John Taylor's account to me - that the Irish Government were determined to
Cul a deal with the Ulster Unionists and SDLP within the next few weeks - may be unduly
cuphoric. But Mary Harney, although not present at the dinncr. wld me last week that it had
been a constructive occasion, laying the foundation for a close working relationship.

7. Ahern also has to manage his tricky parliamentary situation, but here (oo appearances may
belie reality. He may have a minority Government, but very few of his party care so deeply
about the early achievement of a united Ireland that they would openly mount a challenge (o
him on the issue. That he, a Fianna Fail leader, has joined with us w exclude Sinn Fein from
the talks without any talk of a back-bench revolt, speaks volumes for his authority. The main
preoccupations of FF TDs are currently much more parochial (not least the survival of their
Government via by-election success). Moreover. as Scan Dunlon told me recently, Joho
Bruton has given Ahern assurances that Fine Cael will support the Government in the Dail on
current Northern Ireland policies, althuugh they may raise questions about the manper in
which thesc are handled. Provided therefore that Ahern can continue to demonstrate thar
working with the British delivers results, he can manage any parliamentary fall-out.

8. In all this, Ahern keeps his own counsel | bave becn struck by the way be personally
Mmanages this whole process. He uses his two Ministers (Andrews and O’'Donpell) and his
gang for four (Teahon, Dalton, Gallagher and Mansergh) as its suits him, but he does not
fully rely un them, and at tricky points he takes over personally. His subordinates have good
reason o be wary of him. He can be ruthless, as demonstrated by his treatment of both Ray
Burke and, more recently, Charlie McCreevy, Minister of F'inance, buth of whom he
humiliated in the wider interests of the survival of the Govermment.

. 50 What is my conclusion? That Abern is critical to success in the talks, and more widely .
A recent minute of yours rightly commented that we owe Ahern a great deal. Finding some
way of expressing that (0 him at Thursday's meeting would count a lot, because we’ll need
much more from hun before all this cnds.

10. I hope this is useful as a scene-setter for Thursday. T will report aguin it any significant
development intervenes.

g

Veronica Sutheriand
Ambassador
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