
 

Flanagan to give evidence at Nelson murder 
inquiry  
Monday, 19 January 2009  

Former RUC boss will be quizzed about threat to solicitor 
Murdered solicitor Rosemary Nelson and Sir Ronnie Flanagan, 
who headed the RUC when she diedBy Steven McCaffery  

Former Northern Ireland Chief Constable Sir Ronnie Flanagan 
will today begin to give evidence at a public inquiry into the 
murder of solicitor Rosemary Nelson.  

The inquiry is probing claims security force members played a 
role in her death in 1999, during which time Sir Ronnie headed 
the then Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC).  

Sir Ronnie, who now heads Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of 
Constabulary, led the RUC and oversaw its transformation into 
the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI).  

Mrs Nelson (40) was killed in a loyalist bomb attack, but before her death she had accused RUC 
officers of making threats against her.  

While the police deny wrongdoing in the case, the inquiry’s public hearings started last April 
and have already heard evidence from security force members, human rights groups, as well as 
relatives and colleagues of the murdered solicitor.  

Sir Ronnie is scheduled to give evidence for three days at the inquiry’s hearings in the 
Interpoint building in central Belfast.  

He is likely to be questioned on whether the RUC or other state agencies had any knowledge of 
a paramilitary threat to Mrs Nelson.  

Queries have also been raised over the police handling of the allegation that RUC officers 
threatened the solicitor.  

In a statement to the inquiry a former senior Northern Ireland civil servant David Watkins said 
of Mrs Nelson: “I knew the police to have a pretty dim view of her.  

“I think Ronnie Flanagan probably did as well although I do not recall him ever commenting on 
her to me.”  

But when Mr Watkins was giving direct evidence to the inquiry he was asked how Sir Ronnie 
had described Mrs Nelson and said: “I think he used the term ‘an immoral woman’.”  

The mother-of-three had driven only yards from her home in Lurgan, Co Armagh, when the 
device beneath her car exploded on March 15, 1999.  

The attack was claimed by the Red Hand Defenders, which was seen as a cover name for larger 
loyalist paramilitary groups.  

Only a few years before her death Mrs Nelson was unknown outside her home town of Lurgan.  

She ran her own solicitors office in the area and gained a reputation as an effective lawyer.  

But by the mid-1990s she had taken on three cases that brought her to wider attention.  

Lurgan republican Colin Duffy was twice cleared of murder charges under her representation. In
one case, the main prosecution witness was exposed as a loyalist paramilitary.  

The inquiry has heard claims from some police witnesses that Mrs Nelson was involved in a 
relationship with Duffy, though this has been denied by those close to her who said the 
allegation was an attempt to discredit her.  

Mrs Nelson also represented the Garvaghy Road Residents’ Coalition and found herself drawn 
into the bitter Drumcree marching dispute.  
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She later represented the family of Portadown Catholic Robert Hamill, who was killed by a 
loyalist mob while police were parked nearby.  

As these cases raised Mrs Nelson’s profile, she began to receive threats from loyalists. She also 
claimed that police officers interviewing clients accused of republican activities had issued 
threats against her.  

Her allegations secured international attention when she addressed a committee of the US 
Congress months before she died.  

The Rosemary Nelson Inquiry was announced by government in 2004 after retired Canadian 
judge Peter Cory reviewed controversial cases and recommended a series of inquiries into 
murders where he said there was evidence of security force collusion.  
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