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Taoise13.ch',' t>leeting with Delegution from 

Presbyterian Church on 

Tuesday, 17th D _cember, 1985. 

The delegation was lead by the Church's Moderator, 

Dr. Robert Dickinson. TIe was accompanied by Dr. Tom Simpson, 

General Secretary, Rev. Harold AlIen and Dr. Willian McDoVlell. 

Dr. Dickinson said that UI~y apprucial cl the opportunity to 

talk to the T oi s · 'ach ana infor"m thernse1 ves of hi s vi ews on 

the situation \-Ihieh [lad c1(~velop('a .in t.he aft.ermath of the 

Anglo-Irish Agreement. 1'hey haa already talked to t.he Brit:i h 
Prime Minister and Secretary of State and 1 aders of Northern 

Ireland political parties. 

The Taoiseach said that he was somewhat concernea that those 

aspects of tl1c Agreement relat.ing to the status of Northern 

Ireland had not impinged as much on unionists as he would have 

thought they should. The position now was that a binding 

international agreement stated that any change in the status 

of Northern Ireland would only come about with the consent 

of a maj ori ty of the people of Nor.thern Ireland . It was 

no longer the situation that the status depended on the will 

of a British Parliament and this was a fundamental change to 

, the benefit of unionists. The requirement of their consent 

ViaS now built into a intcrnationul agreement ann he was 

surprisen l t the extent to which this aspect. had not featured' 

in the pubJic cOlllllH. nt on tlw Agr crlent. Dr. Dickinson said 

t:hat the on] y guar ntee to unj onist:s was thClt they Here in 

In the ev(~nt of the rna.Jori ty ch 1 ging their 

The majority woul~ nol consent 

wuul~ not be coerced into 

'<)(X14 I., IU III }O'" 8i~~ ,,,dill .• 1Ilr.1 
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Th~Taoiseach asked why, in these circumstances, Articles 

2 and 3 of the Irish Constitution were so important to the 

unionists. Dr. Dickinson said that the prohlem now was that 

the "guarantee," such as existed, was not counterbalanced by 

what the rest of the Agreeme nt containea. The way in which 

Northern Ireland was being governed had been changed and 

unionists were convinced of this. The British Prime Minister 

and the Secretary of Stale had told them that nothing had 

changed and that the UDR and the RUC would not be interfered 

with. Despite this, politicians in the South were saying 

that these forces would undergo change. The Taoiseach said thdt 

his Government had not attempted to put any gloss on the 

Agreement. All that he had said was backed up by the 

contents of the Agreement and by what was in the Hillsborough 

~ommunique - it had stated that the Conference would consider 

the application of the principle that the Armed Forces (which 

included the UDR) would operate only in support of the 

civil power so that, save in the most exceptional circumstances, 

there was a police presence in all operations which involved 

direct contact with the public. The Taoiseach said that he 

did not accept that there was a divergence in the presentation 

of ~he Agreement by the two Governments - they had gone to 

considerable lengths to avoid this in the talks leading up 

to the Agreement. 

Dr. Simpson said that while he accepted the Taoiseach's 

sincerity in the matter, there did seem to be a difference 

of interpretation on the Irish Government's involvement 

in the Conference. He asked if this was in fact a 

consultative role. The Taoiseach responded t~at there was no 

single word to describe the Irish Government's role. 

There was no precedent for this type of arrangement which was 

an effort to cater for a situation where the minority 

conununity had been excluded from a meaningful role in Northern 

14 I()O.1 C;, 100110," Ill! I"Jhl. [))~J 
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• 
Ireland. Dr. Simpson enquired as to the situation which 

would arise if proposals of the Irish Government to the 

Conference were consistently rebuffed by the British. 

The Taoiseach said that this situation was unlikely to arise 

because both Governments had entered the Agreement in good 

faith on the basis of an agreed analysis of the problem. 

This analysis was based on the need to deal with the 

alienation of the minority communi.ty and thereby remove any 

basis for support for he Prov.ision<.ll IRA. The Taoiseach 

said that if the Irish Government put forward unreasonable 

proposals to the Conference he would hope that the British 

would reject them. Both Governments had a common interest 

in bringing an end to the violence and this was an overriding 

concern. The Government would not bring forward proposals 

which were to the detriment to the majority community. 

The aim of the Conference was to make determined efforts 

to resolve any differences between the Governments. If the 

goodwill broke down the situation would be playing into the 

hands of the IRA. 

'Rev. AlIen asked if the secrecy surrounding the work of the 

Conference was necessary. It seemed that the majority was 

being ignored and would have no say in the matters being 

discussed. 'I'he 'I'aoisea .h said that he <x>ulCl envisage reports, on 

possibly an annual basis, to the Parliamentror the Parliamentary 

tier on the work of the Conference but in the security area, I 

for instance, confidentiality would preclude publication of 

Conference discussions. The actions of the Conference would 

emerg~ either by declaration or by fact. It has to be 

remembered that the people of Northern Ireland were part of 

the United J<ingdom and thoir Government had the right to 

decide how they should be govern~d. The Dublin Government 

had a responsibility to act in the face of the stated objective 
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of .the IRA to esta~sh a socialist State on the island. 
That organisation had '0 be dealt with so that 'hey would 
never achieve their aims. 

Dr. Simpson said that one could not overlook the fact that 
alienation had emerged on the unionist side. The :raoiseach 
acknowledged that the Agreement had had a considerable 
traumatic effect on the majority community. The task of 
the Governments now was to try to make the Agreement work 
and to show by results that it did not contain any threat 
to the majority. In response to a question' from Dr. Dickinson 
about influencing the SDLP to get the democratic process 
started in Northern Ireland, the Taoiseach said that in the lead 
up to the Agreement they had got Ule full assurance of 
the 5DLP that they would seek devolved government in Northern 
Ireland. This had been repeated by John Hume in the House 
of Commons during the Anglo-Irish Debate. The decision of 
the SDLP will have to be based on the course of action most 
likely to get devolved government and at the same time to 
get support away from 5inn Fein. He could say that the 
Party were determined '0 pursue devolution and there \otas no 
question of them resting on the Agreement. Dr. Dickinson 
said that the SDLP were no prepared to go into the Assembly 
and were not taking any active steps in relation to 
devolution. They wer· in fact setting up committees to 
link into the Conference and this seemed to suggest that 
they were not interested in the normal domocratic process. 
Rev. All en commented tl1at the SDLP could gain more by stayi.ng 
out of any devolved arrangement. The Taoiseach said that the 
SDLP had to operate in the political context in which they 
found themselves. He repeated that John Hume hod clearly 
stated the Party's willingness 0 talk to the unionists on 
arrangements for devolution with executive power-sharing. 
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Dr. ,Dickinson said that the SDLP were prepared to talk but 

on undemocratic t rms - the unionists had already offered 

a number of forms of (kvol ved government. 'rl,e Taoi seach 

commented that the> question that had to be addressed in this 

matter was whether it was acceptabJe that nationalists 

were to be excluded forever. f:rom a meaningful say in the 

affairs of Northern Ireland. 

Dr. Dickinson said that hJs Church fully acknowledged that 

every section of the community in Northern Ireland must have 

its rights protected. The tragedy of the present situation 

was that while the rights of the minority were now protected 

the cost had been the alienation of the majority. 

Rev. McDowell said that his advice to Presbyterians would be 

to give the Agreement a chance for, say, 6 months. 

The Taoiseach said that he recognised the depth of feeling 

on the unionist side and the Government would be very conscious 

of this in the weeks ahead, both in relation to the wor.kings 

of the Conference and in nny discussions wi th the SDLP, 

Rev. AlIen commented that the kernel of the problem nOvl was 

the attitude of the SDLP. Some of the co~nents by the 

Deputy Leader, Seamus Mallon, had been unhelpful to say the 

least. The problem was that people who were in the moderate 

camp before the Agreement were no longer moderate. 

The meeting concluded at this stage because of the TaoiseBch'~ 

cOlTuni tmen' j n the ~i 1. H said that he would we] come 

an opportunity for a fuller discussion with the Church on 

a future occ~sion • 
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