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Introduction ----------
The Joint Official Unionist Task Force was 

established by the respective party leaders, Mr. Molyneaux and 

Dr. Paisley, on 23 February 1987. Its remit was to consult the 

Unionist Comnunity to secure support for the campaign against 

the Anglo-Irish Agreement and to ascertain what consensus 

existed about alternatives to the Anglo-Irish Agreement. The 

members of the Task Force were Har .old Mccusker, M.P. (a..P Deputy 

Leader) Peter Robinson, M.P. (a.JP Deputy leader) and Frank 

Millar (General Secretary of the Cl...P). Their report was 

submitted to the Unionist leaders on 16 June. 

The report published on 2 July 1987, it should be noted, is an 

abridged version of the main report. It is entitled "An End to 

Dr if t" • 

Political Context -----------------
There is a case for seeing the Task Force report as a new 

departure in Unionist thinking. The document is geared to 

establishing a tenable interpretaton of the change in the 

Unionist approach to the Anglo-Irish Agreement from outright 

opposition to the need to initiate talks at some level. 

The t i t l e o f t he d o c ume n t i t s e l f - "An E n d t o Dr i f t " - i s , 

clearly, an indictment of the anti-Agreement campaign. The 

introduction to the document states that "a major finding " of 

the report was that "protest can be no substitute for 

politics". The introduction also noted that, while the Task 

Force was to report on securing support for the anti-Agreeme nt 

campaign and an alternative to the Agreement, "the E~!~~.!l of our 

discussions focussed on the search for an alternative to the 

Agreement". The Task Force considered the revamping of the 

anti-Agreement campaign to be a secondary matter. The 
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conclusions section of the Report, while noting that there is no 

lessening in support for the anti-Agreement campaign, states 

that at the same time "our investigations have unearthed deep 

disquiet about the current protest campaign and a simple 

disbelief that on its own it can or will persuade Mrs. Thatcher 

to change course". There was a need, the Report said, to arrest 

"a widely perceived drift in our affairs". It is clear, 

therefore, that the message from the Unionist comnunity is that 

the anti-Agreement campaign has failed and that, henceforth, the 

priority is the need to re-engage in dialogue. 

While the Report mootes the possibility of new constitutional 

arrangements (there is, for example, much talk of negotiated 

independence) outside the Union, this remains a backdrop to the 

imnediate task of initiating talks on the future of Northern 

Ireland. 

The Report, in several instances, broaches the need to redefine 

Unionism. While it would be an exaggeration to describe the 

Task Force Report as resembling the New Ireland Forum, it is 

evidence of what the SDLP leader called "a wide-ranging debate" 

within Unionism. The Report accepts, for example, that Unionism 

has l o s t what i t ca l l s "a s e r i es o f v i t a l r o u n d s " i n t he bat t l e 

to preserve the Union since the 1960s. It notes that the 

Anglo-Irish Agreement marked, as Mr. Molyneaux put it on 15 

November 1985, "the beginning of the end of the Union as we have 

known it". 

There is an implicit, and sometimes explicit, acceptance that 

the "not an inch" brand of Unionism is outdated. The import of 

the discussions held by the members of the Task Force is that 

Unionists would have to "contemplate variations of political 

structures for Northern Ireland which they, and we, have 

previously rejected". The Report bemoans the fact that 

Sunningdale "fell without any understanding or agreement as to 

what should take its place". The clear implication here is that 

the kind of "negative" Unionism which brought down Sunningdale 

was a mistake which Unionists cannot afford to make now. 
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An important point in the overall political context is that, as 

the Report recomnends, "no matter could or should be precluded 

f r om a n y n e g o t i a t i o n s " • Su b s e q u e n t med i a i n t e r v i e w s u n d e r l i n e d 

this point. When asked whether power-sharing could be included, 

Peter Robinson said that "well, if the SDLP bring power-sharing 

to the tab l e then i t i s i n c l u de d i n any d i s cuss i on" • He added 

that the outcome of negotations was a matter of "barter". The 

report itself stated that "barter" and "compromise" were part of 

the process, but had to be matched by the other side. It is 

also noteworthy that the Task Force members interviewed by the 

media, especially Peter Robinson, made strenuous efforts to 

avoid putting themselves on further "hooks". 

While its significance should not be overstated, it is worth 

noting that the Report states that "Unionists would be foolhardy 

to reveal their hand ahead of negotiation". This might suggest 

that some of the more hardline positions adopted in the Report 

(e.g. negotiated independence), are starting positions. Such 

tough positions can also be viewed as a means of establishing 

the necessary political credentials to speak on behalf of the 

Unionist comnunity and to bring along the hardliners. 

There is a case, therefore, for viewing the Report of the Task 

Force in the overall political context, as stated at the outset, 

as a new and significant departure in Unionist thinking. The 

only note of caution that needs to be sounded is that the Report 

published is an abridged version of the Report presented to the 

Unionist leaders and we do not know how selective the Task Force 

members have been in relation to what they have now published. 

In addition, the Report clearly represents the thinking of a new 

generaton of Unionists and it remains to be . seen if they can 

de l i v e r on the i r " new de par tu re " • I n that cont ex t , i t may not 

be without significance that the respective party leaders, Mr. 

Mo l y n e au x ( a c omni t t e d i n t e g r a t i o n i s t ) a n d Dr Pa i s l e y ( who h ad 

ruled out power-sharing in the past few weeks) were absent for 

the publication of the Report. They are allowing their deputies 

to make the running on the Report and may be preserving their 

"distance" pending the reaction of the Unionist grass-roots. 
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The_Pro,eosals 

The Conclusions Section of the Report contain the Task Force's 

specific and procedural proposals and what might be termed the 

conceptual framework for these proposals. These are analysed in 
the paragraphs under. 

The_Conce,etual_Framework 

The Report states that the objective is devolution. It concedes 
that while there is support among Unionists for integration, 

"devolution is the more attainable objective" and then states 

"de vol ved _ _goverrment therefore is our_object i ve". The Report 

insists that such a devolved governmermt would have to have 

control over "internal security matters". 

A willingness to consider ,eower-sharin_g is evident in several 

places in the Report. The Report notes that the LDA document, 

"Comnon Sense" ( pub! ished in February 1987), which advocated a 

form of power-sharing, had attracted "considerable interest and 

some support". It goes on to say that "man y in addition to the 

LDA would El~~!l~ be prepared to contemplate SDLP participation 
in the Government of Northern Ireland. The Report attaches an 
important £!~11~~ however. It states that suc h SDLP 

participation could be envisaged ".e!~1l.s!~.s! the SDLP agree to 

f o r f e i t t h e r o l e o f t he Go v e r rme n t o f t he I r i s h Re p u b l i c a s 

custodians of the Nationalist interest" ( the word "provided" was 
in bold type). 

Peter Robinson, interviewed o.n Radio Ulster, endeavoured to 

avoid becoming entangled in what the proviso might mean in 

relation to negotiations with the SOLP. Asked if the proviso 

would not make it impossible for the SDLP to negotiate, Robinson 

stressed that the point represented the "view of the people who 

met us". Pressed on what . would happen if the SDLP insisted on 

the Irish Government's role, Robinson said it would "make it 

very difficult to get agreement" in negotiations. Pressed on 
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whether it would make it impossible, Robinson pulled back 

somewhat and said "you're seeking to take me to the stage of 

negotiations when we haven't even got into them". 

The other major conceptual consideration is "negotiated 

independence". It is referred to in several sections of the 

Task Force Report and the media paid some attention to the 

point. Peter Robinson was asked on Radio Ulster if the real 

import of the point was that he wanted "your own arrangement 

with Dublin .••••• , in effect, a new Ireland?" Robinson replied 

that "we should negotiate with the British Government to have 

devolved government in Northern Ireland." At this stage, it is 

not possible to say how serious the talk about independence is. 

There is, at least, a case for regarding it as "tough talk" and 

one of the few bargaining points/threats Unionists have 

available. 

Seecif ic_and_Procedural_Proeosals 

The Task Force Report proposes the establishment of three bodies: 

( i ) A Unionist Convention. It would be called "to construct 

and lead a renewed campaign" against the Anglo-Irish Agreement. 

More significantly, however, the Convention would "be invited to 

endorse the demand for an alternative to and a replacement of 

t h e An g l o - I r i s h Ag r e eme n t , a n d t he c omne n c eme n t o f "w i t ho u t 

prejudice" discussions with Her Majesty's Government". Since 

the Task Force Report has clearly indicated that the protest 

campaign has failed, the Convention's primary concern would 

a pp e a r t o 1 i e w i t h the p r op o s e d "d i s cu s s i on s " • The rem i t t o 

lead a new campaign is probably not to be taken as meaning that 

a major new protest campaign would be undertaken, given the 

emphasis in the Report on politics rather than protest. 
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( i i ) A Panel. The Task Force requested that a panel be 

a p p o i n t e d t o e s t a b l i s h "wh e t he r a b a s e f o r f o rma l n e g o t i a t i o n s 

exists or can be established". While it is unclear, at present, 

what authority this panel would have, the Report recomnends 

"that the said panel be appointed £.!:!..!.Y to consult and report". 

( i i i ) A_SEecial_Comnission. The Task Force Report proposes 

"the appointment of a Special Comnission to consider and advise 

upon those alternative constitutional models, their implication 

vis-a-vis future relationships with Britain and the Irish 

Republic, and the steps by which an alternative constitutional 

arrangement might be secured and sustained". It is difficult, 

at this early stage, to assess the significance of this proposed 

Comnission. It could, perhaps, become the forum for a fuller 

consideration of the nature of Unionism in the 1980s. However, 

it may just be a necessary proposal given the speculation in the 

Report about alternative constitutional arrangements. 

The_An~lo-Irish_A~reement 

The Task Force Report stated that, in all discussions about 

possible alternatives to the Anglo-Irish Agreement, the members 

made clear their view that: 

l. The early suggestion by Mrs. Thatcher that the Agreement 

could be "devolved away" does not accord with the terms of 

the Agreement itself; 

2. The Agreement establishes clear, and in our view 

unrealistic, limits on the powers which might be devolved; 

3. Unionists could not contemplate participation in any form of 

devolved government whose work and functions would be 

supervised and overseen by an Anglo-Irish Conference. 

The members of the Task Force noted that they "encountered 

little disagreement in regard to these matters". 
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