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DISCUSSION WITH MR JAMES MOL YNEAUX MP

1.

As discussed with the Secretary of State at his morning meeting of 18
February, I passed a message yesterday through Mr Kennedy (who was
meeting Mr Molyneaux to discuss the future business of the "Committee on
Government") that I would welcome an opportunity to have an early word
with Mr Molyneaux in confidence. I received a favourable response to this
sounding and went up to the Assembly to see Mr Molyneaux in Mr Kennedy's
room at the conclusion of his discussions with the latter. We talked alone for
about 20 minutes.

2.

I said that I hoped that he would allow me to talk to him informally as Head
of the Northern Ireland Civil Service. He replied that he welcomed my
approach and would respect the confidence of our discussion. I went on to
say that as Head of NICS two things at present concerned me. The first was
that a number of members of my Service, up to the role of Principal, were on
secondment to the Assembly and not at present usefully occupied. This was a
very unsatisfactory situation - a waste of public money, bad for morale, and
wholly wrong from the professional point of view. Secondly, I was concerned
that he should understand the danger of seeking to involve Civil Servants in
the exchanges about what were, at present, highly politically charged
subjects.
Permanent Secretaries had been invited to give evidence to
Statutory Committees, and it could no doubt be presented as reasonable that
they should be questioned on the "administrative aspects" of the impact of
the Anglo-Irish Agreement, Conference and Secretariat on their
Departmental work. In practice, however, it would be very difficult indeed
to draw a line between the administration and the politics of these issues.

3.

I went on to say that, while it seemed unlikely that any step to change the
position of the Assembly would now be taken in advance of the forthcoming
meeting with the Prime Minister, the position of the Civil Servants in the
Assembly, or at least of those of them placed there to deal with its scrutiny
work, would have to be resolved thereafter in one way or another. If there
was not then the prospect of involving them in useful and valid work, I have
little doubt that they would have to be withdrawn to their parent
departments. As long as the Assembly itself had not been wound up that
would not, of course, be an irrevocable step. Alternatively some proper basis
could be found to keep the staff appropriately employed.

4.

Emphasising that I was in no way commiting Ministers - whose position at the
moment remained as set out in Mr Cleasby's letter - I wondered whether
there might be some ground for compromise here. Although the Secretary of
State had in fact offered to discuss Agreement matters with the Chairmen of
the six Statutory Committees, there was an impression that he did not want
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to accord the Assem bly any role in pursui ng detail s of the
Agree ment, even
where these clearl y had implic ations for the work of
North ern Irelan d
Depar tment s. For their part, by maint aining their boyco
tt of Minis ters and
lookin g for eviden ce only from Civil Serva nts on politic
ally contro versia l
matte rs, Memb ers of the Assem bly were preve nting any useful
dialog ue from
taking place. Might it then be possib le to consid er eviden
ce being given on
appro priate matte rs to the six Comm ittees by the Depar
tment al Minis ters
respon sible for them? Accep tance of this would , of course
, mean droppi ng
the boyco tt. But it would also mean an oppor tunity for
Comm ittees to
exami ne some of the matte rs in which they were intere sted,
and get an aspec t
of the scruti ny proces s off the ground again. Beyon d that,
of course , if the
situat ion in the Assem bly was to be held, the Assem bly and
its Comm ittees
would need to resum e consid eratio n of matte rs referr ed
to them by the
Secre tary of State at an early date. I empha sised that
this was simply an
explo ratory sugge stion, which did not comm it the Secre tary
of State. But if
he were to indica te to me that progre ss could be made
in this direct ion, I
would then pursue the possib ility with Minis ters.
5.

6.

In reply Mr Molyn eaux made it clear that every thing depen
ded on the tone
and outco me of the meeti ng with the Prime Minis ter. If she
had sugge stions
to make which showe d a recogn ition of the signif icance
of the by-ele ction
vote, and also showe d some willin gness to consid er sugge stions
which would be
made by Or Paisle y and himse lf, then a benign proces s could
begin, with the
protes t action going no furthe r and in time being wound down.
He was himse lf
moder ately hopefu l that the Prime Minis ter would react in
such a way as to
make this possib le. It had to be appre ciated that he had
a very diffic ult
proble m of party manag ement .
If the Assem bly moved back towar ds
norma lity, witho ut some match ing action on the local
gover nment side,
counc illors would repea t points alread y made about "inequ
ality of sacrif ice".
He would , howev er, reflec t upon what I had said, take some
sound ings, and
come back to me on the same confid ential basis.
There can be no doubt that the period imme diatel y after the
Down ing Street
talks will be of crucia l impor tance. The Assem bly is to meet
the follow ing
day and the reacti on to the talks would becom e clear in
the course of that
debat e. The 26th will also be day on which - if they do not
act to strike a rate
- the Belfas t City Counc il would put itself outsid e the law.
At my reque st Mr
Kenne dy is doing some work on the numbe rs of Assem bly
staff who could be
shed if it is allowe d to contin ue for the time being on a plenar
y basis but with
its Comm ittee system in suspen se. He has made the point
- I think rightly that if the Secre tary of State decide s he must remov e staff,
he ought first to
inform the Speak er, Mr Kilfed der, at a face to face meeti ng.
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