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By Alf McCreary

"The community must be grateful to the Police
Ombudsman for doing that most difficult of jobs helping us to look at something we find it difficult
to reflect on."
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These words, from the Church of Ireland cleric the Rev
Earl Storey, neatly underlines the sense of dismay at
the findings of Nuala O'Loan's report, which outlined a
grisly tale of collusion between a minority of the RUC
and the UVF paramilitaries in north Belfast during the
Troubles.
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His comments are important for another reason, too.
Here is a Protestant cleric telling it the way it is, in
difficult circumstances - but, then, Earl Storey is no ordinary clergyman. Some years ago, he wrote a brave
and a definitive book about the Orange Order, suggesting how it might improve its image. He is now the
director of the Church's anti-sectarian Hard Gospel Project.
Storey makes the point that "the alleged actions of certain police officers acting in collusion with
paramilitaries is shocking". So it is, but it is important that these words are coming from a senior Protestant
clergyman. His comments are also backed up by another statement from an even more senior Church of
Ireland cleric, Bishop Michael Jackson, who says that Mrs O'Loan has done an important service to Irish
society, North and South, by publishing her findings.
He states that "her references to collusion cannot but cause alarm to everyone who today seeks the
confident assurance that the rule of law holds sway in policing". These comments, like those of Mr
Storey, would have the unquestioned support of all nationalist people. However, they would have a mixed
reception among Protestants.
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The majority, one hopes, would admit that the findings are incontrovertible, but others would dismiss the
Ombudsman's report as just another attack on the RUC, and by implication an attack on the Protestant
community itself.
One woman said to me this week, in effect: "Why can't they leave the RUC alone?" You may not agree with
of her sentiments, but they were real. She implied that people in her community could not bear to hear the
latest details about a rogue Special Branch within the RUC, even if it was regrettably true, and that the
bravery of so many officers in that force was being overlooked because of the malpractice of a small
minority.
This is why so few unionists were prepared to come forward to try and defend, not the indefensible
behaviour of the RUC Special Branch, but the reputation of all those in the RUC who tried hard to provide
good policing for everybody.
The harsh truth is that the RUC was locked in a dirty, vicious war on both sides, with some of the worst
paramilitaries imaginable, and there is a bitter irony in watching a Sinn Fein leader ask for Sir Ronnie
Flanagan, the former Chief Constable, to be sacked.
God only knows what he and his republican friends were up to in the darkest days of the Troubles.
There is much hand-wringing and moralising about the inexcusable wrongs of a minority of the RUC. But
this debate requires more balance and perspective. It is important that senior Protestant clerics like Michael
Jackson and Earl Storey, both Fermanagh men who know about border and inter-community situations,
have the courage to confront people with some unpalatable home truths, while underlining at the same
time, how much Mrs O'Loan's revelations have saddened the majority of decent officers in the old RUC and
the PSNI, as well as the community at large.
It is one thing for a senior Catholic cleric to speak his mind about policing, and Father Dan Whyte, whose
honesty and courage I have long admired, did so this week. He warned that the Ombudsman's
investigation has heightened wider suspicions about the policing of loyalist groupings.
However, there is not much mileage for Church of Ireland clerics in drawing attention to the shortcomings of
a minority in a courageous police force which most Protestants (and many Catholics) rightly regarded as
the last bulwark holding out against the worst of paramilitarism.
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Perhaps the best that can be said of the past few days is that the Ombudsman's report has provided an
opportunity for the release of some more of the poison from the system in Northern Ireland, and has
allowed many people to confront painful home truths and to try to move on.
It may be that other Protestant clergymen will speak their minds in public about these matters, but in the
meantime Bishop Jackson and Mr Storey have shown courage in being the first to put their heads above
the parapet.
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