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INTRODUCTION


I had joined the Department of Foreign Affairs expecting to see the world. I was young, restless, eager to experience shores beyond our own. Ireland had joined the European Economic Community not long before and was still finding its feet in this exciting new context for Irish diplomacy. Paris, Rome and more exotic capitals were on my horizon.


The year was 1975. Little did I know then that my career would take quite a different turn from the one I had been contemplating. Northern Ireland stood on the brink of civil war. The Sunningdale experiment in power-sharing had collapsed the previous year and paramilitary violence was rampant. The British Government of the day was out of its depth in responding to these challenges and a dangerous political vacuum existed. Decades of systematic unionist discrimination against the nationalist minority were taking their toll. The deep disaffection of nationalists, the Provisional IRA’s campaign against the security forces, the growth of loyalist paramilitary activity and an unprecedented number of sectarian killings on both sides were combining to push Northern Ireland to the edge. A complete collapse of law and order seemed imminent.


On my first day in the department, I found myself assigned to the Anglo-Irish Section. Created in the early seventies in response to the escalating ‘Troubles’ (as the crisis was euphemistically called), this was the place where much of the Government’s policy on Northern Ireland and Anglo-Irish relations was devised. It was, in those days, a tiny part of the department, numbering about 10 staff in all. But I joined a highly dedicated and motivated team and was thrilled to have been given the opportunity to work there. Within a few days of arriving, I was plunged into intensive contingency planning for a large-scale influx of refugees who were expected to come across the border following the anticipated breakdown of public order in Northern Ireland. I found myself on my knees, poring over an Ordnance Survey map to identify where the most beleaguered communities were likely to be in the North and how they could be assisted. We nicknamed it the ‘Doomsday plan’. Other maps in orange and green conjured up potential repartition scenarios.


This was where my journey began. Almost 25 years later, it would lead me to Good Friday 1998 and to the agreement bearing that name which has brought lasting peace to these islands. In a sense, I was not to look up again from that map until we achieved the Good Friday Agreement, all those years later.


I began a long-term, frequently frustrating but ultimately rewarding engagement with Northern Ireland. Like others who worked on this extraordinarily challenging set of issues, I found that it laid claim to me in a personal as well as a professional sense. The commitment required to sustain, night and day, the Irish Government’s unrelenting quest for a peaceful political settlement. More usually, the strain of managing protracted political stalemates. The endless frustrations and disappointments. The emotional roller-coaster of reverses, followed by small victories, followed by reverses again. The constant demands of crisis management. The solidarity owed at all times to Northern Ireland’s courageous political representatives. The threats to one’s own physical security at various times.


All of these considerations meant that working on Northern Ireland over a lengthy period was not for the faint-hearted. It required unusual levels of dedication and resilience. When I completed my own journey in the late afternoon of Good Friday 1998, it was a moment of personal fulfilment as well as of deep professional satisfaction.


This is the story of that journey. I begin it in those early years in the seventies, a time of grim violence and despair. I continue it in the mid-eighties, when the Anglo-Irish Agreement was negotiated and I became one of the department’s first ‘travellers’. This was a term we used for a small group of officials tasked with developing a network of contacts on the ground in Northern Ireland in support of the Irish Government’s new role under that Agreement. After a spell in London from 1988 to 1991, where my job was to seek favourable British media coverage for Irish Government policy on Northern Ireland (at a time of exceptional challenge in Anglo-Irish relations), I returned to Dublin in the early nineties as the deputy head of the Anglo-Irish Division.


From 1991 to 1999, I was closely involved in the Northern Ireland peace process, contributing to the negotiation of key documents and to the multi-party talks which culminated in the Good Friday Agreement of April 1998. From 1995 to 1999, I was the Irish head of the Anglo-Irish Secretariat at Maryfield, just outside Belfast. Known colloquially as the ‘Bunker’, this was the main channel used for contact between the Irish and British Governments on Northern Ireland issues.


All of these roles were important stations on my journey to Good Friday. It is, however, the last part of that journey, the detailed story of the negotiations which led to the Good Friday Agreement, to which I give priority. This is the first comprehensive narrative of those negotiations to be written by an insider. My account focuses on the nine-month period from the summer of 1997 until Easter 1998, when a combination of circumstances created a basis for the achievement of a balanced and inclusive settlement.


It was a negotiation process of extraordinary complexity, multilevel and multi-faceted. There were many moving parts and a wide cast of actors. There were moments of high drama but also periods when the talks almost ground to a halt. There were pressures of all kinds on the participants, internal and external.


I have tried to capture the ebb and flow of these negotiations, the hopes and fears attached to them, the crises and their final resolution. I have done so from the perspective of an Irish Government participant who was involved on a day-to-day basis in much of the process but was not present at every meeting, as nobody could be. Inevitably this is a subjective perspective, reflecting the priorities and pressures which guided our delegation. But I have sought to be fair to all other perspectives and to give the reader a clear, balanced and succinct overview of how the Good Friday Agreement was forged.


In the end, this Agreement was the work of many hands. Two Governments and eight political parties found a basis on which to manage, and ultimately to transcend, deep-rooted political disagreements. In so doing, they opened up a future based on shared values, respect for difference and the primacy of constitutional politics for all the people of Ireland, North and South.


The Agreement is, of course, not perfect: few human enterprises can claim that distinction. But it remains one of the very few examples of successful conflict resolution anywhere. It has inspired peace processes all over the world. And, closer to home, it is the indispensable bedrock for an Irish–British relationship that has been sorely tested by Brexit.


Twenty-five years ago, Ireland was changed forever. George Mitchell once said of his time in Northern Ireland that ‘we had 700 bad days – and then one good day, which changed the course of history’. This is not an assessment of how the Agreement has fared since then, though the vicissitudes have been many. Rather it is an account, tinged perhaps with nostalgia, of a unique political endeavour and collective achievement that, on a snowy April morning in 1998, brought us all to that one good day.
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FIRST ENCOUNTERS


I made my first trip to Belfast in 1959. I was seven years old, accompanying my father on a visit to stay with some friends. I remember it like yesterday, my first trip on a train, the excitement of a new city, grown-up talk and different accents.


My father had grown up in the North of Ireland (as he invariably called it). However, as he made clear to me on that trip, it had never been home for him. His own father was a Kerry Catholic, from the Black Valley near Killarney, who had joined the Royal Irish Constabulary as a young man. As there was a practice of transferring RIC officers as far away as possible from their places of birth, my grandfather found himself assigned to various parts of the North. In 1922, confronted with a choice between joining the new Garda Síochána in the South or staying in the North and transferring to the new Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), he opted for the latter. It was a choice he would come to regret; as a Catholic sergeant in a small town with a unionist majority, he was never likely to prosper. He retired 25 years later, still a sergeant.


My father grew up in that town, Warrenpoint, and the treatment of his father, whom he revered, was to be one of the formative experiences of his own life. He left the North when he was 18 and never went back.


I went back, in a manner of speaking. Along with other teenagers and young adults of my generation, I grew up with the emergence of the civil rights movement there in the late sixties, the explosion of sectarian violence and the gradual descent of Northern Ireland into chaos. On a visit to Armagh in 1970, I heard for the first time the menacing drumbeat from a Lambeg drum. From my student years, I remember vividly the Bloody Sunday atrocity in 1972 and our deep sense of injustice at the innocent lives lost. But many more innocent lives would be lost over the years to come. A defining moment for me was to be the infamous Bloody Friday, in July 1972, when the Provisionals carried out a series of bombings in supermarkets and the like in central Belfast which killed nine and left 130 injured. To this day I recall the outrage I felt at the news of those utterly futile and senseless killings. In my own engagement with the conflict and how its underlying issues should be resolved, this was a turning point.


A few years later, having entered the Department of Foreign Affairs as a young diplomat, I began what would become an almost continuous professional involvement, in one way or another, with Northern Ireland and the wider Anglo-Irish relationship. This would last for 24 years.


I remember the spring of 1975 as a period of near-despair following the collapse of the power-sharing Executive not long beforehand. There was an ominous political stalemate. Loyalist violence was escalating alongside the continuing IRA campaign. There were forebodings, indeed, about a complete collapse of law and order, and possibly even civil war, in Northern Ireland.


Northern Ireland consumed much of the political energies of the Irish Government of the day. Garret FitzGerald, as Minister for Foreign Affairs, played a key role and his department had much of the day-to-day responsibility for monitoring developments and proposing policy options. In the Anglo-Irish Section, we benefited from the inspiring leadership of Seán Donlon, then a youthful Assistant Secretary in the department and a leading participant in the negotiations which had produced the Sunningdale Agreement. Seán worked very closely with John Hume and the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), while others in the Section built up contacts with unionism and loyalism (challenging and dangerous as such work was in those days).


With two fellow juniors, Brendan McMahon and Joana Betson, I had the task of monitoring security-related developments. This was essentially a compilation of daily killings, gleaned from newspaper cuttings. We cheerfully referred to it as the ‘stiff list’; it made for a rather lugubrious start to our work each day. I also had to compile as much information as possible on a growing number of loyalist paramilitary groups which were issuing dark threats of one kind or another.


Another responsibility I had was to support the Irish Government delegation in a case that the State was taking against the British Government at the European Commission on Human Rights. This case sought to have the treatment of republican detainees at the Castlereagh interrogation centre in Belfast described as torture. The eventual outcome was one which each Government claimed as de facto vindication of its position: a finding not of torture but of ‘degrading and inhuman treatment’.


After an eventful year in the Anglo-Irish Section, I was given my first overseas posting: to the Irish Embassy to the Vatican (or, to use its official title, the Holy See). Oddly enough, a strong Northern Ireland theme ran through this posting also: the Vatican had marked sympathies at the time with Irish republican objectives, the No. 2 in the Secretariat of State having served in the Papal Nunciature in Dublin in the fifties.


From Rome I went to Bonn, then the capital of West Germany, on a five-year posting as Press Officer at the Irish Embassy. From a different perspective, Northern Ireland and Anglo-Irish relations dominated my work there. In that period (1978–83), Anglo-Irish relations came under particular strain as new leaders took over, Margaret Thatcher in London and Charles J. Haughey in Dublin, who were poles apart from each other on Northern Ireland for much of the time. The growing disenchantment between the two Governments, notably over the handling of IRA hunger strikes and the Falklands War, was of keen interest to the German media. Winning support for Irish Government thinking on Northern Ireland and Anglo-Irish relations was the major preoccupation of my years in Bonn.
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MY LIFE AS A ‘TRAVELLER’


In July 1985, I returned from abroad to the Anglo-Irish Section in Dublin. It was in the throes of the negotiations which would lead to the Anglo-Irish Agreement, signed at Hillsborough Castle on 15 November that year by Garret FitzGerald and Margaret Thatcher.


This Agreement would transform the prospects for political progress in Northern Ireland. It would bring our Government for the first time into a serious policy engagement with the British Government on Northern Ireland. We would be able to present views and proposals for policies to address the deep-rooted problems of nationalist disaffection and alienation. And the British Government committed itself to making ‘determined efforts’ to resolve any differences with us. In other words, we were being brought into the governance of Northern Ireland in a formal and far-reaching way.


The unique partnership launched under the Anglo-Irish Agreement would lay the basis for the peace process, and its joint management, over the following decade. Without that partnership, indeed, the peace process could never have succeeded.


I arrived when the negotiations towards this Agreement were in their final stages. Michael Lillis, the head of the Anglo-Irish Section, had been closely involved with his British counterpart, David Goodall, in developing the conceptual framework for it. Other senior actors on the Irish side included Dermot Nally, Seán Donlon and Noel Dorr, all working under close political direction from the Taoiseach, Garret FitzGerald.


My role was to assist in the negotiations with research and drafting of various kinds. In anticipation of the Agreement being successfully concluded, I was also to begin building up a network of contacts across Northern Ireland which would help us to contribute effectively to its implementation.


Previously, Irish Governments had contented themselves with largely rhetorical denunciations of British policies relating to Northern Ireland. They had never been in a position where they were expected, still less asked, to present specific proposals for reform. Now there would be formal intergovernmental machinery to enable just such an input. We wanted to use this to make detailed proposals across the full range of policies. To do this credibly, we had to up our game. We needed to increase rapidly both our technical expertise and our broader political understanding of the issues causing concern at local level.


It was particularly important to ensure that the representations the Government would make on individual issues, through the new Anglo-Irish Conference and its supporting Secretariat (in Belfast), would be based on solid evidence gathered from contacts at local level. Our colleagues in the Secretariat would not be in a position to assemble such evidence themselves. But Dublin-based staff could do so, travelling north regularly. It was for us to put together the best possible picture of what was happening on the ground and the best possible material, therefore, from which our Secretariat colleagues could work in presenting the ‘views and proposals’ expected of the Government under the Agreement.


I succeeded Dáithí O’Ceallaigh in this travelling role in mid-1985. From early 1986 onwards, I was joined by four or five additional colleagues. We were known colloquially in the department as the ‘travellers’.


I had a foretaste of my new responsibilities even before the Agreement was concluded. In September 1985, I was asked to try to secure a meeting with a member of the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP). The Government wanted to know how hard-line unionists were reacting to media and other reports about the emerging agreement. Ian Paisley and the DUP were signalling vehement opposition to the role being contemplated for the Irish Government.


There had been hardly any contact previously between the Government and the DUP. I was chosen simply because I was the last person in and had the benefit of anonymity (at a time of rising loyalist tensions and, accordingly, heightened physical risks for Irish Government representatives).


I managed to arrange a meeting in Belfast with a DUP representative. It proved very worthwhile, alerting us in the clearest terms to the growing unionist fears about the Agreement and helping us to understand these. When I asked my interlocutor why he had agreed to see me, he told me, with disarming frankness: ‘Because one day, down the road, we’ll have to be dealing with you people.’ That was 1985. It would be seven years before the DUP would have their first official meeting with the Irish Government, and 22 years before Ian Paisley, as First Minister, would sit down formally with Bertie Ahern as Taoiseach.


My specific brief over the next couple of years was to develop a range of contacts who would be relevant to the security, justice and rule of law aspects of the Agreement. Managed by Declan O’Donovan in the department, this was the policy area of greatest challenge and sensitivity; without serious reforms, there would be no prospect of ending nationalist alienation. We embarked on the Agreement with a full agenda and high expectations among nationalists about what the Agreement should deliver under these headings.


In September 1985, I had a memorable first encounter with Seamus Mallon, who as the SDLP’s spokesman on these issues would become my single most important contact. Mallon had come down to Dublin with SDLP colleagues for a meeting with the Government. They were all having lunch in a Dublin restaurant when he suddenly collapsed. I was dining nearby in the same restaurant and rushed over to help lift him up from the floor. Not having met him before, I stuck my hand out in the process to introduce myself, and Mallon, despite his momentary weakness, shook it. It was a dramatic first meeting, which he often recalled later. Luckily, Dr Rory O’Hanlon TD was on hand to tend to Mallon; he was whisked off to St James’s Hospital, where he recovered within a day or two.


As with others in the department, Mallon and I would go on to have a very close working relationship. I saw him regularly during the first two years of the Agreement. He was perhaps the pivotal player in terms of ensuring ongoing nationalist support for the Agreement and his views were of great interest to the Government. Our cooperation continued after he was elected MP for Newry and Armagh in 1986 and would last for a total of some 15 years, variously in London, Dublin and Belfast.


At the end of 1985, Michael Lillis and Dáithí O’Ceallaigh took up duty at the Secretariat in Belfast, newly opened in a building called Maryfield on the Palace Barracks compound. For staff transferring to Maryfield, the assignment would clearly be both prestigious and dangerous. Extra security was arranged for the homes of the senior colleagues and special allowances were set to compensate for the risks being incurred.


My own turn in Maryfield would come a decade later. I did, however, have an early taste of the ‘Bunker’ when I overnighted there a couple of times in the first weeks, experiencing for myself the extremely basic living conditions and the pleasures of all-night RUC patrolling immediately outside my bedroom window.


My routine as a ‘traveller’ during the years 1986–7 involved spending an average of three days a week travelling around the North. My primary focus was on the security situation in the most sensitive and disadvantaged areas. I was trying to establish what the most pressing concerns were for local nationalists and how the Irish Government could address these through the new machinery.


The issues in which we took particular interest in the early days included controversial practices such as that of Ulster Defence Regiment patrols operating without police accompaniment, the security forces’ use of plastic bullets or reliance on ‘supergrass’ evidence for criminal prosecutions. We wanted, on the one hand, to gather from reliable sources the raw material which would support our work on these issues in the Secretariat (individual cases as well as general policy concerns) and, on the other, to be able to give prompt feedback at local level on the outcome of our efforts. Our hope was that we could show the Agreement working concretely for the benefit of the nationalist community and that this would translate over time into reinforced support for constitutional nationalism.


In an average week, I might call on people as diverse as trade unionists, lawyers or human rights experts, priests in housing estates in West Belfast and SDLP councillors in rural areas like Fermanagh or South Armagh. I built up a large network of contacts among the Catholic clergy. I also gradually extended my range to include senior Church of Ireland, Methodist and Presbyterian clergy and others who could interpret the mood within the unionist community, both on security issues and more widely.


This was necessarily discreet work which required careful planning. I prepared my own itineraries and took my own security precautions. In those days, given the various paramilitary campaigns, Irish civil servants seldom travelled to Northern Ireland. Indeed, it was rare to see any car with a Southern number plate north of the border. I generally used hired cars and stayed with trusted friends.


On a couple of occasions I narrowly avoided trouble. I once arranged to see a priest in the Divis Flats area off the Lower Falls Road in West Belfast. Using an enclosed pedestrian bridge over the motorway to get into that area, I found a group of local youths waiting at the other end of the bridge, brandishing some plastic tubing menacingly and clearly intent on denying me access. I turned round to find others with the same intent at the near end. I burst into a run, dashing past the latter and thankfully reaching safety. I rang the priest and asked him to come and collect me. When he arrived in his car a few minutes later, he burst out laughing: tall, neat-looking and in a jacket, I looked like an off-duty RUC officer, an extremely rare sighting for the Divis Flats and one which had presented too tempting a target for some local vigilantes. He hung the proverbial white flag out of his car window as he drove me to his home.


With phone-tapping not uncommon, another clerical contact suggested that I adopt an alias when ringing him to make an appointment. He would do likewise. I was initially sceptical but went along with this, agreeing at his request to pose in our next phone call as a vacuum cleaner salesman anxious to call on ‘Mr Brown’ with a new model. This subterfuge hilariously fell apart when ‘Mr Brown’, not yet used to his new identity, told me that he unfortunately could not meet me at the time suggested as he would be saying Mass then. Despite this bungled start, we kept going with this elaborate cover for several months.


I relied on local people living in ‘flashpoint’ areas, such as SDLP or clerical contacts, to give us a sense of how particular security situations were developing. This would help us to decide what corrective actions needed to be sought through the Secretariat. On one occasion, I rang an elderly priest to ask if he would look out his window to report on a contentious parade that was passing by on the street below him. He replied that, though ill and confined to his bed at the moment, he would be happy to do so. The detailed account he provided was, indeed, of great assistance to us in monitoring a difficult situation. In departmental folklore, of course, much was made of the lengths to which ‘travellers’ such as myself would go to secure information, dragging dying priests from their deathbeds if necessary.


We did manage to build up over the first few years a comprehensive network of contacts spanning all parts of the North and all the policy areas covered by the Agreement. This helped the Government to contribute actively under all those headings and to present cogent and well-informed proposals for reforms.


The only problem was that Margaret Thatcher, having (as she saw it) gone out on a limb politically to give our Government its unprecedented role under the Agreement, felt she could not risk further offending unionism and right-wing Conservatism by agreeing to some of the more controversial reforms for which we were pressing. The structures of the Agreement were, in her view, already a major contribution on her part. Her commitment to actual delivery of its provisions was lukewarm. She also complained, in our view unfairly, that she was seeing inadequate results from the enhanced security and extradition cooperation which she had expected as part of the Agreement. Gradually a degree of disenchantment set in on her part.


We, in turn, felt that the failure of her Government to work the Agreement fully and grant the reforms which had been clearly contemplated when we negotiated it was eroding the Agreement’s potential. Indeed, it risked exacerbating the very problems of alienation and instability which the Agreement was supposed to be addressing.


In the summer of 1987, there was a change of Government in Dublin. In came a Fianna Fáil administration headed by Charles J. Haughey. In Opposition he had been very critical of the Agreement and there was much speculation about how the new Government would handle things. This included rumours that the Foreign Affairs civil servants who had been operating the Agreement since November 1985 would be replaced. In the event, we all survived the transition, though some moved on voluntarily to new roles at that stage.


In my case, I was due a move abroad and I departed on a posting to the Irish Mission to the United Nations. I had been in New York only a few months, however, when the post of Press Officer at the Irish Embassy in London fell vacant and I was asked to fill it. Northern Ireland would be the almost exclusive focus of the post. Though it was unusual to be asked to change posts so soon, I had no hesitation in agreeing to a transfer to London.


I spent three years there, trying to achieve the best possible coverage in the British media for Irish Government policies on Northern Ireland and Anglo-Irish relations. Charles Haughey was back in office, Margaret Thatcher was still in No. 10 and the relationship between both leaders was as fraught as ever. We had a succession of security and legal crises which polarised the two Governments further.


I was engaged in a propaganda contest for much of the time. Northern Ireland policy was a battleground on which Britain’s right-wing media could extol Thatcher’s law-and-order credentials (with a swipe or two at our Government in the process). The few liberal or left-wing media, on the other hand, saw it as an opportunity to highlight the severe limitations of Thatcher’s policy and the risks she was running in the way she treated her partnership with the Irish Government. It was a difficult era in Anglo-Irish relations.
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THE PEACE PROCESS: BEGINNINGS


In November 1990, Margaret Thatcher was ousted as Prime Minister and replaced by John Major.


Initially it did not look as if the new Prime Minister would prioritise Northern Ireland. A few months later, however, his press spokesman, Gus O’Donnell, told me that in fact Major planned to take a serious initiative on Northern Ireland. He wanted to see whether a basis could be created for multi-party talks with the aim of achieving a lasting settlement.


Peter Brooke, a genial Tory of Anglo-Irish stock, had been appointed Secretary of State for Northern Ireland in July 1989. Brooke brought a refreshingly open mind and pragmatic approach to the job. He indicated at an early stage that he could envisage the British Government talking to Sinn Féin if IRA violence were ended.


In a speech in November 1990, remembered today as the ‘Whitbread’ speech, Brooke declared that the British Government had ‘no selfish strategic or economic interest’ in Northern Ireland. This was a pivotal clarification which would be of enormous importance for the efforts, over the coming years, to end IRA violence and bring about an inclusive peace settlement. It confirmed John Hume’s assertion that the British Government had no interests of its own to protect in Northern Ireland and was neutral on the latter’s constitutional future. The SDLP leader’s long-standing analysis had been that the British Government was not the problem. Rather, nationalists and republicans would have to win over unionists to their vision of a future Ireland. And this would be possible only by peaceful persuasion, not by coercion or violence.


The Whitbread speech was one of the earliest landmarks in what came to be known as the ‘peace process’. What brought this process into being?


After over two decades of violent conflict, it was becoming clear that there would be no resolution in terms of a clear-cut military victory for either side. The IRA would not be able to defeat the British Army; and equally the latter would not defeat the IRA. The ‘armed struggle’ seemed likely to settle into a protracted stalemate. Linked to this, a degree of war weariness was becoming detectable. There was an appetite within Sinn Féin to explore a political alternative for the achievement of republican objectives.


Exploratory contacts began in the late eighties and continued intermittently. The Irish Government, first under Charles Haughey and even more when Albert Reynolds replaced Haughey as Taoiseach, actively pursued the opportunities for peace. John Major, more of a pragmatist than his predecessor, was a willing partner.


Peace would make an inclusive political settlement possible. The view was taking hold, more fundamentally, that we could achieve a stable settlement only through political negotiations which involved all protagonists to the conflict, with an absolute commitment to peace as the price of admission.


The Anglo-Irish Agreement had started from a different analysis: that a process involving direct Irish Government engagement and far-reaching policy reforms would make it possible to strengthen the nationalist middle ground in Northern Ireland and, in the process, undermine support for militant republicanism.


Several years into the Agreement, the results in this respect were a little mixed. The new machinery set up under the Agreement, and the close cooperation which had been launched between the two Governments on Northern Ireland, would be of lasting benefit to nationalists. However, there had been no significant shift in electoral preferences from Sinn Féin to the SDLP within the first few years. The middle ground had not been expanded to the extent hoped for.


Against this background, there was an increasing readiness to try a new strategy: that of building a political framework broad enough to include the extremes. Our goal was to achieve a consensus across all parties on shared values and objectives, drawing the extremes back in towards the centre. This could then serve as the basis for inclusive talks and a negotiated political settlement.


In March 1991, Peter Brooke set out a plan for multi-party talks which had been carefully coordinated with the Irish Government. The two Governments, he recalled, had always been ready to consider ‘a new and more broadly based agreement’ to replace the Anglo-Irish Agreement. This was indeed the case; that Agreement had always been intended as, in part, an incentive to the unionists to try to negotiate a more palatable alternative. Clearly, however, it would have to be something which nationalists would also find palatable. Irish Government statements preferred to speak of a new agreement which would ‘transcend’ the existing one.


Reflecting an analysis which John Hume had been putting forward for years, Brooke said that the talks would seek to achieve a new beginning for relationships ‘within Northern Ireland, within the island of Ireland and between the peoples of these islands’. These would come to be known as the three ‘strands’: Strand One (internal), Strand Two (North/South) and Strand Three (East/West).


To facilitate the talks, Brooke continued, the two Governments had agreed to have a gap between meetings of the Anglo-Irish Conference. (This was a compromise between the need to maintain normal functioning of the Agreement, with regular ministerial meetings in this format, and the unionists’ long-standing demand for removal of the Agreement, without which they would not sit down to talk.) The talks would begin with Strand One, which Brooke himself would chair, and move on ‘within weeks’ to the other two (at an appropriate moment which he would judge).


The process got under way a couple of months later. I returned to the department in June 1991 and joined what had now become the Anglo-Irish Division. Its new head, replacing Dermot Gallagher, was Sean O hUiginn.


O hUiginn, like his predecessor an old hand on Northern Ireland policy, would make a major personal contribution to the peace process over the next few years. He worked tirelessly to create a context in which an IRA ceasefire could take place and inclusive talks could lead to a comprehensive political settlement. He developed a clear conceptual framework and held consistently to this, even as crises of all kinds intervened. He was also a peerless drafter and led the drafting work we did on key documents. His effectiveness in challenging British Government policies which he considered misguided led over time to efforts by some on the British side to demonise him. Unionist suspicion of him was probably also a factor. But he did not allow himself to be deterred.


O hUiginn co-chaired with Quentin Thomas of the Northern Ireland Office (NIO) a Liaison Group which brought Irish and British officials together for regular consultations. This group, which met variously in London, Dublin or Belfast, kept all aspects of the peace process and the talks under close supervision. It was also the main mechanism through which the two Governments developed joint positions and papers for the talks. Thomas was a good match for O hUiginn, intellectually and temperamentally, and much groundbreaking work was done at those meetings under their joint leadership.


Having continuity at a senior level on both sides during those critical years was very valuable. The group also benefited from the involvement of other key figures on the Irish side, such as Fergus Finlay, Martin Mansergh and Seán Donlon, and from the contributions made by Jonathan Stephens and other talented British officials.


I worked closely with Sean O hUiginn for six years, acting in effect as his deputy over much of that period and supporting him on the developing peace process.


In the first instance, we had the so-called Brooke talks. In 1991, these got only as far as Strand One during the agreed gap between Conference meetings. In 1992, they became the Brooke–Mayhew talks, after Sir Patrick Mayhew succeeded Brooke as Secretary of State. They were facilitated by a further agreed gap between two Conference meetings which was progressively lengthened, lasting ultimately for almost seven months (from April to November 1992). During the 1992 talks we moved into Strand Two and there were also several Strand Three meetings.


The opening Strand Two meeting in London in April 1992 was the first occasion on which the Irish Government would be taking part in a multi-party talks process including the DUP. I remember some awkward initial encounters. John Chilcot, head of the NIO, hosted a reception for participants at which the DUP was represented by Peter Robinson, Sammy Wilson and Rhonda Paisley. The Irish Government representatives at the event were Noel Dorr (then head of our department), Sean O hUiginn and myself. Given the DUP’s policy of not fraternising with the Irish Government, the issue arose between us of whether we should proffer a handshake to them, a normal courtesy but one that we knew with near certainty would be refused. Two of us did so, while the third demurred; and, needless to say, it was declined. The next day, with David Andrews (the Minister for Foreign Affairs) in the Irish Government seat at the talks, Ian Paisley had a gruff but good-humoured exchange with Andrews as he walked past.


A Rubicon of sorts had been crossed. The DUP would now talk to us, in a negotiation context. When Strand Two moved back to Belfast, our delegation was led by John Wilson (as Tánaiste) and included also David Andrews and Padraig Flynn. A mild bonhomie developed there between Wilson and Paisley (as fellow Ulstermen). Flynn, in turn, showed enthusiasm for the artwork of Rhonda Paisley and bought one of her paintings. Our ministers developed a reasonably good rapport with Paisley senior.


There were light-hearted moments as well. The delegations all had lunch each day in the Stormont canteen, where the DUP representatives positioned themselves right at the kitchen door so that they could demand instant, and exclusive, service from the waitress who had to pass by them. As our own delegation was placed furthest away from the kitchen, this meant that no staff came near us, and our ministers got hungrier and hungrier, to the DUP’s undisguised glee.


On substance, the 1992 talks did not get very far. They did, however, establish important concepts including the three-stranded basis for any agreement and the principle that ‘nothing is agreed until everything is agreed’. In Strand One, some institutional models were discussed to which the parties would return in the 1996–8 talks. The Strand Two debates broke new ground in some respects, with the unionist parties and ourselves engaging in detail, and more or less for the first time, on our divergent views of Irish history.


This included our ministers hinting at a willingness on the part of the Irish Government to contemplate eventual change to Articles 2 and 3 of the Irish Constitution as part of a balanced settlement. The thrust of such change would be to reflect the principle (to which we had already subscribed in the Sunningdale Agreement and the Anglo-Irish Agreement) that any change in the status of Northern Ireland would come about only with the consent of a majority of the people of Northern Ireland. Known in shorthand as the ‘principle of consent’, this key commitment on the constitutional front would be a central feature of the various agreements reached over the coming years, culminating in the Good Friday Agreement.


The elements which might form part of a future agreement did at least become discernible in the 1992 talks. While the position of the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) on North/South cooperation was generally minimalist, informal contacts with the party’s representatives suggested a willingness to look at North/South institutions with some decision-making powers provided these were authorised by the respective legislatures.


The talks came to an end in November 1992. The Fianna Fáil–Progressive Democrat Government in Dublin was running into difficulty at that stage. The Government fell and an election took place. This led to a new coalition Government headed by Albert Reynolds, this time a Fianna Fáil–Labour combination.


While the talks launched by Peter Brooke had run into the sand, they had at least demonstrated to Sinn Féin the potential in a broadly based process of this kind where no issues were excluded from the agenda. Attention now turned to developing a framework of principles which might whet further the appetite of the republican movement for political engagement and provide a basis for an IRA ceasefire. The two Governments felt that there might now be an opportunity, if carefully managed, to achieve this objective.
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Early in 1993, the idea began to develop of a joint declaration which the Taoiseach and the British Prime Minister would issue. There had been a draft from John Hume in 1991 based on his contacts with Gerry Adams. More drafts and suggestions followed. The so-called Hume–Adams initiative grew, culminating in the Irish Government handing over a draft declaration to the British Government in mid-1993.


This was developed intensively by the two Governments over the subsequent months. A small group of Irish officials, working under the political supervision of Albert Reynolds and Dick Spring (Tánaiste and Foreign Minister), negotiated a joint text with their British counterparts. Given the Major administration’s heavy dependence on UUP support at Westminster throughout this period, the British were anxious not to be seen to be responding, even obliquely, to a Sinn Féin initiative. Instead, there was much emphasis on achieving a document that would respect unionist concerns.


In December 1993, the text was agreed. The ‘Downing Street Declaration’, as it would come to be known, was unveiled in London by Albert Reynolds and John Major and their ministers. It would be of decisive importance for everything which came after: the IRA ceasefire of July 1994, the launching of an inclusive talks process and finally the Good Friday Agreement of 1998.


The Declaration, which had been significantly influenced by John Hume’s ideas, struck a creative balance between self-determination and the principle of consent. It reaffirmed the right of the people of Ireland as a whole to self-determination. But, in line with what the two Governments had agreed in the Anglo-Irish Agreement, it made the exercise of this right subject to the consent of a majority of the people of Northern Ireland. The two Governments accepted, furthermore, that ‘Irish unity would be achieved only by those who favour this outcome persuading those who do not, peacefully and without coercion or violence’. If in the future a majority of the people of Northern Ireland were so persuaded, both Governments would support and give legislative effect to their wish.


I remember some testing at the time of the proposition that the British Government should be an active ‘persuader for unity’. There was no appetite for this in London, however, and we accepted this. Being a ‘persuader for agreement’ was as far as that British Government – and as it turned out, its successor – was prepared to go.


The Declaration made it clear that, in the event of a permanent end to paramilitary violence, ‘democratically mandated parties which establish a commitment to exclusively peaceful methods’ would be free to join a multi-party talks process with the two Governments. Among other key points, the Prime Minister made it clear that the British Government would ‘encourage, facilitate and enable’ the achievement of agreement among all the people of Ireland. The Taoiseach also confirmed that, in the event of an overall settlement, the Irish Government would, as part of a balanced constitutional accommodation, put forward and support proposals for change in the Irish Constitution which would fully reflect the principle of consent in Northern Ireland. He also signalled his intention to establish a Forum for Peace and Reconciliation on ways of promoting agreement between both traditions in Ireland.


The Declaration, painstakingly agreed over many months, provided a framework of principles designed to persuade those who were carrying out paramilitary campaigns to abandon violence and pursue their objectives instead through peaceful political means. It signalled to republicans that they would have access to a potentially far-reaching political process, with a ‘level playing field’ from a nationalist perspective, if the IRA’s campaign of violence were to be ended. It did so, however, in terms which gave important balancing reassurances to unionists.


The Declaration was positively received on all sides. Sinn Féin did not formally welcome it but, as was their wont, sought ‘clarification’ on various points. We were willing to provide this; the British Government were slower to respond but eventually did so.


Eight months later, on 31 August 1994, the IRA announced their long-awaited ceasefire. It was clear to us that this was not a temporary stratagem but was intended to be permanent. However, the British Government became fixated for a while on the absence of the word ‘permanent’ from the IRA statement. The IRA were also grudging in their initial response, slow to demonstrate either in political outreach to Sinn Féin or in security policy reforms that they were taking the ceasefire seriously. And some early breaches did not help, fuelling British Government and unionist suspicions. But gradually the reality that the IRA’s campaign was over took hold. And in October the loyalist paramilitary groups followed suit.


At the international level, a tangible response came in the form of generous political and financial support which the United States and the European Union pledged in the new context created by the IRA and loyalist ceasefires. I was heavily involved in developing these external dimensions.
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