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This paper sets out the SDLP's analysis of the nature of 
the Northern Ireland problem from its historical origins 
to the realities to which those origins give rise today.

The origins of the Northern Ireland problem lie directly 
in the wider historical relationship between the 

For centuries this

This approach is no more 
sixteen years since

analysis should be followed by the setting 
requirements or criteria which, based on the analysis, 

in any realistic attempt to resolve 
Only then should we - or indeed can we - 

discussion
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(iii) Identities
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The SDLP believes that in its contemporary manifestation 
the Northern Ireland problem is in essence a conflict 
between two identities - or, more precisely, 

which

can only 
of the

peoples 
the ultimate

legacy of
Ireland and

Nationalist community in Northern Ireland 
identity as essentially Irish 
Irish family on the island of 
aspiration 
society that unites and accommodates 

Nationalists

in establishing 
traditions

working
There is

always 
accommodate this central aspect of the problem. 
Ireland Forum commented "for historical

respect.
found it

political
differences

every
this
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For the Nationalist community 
fundamental element of whatever 

new arrangements might emerge from the current process.

Unionist 
itself

community, on the other hand, 
The majority of Unionists 
such, are strengthened 
British Crown by the 

They regard the Nationalist
allegiance 
essential Protestantism.

and validity, 
from effective

separation from Britain and opposition 
domination of Ireland". In fact, the experience 
other newly independent countries reveals it is 
for new states to emphasise their singularity.

participation in the institutions of Government.
particular significance of the Anglo-Irish Agreement was 
the acknowledgement - first signposted at Sunningdale - 
by the British Government of the legitimacy and validity 
of the Irish identity of Northern Nationalists, and that 
any way forward in Northern Ireland had to incorporate a 
formal "Irish dimension", 
that dimension must be a

stimulated 
accommodation... 

which, subject 
cultural, political and 
expressed and practised.

freedom of conscience, 
reconciliation and the cherishing of the diversity 

... The implementation of these 
principles calls for deepening and broadening 
sense of Irish identity."

From the inception of Northern Ireland until the signing 
of the Anglo-Irish Agreement in 1985, the Nationalist 
identity was denied political expression 

Nationalists were excluded

However, the mainstream of Irish nationalism today seeks 
a more comprehensive understanding of its identity. The 
Forum report in this regard noted that "the tragedy of 
Northern Ireland and the suffering of the people there 

consciousness of the urgent need 
new Ireland must be a society 
only to public order, all 
religious belief can be freely 
Fundamental to such a society 
social and communal harmony, 

of the diversity of
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many
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core elements which underpin it today.

pervasively Catholic and incapable 
respect of the Unionist heritage, tradition, rights and 
civil liberties. At the same time, it can also be said

affinity for aspects
and would regard themselves also 

To protect their identity, the primary means 
they have used or sought to use has been the 

exclusive exercise of power.

deeply. For its part, 
opportunity to repeat, as it has done many times before, 
its unequivocal and total denunciation of violence, 
whatever source, as a means of achieving political 

have many problems in Northern Ireland.
task in trying to resolve them is made immeasurably more 
difficult by the actions of those few who choose for 
their tools the

The problem of identities and their expression has 
greatly exacerbated by the violence which has plagued

Ireland, particularly during the last 
decades and from which both communities have suffered so

perspective, 
from the current process will have to be 

their sense of identity and to assuage 
the perceived threat posed by 

Irish Nationalism to their ethos and way of life.

may
such
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Political reality (2): 
and resolved within the context of the three central

The people of Northern
of violence

future, which protects the identities and promotes 
interests of both communities and traditions.

Ireland are deeply divided, 
is a more deeply divided 

the political 
the commitment

only consequence 
We, by 

process is the only means through which 
to peace and justice that exists in both communities can 

channelled to create the conditions for an agreed

relationships -
island of Ireland

loyalties which 
is, therefore, widespread 

acceptance - including among Unionist politicians - that 
Ireland conflict must be addressed and can

the paper looks in more detail at the implications of 
those elements in terms of the realities which they have 
given rise to. We begin with the political realities, 
moving on to human rights realities and concluding with 

look at some social and economic realities. We will

Political reality (1): The political process alone 
can lav the foundations for political progress

As we made clear earlier in this paper, 
Nationalist traditions define themselves
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Political reality (3): 
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In the discussions the SDLP held with Sinn Fein in 1988, 
reveal

misunderstanding of 
suggest that it is largely the British influence and not

among 
those

inter-locking 
relationship

the others.

relationships 
inter-dependent. No 
addressed in

therefore, are accommodation of differences, 
The reality is that government which does 

accommodate fundamental differences of aspiration 
of

process 
relationships. That is the only way that old fears 
mutual mistrust can finally be laid to rest.

deep
tradition to

people
and is ultimately bad government.
agreed that whatever comes out of
must enjoy consent

inter-dependency must be reflected in 
any institutions which may be devised to give expression 

those relationships. While all three relationships 
crucial to the overall totality, it is, in the view 

of the SDLP, that set of relationships within the island 
of Ireland which goes most centrally to the heart of the 
problem and we elaborate on the reasons why in the next 
section.

minority within the island of Ireland. Against 
background, it is clear that the majoritarian forms 
democracy which work adequately in relatively cohesive 
societies are hardly applicable in the particular 
circumstances of Northern Ireland.

The complexity of the mosaic of inter-relationships is 
highlighted by the fact that each, of the two communities 
in Northern Ireland constitutes at once a majority and 

Ireland. Against that
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the exercise of self-determination on

logical
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brought Stormont down and was the beginning 
That was why they 

opposed power-sharing and the Sunningdale Agreement 
that is why they are opposed to the Anglo-Irish

major
distrust of the rest of the people of the island.

reason why they rejected Home Rule with all the 
of that rejection. That was why they 
Nationalist population 

any level under Stormont.
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Political reality (4): 
represents an irreversible breakthrough in 
understanding and tackling the underlying causes 
of Anglo-Irish conflict
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The Agreement has however 
registered important tangible progress in 

fair employment legislation, 
Irish language, the repeal of the Flats 
and the establishment of the International

Notwithstanding difficult beginnings, 
has already been achieved with respect 

these relationships. Since 1980, relations 
between the two Governments have been developing 
point where there now exists - the Anglo-Irish Agreement 
- a permanent mechanism for consultation and interaction.

right is explicitly embodied in the Agreement which has 
been lodged formally with the United Nations on behalf 
of both Britain and Ireland.

implications 
For Nationalists, 

Agreement has gone some way in promoting a sense of fair 
and just treatment and a diminution of their 
isolation. recognition of

tradition is

encompasses 1 
regarding the 

Ireland situation
Agreement also symbolises 
the acceptance by both 

joint approach 
achieving lasting political progress.

abiding
Agreement, is 
involvement
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The politics of exclusion have clearly failed the people 
of Northern Ireland. A major objective for the SDLP 
will continue to be to seek ways to convince all

represented
of the

of the Agreement represents
British Government to introduce

reaching an encompassing and mutually 
with political nationalism on

selfish strategic or economic interest 
"it is not the aspiration 

to a sovereign, united Ireland against which we 
face, but its violent expression."
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For Unionists, the Agreement required 
their relationships with the British Government, 

the formal recognition by the 
validity of the Irish 

involvement in the affairs of Northern Ireland.

enriching 
the island.

participation
Nonetheless, the Agreement

any change in the status of 
only come about with the consent of 
people of Northern Ireland.

taken together, 
nationalism seek
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Clearly these developments have the most 
implications for our relationships on this

regard, changes 
between the two countries which have been occurring 
the context of the European Community are of particular 
significance. The EC is undergoing a vibrant debate as 
to the form and substance of political authority which, 
whatever the eventual outcome, will profoundly affect 
the nature of life in these islands and in the Community 
at large in the twenty first century. We are all aware 

the discussion regarding the degree 
evolving Community will require the 
sovereignty by the member 
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being in limited areas which went 
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with their common ground. They began with 
steel, the critical products for waging 
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European experience is obvious, 
and peoples that slaughtered one another 
twice in this century alone, 

institutions which

Indeed, 
voted for

Instead, 
evolving in the Community, 
regional unit and of the new European level institutions 
is crucial in sustaining and developing both forms of 
organisation in a mutually enriching and 
relationship. Again, the message for 
Ireland is a compelling and irrefutable one.

millions, 
their past, 
differences, 
ground together and to grow together at their own speed 
towards a unity that respects , their diversity and 

through patient agreements, surely we on this 
small island can do likewise.

European debate is to a large extent 
avoid a handed down system of government, 

bestowed almost as some form of arbitrary 
new approach 

interaction of the
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The Northern Ireland problem has 
implications for the whole issue 
particularly in the legal,

detention, 
purpose of bringing suspects 

court of justice and making them amenable

emergency 
about society itself and its 

security policy has 
absence of political consensus.

extraordinary security actions 
question

legal process.
civilian

most profound 
human rights, 

security and policing 
analysis of the New Ireland Forum in this 

regard remains as valid today 
following extract from paragraph 
defines the problem particularly well, in our view:

process of law but for the purpose of gathering 
information and unjustifiably invading the privacy of 
person’s life; eg between 1978 and 1982 more than 22,000 
people were arrested and interrogated, 
being released without charge, 

availability of the 
Irelandin

the vast majority 
This has the consequence 
legal remedy of 

is in practice 
different periods 

combined withwithout
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Every society is entitled to introduce special emergency 
to protect itself in times of perceived acute 

cohesive society the definition 
within itself

progress 
analysis remains 

the key issue

comprehensive erosion of basic human values, 
clear that a pervasive element of gangsterism has

rights 
paramilitaries have been direct

emergency becomes 
legislation 
Ireland legal structure since partition, 
situation is ultimately 

is clear: a basis

part 
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in the despicable nature 

murders display a level of 
which

past twenty years, 
organisations have set new lows 
of their crimes. Their

paid 
and killings by 
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danger is essentially 
divided society like Northern Ireland 

profoundly more complex; indeed it is the very 
division within itself which constitutes to the greatest 

the "acute danger", with all 
One of these consequences 
the norm. This is why emergency
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The Social and Economic Realities
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though 
the political realities,

large 
in policing will

Report 
forces

person 
the British authorities have

place
it is still the case

i gratuitously 
their

one of the bitter ironies of the Northern situation that 
the activities of the security forces have in fact

the perpetuation

property. For many years, 
accepted that there can be no solution in security terms 
alone to the violence in Northern Ireland. It is

changes in policing will be crucial in any 
arrangements which may emerge from the current process.

significance. 
Impartial policing which commands support and confidence 
is essential to the well-being of any society. Despite 

which have taken place within

security 
problem. Too many people 
experienced the reality of 
primarily through arbitrary, 
intimidating and insulting,

many 
police service in Northern Ireland, 

the present service does not command the necessary 
support and confidence that exists in a normal society 
within large sections of the community. Fundamental 

crucial in

The following section of the paper outlines 
social and economic realities confronting 

large extent flowing from 
have their own profound impact



(iv)(F) Human costs

The47.
serious civilthe disturbance

in the endWestern of the Second World
thousandWar. have died in

a
Morewar.

have been Over

one can
victims violencethe of theirandon
are

who have
lives by
imprisonment and injustice.
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cycle of violence in Northern Ireland since 1969 is 
longest running and most 

since

per 
attributable

misery inflicted 
families. No less victims those in both communities 

been caught up in all forms of violence, their 
and the lives of their families blighted

of the prison service is ST£135m. 
directly due to prisoners incarcerated

people 
percentage terms, a figure greater than the total killed 
in the American civil

Europe
Nearly three

than thirty thousand 
people have been injured. Over thirty two thousand 
shooting incidents, almost nine thousand explosions and 
fourteen thousand armed robberies occurred in the period 
1970 to 1988. No one can calculate the cost in human

up
the violence arising from the

both the UK and Ireland

The monetary cost of the physical destruction and extra 
security since 1969 is enormous. 
Ireland Forum estimated that
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Excluding the cost 
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of maintaining the Army here, 
order bill for the current year is 

ST£762m; this represents

severely 
consequence of the continuing 

tourism has, internationally, 
the major growth industry of the past two decades, 
1988 tourism revenue for Northern Ireland was only 83% 

holiday 
tourist

economy
grant aid available for new industry in Northern Ireland

British and European standards, industrial

Unemployment
Manufacturing 

productivity is less than 80% of the rate in Britain as 
Furthermore, over the past twenty years, many 

of the staple industries crucial to the Northern Ireland 
have become obsolescent. While the level

Surveys
these companies about locating

North is concern over political stability; they see 
risk of investing in Northern Ireland as too great.
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Moreover,

disadvantaged
The deprivation
Nationalist

1970s, 
community was 

socio-economic marginalisation, 
recently, the decline of the man-made fibre, tobacco and 
engineering industries in parts of Northern Ireland have 
had further severe repercussions in Unionist

workers from the 
similar status

case was

Any calculation of 
the fact that Northern Ireland has not fared 
its dealings with the European Community as it might 

This is largely the consequence of our being 
represented by a Government whose priorities in many 
respects differ radically. In the agriculture sector, 
for example, the commonality of interests between North 
and South is clearly far greater than with Britain, 
further graphic illustration of how Northern Ireland has 
failed to benefit fully from EC membership was the 

handled in regard to the 
reform and enlargement of the Structural Funds.

as well

is, 
community alone; as a result of the 

contraction of Northern Ireland's traditional industrial 
base in the late 1960s/early 1970s, a generation 

Unionist community was reduced to

government 
which, for over 50 years, effectively denied one 
community an equality of social and economic opportunity 
has been the creation of severely marginalised and 

the Nationalist community, 
confined to the

scarcely surprising - although 
tragedy for that - that it is from these areas that the 
paramilitaries (and/or their political wings) draw 
of their strongest support, with the sense of economic 

both contributing to and exacerbating the 
violence and instability. Moreover, the vicious circle 
of cause and effect has become so mutually re-inforcing 
that it is practically impossible to disentangle the 
tentacles of political alienation from those of economic

indirect costs must take



and social marginalisation.

zones
to socialandcame

services. The vicious

must a
stakeansense

54 .

areas
few moreA

we can assess
these urban renewal

conclusion whichOne from such
isschemes, of these

skills
faira

for the
termsInour as

as

to
thewe

of that

55 . These economic added widercosts to the costsare
in Ireland, issuean

which has the
elsewhere. The effects of
evident in border where andareas commence

atinfra-structural developments 
times, seriously distorted.

trade, 
have been impeded and,

people 
considerable

the perpetuation of that appalling cycle of 
economic deprivation and political alienation.

groups
Economic

years 
the

Forum Report and 
this division have been most

potential 
their talents

community
International Fund

We readily acknowledge that a significant amount of work 
has already been done in this area by the Government, by 
various community development groups and by the 

for Ireland. Economic regeneration 
are giving a new sense of hope and 

which had previously been totally 
may have to elapse before 

long-term economic results of 
and community renewal initiatives, 
has already been drawn 

that the

schemes in many areas 
optimism in 
neglected.

. fully
various

however, 
disadvantaged areas clearly possess 
and development potential and only 
opportunity for their talents to be 
good of our society, 
well as the general interest, 
be given this opportunity, 
such an opportunity, 
problem, and we will 
blame for

resulting from political division 
been well documented in

There has in the past been 
a tendency to regard these areas of urban deprivation as 
"no-go" zones - not just in security terms but also when 
it came to the provision of basic economic 

We must reject such an approach.
circle of political alienation and economic deprivation 
must be broken. We must seek to give every citizen 

of having an economic stake in this society; if 
they do not have such a sense, how can we expect them to 
identify with the structures of government?

require 
deployed 

of natural justice, 
it is essential that they 

Failure to provide them with 
will indirectly contribute to the 
all therefore have to share
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prospect of success, 
challenge of devising 
equitable and enduring

The foregoing is by­
nature of the Northern Ireland problem; it 

to identify the main elements as the SDLP 
forward to a dialogue with 

analysis and to a full exchange 
the situation. As we said

parties on 
they perceive 
beginning, such an exchange 

constructively, and with


