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Talks Deadline — analysis by 
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Wide gap on new NI assembly 
RUC criticised in UN report 
SDLP seeks cabinet to head 

North assembly 
page 7 .

By Geraldine Kennedy, 
Political Correspondent
THE British Prime Minister has 
personally drawn up a paper on 
the structure and workings of 
North-South bodies, the most dif
ficult component of the agreement 
on Northern Ireland.

■ Mr Tony Blair’s paper, drafted 
over the weekend, has been pre
sented to the Ulster Unionist 
leader, Mr David Trimble. Mr 
Blair’s North-South structure 
would provide for “implementa
tion” bodies.

It is understood Mr Blair took 
considerable trouble to set out, 
and understand, the way in which 
devolved powers, such as trade 
and tourism, would operate in the 
North-South structure.

Mr Trimble’s reaction to the 
paper will be discussed by the 
Taoiseach, Mr Ahem, and Mr 
Blair at a special Anglo-Irish 
meeting in 10 Downing Street 
tonight.

The “summit” has been ar
ranged to give time to assess the 
state of the negotiations. It is ex
pected to last four hours and only 
a short statement will be issued 
afterwards.

The Taoiseach signalled in the 
Ddil yesterday the gulf to be 
bridged between the Government 
and the Unionists in the next nine 
days. There' were still difficulties 
with the proposed assembly, he 

I said, though not necessarily from 
the Government’s point of view.

The North-South dimension 
was still “a very difficult area”. 
The constitutional questions had 
yet to be agreed though they had 
been teased out extensively.

But it is understood the Gov
ernment is experiencing consider
able difficulty in securing the 
UUP’s agreement for changes in 
policing in the North.

With 18 six-seat constituencies 
in the North for the assembly elec
tions, a new difficulty has also 
arisen over the prospects of the 
smaller parties winning seats. The 
Government is looking for a 
mechanism to have these parties 
represented.-

There is also a growing fear in 
Government circles that, with a 
deadline of tomorrow week for 
reaching agreement, pressure may 
be placed on Mr Ahem to “split 
the difference”, so to speak, in the 

| participants negotiating positions 
on the North-South structure.

I This has engendered the belief 
that striking a consensus between 
the two positions, in the end, 
would insufficient to secure vot
ers’ support for changes to 

•♦‘•"les ? and nf the Consti-

proposals
agenda

r ■ Aifor Ahern
meeting

ious to secure’a signal from the 
Prime Minister tonight that .the 
Unionists will be prepared to sign 
up to a powerful North-South 
structure in the agreement This 
has not yet been forthcoming.

Meanwhile, the Taoiseach was 
questioned in the Dd.il about his 
proposal for a Border poll every 

:i five,years on the status qCJNftrth- 
ern Ireland. The Fine Gael leader, 
Mr John Bruton, asked how this 
would contribute to the stability 
required to ensure that North- 
South and internal arrangements 
worked harmoniously initially.

The Democratic Left leader, Mr 
Proinsias De Rossa, said the idea 
that demographics would be the 
trigger for holding a poll would be 
obnoxious. .;i-> .

-Mr Ahem said the idea of regu
lar Border polls had been around 
for years and had been discussed 
in the talks. “I see these proposals 
as something that could happen in 
time,” he added.

The Government now believes 
it may be Monday before it can 
assess the prospects of agreement. 
The Northern talks chairman, 
Senator George Mitchell, has set 
tomorrow as the deadline for 
making progress. A revised syn
thesis paper may be produced on 
Friday.,
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.4 - Coalition 
calls for 
‘top up’ 
elections

McWilliams to 
voice opinion 
TELEPHONE diplomacy was 
set to continue today with 
the Women’s Coalition due 
tospeakwith British Prime

THE Women’s Coalition 
yesterday called for a top-up 
system in elections to a new 
Northern Assembly and 
claimed that the UUP, SDLP 
and Alliance were trying to 
share power only amongst 
themselves.

The argument inside the 
talks process is over 
whether there should be an 
STV system of five or six 
seats per constituency; or if 
there should be a top-up list 
type of election similar to 
that used for the Forum poll.

Monica McWilliams of 
Women’s Coalition said that 
during the course of 
meetings it had become 
clear that the UUP, SDLP and 
Alliance saw no advantage in 
having the smaller parties as 
part of any future assembly.

“They want to share 
power, but only amongst 
themselves. To call that 
democracy is to stretch the 
word far beyond its original 
meaning.

“The UUP, SDLP and 
Alliance are planning to 
stitch this up in order to 
keep out the very voices 
which have helped move the 
process forward from the 
deadlock of the last 30 
years,” she said.

The Coalition said that the 
UDP, PUP and Labour would 
also favour a top-up system

Alliance’s Eileen Bell said 
that it was plain that the 
Women’s Coalition wanted 
an appointee system rather 
than an electoral system.

“Their proposals are 
totally unacceptable to other 
parties. If they want to get 
women into politics they 
should follow the example of 
those of us who are prepared 
to stand for election on the 
same basis as everyone else.

“For the last 20 years 
Alliance have been 
proposing an electoral 
system that allows for the 
fairest possible

• representation of the 
electorate and we are in no 
way
up any pffty At the end pf 
the day,'who gets elected will 
be up tdthe voters,” Mrs Bell 
said.

Minister Tony Blair.
Monica McWilliams said 

last night they would raise 
the issue of strong north- i
south structures and a I
Northern Ireland assembly 
which should also have a 
civic chamber which she 
said would create stability.

Last night Mr Blair also 
spoke to Ulster Democratic 
Party leader Gary 
McMichael by phone.

Mr McMichael said he told 
Mr Blair that the “lack of 
realism” within nationalism 
surrounding cross-border 
structures ’ must be 
redressed.
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HE focus switches from Stormont 
to London tonight as Tony Blair 
and Bertie Ahern sit down to 
finalise their ideas for the 
proposals that will be put to the 

parties. There are several issues on 
which sharp ‘divisions have emerged, 
namely the structures and functions of 
an assembly; the powers of a north-south 
council and its relationship with the 
Council of the Isles; and reciprocal 
changes in the Irish Constitution and the 
Government of Ireland Act.

All have the capacity to sabotage an 
agreement, but are not insuperable, if 
political leaders accept their 
responsibility to lead. The make-up of 
an assembly is fundamental to the whole 
process, since it is designed both to fill 
the democratic deficit and to provide the 
arena where political reconciliation 
between unionists and nationalists can 
take place.

Initial exchanges show that unionists 
would prefer a minimalist administrative 
assembly, operating through 
departmental committees, while 
nationalists want a full-scale legislature, 
with a power-sharing executive on 
Sunningdale lines. Each have their 
reasons — to minimise or maximise the 
powers of the north-south bodies to 
which representatives would be sent — 
but there is little doubt what the voters 
would desire. They .want workable; ' 
effective governmental structures that 
will take back responsibility from' 
unaccountable civil servants and will 
provide all the safeguards needed by 
both commiinitipc

There are difficulties, of course, in any 
power-sharing system, but the 1974 
executive is not a bad model, leaving 
aside the contentious question of the 
Council of Ireland, which never came 
cnrS °Peration- The unionists and the 
dULP combined well together as 
ministers, and for the UuP to suggest 
that they could do an equally effective 
job in a committee format is not 
credible. Nationalists inevitably see this 
as a way of maintaining unionist 
domination and avoiding true power
sharing — as is the case in Belfast City 
Council, which uses the same system. 

.
If devolution of power from London is 
the aim, as it should be, there is no 
substitute for a locally-based legislature, 
with all the checks and balances in 
decision-making to ensure that both 
communities feel a part of it. At the 
same time, there must be a realistic 
assessment of the potential for parties 
linked with paramilitary organisations to 
corrupt the system. The Mitchell 
principles must survive the conclusion of 
the Stormont talks and a review 
procedure should be put in place so that 
parties connected to acts of violence or 
threats can be debarred.

The contribution of the smaller parties 
— and especially the loyalists — has 
been important to the talks process, but 
it will be difficult to ensure their survival 
in a normal electoral system. Some 
provision should be made for them, but 
not below a certain percentage vote.

As for the powers to be given to north
south bodies, these will be dependent on 
the powers of the assembly 
representatives, who must be at a 
disadvantage compared to ministers of 
the Irish government. In the initial 
stages, at least, the cross-border links 
will be largely symbolic, as they will 
exist between two distinct states, with 

. different laws, policies, taxes and 
currencies — many of them still moving 
further apart. In the same way, the 
Council of the Isles may not be the 
threat, or the saviour, that it is seen in 
some quarters.

The whole edifice will stand or fall 
?cc°rdlng to the wording of the changes 
n the Irish Constitution, to eliminate the 

territorial claim and at the same time to 
guarantee Irish nationality to those who 
want it north of the border. If there is a 
failure, for domestic reasons, to meet 
reasonable unionist objections, or to 
the referendum with a sufficient 
ground deaI may never get off the

Mr Blair and Mr Ahern have an onerous 
responsibility on their shoulders, as they 
prepare for a final assault on the 
perennial problem. But so have the 
parties, given the choice between 
guaranteed uncertainty and potential
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talking
LONDON MEETING: Mr Blair 
and Mr Ahern must show 
leadership skills
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Women have 
a case to put
IT was disappointing to hear suggestions yesterday 
that some of the larger political groups involved in 
the Stormont talks are pressing for an electoral 
system which would effectively exclude smaller 
parties from any new Northern Ireland Assembly.

The Ulster Unionists in particular are said to be 
advocating a 90-member body, consisting of five 
representatives from each of the 18 constituencies.

Such an arrangement would mean that both the 
Progressive Unionist and Ulster Democratic parties 
would have difficulty securing any seats in the 
assembly, while the Women’s Coalition and the 
Labour group would have practically no chance of 
getting a candidate elected.

It may well be that the established political forces 
regard the smaller groups as something of an 
irritation, and would prefer to see the back of them.

It also has to be accepted that the mainstream 
groups still hold the support of the vast majority of 
the electorate.

At the same time, even those who would not 
necessarily give a first preference vote to the smaller 
parties would recognise the substantial contribution 
they have made over the last two years.

Both the PUP and the UDP have made a notable 
impact through their fresh and dynamic approach to 
unionist politics.

The UDP had to recover from its temporary 
exclusion from the talks earlier this year but has 
returned to argue its case in robust terms.

Labour has been hit by a split in its ranks but has at 
least succeeded in making sure that the voice of the 
left was heard at Castle Buildings.

However, one of the most unexpected 
developments over recent year has been the 
emergence of the Women’s Coalition as a force to be 
reckoned with.

None of the established parties can deny that 
women have consistently been seriously under- 
represented in electoral politics

The leading 21 posts available, 18 at Westminster 
and three in the European Parliament, are all in male 
hands.

Women are involved in all the main parties, but are 
seldom if ever given the opportunity to contest the 
safe seats.

Indeed, it is almost 30 years since a woman, 
Bernadette Devlin, last topped the poll at an 
important election within Northern Ireland. i 

Given this history, the progress made by the 
Women’s Coalition has been significant. i

Coafttion^embers4rave-not had-an easy time 
since their launch, and were singled out foi 
particularly crude abuse from DUP figures in. the 
early days of the fonim. > ' ' k‘ '

The women stood their ground and have since 
proved that they are politicians of determination1 
and substance. ’

If the new body is elected through a ‘top-up* i 
system, the coalition would in all probability be 
represented there.

The assembly would be a poorer place if the \ 
coalition is denied the opportunity to state its case. 1

http://www.irishnews.com.Z


Women’s Coalition 
criticises planned 
electoral system

By Theresa Judge
THE Women’s Coalition has 
accused the biggest three parties at 
the Stormont talks of planning to 
“stitch up” the smaller parties and 
keep them out of an assembly by 
their choice of an electoral system.

Ms Monica McWilliams said it 
had become clear during meetings 
that the SDLP, the Ulster Union
ists and the Alliance Party saw no 
advantage in having the smaller 
parties in the assembly. The issue 
will be raised today at a meeting 
between the Women’s Coalition 
and the British Prime Minister, 
Mr Tony Blair.

Under the electoral system fa
voured by the biggest three par
ties, it is very unlikely that the 
Women’s Coalition would win

Ms Monica McWilliams: to 
raise issue with Mr Blair

any seat in an assembly, and the up” element for at least the first 
Ulster Democratic Party also election to the assembly. This sys- 
could have difficulty getting a tern would give at least two seats 
seat. The Progressive Unionist to each of the 10 parties which get 
Party and the Labour grouping are the most votes. Such a system was 
the other two small parties. used for the election to the Forum

“The UUP, the SDLP and Alli- for Political Dialogue and for 
ance are planning a stitch-up in entry to the peace talks two years 
order to keep out the very voices ago.
which have helped move the pro- Ms McWilliams said this sys- 
cess forward from the deadlock of tem was in use in nine European 
the last 30 years,” Ms McWilliams countries and in South Africa.
said. . . The Alliance Party rejected the

The Women’s Coalition said it accusation, saying it had proposed 
appeared that the bigger parties “an electoral system that allowed 
had agreed a PR system with 18 for the fairest possible representa- 
five-seat constituencies. , tion”. Mr Seamus Mallon of the

The coalition is arguing for six-' SDLP said there was no final deci
seat constituencies with a “top- sion yet on a method of election.
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