
'lliE NEW IRELAND FORUM 

Just over a year ago the Secretary of State announced yet 

another effort to solve the Northern Ireland problem through an elected 

assembly. We told him that the Unionists would seek, and get, a mandate 

to refuse any concessions to minority interests, and that the Assembly 

would not and could not achieve its purpose. That is exactly what has 

happened. T'n.e most depressing aspect of this initiative was that it shoHed 

that British thinking had not moved one iota from the days of the Constitutional 

Convention of 1975. lihile the British mantain that attitude, the Unionists 

have only to refuse to negotiate in order to block any change. 

It has been clear to us for some time that present British 

policy is as much a stumbling block in the path of progress as Unionists 

intransigence. It has been clear, too, that there will be no changes of 

Unionist attitudes until there is a change of policy in London. The main 

thrust of SDLP efforts in recent times has been to achieve a change in British 

policy. On the one hand we have identified the unilateral guarantee to the 

Unionists as the main buttress of their intransigence. 
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On the other hand we have sought to transfer consideration of the problem 

out of the sterile confines of Northern Ireland into the broader and more 

open plane of Anglo-Irish relations. 

If we are seeking a change in British policy, l1owever, it 

is imperative that we clear our own minds as to what that change should be. 

Equally, it is imperative that those, North and South, who believe in working 

for a new Ireland by constitutional means should work out a consensus view of 

the sort of New Ireland we want. Only then can maximum political strength be 

brought to bear behind the proposals. 

As early as 1978 we proposed that the major consititutional 

parties of the Irish tradition, north and south, should work out a joint 

approach to the problems facing us. Faced with a fresh British initiative 

which was clearly going to fail, that task could no longer be deferred. That 

is why we proposed a Co~~cil for a New Ireland to the electorate in October 

1982. ~1e Taoiseach and the leaders of the major parties decided jointly upon 

the creation of the Forum. 
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We dispute the view that the guarantee is a democratic one, but the most 

important observation to be made is tha this "policy" has not produced 

peace and order in Northern Irealdn, and tl~eatens to destabilise the whole 

of Ireland. ~1e British must, sooner or later, confront that fact. The 

sooner they do so, the better for all of us. 

However, the rest of the people on this island must ask themselves 

an equally difflicul t question: "tlhy is it that we have failed to persuade the 

British and the Unionists to reassess their position?" Every proposal made for 

change has been met with outright rejection by unionists, and has failed to 

enlist the committed support of the British. 1/hen the objections of Unionists 

are reduced to their essential core, they amou."lt to one thing: ".Any change will 

be a step in the direction of a united Ireland, and the Loyalist ethos could 

not survive in those circumstances". That same objection has been applied to 

power-sharing, Anglo-Irish co-operation (in almost any sphere except security), 

or indeed any concession to minority interests in Northern Ireland. Therefore 

it is imperative that we face this challenge inherent in this objection to see 

if there is anything in our attitudes which gives any substance to it. lfue 

challenge is to define our aspriatinns in such a way as to show beyond doubt 
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