
NATIONAL ARCHIVES 
 

IRELAND 
 

 

 
 
 

 

Reference Code:    2011/127/1056 

Creation Date(s):    15 July 1981 

Extent and medium:   3 pages 

Creator(s): Department of the Taoiseach 

Access Conditions:   Open 

Copyright:  National Archives, Ireland. May only be 

reproduced with the written permission of the 

Director of the National Archives. 



TEXT O}' THE PRI!1E MINISTER'S REPLY OF 15 JULY TO THE 
TAO ISEACH 'S LE'rTER OF 10 JULY 1981 

1. I have studied most carefully your letter of 10 July 
expressing your concern about the impact upon your country of 
recent developments in the hunger strike in the Maze prison. 
The measure ~~d nature of your concern was of course underlined 
and amplified by Dr Kelly and Professor Dooge when they saw 
Sir Ian Gilmour and Mr Atkins last .Priciay in London, of which 
meeting I have seen a iull report, and reinforced in Professor 
Dooge's conversation with Lord Carrington in Brussels on Monday, 
on which he has briefed me personally. 

2. There [~e a number of points in your letter, and in what 
passed at }'riday's meeting, on which I must comment. But first 
let me assure you that I lUlderstand ju.st hO\.; much the deaths in 
the l"laze matter to your country, and knOltj in particular of the 
signiiicance for the Republic of Ireland of the fact that two 
Maze prisoners, including one hunger striker, aJ:'G nOvl nembers 
of the Dail. I"lucb. of the uniqueness of the relationship bet\oJ'een 
the Republic and the Dnited Kingdom arises from. the ways in which 
the interests of the north and south of Ireland touch upon each 
other. Sadly, terrorism - our common enemy - and the consequential 
problem of the prisoners in the Maze convicted of terrorist crimes 
are among the se. 

3. The Irish Commission for Justice and Peace (ICJP) have worked 
hard to find a solution. Her Majesty's Government admire the 
Corr~ission's determination and dedication to its task and I do 
not wish in any \vay to denigrate their efforts. But they have in 
their statement of 9 July implied that Mr Alison, the Minister of 
State who conducted the talks with them, was guilty of bad faith 
in that he gave assurances which he later failed to fulfil. You 
say in your letter that you, as a Government, "are persuaded by 
this account". This is not the place to go in detail over 
precisely what was and was not said in some sixteen hours of ta.lks 
CMI' Atkins did in fact traverse much of this ground with your 
colleagues last ~ ... cek); but I must say plainly that I totally 
repudiate the charge of bad faith. It may be that in such pro­
longed talks misunderstandinr5s arose j but I must ask you to aceept 
my \{ord th~tt f'lr Ali S0n, CLnd through him the I3ri tish Government 
have acted honourably throughout. 

4. The truth is that the Commission hD.ve all along underestimated 
the constraint laid upon us by the need to rptain proper control of, 
cilld apply a common regime wi l;hin, a p.L'i~;on containing some 1,000 
convicted criminal!.:>, mDny gui.l ty of the must heinous crimes and 
drawn from 311 the p<..trrunili ti:.lry c;roups; and they have se:,iotlsly-

/ovl!restimoted 
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overestimated the possibility of persuading the hunger strikers 
(and, equally important, the Provisionals who control them) to 
accept their own compromise proposals. This last point has been 
amply demonstrated by the latest statement issued in the name of 
the hunger strikers in which they reject the Commission's pro­
posals as an "unacceptable dilution" of their five demands. 

5. I do beg of you not to be misled into thinking that this 
problem is susceptible of any eas~ solution, wanting only a little 
flexibility on Her Majesty's Government's part. It is not. The 
protesters have abandoned their claim for differential treatment, 
and that is helpful because it Vias totally unacceptable. But they 
still, it seems, hold to their five demands. In our attitude to 
these demands we are not seeking to be difficult for the sake of 
saving face. We have to grapple not only Vii th a serious problem 
of prison control but also with issues going to the standing of 
the Provisionals. Of course the regime could be modified in 
various ways (as it has been already) and we have consistently 
maintained that we are prepared - once the hunger strike is over 
- to make yct further improvements on humrulitarian grounds. Never­
theless, it is important to appreciate that the aim of the 
Provisionals (and this is why they see no role for the ICJP) is 
not merely - or mainly - to get easier prison conditions for their 
members. It is to achieve within the NOI·thern Ireland prison 
system a regime, originally for themselves, but now apparently 
for all prisoners, in which the prisoners and not the prison 
authorities determine what goes on. If they achieve this, that 
would confer a kind of legitimacy upon the acts for which those 
prisoners were convicted. If, in addition, the Provisionals were 
to be dra~n into direct negotiation with the British Government 
on the terms of settling the hunger strike, that would confer upon 
them a status which they would value. I am sure that these aims 
are as unacceptable to us as they would be to you. 

6. Furthermore, ,..,re are not prepared to subscribe to forms of 
\,lords which by their generality can me1:ln all things to all men. 
That course could only lead to subsequent recrimination and to 
yet a further round of strikes at a later date. We know that you 
recognise the importance of ensuring that any settlement is a 
lasting one. 

7. I note what you say about co-operation be~ween the British 
security forces ruld those of the Republic. As you know, we v91ue 
that co-operation hiGhly. As I have observe·i above, terrorism is 
our common enemy. It recognises no borders. I cannot believe 
your Gov0rrunent will wish in any way to diminish the scale or 
intensi ty of that co-operation. I appreciD.te the importance of 
local opinion; but the reaction of public opinion here to any 
suggestion that the ~uthorities in the Hepublic were offering less 
than full co-operation in the detection ruld apprehension of terrorists 
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would be sharp and bitter and there must be a risk that it would 
have an adverse effect on wider Anglo-Irish relationships. 

8. We have of course been considering what further steps are 
open to us to bring the hunger strike to an end. We have had an 
offer by the International Committee of the Red Cross to visit 
Northern Ireland prisons and submit reports on the conditions there. 
We have now decided to take this offer up , and an announcement to 
this effect will be made the moment the necessary arrangements can 
be made. I sincerely hope that the intervention, by agreement, of 
so highly respected and independent a body as the Red Cross will 
cause the hunger strikers to end their fast so that the Committee's 
work can be done without the pressure created by a series of further 
deaths. 
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