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It was good to see you again on 6 March for what was, I thought, 

a thoroughly constructive conference. 

You will already have received a briefing from the Secretariat 

about how the talks went on 9 March so I shall not need to go 

into the detail again here. I think it is worth emphasising, 

however, that there appeared general satisfaction that the 

process was once again under way; and, for my part, I detected no 

hint that the parties lacked determination to push forward with 

vigour. Because of the expectation that our general election was 

about to be announced, there was no interest in starting on 

matters of substance but everyone saw the meeting as a valuable 

opportunity to put the structural arrangements in good order so 

that all could get down to substantive issues immediately after 

the election. Some sensible agreements were reached of which you 

will have been told. 

Apart from structural questions about the Business Committee and 

the appointment of sub-committees, the main issues we discussed 

were the likely time-table after the election and the nature of 

the arrangements for a new gap. I thought it would help if I 

wrote to you about these issues before our general election takes 

place, to see whether we can reach agreement on them, as I am 
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sure that it would help an incoming British Government, whatever 

its comple�ion, if these issues had already been settled between 

us now. It would also help to ensure a prompt re-start after the 

election. In this context, you will have noticed Kevin 

McNamara's remarks during the Northern Ireland debate on 5 March, 

now re-echoed in their Manifesto, that a Labour administration 

would pick up the talks on the same basis as they had been left 

by the present Government, honouring any agreements previously 

reached. 

On 9 March there was general agreement amongst the parties that, 

on the assumption that the election was to be held on 9 April we 

might hope for the talks to recommence during the week beginning 

Monday 27 April. As you will surmise, this presupposes an IGC 

on, say, 23 or 24 April to launch the new gap. Although it was 

acknowledged that this would not allow much time for the two 

Governments to prepare after the election, there was a general 

feeling that it was important to take maximum advantage of the 

collective desire to get back into full talks as soon as 

possible. And, of course, there was a recognition that the 

sooner we could get started, the greater the possibility of a 

reasonable-gap. 

During the discussions I tested the proposition that if we 

started a� the end of April, July would be a probable end date 

(my thinking here was that the Unionists would be pre-occupied 

during the July fortnight, and it is also difficult to get people 

together in August). The Unionists, however, discounted the need 

to worry about the July fortnight. They regarded July as a 

working month for politicians, saying that we should all be 

prepared to work into August if that was the only way to get the 

work done. In effect, they rejected the idea of using the 
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holiday period as a mechanism for creating a ·gap within the 

gap', as we have with the general election. In the light of last 

year's e�perience, they were also anxious to avoid being boxed in 

by a fixed date for a Conference. However, although they wanted 

some flexibility in the arrangements, they remained anxious to 

avoid an open-ended gap and showed no interest at this stage in 

contemplating a process stretching beyond August. They also made 

it clear that they regarded part of any gap in July as being for 

the two Governments to use for Strand 3 discussions. They 

repeated more than once that there was as much of an onus on the 

two Governments to press ahead with all speed, as there was on 

the parties. The SDLP seemed however, less enthusiastic about 

working into late July and August, and argued that,as we have 

negotiated gaps before, we could no doubt negotiate another in 

the autumn if more time were genuinely needed in the light of 

progress made. 

The gap was also discussed in the Business Committee as well as 

the plenary meetings. There was agreement there that the talks 

could go on until the middle of August if necessary, but only as 

a last resort. There was a preference for a provisional ending 

in July. "There was also unanimous agreement to a formula whereby 

the two Governments would be free to defer the IGC if, in the 

light of progress in the talks, that seemed necessary and 

desirable, and had the support of the four party leaders. 

All these points taken together seem to me to contain the seeds 

of an acceptable arrangement. If you were content to have a 

Conference on 23 or 24 April to launch the gap, I would like to 

suggest that it also announced that there woul� be no further 

meetings before the end of July - we might even offer a date if 

you wish. I also believe, however, there would be considerable 

advantage in that Conference also making clear that the two 
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