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PROT “""”",”S IN THE H BLOCKS

1 Conditions in the H Blocks are not static. In reccent weeks

&

cellular "confinement as a punishment of protesting prisoners has

-

been dropped and a new medical regime has been introduced; cells
are now being cleansed on a regular basis and on a continuous
cycle; . repairs are being carried out to cells. These mcasures
nave been taken as part of the necessary ON-Eoing review of cont
affecting, or liable teo affect, not only prisoners but priscn
officers and the wider community. The Secretary of State would o€
vulnereble to serious criticism if he did not take account of
develoning circauistances, or anticipate risks, because he canpnot
abdichte his statutcry responsibility for +he genercl regulation

of prisons and prisoners.

e None of the measures go far taksn can be represented as a
concession to prisoners who are campal sning for the reinw crogretion
of specizl category status. Ins ead they are seen as evidence oL
the Covernment's determination not tc viela. They are acceptshlc
or'Welcome +to staff, many of whom see themselves in the front line
of the battle. If the support of staff was lost we would be in

serious trouble.

3

Wi The purpose of this. submissiocn is to_consider whether we

1

should stay on the same tack as now, na ing adjustments fron

P L
PR L

L

to time, or whether we should sot about introducing a mere

systematic vhanjﬂ;
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ister of State's preliminary view is thai we should
stay on our present tack., Changes could be plausibly represented
as concessions unless very carefully handled; some changes would
certainly be concessions towards the reintroduction of special
category status. There is little support for the methods of the

protesters in Northern Ireland, although the H Block Issue is a

-

major item in the propaganda of PIRA, PSF and the Relatives' Action

Committee. The Government have the overwhelming suppert of
Parliament. Internatiocnal opinion is generally not greatl
impressed by the ﬁlrLy protest, with the exception of those people
and bodies who are susceptible to PIRA propaganda. The
Army,' the prison officers and the great bulk of people in Norther
Ireland ..ould be very worried by, and perheps hostile to, any
significant change in regime. Moreover, the prisoners themselves

5

.seem detlermined to stick it out and would not modify their protest

unless damaging concessions were made to their point of view.

D The determination of the protesting prisoners seems sirong;
they may believe that they are winning the propaganda battie, This
battle is being conducted by PIRA and their associates in respect
of political prisoners on the blanket; the Government continusll
emphasise that the prisoners have brougnt the dirty conditions upecn
themselves. leasures taken in.the general interest to alleviate
those ‘conditions mekxe life that much more tolerable to the
oprisoners and at the present time there are no signs of an
abandonment of the dirty protest. If that were given up, Driscners
could revert to Just being on the blanket - and this protest could

=

also go on indefinitely.

.

(S Covernme 1wt's determination %SS%LLTeast equal to that of
5 ; o) ate e
the proteSters; but the Secretary/needs to take into account risks

which PIRA shrug off. Responsible veople and bodies who profess
little sympathy with the objective of the protest are worried =bout
the disgusting conditions in H Blocks and the apparent severity
of the regime; and they hold Government, as the ultimete authority,

responsible for deing something about them, This is a-concern

2

\’.,_-
expressed in Northern Ireland zad elgevhere, It is no doubt
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5enﬁ1ﬂﬁL" felt in particular by some relatives of prisoners who
themselves attroct a wider sympathy. There are risks that the
Government will be held that much more culpable if, despite the
revised wmedical regime, an epidemic breaks out or, under
provocation, a prison officer ill-treatls 2 prisoner, or a
prisoner breaks down under the total regime., There is alsc the
point that the European Commission of Human

i
four complaints from protesting prisoners and appear to have
admitted them for consideration. Our comments are to be sought,
I believe, but whatever our position in law is, we may well face

an intensified and embarrassing propaganda campaign which focuses

on Wﬂll—"“banlged marches and demonstrations threatening the

maintenance of law and order.

o The prisoners are protesting for the right to:-
(i) wear their own clothes at all times;
(ii) noti to work;

(iii) enforce their own discipline.

They would thus become prmsoqers of war - or political prisoners -
and eligible for release on the conclusion of hostilities. The
Courts would be seen as political courts and not courts of law.
The RUC would become political police, not the impartial guardians
of the law. Terrorism would become respectable. Obviously,
therefore, the granting of eny of these claims as rights is out of
the question. 3But should the regime be modified without in any

way making a concession on these claims?

measures and punishments. imposed when the, protesters went on the
blanket were imposed in expectation of a short, sharp campaign.
In effect, no further measures Or punishments were feasible to deal

5

@
n

“with the dirty pPotest, For two years vriscners hav suffered: -
. »
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(11)

(iii) a month);

m

loss

3 i i) loss of access to library facilities, radio

and newspapers;

(v)

loss of evening association,

.

There are two main elements here.

‘(i) Under the rules exercise and access to library -

a

)

ties are available if prisoners wear prison

orm, prison underwear or go naked. The prisoners

l"b

un
themselves
themselves exercise and access to library facilities
(although there is
interests of hygiene, dirty prisoners would, in practice,
be allowed Lo exercise their option if they wanted to),

are refusing to obey the rules and so deny

the cuestion whether, in the general

(ii) Punishment for breaking the prison rules (in
refusing to wear uniform and to work ) -has involved the
loss of remission and privileges, ie privilege visits
(statutory monthly visits remaining), denial of news-
papers, books, radio, parcels znd denial of evening

sal

association which is taken in a prisoner's own clothes,
Any alleviation would, however, presumably be subject

considerations of hygiene.

There should be no question of negetiating
Rather the Secretary of
which he is

2 o P8
their representatives.
satisfy himself that the regime for
both Jjust and humane
generally seen
publicly

“1

in respect of &
To the

responsible is

long protest, and is to be s0.

s¢ satisfied, he can reneswvw

surrender special categ

J-v&..}

ste

the world
regime is
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represented as a concession on the principle. However, 1f the
1eW reqlme,ph&t could be represented

e and disregard of

prisoners did not make use of a

reasonably as proaf of their own intransiger

|—J

ba51c human decencies.,

~11. ‘There secms to be no point or reason in varying loss of

remls sion &s a punishment. But:

L 2) there might be a change cf rules on availability
' of exercise, with prisoners being allowed to exercise
S

‘in prison singlets and short

-

(iz) instead of the loss of privileges being in effect,
as it is now, a comprehens sive loss, it could be selective.

Under (ii), for example, 1o0ss of evening association night be
rentricted to a limited number of days a week, scme privilege visits

-might be allowed, etc. T addition, library books might be brougnt
an teralleys to the cells, as meals now aid.

12. -If these changes were disclaimed by prisoners, so be it. It
is only right to sa however, that Protestant paramilitar

E] ’ &
prisoners and their organizations might sce€ mounting and sustaining

e conditions; but

L‘I

a campaign of their own as feasible under the
ncessions the present

at the moment they stand to gain from any ccC
protesters win on special category Status without the penslties of
protesting '

13. Most difficult of all, the Governor is in command of the
prison and relies on his staff. If there was 0O be a change of
regime his co- oneratlon would be necessary because he adninisters
the rules and lmposes punishments. there would te little point
too in attempting a change in the regice without the agreement

of prison officers who are not inclined to favour leniency towards
prisoners who make working conditions offensive. The situation

is complicated because, at the present time, nrison off
engaged in industrial action to get more NCONEY; tiC} are not in

a co-onerative frame of mind. Ahy change in recime © 3 not be
o

Ut
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rushed Jjust now,

14, The issues are difficult and finely b

the H Blocks are not as static as they niz

“the regime that is being administered is n
long drawn out strugzle. Humanitarian con
regime vulnerable, especially if something
and humanitarian concern can turn into pol
especially if it emerges that we may be wu
Wuropean Court. For how long, for example
keep political parties from Westminster fr
H Blocks? A change in the regime may not
the Secretary of State may think that it
consideration, including consideration of

alanced. Conditions in

ht appear. However,

ot one designed for a
cern makes the present
goes suddenly wrong;
itical pressure,

Inerable at the

sy is it possible to

om visiting the

be an immediate option
is worth further

how a change might be

presented.
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