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WHITEROCK LEISURE CENTRE

1 Arising from the Secretary of State's morning meeting, you
asked ne to check with Belfast colleagues the latest pasition on
the Whiterock Leisure Centre.

2 1 attach a note from PAB on the background to the dispute

in the Belfast City Council., The Centre is owned and operated by

the Council, and is well used and properly run, DENY provided sub~
stantial grant aid for the Capital cost of the Centre (as for all
leisure centres),

3 DENT have not yet received a formal request for the Minigterx
to meet a (Unionist) deputation from the Council, although such a
request 1s believed to be on its way. ©Nor has there yet been an
official notification of the Council's motion that the Government
should be asked to run the ééntre directly. DENI has no power to
run leisure centres, and would not contemplate doing so.

1 The Council has 1} within its control to close the Centre.
Governmental powers or fanctions to compel the Council to re-open
are eithecr open to some doubt, or would take time to bite, If
Courncillors were contemplating closure they might be more influenced
by the likelihood that the trade unions would close all Belfast's
leisure centres in those Circunstances. If Whiterock were closed
it is highly likely that Sinn Fein or Community groups would talg
it over. (Some councillors might be happy to see such an
eaéalation in the problem,)
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S This is clearly a potentially explosive issue, closely
connected with sectarian and political rivalrics within the Belfast
City Council in the run up to the May local elections. Attempts
to involve Government or the security forces will need the oSt

careful consideration and handling.
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Tha backqground to the latest cOntroversy over the Whiterock Leiswe
Centere Ls &5 follows,

2. At the beginning of September 1384, Belfast City Council anncanced
that the Centre would be opened off.cially on 14 September amd thet

Mr Adasa, the WP for the arwa, would pot be invited. Ia response to
the Council‘as decision. Sina Feln anncunced that am altersative opening
cerescny would be held oa 12 Septeaber and duly invited a number of
Jocal comminity assuciations to attend. The ‘pecple’s cpeniag® as it
=as called sttracted considerable media attentiom, A tricolouc was
flowm from the Leisure Ceatre roofl and 2 plague was erected outside
the beilding recording, in Gaslic, Mr Aaas involvesent in the opening
Ceremaony. B8y comparises, the official opening two days later was a
compiete (lop with the majority of councillors finding some excuse

Ot tO attend. Those who Aid were barracked by local residents
protesting at tha decision to ostracise mr Adams.

3. A fev weeks latef Goorge Seawright - the formmr DUFP councillor

for marth Belfeat - visited the centre in the carly howrs of tha aogaing

and removed the tricolour. Accompenied by two cther DUP seabers,

Mr Seswright was photograpned holdiag the tricolour and brandishing a
legally held fireerm. Az a result of this actioa, Mr Seawright bhas
been charged with & sinor fircarma offence and i3 currently oa bail
awaiting trial. The single tricolosr wes replaced later in the day
by two flags which coatlane to £ly from the Leisure Contre roof.

€. At the Decembewr meeting of Belfast City Council, a motioa wes

paszed giving the staft of tha Ceatre 008 WODTh to remove the flags,
The deadline expizes on 6 January.
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5. Oan wednesday of this week, 1), Council hald itsS firat muering
of the mow YeAr. Ouwtréged that acty,, pad stil) »ot Dees 1axea to
remove the flegs, GRIOBISY councille,, gypported @ WOtiom tabled by
Me praak Miller Sar (Independent) to 4 00 a delegdtion to see Nr scott
to mrga e Government L0 take Contrgl of the Lexsula Centre and ensure

. that the flogs and the plaque are tayyon down. The SDLP, Sinn peia

aad Allisace ahstained aad Councillor Millar's motion was passed b-,
l’ vores to pil,

€. We understand that, if the flags sre stil) in place after & Tanvary,

the waloceaist councillors will piess for An urgent meeting with the
Riaister. They iotend to threaten a withdrawel of Counci) support fop
the cestre unless 1mmediate action iz taken,

7. T3 row is coosistent with the steady polarisstion ol attitudes
withia the City Council over the past )2 months, as extremiatly on both
aides have sought to exploit a serles of soctarian and Qivisive issues,
Tf the Couacil does decide to wath ity hands of the Centre, a number
of legal issves will arise on which DOR (NI} are best placed to
advise. Politically, the most likely result iz that Sing Pein will
take complete comtrol of the Centre and seek ta run its much needed
and much ysed facalities on bebalf of the people ot west Belfast.
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