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CALL ON THE PRIME MINISTER BY JAMES KILFEDDER MP 

Thank you for your letter of 12 February reporting Mr Kilfedder's 

call on the Prime Minister. You asked for advice on his suggestion 

that we might seek to persuade the Catholic Church to excommunicate 

PIRA terrorists. 

Our understanding is that the Catholic Church has considered this 

possibility but is determined not to go down the path of 

excommunication. This is partly for theological reasons, to which 

we would expect Cardinal Daly, as a theological conservative, to 

subscribe. The Church is thought also to judge that excommunication 

would have little or no greater effect on PIRA activists than the 

existing clerical condemnations of violence. A further point -

although not one which the Church itself has made, so far as we know 
- is that as a practical matter it would be extremely difficult for

individual parish priests to withhold communion from particular

individuals simply on the ground that they might be, or were

rumoured to be, active PIRA members.
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The catholic Church has instead concentrated on condemnations of 

violence. cardinal Daly's trenchant attacks on terrorists from all 

sections of the community are well known, and have greatly helped 

the Government in a number of ways - for instance in persuading some 

instinctively "green" sections of Irish American opinion that the 

terrorists are not freedom fighters. The present Pope powerfully 

denounced terrorism at Drogheda in 1979, and has repeated these 

denunciations on a number of recent occasions, most notably last 

December when he described Northern Ireland violence as "sinful and 

unjustifiable" and as "the expression of outmoded political and 

social positions". 

The Church has also in recent years largely succeeded in preventing 

paramilitary displays at funerals on church premises, a most welcome 

development from our point of view. 

As far as we can establish the Government has made no recent 

representations to the Catholic Church about excommunication of PIRA 

terrorists. Our assessment is that we would be unlikely to be 

successful if we sought to persuade the Church to change its 

position, that even the most carefully handled representations might 

not be well received, and that little would be added in practical 

terms to the effect of the existing clerical condemnations of 

terrorist violence. 

I am copying this letter to Richard Gozney (FCO) and Sonia Phippard 

(Cabinet Office)·. 
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CALL ON THE PRIME MINISTER BY JAMES KILFEDDER MP: EXCOMMUNICATION 'ZO/ c_jC, 

You sought advice on the penultimate paragraph of Mr Wall's letter 
of 12 February, in which he asked about the possibility of making 
representations to the Catholic Church about excommunication of 
PIRA terrorists. I attach a draft reply, prepared in consultation 
with PAB. I have also shown it to Graham Archer, RID, FCO, who 

concurs. 

(signed) 

D A L  COOKE 
SIL DIVISION 
19 FEBRUARY 1992 
EXT OAB 6587 
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CALL ON THE PRIME MINISTER BY JAMES KILFEDDER MP 

Thank you for your letter of 12 February reporting Mr Kilfedder's 

call on the Prime Minister. You asked for advice on his suggestion 

that we might seek to persuade the Catholic Church to excommunicate 

PIRA terrorists. 

Our understanding is that the Catholic Church has considered this 

possibility but is determined not to go down the path of 

excommunication. This is partly for theological reasons, to which 
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we would expect Cardinal Daly, as a theological conservative, to 

subscribe. The Church is thought also to judge that excommunication 

would have little or no greater effect on PIRA activists than the 

existing clerical condemnations of violence. A further point -

although not one which the Church itself has made, so far as we know 

- is that as a practical matter it would be extremely difficult for

individual parish priests to withhold communion from particular 

individuals simply on the ground that they might be, or were 

rumoured to be, active PIRA members. 

The Catholic Church has instead concentrated on condemnations of 

violence. Cardinal Daly's trenchant attacks on terrorists from all 

sections of the community are well known, and have greatly helped 

the Government in a number of ways - for instance in persuading some 

instinctively "green" sections of Irish American opinion that the 

terrorists are not freedom fighters. The present Pope powerfully 

denounced terrorism at Drogheda in 1979, and has repeated these 

denunciations on a number of recent occasions, most notably last 

December when he described Northern Ireland violence as "sinful and 

unjustifiable" and as "the expression of outmoded political and 

social positions". 

The Church has also in recent years largely succeeded in preventing 

paramilitary displays at funerals on church premises, a most welcome 

development from our point of view. 
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As far as we can establish the Government has made no recent 

representations to the Catholic Church about excommunication of PIRA 

terrorists. Our assessment is that we would be unlikely to be 

successful if we sought to persuade the Church to change its 

position, that even the most carefully handled representations might 

not be well received, and that little would be added in practical 

terms to the effect of the existing clerical condemnations of 

terrorist violence. 

I am copying this letter to Richard Gozney (FCO) and Sonia Phippard 

(Cabinet Office). 
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