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Recent events and the future of Northern Ireland 
Timothy Curry 

The Northern Ireland peace process has been up and running for over ten years, but since the great strides of the mid-1990s, the 
country has been at a political standstill. Unionist politicians have used the lack of IRA decommissioning and ongoing 
criminality in the Republican movement as an excuse not to enter into talks and to reject a power sharing government with Sinn 
Fein. Then, in July, the IRA said that it had formally ordered an end to its armed campaign. Two months later came a statement 
from the independent arms decommissioning body verifying that the IRA had put its weapons beyond use.

This may seem like an end to the problems of Northern Ireland. In reality it is just the beginning of the second phase of the peace 
process. The first phase was the end of violence and the establishment of a framework to move the two communities forward. 
This has taken ten years. The second phase is the implementation of this framework and taking the steps to break down the 
sectarian walls that have been reinforced over generations. This can only be done with direct and inclusive negotiations between 
the main political parties and the British and Irish Governments. Needless to say, significant challenges remain.

Four major issues will affect Northern Ireland's ability to engineer a lasting peace: Loyalist discontent and anger; a divided 
Unionist political front; the need to reestablish power sharing with Nationalists; and the future behavior of those in the 
Republican movement. Failure to deal with even one of these issues has the potential to plunge Northern Ireland back into a 
reinforcing cycle of violence.

September saw the worst rioting in Northern Ireland since the Drumcree riots in the summer of 1997. Rioters disrupted traffic at 
rush hour, caused thousands of pounds worth of damage, and inevitably heightened tensions along the peacelines between the 
two communities. The root cause of the violence was Loyalist frustration with the peace process. In their mind, recent 
developments confirmed that the violence of the IRA had paid off, winning major concessions for the Republican movement, 
while the Loyalist situation had not improved.

Comparison of the Loyalist and Nationalist approaches to the political process is revealing. Sinn Fein has used the specter of the 
IRA for tangible gains, most notably the closure and removal of military bases and installations. In turn, winning these 
concessions has demonstrated the payoff from engagement with the political process and strengthened Sinn Fein's support from 
their community. By contrast, Loyalist involvement in politics has been a failure.

Over the past several years, the approach of the Unionist leadership has been a negative strategy entirely built around holding a 
"veto" because of the presence of the IRA and its weapons. Because of recent developments, this strategy has been fundamentally 
undermined. Only time will tell whether the IRA has truly disbanded, but, reinforced by the announcement regarding 
decommissioning, the move appears to be genuine. On a personal level, Gerry Adams and Martin McGuinness have invested too 
much of their political capital to allow this new phase to fail. The only viable Unionist approach is now to sit down with Sinn 
Fein and engage in a process to design a future for a Northern Ireland without sectarian violence. Failure to negotiate will only 
weaken their hand as the pressure from the international community and British and Irish governments increases. Being dragged 
to the table will only ensure that they are the weakest side in the negotiations.

Even with Unionist engagement, the future behavior of Republicans will be the critical factor in the future course of the peace 
process. More incidents like the Northern Bank raid, the McCartney killing and the Manchester property raids will be held up as 
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proof that the IRA has not disbanded and the Unionists will continue to invoke their veto as a result. Moreover, no longer able to 
use violence to internally police themselves, the Republican movement must find another way to deal with internal rifts and 
splinter groups.

Despite these problems, the events of recent months represent a great step forward. There is now, at last, an agreed framework. 
The British and Irish governments share the opinion that the Good Friday Agreement can work. The IRA has, at least, declared 
its intent to disband, and has divested itself of its existing weapons stockpiles. Violence therefore seems a more distant possibility 
than it has for many years. The challenges that remain are significant, but they are about ensuring that the current peace continues 
in the long term, not whether peace can be established at all.

This issue of Strategy Report follows a 2-part series of discussion hours hosted by the Office of the Director of Studies, which 
examined the recent events in Northern Ireland. A Panel Report is available from the first discussion hour in August 2005. The 
second discussion hour in September 2005 featured the remarks of Timothy Curry, Program Coordinator for the Technology and 
Public Policy Program.
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