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10 DO’S AND DON’TS TO GET POLITICS WORKING AGAIN
The welcome, if overdue, move by the IRA to decommission its weaponry has removed a key obstacle in the way of getting the Agreement’s institutions back.  However, other problems remain:

1. The DUP is not that interested in working the Agreement’s institutions with all other parties.  Little has been done by the DUP leadership to prepare its grassroots for this eventuality.  Meanwhile, all key DUP figures are MPs – reducing their need for devolution.
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SF seems not to be rushed to get the Agreement’s institutions back either.  Dealing directly with the British Government during suspension may actually be easier for them.  They have prospered electorally during suspension.  And why bear the responsibility of being in government in the North with a party like the DUP – especially when this will involve making many hard decisions on health and other controversial areas?  Why do so when a bigger ambition is to grow as the radical party in the South?  If Sinn Fein is not in a hurry about government in the North, there is the danger that the IRA will not be rushed about truly ending all criminal activity either.

3. Loyalist paramilitaries have not developed a political agenda, are involved in crime and increasing attacks on nationalists.  Many have come to believe that violence pays – and unionist politicians have done next to nothing to disabuse them of this belief.

4. There is a deep disillusion with the political process – with many people believing that the British Government is only interested in dealing with the IRA and is relatively indifferent to paramilitary activity and criminality.  This has manifested itself in serious unionist discontent and many voters, especially moderates, staying at home.  It must be stressed that such frustration and cynicism is felt by many non-unionists also, including moderate nationalists.

5. The North as a society is growing apart – with areas becoming more segregated over time.  Sectarianism remains a big problem.

PEOPLE WANT PEACE


Against this is one crucial cause for optimism.  Overwhelmingly, people, nationalist and unionist, want peace.  They want a genuine end to paramilitarism and power-sharing.  This is what they voted for with the Agreement - and expect their politicians to deliver on.

There is also a simple strategy for overcoming these problems and getting the Agreement working.  Here it is:

 1.
 Get an inclusive process going again.

This has clear benefits:

· Inclusive negotiations are more likely to succeed:

· In exclusive negotiations involving the problem parties only, those causing the problems are able to posture as the only people who can deliver solutions.  They can pretend to be the only people who count.  That gives them little incentive actually to find solutions.

· In exclusive negotiations parties can easily give the impression of wanting to do a deal – and just blame the other side when a deal is not reached.  Others find it hard to say who has fallen short.  In inclusive negotiations, there is more scrutiny – so parties are under pressure to play it straighter.

· In exclusive negotiations it is easy for parties to put their own narrow political interests ahead of the interests of their voters.  (eg. the early release of Garda McCabe’s killers was a key SF priority, but is not a key priority for their voters).  That has made it harder to get a deal that sticks.  In inclusive negotiations parties are under more pressure to prioritise the issues that really count.

· Disaffected voters are more likely to re-engage with politics if they feel that those they vote for are listened to.

· Inclusive negotiations help to counter the deeply destabilising impression that the British Government is only interested in the IRA.

The most successful negotiations that we have had were inclusive – the Good Friday Agreement negotiations.  Since then we have had countless exclusive negotiations – that have largely failed.   

2.
Be upfront when parties are failing the Agreement.
Don’t for example suggest that the DUP or Sinn Fein are up for the Agreement unless they demonstrate that completely by working all the Agreement.   Saying that parties are up for the Agreement before they demonstrate this conclusively only removes electoral pressure that they would otherwise face to deliver.  If parties are praised for doing less, they will never do more.

3.
Don’t downplay paramilitary activity in the hope that it will disappear over time of itself.  It won’t.
Paramilitary activity will not disappear of its own accord.  Ignoring it only allows the problem to get worse (as the downplaying of robberies leading to the Northern Bank proves).

So, for example, when loyalists break their ceasefires, don’t pretend that they have not.  If the IRA does not live up to its word on ending criminality, be upfront about it.  

4.
Challenge all parties to respect the rule of law
The DUP and UUP withdrawal from the Belfast DPP shows that they do not agree with the rule of law when it does not go their way.  

Equally, Sinn Fein’s failure to join the new policing institutions shows that they do not accept the rule of law.  In fact, no party can really be against criminality if they are not also for policing.

Forcing the pace with parties on this issue is vital to stablise the community.  It also responds to a real community demand.  After all, how can Sinn Fein defend refusing to recommend that people go to the police over a savage rape of a fifteen year old – while Sinn Fein and IRA people regularly go to the police after they have been in car crashes to protect their no-claims bonuses?

5.
Press ahead with the Agreement and set a date for restoration
That means pressing ahead with what the people voted for, including 

· equality for all, 

· human rights, 

· the new beginning to policing and justice, 

· normalisation and, 

· the North South agenda.  It must be taken off a care and maintenance basis and developed to the full in the interests of everybody on this island.

Don’t try to compensate the DUP for any possible failure by the IRA to end paramilitarism by going slow on the rest of the Agreement.  That will only weaken the Agreement’s prospects.  There is no substitute for an end to paramilitarism anyway.

And don’t start renegotiating the Agreement for the DUP.  That will encourage them to seek more concessions.  Make clear that the failed “Comprehensive Agreement” of last December no longer stands.

The DUP needs to be clear that its influence is limited under direct rule – and that it will only have real power if it shares it by operating the Agreement’s institutions.  This will provoke great protest from the DUP in the short term – but will ultimately give them an incentive to work the Agreement’s institutions again.

The best way of pressing ahead with the Agreement is to set a date for the restoration of the Agreement’s institutions.  The Assembly would then be recalled and an attempt made, which the SDLP would support, to elect a First Minister and Deputy First Minister and to form an inclusive Executive.  If because of the intransigence of other parties, a First Minister and Deputy First Minister were not elected and an inclusive Executive was not formed, the two Governments - with the approval of the Assembly - should appoint people from outside the Assembly to run departments.  That would mean:

· an end to suspension and direct rule;

· getting as much of the Agreement as we can now;

· freeing up the North South agenda in the interests of everybody on this island, and

· critically, showing the DUP and Sinn Fein that they do not have a veto on all progress.

6.
Keep a focus on loyalist terror
Too often, loyalists have come under next to no political pressure to end their activity.

Make clear to loyalists that they must wind up their activity and decommission or be shut down by the police.  And make this a reality in practice.  Ensure that the Assets Recovery Agency has all the powers that it needs (like the Criminal Assets Bureau in the South) to go after paramilitary crime bosses – loyalist and republican.

The SDLP strategy for ending loyalist terror gives more details.

7.
Stop the culture of side deals
Secret side deals cause distrust.  When one side gets a side deal, the other side ends up demanding one too.  The result?  We all end up further away from getting the real deal – the Good Friday Agreement.  

So, for example, don’t entertain the DUP’s over 60 pages of demands for changes to the Agreement, to policing and to the parades commission.  Tell them instead that the best way that they have of dealing with their complaints is by being in the Executive with other parties.

8.
Don’t undermine the policing institutions
The policing institutions are the only part of the Agreement that is working properly.  Don’t undermine them – no matter how hard the DUP shouts or Sinn Fein presses.

That means, in particular, not funding restorative justice programmes that do not work with the police and do not respect human rights.

9.
Promote a shared and equal society and tackle sectarianism
Neither the DUP nor Sinn Fein has shown much real enthusiasm for a shared society.  That’s why the British Government has to press ahead with this initiative in direct rule.  It is also why the British Government must abandon proposals that water down sharing, such as the separate appointment of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister proposed by the failed so called “Comprehensive Agreement.”

10.
Above all challenge any politician who allows the myth to stand that violence pays
In the aftermath of the recent loyalist rioting, unionist politicians repeatedly stated that loyalists believed that violence pays.  Unionist politicians failed utterly to challenge this view.

Violence does not pay.  It costs.  That cost is measured in the thousands of lives lost in the Troubles, and the many more that have been left devastated.  It is measured also in wasted public expenditure, loss of jobs and investment opportunities, social deprivation and sectarianism.

In 1973, the Sunningdale Agreement was reached.  It was about power sharing and everybody on this island working together.  In 1998, the Good Friday Agreement was reached.  It is about power-sharing and everybody on the island working together.  In between, over 2,000 people died – for nothing.


*       *       *
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