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Ex-MI6 chief
backs IRA on
keeping arms

By Nell Tweedle

tiating table has accuqed
Unionist and Conservative |

THE DAILY TELEGRAPH

S
THE former MI6 officer who |, : @h@ @a‘ll @BHR m h
brought the IRA to the nego- :, _

politicians of inflating t'he
importance of decommis-
sioning so as to frustrate the
search for peace.

Michael Oatley. once con-
troller of counter-terrorism
in the Secret Intelligence |
Service, said decommission-
ing had been used to stall
negotiations over the Good 1
Friday Agreement. ' ;

He accused Unionists, |;
Right-wing Conservatives
and elements in the press,
including The Daily Tele- |
graph, of portraying }he
deadlock on decommission-
ing as proof that Sinn Fein
was insincere. They had
treated it like an injured bull
inthering. o+

““No doubt if suffxcxept
barbs are thrust into its
flanks, the animal will even-
tually, with reluctance,
charge. The picadors can
then claim the beast was |
always a ravening monster.”

Writing in The Sund'ay
Times, Mr Oatley said:
‘““Weapons and caches are
widely dispersed under the
control of local cells. Volun-
teers are not sheep.

“All joined to pursue an
armed campaign for agreed
objectives, which have now
been medifisd ... Leade_rs
can but lead; confidence in
new policies takes time.”
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Spooked by the IRA

ish state failed to defeat republi-

can terrorism over the past 30
years, notwithstanding its vastly supe-
rior resources? If so, take a look at
Michael Oatley’s article in yesterday’s
Sunday Times — which affords a fabu-
lous insight into the degenerate, post-
imperial mindset of some of our secret

D ID you ever wonder why the Brit-

servants. Mr Oatley was a senior figure in.

MI6 who “‘liaised”” with the Provisionals
during the Troubles. He now thinks that
the Unionists, the press and the ‘“‘Right
wing” of the Tory party should stop
insisting on the decommissioning of IRA
weapons and acknowledge the sincerity
of Gerry Adams and Martin McGuinness.
Afford these honourable gentlemen the
flexibility they need — he suggests — and
they will thereby be able to show their
own supporters that politics works and
that the gun is redundant.

Mr Oatley is clearly suffering from a
spook’s variant of the “Stockholm syn-
drome’’ — whereby captives start to view
the world from the standpoint of the kid-
nappers. Certainly, he is hostage io just
about every republican myth about the
‘““peace process”’. Why did the first IRA
ceasefire end? According to Mr Oatley,
because John Major’s government
unfairly injected the precondition of
decommissioning after the republicans
had “unilaterally”’ called a halt to vio-
lence in 1994. (Nothing could be further
from the truth. Decommissioning was
insisted on by London and Dublin at the
time of the 1993 Downing Street Declara-
tion as one of the criteria for establishing
whether the ceasefire was permanent.)

These are not just points of scholarly
interest: republicans take them seriously
because they desperately require valida-
tion for their violent actions in the eyes of
nationalist Ireland. By accepting them at
their own estimation, Mr Oatley has
underwritten the notion that the republi-
cans were cheated of their just deserts by
Perfidious Albion. And if they don’t get
what they want now, they will no doubt
cite his view as yet another justification
for a return to violence. At a minimum,
he will have made it very much harder to
persuade republicans of the idea even of
token decommissioning.

In Unionist eyes, Mr Oatley’s remarks
will validate the idea that talks on
Ulster’s new political structures are mere
window dressing to conceal the fact that
the province’s future is really being
carved up in secret between unaccount-
able secret servants and the Provisionals.
It will certainly do little to strengthen
David Trimble’s hand. So whose agenda
is Mr Oatley serving and for whom does
he speak as an ex-officer of SIS? He has,
after ail, recently visited the north-west
of the province and has maintained his
contacts there. The Conservatives should
ask written questions in the Commons to
ascertain whether he had any contact

with a minister or an official on this sub-
ject before publication. If not, Peter
Mandelson should immediately repudi-
ate him, for giving a misleading impres-
sion of British state thinking. If the
answer is yes, the implications are even
more shocking — of MI6 colluding in a
campaign to urge British citizens to sub-
mit to blackmail.
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Why the IRA wants peace

UN for the Editor, whose

allegiances are no secret, to

call me a post-imperialist

degenerate because of
views I expressed in the Sunday
Times. (I began my career in colo-
nial Africa, so why ‘‘post’’?) But the
serious attention he gave them was
limited.

And the last part of his note, con-
structing Le Carré-esque scenarios,
whereby Old Spook plays a role in
some extraordinary agency conspir-
acy, was well over the top! Old
Spooks, I can tell him from the
heart, are a bore and a liability to
successors and, when they speak
publicly, which they should of
course never do, we cover our ears.
I have not spoken to anyone in
government about Irish matters
since retiring from SIS in 1991.

I believe that decommissioning is
not an issue on which the Belfast
Agreement should be allowed to
founder; that the majority in both
communities in Ulster do not wish
it to be; that mainland voters have
been misled as to its significance;
that pressing republicans on the
matter is counter-productive; that
there are understandable reasons
for this; and that identification of
decommissioning as a yardstick of
republican sincerity damages pros-
pects for peaceful settlement. I
believe that it has done so since the
republican leadership first sig-
nalled interest in pursuing a non-
violent strategy in 1991.

I believe that a disservice is done
to the democratic process in the
United Kingdom by presenting only
one side of this coin. And that this
also damages Unionism: Unionists
will gain no credit with the mainland
electorate by getting hung up on
decommissioning while claiming a
right to conduct arcane ceremonies
around other people’s backyards.

There are more complex and
interesting reasons than the mind-

set of such as me for the Govern-
ment's inability to defeat republi-
can terrorism. If there is only a little
water, fish can swim. For two
decades, military commanders and
Northern Ireland secretaries of
state have accepted that the activity
can be contained, but not eradi-
cated. It may wither, but people die
in the meantime.

The IRA first signalled interest in
adopting a political strategy in 1991.
Two years later, the government
included decommissioning in the
Downing Street Declaration.
Decommissioning was recognisably
unattainable, its inclusion certain
to damage political moves in the
IRA. But these survived, and in

obtained John Major’s recognition
that decommissioning would impede
agreement.

In March 1995, Sir Patrick May-
hew produced requirements for
phased decommissioning before
Sinn Fein could be admitted to talks.
Sinn Fein rejected them. Sir Hugh
again: “When the stalemate about
decommissioning became more
rigid, I think it became progressively
more difficult for the leadership of
Provisional IRA to hold in check
those who wanted to go back to vio-
lence.” Which is my point. (Is Sir
Hugh also suffering from Stockholm
syndrome?)

George Mitchell produced a more
realistic formula, but no sooner were

Michael Oatley, a former secret

negotiator, replies to this

newspaper’s criticisms of his

views on Northern Ireland

October 1994 a ceasefire was
announced. The government
declined to accept the sincerity of
the statement, demanded a refor-
mulation, and again pressed for
decommissioning.

Sir Hugh Annesley, the former
RUC chief constable, later explained
how unhelpful this was: ‘It was clear
from all intelligence assessments
that the Provisionals were not going
to hand in their arms ... I believe
that, whilst decommissioning was
important politically, it was not as
important operationally as some
people have attempted to make out.”
Albert Reynolds, a former Irish
prime minister, believed he had

peaceful negotiations once more in
sight than the government
announced elections for a Northern
Ireland Forum. Sinn Fein was unpre-
pared for elections. It saw a trap. The
result was the Docklands bomb.

This pattern of government res-
ponse to an opportunity to pursue
peaceful solutions is what I call pica-
dor politics. The history of these
events and the prominence in them
of the issue of decommissioning is
indeed ‘‘of more than scholarly inter-
est”. It shows how to construct a cul-
de-sac. I do not think the majority on
the British mainland or in Ulster
wish to go down it.

Is it gullible of me to join the Prime

Minister in accepting the sincerity of
Gerry Adams and Martin McGuin-
ness? I should be surprised if most
participants in the Mitchell review
did not accept it by now. I have had
unusual opportunities over the years
to observe broadening attitudes in
the republican leadership, willing-
ness ‘to engage in dialogue with
people offering fresh perspectives,
re-examination of the justification
and effectiveness of their campaign,
leading finally to its abandonment.

Formerly a professional student of
terrorist organisations, I can appreci-
ate the difficulties of the small lead-
ership group in keeping its support-
ers with it in a radically modified
strategy. It must be hard, mustn’t it?
With a membership originally com-
mitted to violence? Compare the
problems of our own party leaders in
developing policy consensus and
party discipline.

Republicans are determined that
their movement will not be
destroyed by false promises. For
some, politics is on trial. This is no

- reason to question the sincerity of

these trying to show that the course
is worth pursuing. Pressure for
decommissioning touches old
wounds. All-out sectarian conflict is
still imaginable. The IRA in its mod-
ern form emerged from such conflict.
It was a response, like the introduc-
tion of British troops and the imposi-
tion of direct rule, to the apocalyptic
experience of thousands of Catholics
fleeing in terror as their homes
burnt, our very own example of eth-
nic cleansing. The issue, for the para-
militaries on both sides and for the
rest of us, is not whether guns are
held or can be obtained. It is whether
they are to be used.

The author was M16’s Controller for
Middle East and Counter Terrorism
1984-88, and Europe 1988-94

Quotations from Provos, by Peter
Taylor
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