Ref, A03835

PRIME MINISTER

Cabinet: Northern Ireland

The Secretary of State for Northern Ireland will be making a report on the

current situation to the Cabinet on 18th December. I attach a copy of the draft of
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a letter which he will circulate before the Cabinet meeting to all members of the

Cabinet, giving an up-to-date report on the situation,
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There has been one very significant development, Mr. John Hume, who
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has emerged as the only person whom the hunger strikers are prepared to trust,

has told Sir Kenneth Stowe in a telephone conversation this evening that, if the

Government can offer two minor concessions, he can '"guarantee'' (his word) that
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the hunger strike, the ''dirty'' protest and the blanket protest will all be brought to

an end.

(2)

(b)

The two concessions are as follows:-
On clothing, when the new civilian~style clothing is issued in the near

future, it will be personally issued to individual prisoners and available

to them on purchase for subsequent use after their discharge, i.e. the
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individual garments will become their clothes while they are in prison,

and when they leave it, if they wish,

In regard to free association, this will be allowed within each wing during

meals, education, training and leisure and, subject to the overriding
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requirements of security, prisoners will have maximum use of amenities

in each wing. What this apparently means is that instead of those

prisoners wanting to watch television being locked in the television room,

while others are in the handicraft room etc., prisoners in each wing

(25 cells - up to 50 prisoners) will be free to ebb and flow. But the staff

will still be free to revert to 2 more restrictive regime if circumstances

demand.

These concessions would be available to all prisoners in Northern Ireland - though
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they would no doubt be claimed as having been achieved by the strikers. They

would involve 2 minor adjustment to the existing regime. The Northern Ireland
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Office consider that they would not represent any compromise on the principles

of no political status, no differentiation and no surrender of control within

prisons to the prisoners,
&3 There are four unanswered questions:

(i) would these minor concessions really be sufficient to call off all the
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protests, or would they be a prelude to further demands;
———— m

(ii) what reason is there T0 believe that Mr. Hume is right in thinking that
they would; and

(iii) what would the strikers and the IRA be able to make of the concessions,
both in presentational terms and in terms of practical life in the

prisons ?

(iv) if they were successful in ending the protests, would that advantage be

worth the risks that that would be claimed as a victory by the PIRA and
its sympathisers and a betrayal by the Unionists? Would the
Government have a good answer to that?

4, The Secretary of State for Northern Ireland is likely to tell you that,
subject to your agreement, a senior Northern Ireland Office official,
accompanied by Mr., Hume, would seek to negotiate an end to the prison
protms during the afternoon of Thursday 18th December. If
he was successful, the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland would probably
make a television announcement during the evening.

o) You will be discussing all this with the Secretary of State for Northern
Ireland and the Home Secretary at 9. 30 am. The outcome of that meeting will
colour the Secretary of State's subsequent report to the Cabinet, but if the

Secretary of State's proposal is agreed at the 9.30 meeting I do not think that it

should be mentioned (in any other than the most general and unspecific terms) to
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the whole Cabinet.
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DRAFT LETTER FROM PS/SBCRETARY OF STATE TO PS/PRIME MINISTER AND
PS/CABIRET KIKISTERS ' :

1. The Priwe Hinister snd her Cebinet colleggues will wish 10
know the current security situation in the Province arising Iron
the Ksze Priscn hunger strike, Thie letter sets out how things
stend =t present and includes a forward assegement concluding
with & brief outline of the Governzenl's public relstions stratagy

i the event of the de\e.lth of & hngEJ* striker,

Tpe Situsticos in the Prisons

2. There are now 40 prisoners teking part in the hunger stirike
—

gt Faze end Armsgh, These are msde up of the 7 original male

|
republicen bunger strikers at Msze now on thelr 52nd day, plus

the 30 whoe joimed on 15/16 Deceaber and the 3 repudblican womed

at Armsgh who started on 1 December. The 3 Armagh hunger strikers
RI® shwmg gpprecisble welght loss but their general condition

{8 otherwise reasonsblie. The other recent strikers are not
ckusing anxiety et present. The original ssven, however, &re

now e&ll showing marked deterioration; welght loss 18

substantic]l end they may be w@nsidered *"falrly 111",

3. One hunger striker - HcKenns - has been giving particular
cause for concern, He has shown & markid angd ranid deterioration
of vision whiceh $& now severe and also ém:nplains of hesring losgs,
*his has been cauvsed by nutritional deficiency. HMcRearney Shows
similar sipgns though of much less severity, HcKenng's chances

of seving his vieica, even with treatment, will get worse tae

longer trestment fe delayed; so far be has refused tbis, ¥hile
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trensfer to an outside hospital has not yet been recomnended
guite

it is/likely to vccur for ope Or more of the etrikers in the

next few daves if their Conditions pose difficult pedical or

nursing probless .,

participeting in "the bLlenket protest and 144 (123 loyalist,

2l repudblicen) are refusing to work; 81l figures exclude
declared hunger sirlkere. At Arzegh 26 female prisoners (all
republicen) are teking part in their dirtly protest. At Belfsat
& series ol desultory token hurger strikes and protests continues

GEOLE & verying but generally very small nuwber of innates,/

5. Tne nuserous dexonstrations in support of hunger atrikers .

nsve been well handled by Folice &nd heve not ceueed undue

violence, and demonstrations will become more impessioned wvhen

& hunger striker dies. There are likely to be syepathetic

Spacial Ceterory prisoners. Outside the prisons, we must expect
shootings, boxbs, soze violent denonstrations and zone barricades:
cne alm will be to provoke the security 'ji’oz*c:es or the Government
into an injudicious response. The Cstholic commuinity hss not

yet swung behind the Provislomls,and this violence should be
relatively short 1ived, The Police and the Arey are preparing

for this cecaletion and &re selisfied thot the situation cen be
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handled without Jjeopardising the RUC's growing acceptsdility
in the Csthiolic community. In the egouth, Gards co-operation is
undieinishedd end plans are beling made to intensify Jjoint

sctivitly on the border If need be.

Forvard Assessment

6. iTnere is now 8 significent risk of an escalstion in terrorist

violence in Rorthern Ireland as the conditicm of the unger
strikers becowmes critl cal.] PIRA have been prepering for botb
controlled terrorist sctivity in the Province &nd elsevhere end
Yor bt Exploitation Gf The o Vil i Boies sidcl-ds TxeY s do
follow the death of & hunger striker. Security force attrition
during the last year hss limited PIRA's capadbility, but they
retain the ciapacity to xount serious sttacks on securlty force
patrols, 10 assassinale merbers of the UDR and RUC and to stege
cozer<cial bombinge:; these will remain favoured tactics. ‘I‘he:
grestest effect vwill be Iin aress within easy reach of the border,
Operetiorial consideretions are likely to infiluvence the timing of
ettecke, which will not necesserily immediately follow the dsath

of & hunger striker,

7. Toere vill bve gn emotional rcactlion on the streets to the

death or serious deterioration in the health 61‘ e hunger striker.
PIRA huve prepared to exploit this, par*tilcularly in Bezlfast.
lovelinst parexilitsries will be preparing for this disorder, but
ere unlikely to becouwe invelved unless ths troudble spreads,

either delibverately or accicdentally, into lLoyslist areas,
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Publi¢c Reletione

8. If &nd when the first of the hunger strikers dies, theilr
supporters outsice will endeeavour to capitslise on what is bound
to be & highly ewmotionsl situation, They will seek to mount 2
ELjor propeganda exercite 1o convince the world thst cellousress
an the part of the Government is the rezson for the death. The
Government's pudlic relstions etretegy since the hmunger strike
wag announced hee been deslgned to put us on solid ground in
refuting that &)1l ega'tion. Our wessage must remoin the same when
& prisoner dies; thet there is no basls for granting politicel
stetus but thal our huwmanity in reletion to the prison repime s

eEply demonsirated. The methods for getting this message across

will depend on ¢ircumstances at the time. [Tous 1f the
Provisionsl IRA mount major violence and street disorders in
regponse 1o & destlh, pudblic attention will switeh from the csause
to the result and the climste in which we shall respond will hei
correspondingly different./ But in genersl, it will be an
espenticl elesent of the Government's public relations strategy
following & desath to get responsible figureg in Northern Ireland
end outside to echo our message that the hurger strikers have
vrought this death upon themxselves.




