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PHOTO:  Democratic Unionist leader 
Ian Paisley (left) and Sinn Fein chief 
Gerry Adams (right) speak to the media 
after agreeing to set aside animosities 
and share power in a new Northern Ire-
land government. Irish Prime Minister 
Bertie Ahern and England’s Tony Blair 
called the agreement “historic,” “recon-
ciliatory,” and “transforming,” Belfast, 
26 March 2007. (AFP, Paul Faith)

S ince 1969 the United Kingdom (U.K.) has attempted to resolve con-
flict in northern ireland through amnesty, reconciliation, and reintegra-

tion (AR2). conflict resolution in northern ireland presents valuable lessons 
for any student of AR2 because it is a rare example of such processes in the 
context of a Western liberal democracy. This discussion surveys British AR2 
efforts, framing them as a case study to help with understanding how these 
three concepts functioned in leading to peaceful resolution. 

Terms and Processes
The Oxford English Dictionary defines amnesty as “a general pardon, 

esp. for political offenses.”1 in this paper, however, i widen this defini-
tion to include a “weapons amnesty” or, as referred to in northern ireland, 
“decommissioning,” which represents a critical part of the peace process as a 
whole. “Reconciliation” often signifies the breaking down of social barriers 
within communities.2 While that meaning remains important in this case, 
the term also betokens opposing groups managing their political agendas so 
that meaningful and progressive dialogue becomes possible.3 Finally, in the 
context of northern ireland, “reintegration” suggests the coming together of 
opposing sides to form a viable polity and society, allowing those granted 
amnesty to play a part in AR2. 

Given this understanding of terms, AR2 is still happening in northern ire-
land, and it will take some time to determine whether it will be fully success-
ful. even though the political process appears to have been concluded with 
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the reconvening of the northern ireland Assembly 
on 8 May 2007 and the ending of the British mili-
tary’s security operations the following July (after 
38 years), AR2 will continue for years to come.

While the British military’s role in counterinsur-
gency (cOin) operations in northern ireland has 
received the lion’s share of attention and analysis, 
it was only a part of the wider AR2 process. This 
article will look at the wider whole, highlighting 
military force as an important factor rather than nar-
rowly focusing on it. By suggesting ways in which 
the British military made positive contributions to 
the AR2 process, and sounding cautionary notes 
where it arguably had an adverse impact, the hope 
is that this case study provides insight for future 
military planning for similar situations. 

The roots of the conflict in northern ireland 
were chiefly political and economic.4 Resolution 
of the so-called “troubles” there has, for the most 
part, come by way of political agreements encour-
aged by economic incentives. But AR2 has not 
taken place in a vacuum of politics and econom-
ics; rather, it has transpired in an atmosphere of 
fear, intimidation, and violence, with far-reaching 
consequences. As David Bloomfield writes: “The 
protracted nature of the violence has, through a 
process of institutionalization that has spanned a 
generation, produced profound effects in structural 
and societal aspects that are less amenable to quanti-
fication; for example, the spread and normalization 
of paramiltarism, the growth of intimidation as a 
constraint on social behavior, [and] the growth of 
the ‘security’ industry.”5 Resolution of the conflict 
required a security component to cope with the 
violence and intimidation that engendered fear. Fear 
in turn impeded political and economic progress. 
These three dimensions—political, economic, and 
security—influenced one another in the dynamics 
of societal progress in AR2 in northern ireland.

As Michael cunningham writes: “Political prog-
ress, aspects of social reform, the defeat of terrorism 
and economic progress are mutually reinforcing 
and advances (or regressions) in one area can have 
a knock-on effect in others.”6 The U.K. Govern-
ment was unable to make real progress in northern 
ireland until it achieved a balance between secu-
rity operations and progressive political dialogue 
encouraged by economic growth. in examining this 
balancing act, the following analysis describes the 

security, political, and economic dimensions of AR2 
as they influenced one another and combined to 
shape the resolution process in northern ireland.

After discussing this dimensional model, the 
article moves to examining amnesty, reconciliation, 
and reintegration processes in northern ireland 
to assess their contribution to conflict resolution. 
This part of the article explores the importance of 
existing conditions at the commencement of the 
process. The key conclusion of the case study is that, 
in planning for and conducting conflict resolution 
operations, governments, and in particular militar-
ies, must consider every action in light of its impact 
on the longer-term success of AR2. For militaries, 
cOin operations should not be considered as an 
“end in itself” but, rather, as a key ingredient in 
laying the foundations for AR2.

…in planning for and conducting 
conflict resolution operations, 

governments, and in particular 
militaries, must consider every 
action in light of its impact on  

the longer-term success of AR2.

Background
After power devolved from the U.K. Government 

to the northern ireland Assembly in 1920, the side 
in favor of political union with the United Kingdom, 
the unionists (mainly Protestants), dominated.7 Their 
opposition, the nationalists (mainly catholics), 
desired political union with the Republic of ireland, 
from which they derived much of their strength.8  
considerable animosity existed between the two 
communities, with the unionists discriminating 
against the nationalists in voting rights and housing.9 
As political and social divides grew, the catholic 
community appealed to the U.K. for protection. in 
1969, the unionist-dominated authorities responded 
to catholic civil rights campaigns in a particularly 
hostile way. consequently, the British military was 
deployed to the province, ostensibly as an impartial 
force tasked to protect the catholic community. When 
an initial attempt at political reconciliation failed, the 
U.K. Government again assumed responsibility for 
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northern ireland (in 1972). This marked the begin-
ning of over 25 years of paramilitary violence that 
eventually led to the deaths of over 3,600 people (of 
a population of just over 1.5 million) and countless 
more injuries and bereavements.

Impact on Society
Bloomfield notes, in his “structural approach” to 

the study of conflict resolution in northern ireland, 
that “community relations work operates to develop 
more inclusive communal relationships that will 
facilitate politics in working out more inclusive 
political settlements.” 10 Such a structural approach 
reveals that political developments give society 
mutually beneficial goals to aim for in AR2.  

A “cultural approach” can complement a structural 
approach by studying events from the grassroots up 
to the political level. From this perspective, economic 
developments contribute to the political process and 
give society incentive to believe that AR2 is preferable 
to continued interfactional strife. Society in general 
gains from the synergy of freer economic develop-
ment and goals of increasing political harmony.

When security operations are applied effectively 
and discourage a resumption of hostilities, they 
establish an environment in which mutual trust can 
become part of that societal synergy. On the other 
hand, heavy-handed tactics and allegations of partial-
ity create distrust and obstacles to progress in society. 
in Beyond Violence: Conflict Resolution Process in 
Northern Ireland, Mari Fitzduff claims that in north-
ern ireland “the security forces increasingly realized 
that their own occasionally hostile interface with the 
communities . . . and the tactics that they sometimes 
employed became a problematic of the conflict 
itself.”11 The goal of security forces should be to focus 
on enhancing the interconnected progress of political 
and economic goals. As an important dimension of 
AR2, security operations should avoid becoming an 
impediment to the other two lines of operation. 

The Political Dimension
There are four key areas to AR2 in the political 

dimension: 
●	The	political	process.	
●	Interaction	of	the	key	political	parties.

British troops set up barbed wire fences between catholic and Protestant quarters in cupar Street, Belfast, Northern 
Ireland, 10 September 1969.

a
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●	Involvement	of	regional	powers.
●	Involvement	of	outsiders	as	brokers.
The political process. The political process has 

been critical to AR2 in northern ireland. initially, a 
focus on security and the perception of the conflict 
as a zero-sum game in which one party would win 
and the other would lose hampered AR2. Security, 
or at least a commitment from the warring factions 
to cease violence, renounce it, and decommission 
weapons, became a precondition for political dia-
logue. With the establishment of the Anglo-irish 
council in 1983, the U.K. Government began to 
move toward achieving a political settlement. The 
Anglo-irish Agreement of 1985 established an 
intergovernmental conference to discuss affairs of 
mutual interest in northern ireland. in December 
1993, a joint declaration created the basis of a peace 
process, eventually termed “A new Framework for 
Agreement,” which was implemented in February 
1995. The process proposed a method for arriv-
ing at a future settlement that would not prejudice 
the aspirations of the opposing sides in northern 
ireland. As such, it paved the way for political dia-
logue that resulted in the Good Friday Agreement 
(GFA) of 10 April 1998. That agreement, as irish 
Prime Minister Bertie Ahern put it, was “a precise 
mechanism for achieving a united ireland, possible 
only with the consent of irish people, defined and 
accepted by all sides.”12 The political process ended 
with the northern ireland Assembly’s reestablish-
ment in May 2007.

The negotiators considered each agreement in 
light of previous achievements and drew up goals, 
with attendant deadlines, for future progress. even 
if the deadlines were not met, the existence of 
agreed timetables gave the political process hope 
and direction.

Interaction of key political parties. The time-
tables notwithstanding, vehement disagreements 
between the main political parties, fuelled by the 
parties’ positions as representatives of increasingly 
militant and divided communities, inhibited politi-
cal development. indeed, such was the strength 
of the vitriol that many saw the 2007 meeting of 
Democratic Unionist Party leader ian Paisley and 
Sinn Fein President Gerry Adams as merely the 
first sign of progress.13  in fact, the reconciliation 
of northern ireland’s two main political parties was 
quite another matter. 

After three decades of fervent opposition, this 
first physical meeting between the nationalist and 
unionist leaders was a watershed event. it demon-
strated the commitment of these bitter enemies to 
work together. The close association of political 
parties and paramilitary organizations—Sinn Fein 
and the irish Republican Army (iRA) on the nation-
alist side and the Progressive Unionist Party (PUP), 
Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), Ulster Democratic 
Party (UDP) and the Ulster Freedom Fighters (UFF) 
on the unionist side—had been a considerable 
obstacle to political progress. The United Kingdom 
had refused to deal with political parties so closely 
associated with terrorist and criminal groups. As 
Fitzduff wrote in 2002, “The objectives of the 
politicians [did] not differ significantly from the 
objectives of many of the paramilitaries, and during 
the conflict, the constitutional political parties fre-
quently accused each other of colluding secretly 
with the different paramilitaries.”14 Such were the 
difficulties facing the key political parties.

Involvement of regional powers. Arguably, 
British Prime Minister Tony Blair’s decision to drop 
arms decommissioning as a condition to dialogue 
and his subsequent invitation to Gerry Adams to 
meet with him at 10 Downing Street finally broke 
the deadlock. Bringing Sinn Fein into the politi-
cal process when its association with the iRA still 
tainted it was a bold move only made possible by 
Blair’s landslide victory in the general election of 
1997.15 Yet Blair, by doing so, made real progress 
toward AR2.

The changed attitudes of nations with a stake 
in northern ireland were fundamental to progress 
in AR2. For the U.K. Government, the conflict 
initially was an internal issue to resolve by impos-
ing its will on the recalcitrant. When this policy 
failed to make headway, the U.K. handed the reins 
to local politicians and began to deal with other 
regional stakeholders, including the Republic of 
ireland and the european Union. For its part, the 

Bringing Sinn Fein into the 
political process when its 

association with the IRA still 
tainted it was a bold move…



41Military review  January-February 2008

N O R T H E R N  I R E L A N D

Republic of ireland abandoned its relatively iso-
lated position to deal with the United Kingdom 
on the nationalists’ behalf.16 Bloomfield suggests 
that “the partnership between Dublin and London 
exemplified by the Anglo-irish Agreement of 1985 
represented the single most important change in the 
parameters of British structural policy.”17 With the 
positive involvement of neighboring stakeholders 
and regional powers, the conflict in Ulster saw the 
possibility of real progress.

Outsiders as brokers. internationalization of the 
conflict propelled opponents into making resolu-
tion genuinely possible. As Seamus Dunn notes, 
“Although it is difficult to find a measure of the 
influence of external actors, such as the United 
States and the european Union, there can be little 
doubt that interventions by the international com-
munity have contributed to the process toward 
peace.”18 The involvement of the United States (in 
the person of Senator George Mitchell) paved the 
way for political dialogue by opening lines of com-
munication between the nationalist political parties 
and the U.K. Government. 

Despite the U.K. Government’s objections, Presi-
dent Bill clinton invited Gerry Adams to the White 
House in 1994. Adams thereby remained a funda-
mental part of the AR2 process throughout his ten-
ure.19 These actions raised AR2 to the international 
level, forcing the U.K. Government to be more 
inclusive and more accountable in its approach. 
That attitude ultimately led to the decision to give 
Sinn Fein a seat at the negotiating table as a stake-
holder, a critical step in the AR2 process. 

Once the United States had internationalized 
the issue, the european Union became increas-
ingly involved in the process. The eU supported 
AR2 economically and politically. Because of its 
experience in creating federal institutions, the eU 
became one of the most influential brokers, guiding 
the peace process through the GFA and delivering 
tangible economic development that helped push 
continued political progress.

The eU’s role highlights the overlap between the 
political and economic aspects of AR2. in essence, 
the eU tied political progress to economic incen-
tives, which encouraged the political parties to keep 
the process moving. The people they represented 
began to see political progress as economically 
worthwhile. in turn, political development and 

cooperation helped open borders and encourage 
trade. The political dimension thus laid the ground-
work for further economic development, and eco-
nomic development (with the hope it represented 
for a better future) provided the incentive for further 
political developments. This cycle proved to be a 
powerful motivator in northern ireland, and it dem-
onstrates the importance of the synergistic relation-
ship between politics and economics in AR2.

Turning to security, if military action is the “con-
tinuation of political intercourse,” 10 years without 
actual political dialogue does not mean 10 years 
without political activity.20 The longer the military 
struggle continued, the more politically entrenched 
the positions became and the more the government’s 
hope of re-engaging the political parties receded. A 
security operation that divided communities to keep 
the peace was not conducive to political dialogue. 
Furthermore, the close association of political 
parties and paramilitary organizations meant that 
military actions in northern ireland might dispro-
portionately influence the political process. The 
influence of outside brokers essentially changed 
the landscape for these associations. 

in AR2’s initial stages, the emphasis was on 
security to the detriment of other dimensions of 
the process. Wherever the parties viewed the con-
flict mostly in military terms, security forces and 
paramilitary political arms found it much harder to 
control militant behavior. Genuine progress in AR2 
occurred when the security operation corrected this 
imbalance by subordinating itself to the political 
process. it took the influence of powerful outside 
interests to make that happen. When the opposing 
sides committed to political interaction with their 
sworn enemies, they were able to see beyond a zero-
sum game, and found an alternative to succeeding 
through violent means. Pressure from outside 
brokers helped in getting the security apparatus to 
back off its dominating posture.

The Economic Dimension
economic development was a key condition 

for effective AR2 in northern ireland. Poverty 
was responsible for many of the root causes of the 
conflict. employment discrimination against the 
catholic community contributed to growing animos-
ity toward the U.K. Government.21 As noted earlier, 
markets opened up for northern ireland only after 
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internationalization of the problem, coupled with 
economic incentives, stimulated political progress. 

The international community’s and the eU’s 
involvement was particularly important to eco-
nomic development in northern ireland. Funding 
for the eU’s Program for Peace and Reconciliation 
(sometimes referred to as the “PeAce Program”) 
reached over €1000 million (American billion). its 
aims of social inclusion, economic development 
and employment, urban and rural regeneration, and 
cross-border cooperation directly related to AR2.22 

Because the delivery of aid was made contingent 
on heeding donor countries’ interests, northern 
ireland’s economic development made an impact 
beyond the geographical boundaries of the region. 
The quid pro quo of aid for interest had the salutary 
secondary effect of returning northern ireland to 
the world economic system.

The economic dimension also affected the secu-
rity dimension. Unemployment provided a good 
recruiting ground for paramilitary groups and 
drove many of them into criminal activity to fund 
their campaigns of terror.23 Fuel smuggling, drug 
running, and bank robberies placed great demands 
on the security services, spurring occasionally dra-
conian security measures. With their adverse effect 
on legitimate trade, these measures exacerbated the 
economic depression and increased the need for 
even more security. Waging a military campaign 
to end terrorism and criminal activity without 
giving much thought to the economic consequences 
created a vicious circle, which stunted economic 
growth in northern ireland. in short, economic 
incentives could flourish only where both security 
operations and political progress took place. 

eventually, the U.K. Government and other 
players realized that economic incentives were 
powerful motivators and used them to good effect. 
By building commercial ties between sides in the 
conflict, they were able to stabilize the security situ-
ation and achieve political progress. Over time, this 
encouraged a fractured society to put aside political 
differences in favor of pursuing prosperity. 

The U.K. Government’s recognition of the 
Republic of ireland’s interests in northern ireland 
also reaped economic dividends. The Republic 
achieved unprecedented economic growth in the late 
1980s and early 1990s. its GDP rose by 53 percent 
between 1988 and 1994—the fastest growth in the 

eU over the period.24 northern ireland was able to 
piggyback on this success, and from 1987 to 1997, 
the nominal value of northern ireland’s exports to 
the Republic of ireland increased by 93.3 percent 
while imports from the Republic of ireland increased 
by 68.3 percent.25 This growth contributed to a sharp 
upturn in the northern irish economy with “2.4 per-
cent growth per annum for the six years ending 31 
December 1996 compared to 0.9 percent for Great 
Britain as a whole for the same period.”26

From a peak of 17.2 percent in October 1986, 
unemployment plummeted to 7.6 percent in novem-
ber 1997, its lowest level in around 17 years. This 
progress had two major consequences. First, it 
removed one cause of the disaffection and disenfran-
chisement that made the criminal activities of para-
military organizations appealing. Second, employed 
persons became stakeholders in society and sought 
a peaceful, politically progressive environment in 
which to work and prosper. As Kim cragin and Peter 
chalk tell us, “Some terrorist groups [had offered] 
recruits financial incentives and additional family 
support . . . . Social and economic development 
policies . . . [helped] to reduce the pool of potential 
recruits by reducing their perceived grievances and 
providing the members of these communities with 
viable alternatives to terrorism.”27 

Highlighting the wider impact of economic 
development on social reconciliation, cragin and 
chalk point to the emergence of a new middle class 
in northern ireland: “Members of this particular 
demographic sector have formed important media-
tion networks to reduce violence between supporters 
of militant Protestant groups and those sympathetic 
to the cause of the Real irish Republican Army.”28 

The Security Dimension
From the start, security forces in northern ireland 

were meant to serve as a visible threat to keep the 
parties involved in the political process. Military 
de-escalation was intended to be a bargaining tool to 
encourage political progress. However, failure to be 
impartial, or the perception of partiality, prolonged 
the process. The military resort to a security solu-
tion was therefore detrimental to political progress 
in AR2. The security operation evolved into an end 
in itself with little consideration given to political 
(and economic) developments so long as the envi-
ronment was dangerous. The U. K. used its army 
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in these early years to counter accusations of Royal 
Ulster constabulary partiality, but the army’s pres-
ence politicized the security effort and undermined 
police authority.29 When the GFA and subsequent 
Patton commission created the Police Service of 
northern ireland in november 2001, police forces 
finally began to play an effective role in AR2.30 

The security situation also had an impact on 
the economic dimension, as noted above. Border 
controls and increased internal security measures 
(e.g., segregation) undermined paramilitary efforts 
by cutting off smuggling and black marketeering as 
sources of funding, but also stifled trade. ironically, 
absent substantial economic and social develop-
ment addressing unemployment, the illegal trade 
the paramilitary organizations engaged in became 
the source of livelihood for many in northern ire-
land. cutting off this earning opportunity without 
providing alternative livelihoods was unpopular 
and increased discontent.

S.e. Sneddon writes of the early years, “Mistakes 
were made; the heavy-handed colonial approach of 
the 1970s that utilized internment, hard interroga-
tion, curfews, and area searches was massively 
counter-productive and generated deep sympathy 
for the iRA.”31 The U.K. Government found it dif-
ficult to appear impartial when everyone viewed its 
military as being partial to the unionist side. The 
government began to counter these allegations by 
developing new police forces, although the military 
had a role in this too. As Sneddon observed, “One 
of the greatest achievements of the armed forces 
was the ability to evolve and fall more closely into 
step with political progress, becoming a vital, but 
always subordinate part in the overall campaign.”32 
When the military subordinated itself to the political 
process, security operations started to have a much 
more positive effect on the cycle of economic and 
political progress.

in summary, security forces in northern ireland 
initially enforced peace and protected the citizens 
by persuading the opposing sides that the economic, 
political, and social benefits of AR2 outweighed the 
benefits of continuing the struggle. This security 
presence eventually created a relatively secure envi-
ronment for AR2, but real economic and political 
progress became possible only when the police had 
primacy over the military and the people believed 
security forces were impartial. The following sec-

tions discuss AR2 in light of how these dimensions 
shaped resolution of the conflict. 

Amnesty
in discussing AR2, one should remember that 

certain conditions have to have been met in order to 
proceed with an effective process. Specifically there 
has to be initial political agreement, although, as 
described below, amnesty can often form part of this 
initial agreement. As Brian Gormally writes: “Poli-
tics have to come first. Only . . . on the basis of a 
real political solution, will demobilization and rein-
tegration support be fundamental . . . components of 
post-war rehabilitation and development.”33 in the 
case of northern ireland, this political development 
was embodied in the GFA, to which amnesty was 
central. Below follows separate examinations of 
northern ireland’s political amnesty and weapons 
decommissioning.

Political amnesty. Amnesty is always an impor-
tant part of conflict resolution. As Gormally and 
Mcevoy discovered in their 1995 survey of the 
release and reintegration of politically motivated 
prisoners across the world, “the issue of the early 
release of politically motivated prisoners was criti-
cal to any peace process which follows a political 
conflict. Whatever the particular positions taken 
up by negotiating parties at any given time, we 
would argue that, until the question of prisoners is 
agreed then nothing, that will create a final solu-
tion, is agreed.”34 Prisoner amnesty in northern 
ireland was important for two reasons: it was an 
important trust-building measure on the part of the 
U.K. Government, and many of the key players 
needed to lead the reconciliation and reintegration 
processes were behind bars and would have been 
excluded from the process. Amnesty was, necessar-
ily, a precursor to reconciliation and reintegration 
in northern ireland. 

A further point to note is that amnesty often 
appears as a concession, one side to another, in this 
case the U.K. Government to insurgents and ter-
rorists. To many, this concession was and remains 

Amnesty is always an important 
part of conflict resolution.
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unpalatable. However, the U.K. Government had 
neither won the cOin fight nor defeated the iRA, 
as the authors of An Analysis of Military Operations 
in Northern Ireland conclude: “it should be recog-
nized that the Army did not ‘win’ in any recogniz-
able way; rather it achieved its desired end-state, 
which allowed a political process to be established 
without unacceptable levels of intimidation.”35 it 
had, as mentioned above, brought the various bellig-
erents to the point where a negotiated solution was 
more attractive than continued resistance. By the 
same token, clearly the U.K. Government had also 
reached the point where a negotiated solution was 
in its own best interests, and to that end, in entering 
the process, it had to be prepared to concede ground 
in the same way as the other parties. 

One can also argue that, in ending violent armed 
struggle, the U.K. Government had a moral obliga-
tion to provide for the future of those they had “put 
out of work.” There had to be at least partial recog-
nition of an obligation to incorporate into the new 
society those who had fought for two generations 
to unite ireland and get the British out by whatever 
means. Jonathon Moore espouses this view: “A 
random sweep through the thousands of individual 
cases that have led to conviction [of insurgents] 
reveals a complex picture in which the individual 
offender is caught in a cycle of violence. it is one 
of the most common remarks to be heard in both 
unionist and republican [nationalist] circles, that 
most of the young people who ended up in prison 
would not have been there but for ‘the troubles.’ 
Statistically at least, this is a tenable view.”36

Amnesty was not a novel concept to the British 
in northern ireland. As Moore writes, “Britain has 
often found it expedient to release irish political 
offenders before they have served their full or 
even a significant proportion of their sentences. 
Political realism suggested to British politicians 
that continued incarceration of ‘patriots’ was an 
impediment to and not an aid to achieving political 
stability.”37 indeed, there were several amnesties 
during the “troubles” in response to ceasefires. For 
example, 36 prisoners received amnesty following 
the first ceasefire in 1994, and a further 25 between 
July 1997 and April 1998.38 However, the already 
politically sensitive issue of amnesty was raised to 
another level when, at the 1994 Sinn Fein Ard Fheis, 
nationalist prisoners tabled a motion asserting that 

“the release of all political prisoners is a republi-
can demand based on the merits of justice—there 
would be no prisoners but for the conflict caused 
by Britain’s usurpation of irish sovereignty.”39 in 
effect, this statement put the U.K. Government in 
a difficult position. By suggesting that any future 
general amnesty would be tantamount to Britain 
admitting it had usurped irish sovereignty, it created 
pressure that might have hindered further progress. 
Fortunately, the U.K. Government was able to rise 
above the rhetoric, and it agreed to a rapid general 
amnesty in the GFA. Granting general amnesty in 
the face of such provocative talk probably served 
to enhance the trust the nationalist parties had in 
the U.K. Government.

in the GFA, the U.K. and irish Governments 
committed to establishing “mechanisms to pro-
vide for an accelerated program for the release 
of prisoners.”40 They noted that those included in 
the provisions of the agreement should, subject to 
individual review, be released within two years of 
signing the agreement.41 However, while a general 
amnesty is necessary to begin the processes of rec-
onciliation and reintegration, it also proved divisive, 
as expected, in northern irish society. Given that 
a considerable majority of those to be freed were 
nationalist, one can understand the concern felt by 
the unionist community over the release of such 
a large number of prisoners (approximately 150). 
As Prime Minister Blair said: “The early release 
of paramilitary prisoners . . . reached deep into 
people’s emotions.”42 ian Paisley has been particu-
larly vehement in his opposition.43 

On the other hand, the amnesty also had two 
key effects on the political process. First, the influ-
ence of paramilitary prisoners, which hitherto had 
been considerable, was significantly reduced, and 
former militants were led to work through legal 
political parties in order to achieve their desired 
ends.44 Fitzduff points to the emergence of several 
new political parties in the late 1990s that recruited 
significant numbers of former paramilitaries (for 
example, the Progressive Unionist Party and the 
Ulster Democratic Party).45 Second, many of 
the paramilitaries have been directly involved in 
furthering the peace process.46 They have done 
so either by being politically active or by taking 
leading roles in the processes of reconciliation and 
reintegration. Probably the best example is Martin 
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McGuiness, a convicted senior iRA terrorist who 
became the chief Sinn Fein negotiator of the GFA. 
McGuiness currently holds office as the deputy first 
minister of northern ireland.

Weapons decommissioning. Recognizing that 
the surrender of huge quantities of weapons would 
be a vital part of the general peace process, the U.K. 
Government forced “decommissioning” as a major 
condition for negotiation, particularly with the iRA 
and Sinn Fein. There was, however, a disparity 
between the conditions leveled on the nationalist 
paramilitaries and those demanded of the unionist 
groups. The iRA steadfastly refused to surrender 
its weapons without evidence of reciprocal action 
on the part of the unionists. As we have seen, 
in the end, the condition was dropped under the 
“Mitchell Principles.”47 Decommissioning instead 
became a part of the GFA amnesty. nevertheless, 
it has remained a contentious issue. While the iRA 
claims to have decommissioned much of its arsenal, 
its refusal to provide photographic evidence of the 
destruction remains a unionist concern. 

Two positive lessons emerged from decommis-
sioning in northern ireland: flexibility among con-
cerned parties ultimately allowed for a drop in the 
initial demand; and, as with the political process in 
general, involvement of international players aided 
the decommissioning process. As The Honorable 
Mitchell B. Reiss, Special envoy of the President 

and Secretary of State for the northern ireland 
Peace Process, has written, “The GFA established 
a process for paramilitary weapons decommission-
ing that is verified by the independent international 
commission on Decommissioning (iicD). This 
process allowed the paramilitary groups to avoid 
the perception that they were surrendering weap-
ons to the British government by interposing an 
international body to handle the weapons issue.”48 
nevertheless, while the decommissioning process 
did gain credibility from the presence of an exter-
nal broker, it remains a contentious issue with the 
potential for future problems. 

Reconciliation
As defined above, “reconciliation” entails the 

coming together of opposing political agendas to the 
point where progressive and meaningful dialogue 
can become possible. This form of reconciliation, 
resulting in a peace agreement, appears necessary 
for the success of the AR2 process in general and 
reintegration in particular.

Social reconciliation is probably the most difficult 
of the AR2 processes to transact. As Daniel Bar-Tal 
and Gemma Bennink write: “We suggest that it is 
the process of reconciliation itself that builds stable 
and lasting peace.”49 Reconciliation calls for genuine 
societal change, which explains the intransigence 
toward it. Bar-Tal and Bennink continue: “Rec-

onciliation goes beyond the agenda of 
formal conflict resolution to changing the 
motivations, goals, beliefs, attitudes, and 
emotions of the great majority of the soci-
ety members regarding the conflict.”50 
Thus, reconciliation is particularly dif-
ficult to achieve in societies in which 
separate identities have evolved. 

in northern ireland these identi-
ties have coalesced around ritual and 
symbology. Throughout the “troubles,” 
murals and landmarks gained added sig-
nificance and came to mark the territory 
of rival groups. Parades, in particular the 
unionist ones in Portadown and South 
Belfast, became iconic symbols serving 
to divide the society.51 But subordinating 
group concerns to the interests of the 
wider community is what undergirds 
the reconciliation process. 

A British Army helicopter hovers over the Romeo 101 observation post 
near camlough, in South Armagh, 25 October 2001. Army engineers 
begin dismantling it after the IRA announced it had begun decommis-
sioning its weapons.
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While the main parties in northern ireland were 
not prepared to forgo what they saw as rights, the 
security forces played a valuable role by attempt-
ing to mitigate, through negotiation or the use of 
barricades and crowd control obstacles, the friction 
caused by the marches. Besides keeping public 
order, these interventions aided the process of 
reconciliation by limiting confrontation between 
the opposing sides. Attention was diverted from 
the marches’ confrontational messages to antipathy 
for the security forces who attempted to deny them 
their “rights.” 

if the ultimate aim of reconciliation is to build 
the basis of a common narrative and develop a 
shared identity, then the marches indicate that the 
process is far from complete in northern ireland. 
indeed, the main sides see the GFA and its resulting 
dialogue as an opportunity to continue to seek their 
own agendas under the framework of their sepa-
rate narratives. There appears to be little interest 
in developing a common identity, and so one can 
conclude that, as long as this remains the case, the 
prospects for peace in the long term are slim.

interestingly, in their article “Reconciliation as 
a Dirty Word: conflict, community Relations and 
education in northern ireland,” Lesley Mcevoy, 
Kieran Mcevoy, and Kirsten Mcconnachie argue 
that the term “reconciliation” inappropriately 
describes the process in northern ireland. For 
many of those involved, “reconciliation” is too 
closely associated with community relations and 
the implication that their own identities are impedi-
ments to progress. Furthermore, particularly for 
nationalists, the term is suggestive of the programs 
instituted by the U.K. Government. in their view, 
the U.K. should have been involved in the process, 
not dictating it.52 

The same article also highlights the vital role 
played by ex-combatants in the reconciliation pro-
cess: “Some of these men and women have been 
at the forefront of taking forward the most difficult 
issues of the peace process including working on 
interface violence at flashpoint areas; negotiations 
concerning contentious parades; the decommission-
ing of paramilitaries’ weapons; engagement with the 
victims of political violence and other ex-combat-
ants; and promoting and encouraging the emerging 
debate on truth recovery in the jurisdiction.”53 From 
these comments, one discerns a clear link among the 

amnesty granted the ex-prisoners, their reintegra-
tion into society, and their subsequent work in the 
field of reconciliation. 

Finally, as mentioned above, security forces can 
contribute to reconciliation by providing an envi-
ronment in which it can take place. in this case, 
that is exactly what has happened. in generally 
keeping the peace, and specifically by preventing 
the marches from spawning greater conflict, the 
military set the conditions for the early stages of 
reconciliation in northern ireland. 

Reintegration
Reintegration has also taken place on several 

different levels in northern ireland: reintegration 
of the region itself, reintegration of the catholic 
and Protestant communities, and reintegration 
of ex-prisoners in society at large. in examining 
reintegration as a concept, one should understand 
that it is a two-way process requiring decisiveness 
and effort by the party being reintegrated and the 
accepting society. This distinction is important since 
the ground has to be prepared on both sides.

Regional reintegration. northern ireland’s 
regional reintegration, both politically and eco-
nomically, not only drew it into closer ties with the 
rest of the U. K. and ireland, but also more widely 
with the rest of the european Union and even the 
world. This type of reintegration was stimulated 
by economic ties and bound together by political 
negotiations and agreements. As such, it was argu-
ably instrumental in extending horizons for many 
of the groups in northern ireland beyond what one 
may see as parochial issues (without trivializing 
them). While it is difficult to substantiate, one could 
conclude that rather than feeling locked in a mortal 
battle with either the U.K. or each other, many of 
the political parties and paramilitaries realized that 
the eyes of the world were on them. They could 
therefore use this high visibility to their advantage 
to pursue their goals through peaceful means, in 
particular by leveraging the support of other nations 
to influence the U.K. and irish Governments to 
recognize their positions. 

Community reintegration. One of the most effec-
tive methods security forces can use to de-escalate 
violence is to construct physical barriers to keep 
warring factions apart. in northern ireland, the divi-
sion these “peace walls” created was enhanced by 
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the marking of territory, usually by painting murals, 
erecting curbstones, or hoisting party flags. As the 
conflict progressed, however, communities became 
increasingly isolated and entrenched, not only physi-
cally but also psychologically. To reintegrate, the 
communities therefore needed to overcome both 
physical and mental barriers. 

in northern ireland, it is possible to see that, 
over time, effective policing offset the need for 
the physical barriers. The mental obstacles to rein-
tegration were more significant; in fact, most of 
the community relations work in northern ireland 
was predicated on the assumption that “while such 
physical and mental separation exists between com-
munities, fears and misunderstandings about each 
other’s ultimate intentions will continue, and will 
thus make the achievement of any agreed political 
solutions between the communities even more dif-
ficult, and more difficult to sustain.”54

Over the course of the conflict, the U.K. Gov-
ernment launched community-relations initiatives 
at national, regional, and local levels. Perhaps 
chief among them was the community Relations 
council (cRc), established in 1990 and intended 
as “an independent agency dedicated to improving 
relationships between communities and fostering 
conflict resolution in northern ireland.”55 Fitzduff, 

who was the first director of the cRc, points to two 
significant elements that enabled such programs to 
begin to achieve a level of social reintegration. The 
first was an emphasis on education, that is, giving 
participants the necessary knowledge and skills with 
which to begin or continue dialogue. The second 
was the use of “partials” as facilitators. Having 
concluded by experiment that it was virtually 
impossible for both sides to consider a facilitator 
completely neutral, work began to develop a cadre 
of “partials” or “insider-partials,” people whose 
loyalties were known to both sides but who were 
trusted to lay their interests aside for the duration of 
community dialogue. These individuals were able 
to “model openness about their own upbringings, 
their fears and their political convictions, while 
at the same time ensuring a productive process 
for discussion.”56 This mechanism has proved to 
be very successful, and it has often involved ex-
prisoners, thereby aiding their reintegration into 
the community.

Reintegration of political prisoners. This aspect 
of reintegration follows directly from amnesty and 
is another vital step in the AR2 process. According 
to Gormally, “Prisoner release and reintegration 
are an indispensible prerequisite for the building 
of an inclusive society.”57 Of course, the ground 

for such reintegration has to 
have been prepared. Prepara-
tion happens on both sides 
of the process; on the one 
hand, the ex-combatants need 
to be prepared to play their 
part as responsible citizens 
in a democracy; on the other 
hand, the society receiving 
them must be prepared to 
recognize that change has 
occurred and accept them on 
those terms. 

The significant role that 
political prisoners played, 
not only as partials but also 
throughout the peace pro-
cess in northern ireland, 
helped with their reinte-
gration. Again, Gormally 
addresses this significance: 
“The active role of prisoners Loyalist murals in the protestant Docks area, Belfast, 14 July 2006.
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and ex-prisoners in the peace process opened their 
way to political reintegration . . . Virtually all of 
the negotiators representing paramilitary-aligned 
parties during the peace talks were ex-prisoners.”58 
in essence, having conceded that further violence 
would not bring them closer to their goals, many 
of the insurgents sought to pursue their cause in 
political forums. 

The ex-combatants were given the opportunity 
to work through forums sponsored by the U.K. 
Government, whose attitude in this regard helped. 
Having adopted an intentionally permissive attitude, 
the government created conditions that allowed 
those most closely associated with the paramilitary 
organizations to reintegrate into democratic society. 
This situation helped to further the political process 
by enabling ex-prisoners and supporters alike to 
play an active, nonviolent political role and by 
ensuring that paramilitaries influenced their sup-
porters in actively supporting the process. 

At the same time, the reintegration of political 
prisoners into northern ireland society has not been 
without its problems. Most of them stem from the 
economic conditions ex-prisoners face as they begin 
the reintegration process. Because of a lack of job 
skills (due to prison time), employer aversion to 
anyone with a “bad reputation,” and various legal 
reasons, many have found employment elusive.59 
This point also highlights the importance of society 
being prepared to receive ex-prisoners. Returning 
to Gormally: “Long-term peace is hardly to be 
consolidated by excluding former combatants from 
mainstream employment.”60 Again the international 
community has intervened positively: the eU has 
initiated a “Special Programme for Support and 
Reconciliation” that, by providing funding to com-
munities to sponsor “prisoner projects,” has assisted 
the reconciliation and reintegration process. 

conclusion
The U.K. Government’s actions in resolving 

the conflict in northern ireland reveal some of the 
difficulties inherent in attempting to appropriately 
balance the political, economic, and security dimen-
sions in a society to set the conditions for AR2. The 
following observations illustrate lessons from that 
AR2 process. 
●	The	U.K.	Government’s	 internalizing	of	 the	

problem and the characterization of the situation as a 

zero-sum game in the early years of the conflict pre-
vented meaningful political dialogue for decades. 
●	In	lieu	of	substantive	dialogue,	it	 is	possible	

to argue that security operations became an end 
in themselves (and so were detrimental to overall 
efforts at AR2). 
●	One	can	also	argue	that	progress	was	not	real-

istic until Sinn Fein was brought into the political 
process, with significant economic incentives, 
along with international brokers. These measures 
should have been taken in the intervening 25 years 
of military struggle. 
●	While	 the	U.K.	Government	 can	assert	 that	

it took 25 years to set the conditions for what 
followed, one can also conclude that the military 
struggle continued for such a long time precisely 
because the above steps had not been taken ear-
lier. in the meantime, the conflict served only to 
increasingly divide and impoverish society in 
northern ireland. 
●	The	 effectiveness	 of	 outside	mediation	 (for	

political and economic reasons) should have been 
deduced earlier in the process. notwithstanding 
issues of sovereignty, the impartiality of an outside 
broker clearly offers benefits, particularly when the 
government has such a close association with, and 
perceived interest in, one side. 

in conclusion, any approach to setting the condi-
tions for AR2 needs to be inclusive, balanced, and 
responsive. it should seek to advance political, 
economic, and security processes in a way that 
avoids one area having an adverse effect on the 
others. Only by achieving results in all dimensions 
simultaneously will the ground for successful AR2 
be prepared. 

As part of the security forces, the military has a 
key role to play in laying the foundations for AR2. 
chiefly, it can persuade the opposing sides that the 
benefits to be gained (economic, political, and social) 
via AR2 outweigh the potential benefits of continuing 
the struggle. Military forces have to act as a threat to 

As part of the security forces, 
the military has a key role  

to play in laying the  
foundations for AR2. 



49Military review  January-February 2008

N O R T H E R N  I R E L A N D

the paramilitary organizations to keep their political 
representatives in negotiations. Military forces—
indeed all security forces—should be mindful of the 
negative effects their operations can have. Military 

operations should not be seen as an end in themselves, 
or even purely as a way to support a legitimate gov-
ernment, but rather, in terms of their contribution to 
the vital processes of AR2.61  MR
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