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Submission to the Panel of Parties of the NI Executive, also known as ‘The Haass Talks’, on 

Dealing with the Past, on behalf of the Executive Committee and members of Coiste na nIarchimí 

 

 

A chairde, 

 

Enclosed is the formal submission to you on behalf of Coiste na nIarchimí.  This organization, funded 

under the European Union for Peace and Reconciliation, represents the former I.R.A. related personnel 

who were imprisoned during the conflict between Ireland and Britain. 

 

We consist of twelve staffed offices based in the north of Ireland and adjacent counties and we are 

engaged full time on working to embed and build the peace here. 

 

Our offices are located as follows: 

 

(i) Coiste na nIarchimí Central Office, Belfast 

(ii) Tar Anall   West Belfast 

(iii) Tar Isteach   North Belfast 

(iv) Iarchimí Ard Mhaca Theas South Armagh 

(v) Fáilte Abhaile  Dundalk,County Louth 

(vi) Fáilte Cluain Eois  Clones, County Monaghan 

(vii) Lá Nua   Ballinamore, County Leitrim 

(viii) Tús Nua   Sligo, County Sligo 

(ix) Eirí na Gréine  Carrickmore, County Tyrone 

(x) Abhaile Arís  Letterkenny, County Donegal  

(xi) Tar Abhaile  Derry City, County Derry 

(xii) Cairde   Strabane, County Tyrone 

 

Our organisation is located in the heart of the areas of multiple deprivation in Ireland and in the areas 

most affected by the thirty-year conflict. The main aim Coiste na nIarchimí is to secure the full and equal 

participation in society for our members. 

 

From our formation we have played a central role in promoting the peace and political process, 

contributing to conflict transformation and building relationships across the island of Ireland. 

 

We request the opportunity to make a presentation to your panel. 

 

Is mise le meas, 

 

 

Kevin Mulgrew 

Chair 
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Executive Summary 

 

The root cause of the British/Irish conflict has been historical colonialism and the violent subjugation of 

the Irish by the British. 

 

Armed resistance by the Irish to British oppression has been a consistent part of that colonial history. 

 

The „Northern Ireland‟ statelet was created in 1922 and imposed by threat of war against the will of the 

majority of the Irish people.   National aspirations, culture and religion were denigrated and treated as 

inferior by the gerrymandered Protestant Government. 

 

The armed conflict primarily centred in the North of Ireland in the decades that followed the violent 

suppression of the Civil Rights Movement in the late 1960s can only be properly understood within this 

historical colonial context. 

 

During this conflict IRA volunteers did not act as individuals but as part of a cohesive, disciplined, 

command structured revolutionary movement with significant popular support. 

 

Those imprisoned were arrested, interrogated and processed through special courts, under emergency 

laws especially introduced to deal with the political nature of the conflict.  This included torture, ill 

treatment and Internment without Trial. 

 

The IRA was clearly a political agency.  The Republican prisoners were clearly political.   This is 

underpinned by the fact that they were released as part of the Good Friday Agreement (GFA).  

 

It has been estimated that there are 25,000-30,000 Republican ex prisoners.  When we factor in their 

families, this represents a very significant societal constituency. 

 

Throughout the peace process Republican Ex- Prisoners have played and continue to play a hugely 

positive role in peace building, conflict management/transformation and community development.   

 

The positive contribution of Republican Ex-Prisoners is clearly evident in various areas of activity at the 

macro and micro levels including the political, community, civic, social, economic and cultural spheres. 

 

Despite recommendations in the GFA, the Republican Ex-Prisoner constituency have never been 

provided with any especially dedicated, adequately resourced and properly programmed support 

measures.  Apart from self-help initiatives and piecemeal European Peace funds there has been 

extremely limited provision. 

 

There has been a catastrophic failure by the British and Irish Governments to fulfil the commitments made 

towards Political Ex-Prisoners in the GFA and St Andrews Agreement and serious barriers remain in 

place. 

 

These barriers have resulted in significantly higher levels of disadvantage, poor emotional and physical 

health and greater exclusion for Republican Ex-Prisoners living in geographical areas that are suffering 

serious levels of deprivation and disadvantage. 

 

This has been compounded by a deliberate, politically contrived dichotomy that categorises Republican 

Ex-Prisoners as „perpetrators‟ and British State forces as „victims‟. 
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The violence of the British State, including its collusive role with Loyalist proxy gangs, is under-stated and 

covered up, notwithstanding the commitments given by the British Government to the European Council 

of Ministers following the judgment of the European Court of Human Rights (2001) in relation to the 

proper standards of investigation of Article 2 cases involving state killings. 

 

Since the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, Republicans continue to be arrested and charged for 

pre GFA events.  However, British state administrative and military forces enjoy a de facto amnesty pre 

and post GFA. 

 

Republican Ex-Prisoners have suffered death and injury as well as torture, beatings, systemic cruelty and 

other privations in the jails and interrogation centres.  They have lost large numbers of relatives and loved 

ones to the conflict.  Their families have also suffered physical injury, prejudice, discrimination, threats, 

intimidation, harassment, stigma, poverty, exclusion and other hardships related to imprisonment and 

conflict.   

 

These facts are largely ignored and are excluded from the dominant vocabulary in the general victim‟s 

discourse where Republican Ex-Prisoners are regularly depicted purely and simply as perpetrators.  

 

In contrast to the treatment of Republicans, huge amounts of financial remunerations have been paid out 

to British state forces and agencies involved in the conflict.  This does not reflect a fair or co-equal conflict 

resolution and resettlement process.  

 

The working class Catholic/Nationalist/Republican communities that suffered most during the armed 

conflict have benefited least from any socio-economic peace dividend.  These neighbourhoods contain 

large numbers of political Ex-Prisoners.    

 

Given their positive leadership role in these already marginalised communities, continuing discrimination 

against Republican Ex-Prisoners sends out a very negative and contradictory message to the people that 

live there. 

 

The wholesale denial of equal citizenship to Republican Ex-Prisoners is detrimental to the peace and 

political processes and acts as a destabilising factor within Republican communities.    

 

On-going discrimination against Republican Ex-Prisoners plays directly into the hands of elements that 

are hyper-critical of the political/ peace process and who are striving to gain a foothold. 
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Recommendations 

 

1. Expunging of prison Records- Conflict related convictions- of Political Ex-Prisoners  

2. The current de facto Amnesty enjoyed by British state administrative and military forces should 

include all those who participated in the conflict, with a view to facilitating a truth recovery 

process. 

3. Political Ex-Prisoners to be explicitly included in equality legislation and fair employment 

legislation, as recommended in the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission statement for 

2012, and the report of the Review Panel on the „Employers‟ Guidance on Recruiting People with 

Conflict Related Convictions‟ commission by the OFMDFM Ex-Prisoners Working Group. 

4. Decriminalisation and removal of all legal barriers to healing, conflict transformation and social 

inclusion. For example, this should include the removal of legislative restrictions on health 

professionals in relation to disclosure of information about the past 

5. United Nations Disarmament, Demobilization & Reintegration, 2nd Generation 
1
 approach to the 

British/Irish post conflict transformation process 

6. Establishment of a dedicated All Ireland Support Programme for Republican Ex-Prisoners and 

their Families (Properly Resourced by the two Governments party to the Inter-governmental 

agreement) . Public acknowledgement by the British, Irish, US Governments and European Union 

of the political nature of the conflict and political motivation of Republican Ex-Prisoners and ex-

combatants. 

7. Public Acknowledgement by the British, Irish, US Governments and European Union of the 

positive contribution of Republican Ex-Prisoners to the Peace Process 

8. Repeal of the Special Advisers Bill/Act (N.I.Assembly (2013)) specifically designed to discriminate 

against political former prisoners in the North of Ireland. 

9. Repeal of the Taxi Licencing Act (Leinster House (2013)) specifically designed to discriminate 

against political former prisoners in the South of Ireland. 

 

 

  

                                                
1
 Second Generation Disarmament, Demobilization & Reintegration (DDR) Practices In Peace Operations, Report commissioned by: 

United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations Office of Rule of Law and Security Institutions Disarmament, 
Demobilization and Reintegration Section 
 



Coiste na nIarchimí 
Submission to the Panel of Parties in the NI Executive 

5/16 

Preamble 

 

History is a means of understanding or interpreting, rather than absolutely knowing the past; it is often 

fiercely disputed, no less so when it comes to Ireland and dealing with our conflicted past. 

 

Views and perceptions of history are often influenced by personal experience, upbringing and ideology.   

Mythology and prejudice are other factors that must be overcome if we are to arrive at an objective, 

rigorous, intelligent scrutiny.  Therefore we are acutely conscious of the need to get beyond one 

dimensional, self-righteous, self-serving historical narrative, where old caricatures are applied to 

opponents simply as a means of achieving political advantage or victory rather than finding authentic 

solutions about how to deal with the past. 

 

This submission should therefore not be interpreted as an attempt to impose a simplistic, single view but 

as an effort to refocus attention towards a crucially important perspective and experience in this process, 

that of the Republican Ex-Prisoner community. 

 

In the 15 years that have passed since the Good Friday Agreement, as a Republican Ex-Prisoner support 

network heavily engaged in community development, outreach and peace and reconciliation work, we 

have continuously striven to apply an approach that is self-scrutinising, self-critical, cautious and 

respectful of others.  It is therefore not our intention to be inflammatory or to add further hurt to anyone. 

 

Conversely, given the backdrop of prejudice, distortion, narrow minded caricature and invective directed 

towards Republican Ex-Prisoners in general, particularly within the broad discourse relating to the issues 

of victimhood, dealing with the past and reparations, we feel compelled to restate, as directly and 

honestly as possible, our own historical experience from our own Republican standpoint. 

 

 

Dealing with the Past: Political, Historical Context 

 

The full implementation, on a progressive and irreversible basis by the two governments, especially the 

British government, of what they have agreed will provide a political context, in an enduring political 

process, with the potential to remove the causes of conflict, and in which Irish republicans and unionists 

can, as equals, pursue our respective political objectives peacefully. In that context the IRA leadership will 

initiate a process that will completely and verifiably put IRA arms beyond use. We will do it in such a way 

as to avoid risk to the public and misappropriation by others and ensure maximum public confidence.
2
 

The above IRA commitment is widely acknowledged as being truly historic and ground breaking in 

creating the conditions to pursue political aspirations by peaceful means. “we believe that the 

transformation brought about by the ending of the IRA's campaign provides the basis for a political 

settlement”
3
 

 

Armed resistance by the Irish against British intervention has been part of our history for over 800 years. 

Irishmen and women, motivated by the desire to throw off the yoke of imperialism and colonialism, 

responded to dispossession, subjugation and violent oppression.   This has been the case throughout the 

history of the Anglo /Irish conflict including the armed Republican revolt that occurred here in the North of 

Ireland in the decades following the violent state suppression of the Civil Rights movement in the late 

                                                
2
 IRA statement 6

th
 May 2000 

3
 St Andrews Agreement 2006 
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1960s.  The unionist state since its inception was characterised by vicious sectarianism, discrimination, 

inequality and intolerance towards the Catholic/Nationalist minority. 

 

The „Northern Ireland‟ statelet was created in 1922 and imposed by threat of war against the will of the 

majority of the Irish people.   It was an historical injustice forced upon the Irish nation.   

Irish northern nationalists, who had no wish to be part of the artificially created Protestant statelet, were 

forced to live under continuous structural inequalities, injustices, and discrimination.  Their national 

aspirations, culture and religion were denigrated and treated as inferior by the gerrymandered Protestant 

Government.   

 

``The historical and contemporary existence of the Irish nation has never been in dispute. For centuries, 

Britain has sought to conquer, dominate and rule Ireland. For centuries, the Irish people have sought to 

free Ireland from British rule. Britain, a large, powerful and ruthless colonial power, was able to defeat the 

numerous and sustained efforts of the Irish people to liberate themselves. In the course of the 19th 

century, as a result of British oppression and famine, the population of Ireland was halved”
4
  

 

This centuries old resistance against a colonial regime should be set alongside other nations struggles. 

“On what rightful principle may a state, being not more than one-fifth part of the Nation in soil and 

population, break up the Nation and then cause a proportionately large sub-division of itself in a most 

arbitrary way?'' 
5
 

 

 

Special Laws 

 

The political nature of the prisoners is further confirmed when we come to look at the special, political 

nature of the legislation used to imprison them.  Throughout the conflict the law was employed as a 

weapon in the armoury of the state.     Republicans were arrested, interrogated and processed through 

special courts and under emergency laws especially introduced to deal with the political nature of the 

conflict.  As part of these processes they were regularly brutalized, tortured and ill treated. 

 

 They were arrested under the Special Powers Act and the Offences Against the State Act 

 They were convicted in Special courts with no juries; 

 They were housed in a separate prison regime; 

 The regime was different to conventional systems, Special Category and de facto Political Status 

with republican prisoners having their own command structures recognised;  

 They were released under Special legislation introduced as part of the Good Friday Agreement. 

 

Moreover in the period 1971- 1975, almost 2,000 Republicans
6
 were interned without trial.   In 

comparison less than 200 Loyalist were interned despite a concerted loyalist campaign of sectarian terror 

against the civilian Catholic population.   

 

“Throughout the decades, Amnesty International and other bodies, including national and international 

NGOs and inter-governmental bodies, also documented a range of human rights violations committed by 

members of the security forces, including the RUC, the British armed forces, and the intelligence services. 

Repeated failures by the UK government to hold Northern Ireland the security forces to account for these 

                                                
4
 Sean mc Bride, SC, recipient of the 1983 Nobel and Lenin peace prizes.   

5
 United States President Abraham Lincoln, February 18th, 1861 

6 Review of literature on Republican and Loyalist ex-prisoners, Bill Rolston, Transitional Justice Institute, University of Ulster, May 
2011 
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violations, and virtually no prosecutions, contributed to an environment of impunity and undermined the 

rule of law in Northern Ireland. These violations included unlawful killings, torture and other ill-treatment 

(both physical and psychological) of detainees, detention without charge or trial, unfair trials, repeated 

failures to investigate killings effectively, and harassment and intimidation of defence lawyers”.
7
 

 

 

Numbers of Republican Ex-Prisoners 

 

Independent research puts the numbers of republican ex-prisoners at approx 25,000 out of a total of 

40,000.
8
 The authors accept this is a conservative estimate given that the data is limited to 1971-1998.  In 

addition, several thousand republicans were combatants in the conflict but were not imprisoned. 

 

 

Political Motivation of Republican Prisoners 

 

It should be acknowledged that Irish Republican Army volunteers acted as part of and within the 

established structures of that organisation.  They did not act as individuals but as part of a cohesive, 

command structured, revolutionary movement.  They could not have operated in the way they did without 

significant popular support. 

 

The causes and motivations behind the British/Irish conflict were political.  Republican men and women 

were imprisoned because of their response to the oppressive political and social circumstances they 

found themselves in. 

 

The principal of political status for republican prisoners was fought and died for in the gaols over 

hundreds of years. It was a principle that gained further International recognition during and after the 

1981 hunger strikes.  The political nature of the prisoners was recognised in the Good Friday Agreement 

as only qualifying prisoners were released under that agreement. 

 

The legal status of combatants struggling against colonial and racist regimes for the right to self-

determination was defined by the UN General Assembly in 1973 “such struggles are legitimate and in full 

accord with the principles of international law. Attempts to suppress struggles against colonial and racist 

régimes are incompatible with the UN Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 

Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples as well as with the 

Principles of International Law concerning Friendly Co-operation among States. Such attempts constitute 

a threat to peace and security. Captured combatants are to be accorded the status of prisoners of war 

under the Third Geneva Convention”
9
  

 

  

                                                
7
 Northern Ireland Time To Deal With The Past- Amnesty International 2013 

8
 Ageing and Social Exclusion among Former Politically Motivated Prisoners in Northern Ireland‟ (2010), Dr Ruth Jamieson, Dr Peter 

Shirlow, Dr Adrian Grounds.    
9
 Fact sheet No 13, International Humanitarian Law and Human Rights ,United Nations, Geneva ,July 1991 
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Good Friday Agreement 

 

The Good Friday Agreement is an all-Ireland Intergovernmental agreement between Britain and Ireland 

and which recognised the failure of partition.  It was a historic compromise intended to resolve the political 

conflict in Ireland on the basis of equality and justice. Specific commitments were made within the Good 

Friday Agreement in relation to political prisoners “The Governments continue to recognise the 

importance of measures to facilitate the reintegration of prisoners into the community by providing support 

both prior to and after release, including assistance directed towards availing of employment 

opportunities, retraining and or re-skilling and further education” 
10

 

 

This issue was revisited in the St Andrews talks in 2006, “the Government will work with business, trade 

unions and ex-prisoner groups to produce guidance for employers which will reduce barriers to 

employment and enhance reintegration of former prisoners”
11

 

 

However, 15 years after the GFA, it is clear that no dedicated, adequately resourced, and properly 

programmed support measures were ever put in place by the British, Irish or Stormont Governments for 

the many thousands of political ex-prisoners and their families.   European Peace funding was only open 

to political ex-prisoners that had the capacity and wherewithal to get organised, complete complex 

funding applications and deliver programmes within stringent criteria set by others.  Many political ex-

prisoners across the island of Ireland were unable to do this and others were not eligible to apply due to 

criteria barring applications outside of the North of Ireland and the border counties.  Moreover the 

European Peace funding had to be competed for alongside a multitude of other community organisations 

and interest groups. 

 

Even where political ex-prisoner groups have managed to acquire funding, the resources made available 

have never corresponded to the huge level of need that actually exists.  As a result only very minimal, 

bare bones support services have been put in place.  Funding has always been difficult to access and 

has been consistently short-term, piecemeal, stop-start, uncertain and never enough to effectively 

address the need at hand.  If republican ex-prisoners had not taken it upon themselves to carry out this 

work it would not have happened at all. 

 

 

Inequality of treatment of former combatants 

 

In the wake of the GFA almost £2 Billion has been paid out to British state forces and their agents who 

were involved in the conflict.  This does not take into account financial remunerations to other 

components of the state apparatus such as the civil service, judiciary and prison service.
12

 This has come 

in the form of severance payments, resettlement packages, support services, compensation, etc. 

 

When this package for state forces is measured against the very limited resources, supports and funding 

allocated towards republican combatants the inequality is stark. Moreover, the inequality relating to this 

issue is further compounded when we look at the huge disparity in treatment of those on the republican 

side of this conflict compared to the treatment of those that fought on the side of the state.   

 

                                                
10

 Annex G Good Friday Agreement 1998 
11

 Annex B St Andrews agreement 2006 
12

 Relatives for justice, information sheet, www.relativesforjustice.com 
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While approximately 30,000 Republicans were imprisoned representing approximately 200,000 years in 

jail, very few members of „official‟ state forces have ever been imprisoned for their part in the conflict.  

This is despite the fact that hundreds of people were killed and thousands injured by state forces.   

Moreover, with each new revelation about the central role of state agencies in the running and directing of 

informers, agents and proxy gangs who literally had a „licence to kill‟ we can only guess at the actual 

number of victims of state violence. 

 

Nevertheless, state forces and their agents enjoy de facto amnesty, whilst Republican Ex-Prisoners are 

subject to continuing criminalisation, discrimination, deprivation, exclusion, stigmatisation and even 

prosecution. The psychological and material impact of all of this should not be underestimated as it is 

deeply perceived by the Republican Ex-Prisoner community as evidence that they are held in contempt 

rather than as co-equals in a conflict resolution process. 

 

In the face of all the compelling evidence to-date, from independent sources such as Amnesty 

International, British Rights Watch, and British official enquires such as the Stalker/Sampson Reports, the 

Saville Report and the De Silva Report only a handful of low ranking British State soldiers and police have 

been prosecuted for offences committed during the conflict.  

 

In response to the Saville Report on Bloody Sunday, British Prime Minister David Cameron said he was 

"deeply sorry", and that the findings of the Saville Report were "shocking", that the shooting dead of 13 

civil rights marchers, was „unjustified and unjustifiable‟.
13

.   Only low ranking soldiers were blamed and no 

one has been made accountable for the killings in that no one has been prosecuted for any offence.  

 

David Cameron again apologised, this time to the family of the murdered Belfast lawyer Pat Finucane, 

after the publication of the De Silva Report.   The desktop review of papers, rather than the independent 

inquiry promised, found "shocking levels” of state collusion between police officers and soldiers and 

loyalist killers.  Eighty percent of the loyalist Ulster Defence Association's intelligence information came 

from official state sources.  The political oversight of the security forces was described as, "The system 

appears to have facilitated political deniability in relation to such operations, rather than creating 

mechanisms for an appropriate level of political oversight.",
14

 and that, RUC special branch was 

"responsible for seriously obstructing the investigation".  What is perhaps most shocking was that the 

British Prime Minister made this statement in relation to only one loyalist killing. 

 

However, Pat Finucane‟s widow, and Amnesty International condemned the report.  It was described, as 

a "sham … a whitewash … a confidence trick, “not the truth."  That the review, and the Government, had 

not delivered justice, had reneged on repeated Government commitments and failed to meet the UK's 

obligations under international law, as par the commitments given by the British Government to the 

European Council of Ministers following the judgment of the European Court of Human Rights (2001) in 

relation to the proper standards of investigation into Article 2 cases involving state killings. 

 

To date no one from within the British security services has been made accountable for the murder.  

Those at the highest levels of command and government, who sanctioned illegal actions, including 

murder and torture, remain untouchable. 

 

                                                
13

 David Cameron, House of Commons 15 June 2010 
14

 David Cameron, House of Commons, 12 December, 2012 

http://www.theguardian.com/politics/davidcameron
http://www.theguardian.com/uk/pat-finucane
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Whilst, since the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, Republicans continue to be arrested and 

charged for pre GFA events, no member of the British state administrative and military forces have been 

prosecuted. 

 

 

Role of Republican Ex-prisoners 

 

Throughout the peace process Republican Ex- Prisoners have played a hugely positive role in political, 

community, social and civic development, peace building and conflict resolution, yet they are still denied 

equal citizenship.   Republican Ex-Prisoners contribution to the peace building process, both prior to and 

Post-Good Friday Agreement, occurs at every level including the political, community, civic levels and 

other social spheres of activity.  This includes working within, between and across communities and 

society, promoting dialogue, conflict resolution, anti-sectarianism and supporting the wider equality 

agenda.  Republican ex-prisoners are heavily involved in the vanguard of various projects and initiatives 

struggling to alleviate the multiple deprivations and social deficits afflicting their neighbourhoods. 

 

Peace building on the ground on a daily basis has often meant Republican Ex-Prisoners putting 

themselves in direct physical danger whether at volatile interfaces, during riot situations or during 

contentious parades trying to provide positive leadership and a calming influence in hostile and adverse 

circumstances. 

 

There are others opposed to the peace process, which they regarded as a „sell out‟, who have subjected 

Republican ex-prisoners to personal physical abuse, threats and attacks, damage to homes and 

belongings. 

 

 

Victims of Conflict 

 

The deliberate construction of a dichotomy that places Republican Ex-Prisoners as „perpetrators‟ on one 

side and victims on the other is another example of the subjective, simplistic and spurious nature of the 

ongoing discrimination policy waged against Republican Ex-Prisoners.  As part of this process the role of 

the British State in the conflict is deliberately under stated and their violent collusive role with Loyalists 

covered up.  The harsh reality in all wars and conflicts is that victim and perpetrator are often 

interchangeable terms, this applies to all sides.    For example, large numbers of Republican Ex-Prisoners 

have lost relatives and loved ones to the conflict.  Their families have suffered in various other ways 

including physical injury, threat, intimidation, harassment, and stigma. 

 

Families also endured and continue to endure poverty, exclusion and other hardships related to 

imprisonment and conflict.  Many Republican Ex-Prisoners have also suffered violence themselves 

including death, injury, as well as torture and beatings and other forms of systemic cruelty in the 

interrogation centres and jails.  These facts are however largely ignored in the general victims debate.   

Anecdotal evidence also indicates large numbers of Republican Ex-Prisoners are dying at a premature 

age, the linkage to their past tribulations and ill treatments an obvious consideration “75% of political ex-

prisoners in the New Lodge area of North Belfast said that they and/or their families had been victims of 

armed attacks by State and Loyalist forces”. 
15

 

 

 

                                                
15

 „An Loiste Uir, Prisoner/Ex-Prisoner Project‟, Paul O Neill, (1998) A Research Report for The New Lodge Forum 
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Destabilising the Peace Process 

 

The Catholic/Nationalist/Republican communities that suffered most during the armed conflict are the 

same communities that have benefited least from any socio-economic peace dividend.  These 

neighbourhoods contain large numbers of political Ex-Prisoners.   Today the people of these communities 

remain stuck in a poverty trap, victims of a two-track form of development that compounds the widening 

gap between richer and poorer in our society.   The situation has undoubtedly been worsened 

considerably by the current economic recession.   Sadly the once hopeful optimism from the early days of 

the peace process that a „Mini Marshall Plan‟ might be initiated to reconstruct those communities that 

were devastated by decades of conflict has never materialised.   Continuing deprivation and 

discrimination fuels deep resentment and disaffection within these communities.   This would undoubtedly 

have led to more conflict; more violence and more upheaval were it not for the efforts and leadership of 

Republican political and community activists including republican ex-prisoner groups working on the 

ground. 

 

Continuing discrimination and exclusion of republican ex-prisoners sends out a very negative message to 

these already marginalised people, in these already marginalised communities.  It also plays directly into 

the hands of those, “I told you so”, anti-peace elements that are hyper-critical of the peace process and 

who are striving to gain a foothold in our communities and neighbourhoods. 

 

We acknowledge the complexity of the problems that continue to exist within the political and peace 

building processes.  We realise the need to keep an open mind, retain flexibility and to continue to work to 

build and maintain stability and trust on a cross community basis.    However the foundation for longer 

term peace, security and stability cannot be expected to happen without effective complementary 

initiatives that secure a comprehensive civil, social and economic equality.  The time has well passed for 

all forms of discrimination to be ended.  However this must include an end to discrimination against those 

that were imprisoned as a result of an armed political conflict that effectively ended over 15 years ago.   

This can‟t be brushed under the carpe or conveniently ignored otherwise it brings into serious question 

the very validity and authenticity of the entire conflict transformation and equality processes.   The issue 

of equality for political ex-prisoners and their families and dependents has not been settled and it will not 

simply fade away. 

 

To be clear, this is in no way to gloss over the suffering of victims of Republican violence particularly 

including those that were non-combatants, totally innocent and uninvolved.  Ultimately the issue of victims 

remains raw, emotive and complex and, given its extremely contested and divisive nature, it seems, at 

least at this juncture, almost impossible to resolve in a way that will satisfy everyone.  Whatever one‟s 

point of view, the wholesale denial of equal citizenship to political ex-prisoners today does absolutely 

nothing to address the needs of victims and their families other than to act as some form of indirect, 

generalised retribution or revenge against one particular section of people connected to the conflict.   

Meanwhile others that prosecuted violence such as state forces and their agents enjoy immunity.  
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Legacy of the Conflict Issues 2013 

 

Given the failure to adequately map out a post conflict process, along the lines of DDR2
16

, and to fulfill the 

commitments made towards Ex-Prisoners in the GFA and St Andrews Agreement serious barriers facing 

political ex-prisoners remain in place.   In numerous reports and research studies
17

 , recurring themes 

point to significantly higher levels of disadvantage, poor emotional and physical health, and greater 

exclusion for Republican Ex-Prisoners already living in geographical areas that are already suffering 

higher levels of deprivation and disadvantage than the average in Britain and Ireland.   

 

Whatever the health and coping mechanisms of individual Republican ex-prisoners, all can be legally 

discriminated against in terms of employment and in a range of other areas on the grounds of their 

imprisonment.   No other person or group can be treated in this manner.  No other body of people, 

specifically mentioned in the Good Friday Agreement has had the recommendations of that agreement 

left unmet.  The British and Irish Governments have neglected the recommendations of the GFA and 

instead have pandered to Unionist prejudice and hostility towards Republicans. 

 

No other group of people can be discriminated against in this way.  Republican Ex-prisoners are not 

included as a Section 75 group.   This in effect legally excludes political ex-prisoners from vast areas of 

the labour market.    Ironically it does not affect the employment rights of non-political prisoners.    

 

A wide range of academic studies of political ex-prisoners in Ireland and political ex-prisoners from other 

conflict situations and of former combatants, veterans often reflect post traumatic stress and the difficulty 

of settling back into society, difficulties with employment, training, etc.
18

 

 

Other important studies on political ex-prisoners
19

 as well as anecdotal reports from ex-prisoner 

organisations and groups repeatedly flag up issues particularly in: Employment, Training and Education, 

Access to financial and Insurance services, Pensions, Fostering/adoption, Travel and the lack of 

adequate and client centred services available to them.
20

   

 

  

                                                
16

 Second Generation Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration, United Nations Department of Peace keeping Operations, 
the Report commissioned by: United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations Office of Rule of Law and Security 
Institutions Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Section, states among other things;  

 Where the peace process is fragile, targeted efforts are required to stave off violence and create the space for a viable 
process.    

 Second Generation recognizes the need to specifically target ex-combatants with programmes and measures that include; 
basic needs assistance, employment programmes, training programmes, education, reinsertion programmes, livelihood 
support opportunities, financial incentive programmes, pension schemes and psychosocial recovery strategies for former 
combatants 

17
 Annex 1 

18
 Cohen & Shields, (1990) Elder et al (1994); Hunt &Robbins (2001); Iversen et al (2005) Cooper et al (2007), etc. 

19
 Shirlow (2001); Ó hAdhmaill (2001); Jamieson and Grounds (2002, 2008), Shirlow et al (2004);Jamieson et al (2010) 

20
 Shirlow and Jamieson (2010)  
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A Conflict related conviction impacts on many aspects of life including the following: 

 

Employment: 

 Any role requiring Gardaí or PSNI vetting  

 Public sector jobs, recent SPAD
21

 legislation denying employment of political ex-prisoners as 

special advisors in Stormont,  

 Professional jobs, in schools/universities, in policing and the judicial system, in the caring 

services, for example, the Simon Community case
22

 

 Private sector jobs –in financial services, recent legislation in 26 Counties re: PSV taxis.  

 

Education: 

 A conflict related conviction often bars entry to course especially professional courses such as 

Youth and Community, and Social Work, Nursing, Medicine, Teaching, etc,  

 

Voluntary Work: 

 Youth work, GAA, Care services, particularly outside nationalist communities in the North and all 

over the 26 Counties.  Any role requiring Garda or PSNI vetting or trust may be off bounds to 

political ex-prisoners. 

 

Financial Services: 

 Insurance companies have denied services to political ex-prisoners for various cover     including 

house, car and business. Mortgages have also been refused. 

 

 Pensions: 

 Loss of contributory years due to imprisonment or active service, unlike other combatants who 

fought on the state side. 

 

Travel: 

 Excluded from USA, Canada, New Zealand, Australia 

 

Adoption & Fostering: 

 Republican ex-prisoners have been denied the opportunity to foster or adopt. 

 

Licences:  

 Many Republican ex-prisoners are still out on licence or extended temporary release.  They can 

be returned to jail on the basis of secret evidence that they will never hear and never be able to 

dispute.  

 

 

All of the above impact on the individual Republican ex-prisoner. This clearly flags up the unequal 

approach to former combatants. Many of the above barriers, to full and equal participation in society, 

impact also on the families and extended families of Republican ex-prisoners especially in the areas of 

travel, employment and pensions. 

 

 

  

                                                
21

 Special Political Advisors Bill 2013 
22

 Mc Conkey/Marks British House of Lords Judgment  
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Afterword 

 

Given our unswerving commitment to the peace process and as citizens in this changing society, we must 

ask why our families, children and grandchildren should continue to be marked out or burdened in any 

way by the lingering injustices of a conflict that was not of their making and which effectively ended more 

than 15 years ago? 

 

As Republican Ex-Prisoners we dare to envisage a new society where all of the children can live in peace 

and prosperity free from the shackles of our past enmities and conflict.  Hopefully, with sufficient 

generosity of spirit on all sides, the missing or broken parts of the jigsaw that currently characterise our 

fragile, uncertain and troubled peace can finally be found and fitted together to create a greater peace 

that is more authentic, more just, more caring, more permanent, and a more fitting memorial to everyone 

that has lost.   It is within this context that the words of President William Jefferson Clinton are well worth 

remembering, 

 

“Those who renounce violence…are entitled to be full participants in the democratic process. Those who 

show the courage to break with the past are entitled to their stake in the future.”
23

 

 

  

                                                
23

 President Clinton, Mackies Metal Plant, Belfast. 30 November 1995 
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(2010), Dr Ruth Jamieson, Dr Peter Shirlow, Dr Adrian Grounds  

3. „Abandoning Historical Conflict?, (January 2010), Former political prisoners and reconciliation in 

Northern Ireland,  

Dr. Peter Shirlow, Prof. Jon Tonge, Prof. James McAuley and Sen. Lect. Catherine McGlyn 

4. 'An Independent Evaluation of the Tar Isteach Services and Structure', DPM Solutions, (Sept 

2007). 

5. „Recruiting People with Conflict-related Convictions: Employers' Guidance‟ commissioned by 
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7. „Blocks to the Future: An independent report into the psychological impact of the „No 

Wash/Blanket‟ Prison Protest” (2005) Hamber, B. Derry: Cúnamh 

8. „Politically motivated former prisoner groups: community activism and conflict transformation‟, Dr P. 

Shirlow, 2005, University of Ulster 

9. `Resistance, Transition and Exclusion: Politically Motivated Ex-Prisoners and Conflict 

Transformation in Northern Ireland, Terrorism and Political Violence‟,(2004) McEvoy, K.; Shirlow, P. 

and McElrath, K. 

10. 'No Sense of an Ending: The effects of long-term imprisonment amongst Republican prisoners and 

their families',(2002) Ruth Jamieson & Adrian Grounds,  Monahan Seesyu Press 

11. „A Level Playing Field‟, Mentor – Economic Development Limited, (June 2001), Final Evaluation 

Report of the work of politically motivated ex-prisoner self-help projects funded by the Peace 

Programme. Commissioned by the Community Foundation Northern Ireland. 

12. „The State They Are In: Republican Ex-Prisoners and Their Families‟, Dr. Pete Shirlow (2001) An 

Independent Evaluation By the University of Ulster Social Exclusion Unit. 

13. „Equal Citizenship for a New Society‟, Feilim O hAdhmaill (2001) An Analysis of Training and 

Employment Opportunities for Republican Ex-Prisoners in Belfast. 

14. „Left in Limbo‟ Michael Hall & Roisin Kelly (2000), The Experience of Prisoner‟s Children, by Farset 

Community Think Tank Project in corroboration with Tar Anall 

15. „Ag Teacht le Cheile‟, Tar Anall (2000) An Exploration of the Impact of Imprisonment on Prisoners 

and their Families. 

16. „Republican Ex-Prisoner Groups in North Belfast‟, Dr. Pete Shirlow (2000), An Independent 

Evaluation by of the University of Ulster Social Exclusion Unit, November. 
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17. „Economic Appraisal of Tar Isteach‟s Proposal to Provide Support Services for Ex-Prisoners and 

their Families‟, Community Technical Aid, (1998), Grant Thornton (Charted Accountants). 

18. „An Loiste Uir, Prisoner/Ex-Prisoner Project‟, Paul O Neill, (1998) A Research Report for The New 

Lodge Forum. 


