Irish Unity Conference
The Next Step - A Sinn Féin Roadmap

Saturday 17 November, London Irish Centre, 50-52 Camden Square, London NW1
Around 100 people attended a conference on 17 November organised by the Wolfe Tone Society to look at how Irish campaign groups in Britain can work with Sinn Féin and help to build the momentum towards ending the partition of Ireland and achieving a United Ireland.

The conference brought together Sinn Féin activists with solidarity campaigners, student and youth representatives, and trade Unionists in a wide-ranging debate which produced many new initiatives to contribute towards making Irish unity a reality.

The debates revealed not only the huge amount of work still to be done in Ireland and Britain, but also the many ongoing projects and growing links between the communities and between north and south which are contributing towards Irish unity.
Many constructive suggestions for practical work in Britain were made providing those taking part with the challenges for future work. We report here on the many contributions made by the speakers and in the debates on the day.
Eibhlin Glenholmes, National Co-coordinator for Sinn Féin, an ex-prisoner now working on Sinn Fein’s national strategy to achieve Irish unity:
Eibhlin put the unity debate in the context of the four strategic challenges adopted at Sinn Féin’s last Ard Fheis: the contentious issue of policing, engaging with the Unionist community; building solidarity in Britain, and building an Ireland of equals. 

“Engaging with the Unionist community is a major challenge for us, and I’ve no doubt for them as well”. 

“Our intention is to break down all the barriers which prevent Unionists from seeing our goal of re-unification as no threat – a massive mindset change for them. We are meeting with Unionists on a day-to-day basis.
“Creating an Ireland of equals involves taking forward the all-Ireland agenda, making partition history and changing Ireland day by day, based on republican principles of equality, solidarity and justice.

“The Assembly elections in March saw Sinn Féin achieve its highest ever vote in the north, gaining 28 MLAs and 5 ministerial places. But this year also saw a disappointing result in the southern general election, which left some of our people feeling deflated. Some of our enemies felt they had us on the run.

 “But our vote in the 26 counties actually went up overall and in the summer Donegal elected our first ever member of the Senate”.

“We are in what is possibly the most difficult but also the most rewarding phase of our struggle”

“We now have a plan to put us back on track, restructure the party in the 26, re-organising and revitalising the party in the 26. We are moving forward with confidence. We have to hold on to our republican principles and adapt them to the political realities of today.

“We need to develop greater co-ordination between all levels of our party, from the grassroots to ministers. It’s about building our political strength to use it to advance better conditions for our citizens, greater equality and national freedom

“The Irish struggle is the longest colonial struggle in history. We want a republic shaped by Tone, Lalor, Marx, Connolly and Sands, in which people are sovereign, equal and free, in which people are citizens and not subjects. 
“A society in which people are tolerant of each other and which is inclusive, a secular and anti-sectarian society promoting a culture of respect for all faiths - catholic, protestant, muslim or jew, transient or settled, national or non-national. 

“Our business is about empowering our people to take power. We need to develop polices which impact on the daily lives of our people.

“There has been progress for government in the north and Sinn Féin has ensured that a commitment has been made to ensure that economic growth and public procurement are used to challenge poverty, inequality and regional growth.

“We are in what is possibly the most difficult but also the most rewarding phase of our struggle.

“We’re still about the business of being free, we’re still about the business of delivering a republic, and we need your help to do that. Come on board with us and help us to deliver the vision Wolfe Tone and Bobby Sands gave us.”
Billy Leonard, Sinn Féin councillor for Coleraine District Council. An ex-RUC reservist, after initially joining the SDLP he moved to Sinn Féin and became the first Sinn Féin member elected to Coleraine Council:
“There is a saying that we Unionists are ‘British in Belfast and Irish in Berlin’”

“There is a sense among Ulster Unionists – or two thirds of Ulster Unionists – that the sense of ‘Britishness’ was always conditional. There was never complete trust in London, and how things evolve from now on in GB and the island of Ireland will impact on that sense of Britishness.

“There is a saying that we Unionists are ‘British in Belfast and Irish in Berlin’.

“A new mood has been created by the Good Friday Agreement. We have seen peace and the growth of political debate, but the restoration of power to the north in terms of finance means that what happens in Belfast is really only distribution of the ‘London cake’.

“How can the north as an entity move out of a financial straightjacket when we can’t change taxes or corporation tax, or get out of the parameters of the ‘London cake’?
“The Unionist community – ordinary Unionists – have a list of issues about the health service, hospitals, roads, railways and the rest of it.

“The socio-economic situation in Ireland as a whole is of vital importance and a lot more Unionists are recognising this. More Unionists are going down the road and doing work and business in the south, and seeing that the future of Ireland is on an all-Ireland basis.

“The success of the ‘Celtic Tiger’ has not benefited everyone in the south, but it has had a profound effect on psychology of Ireland a profound effect on the psychology of Unionists.

“Positive change has come about in Ireland. The dilution of the British effect has happened and all-Ireland issues are no longer mere dreams but political realities.
“There is a declining sense of the socio-economic value of ‘Britishness’ and a growing sense of the socio-economic value of belonging to Ireland.

“Over the next 5 -10 years we need to make sure these same goals don’t become stumbling blocks. We have to be realistic about what is achievable, about balancing our social conscience with economic realities. This is not to be sucked in by globalisation, but we have to be very careful about the economic argument. 
“We are reaching out for civic co-operation, which hurts no-one and benefits many. Some Unionists still don't talk to Sinn Fein, but it is recognized by many many Unionists that SF can work and SF can deliver.

“We have got to influence an all-Ireland vision in many different circles, including the economic elite. Fianna Fail has already set up a Northern Ireland strategy committee headed by Dermot Ahern to looking at the possibility of operating in the north. 
“Sinn Féin needs to put forward an actual concrete vision of what we want for a united Ireland - a manifesto of equality, human rights, and a social and cultural vision for a united Ireland, providing us with the information we need for lobbying and working in Ireland, in GB, in the US or Australia.”
Barry McElduff, Sinn Féin member of the Northern Ireland Assembly for Omagh, County Tyrone. He has worked on several committees and cross-border initiatives to break down the artificial border dividing Ireland:
“We do look to Dublin for leadership and responsibility - I look to Dublin as my capital. As far as I am concerned Stormont is only a stepping-stone.

“One of the first letters jointly signed by Martin MgGuinness and Ian Paisley was to ask Peter Hain to leave Northern Ireland. 
“The reality is that there is still a problem with partitionism in the 26 counties”

“Dublin could appoint a minister and set up a joint committee to look at re-unification, but it seems it is not interested. As far as I am concerned Fianna Fail’s strategy committee is just a ‘quarterway house’. The reality is that there is still a problem with partitionism in the 26 counties.
“I have a problem with being denied the right to be Irish in the six counties. I have a problem when FIFA has problems with people from the six counties playing for the Republic. 

“Ireland still has two systems for everything. In the past people talked about the poor roads in the Republic. That is no longer the case, but it is still true that the Northwest of Ireland is peripheralised by both Dublin and Belfast-London, and there is a glaring gap in rail provision in the north west.

“The North-South Ministerial Council is an important area of work on language, tourism, waterways and trade, with six implementation bodies, but more is needed. The North-South Parliamentary Forum need to be sorted as soon as possible. 

“People in the border areas can't go to out of hours health centres just across the border, but often have to travel miles to the nearest facility. A letter posted from Strabane to Lifford (about a quarter of a mile over the border) reaches there via Belfast and Dublin!

“The DUP doesn't like consulting civic society, trade unions or the voluntary sector - they think things should be left to the elected representatives.

“We shouldn't be afraid of the move north by Fianna Fail. Let them look for allies in the north - where they’ll probably end up working with the SDLP - because the all-Ireland agenda is developing apace.”
Asked whether Sinn Féin was in favour of catholics joining the PSNI, Barry replied:

“It's not a question of Sinn Féin asking people to join the PSNI but about holding the PSNI - and the Gardai - to account.

“The recent murder of a republican in Armagh has been condemned by the Sinn Féin leadership. Any ex-members of a revolutionary organisation like the IRA should be called to account and we are calling on people to pass on any information they have to the PSNI. 

“The British security forces, MI5 etc, are working against us and seeking to break the peace process. Although the military war is over the propaganda war is still continuing apace. The media in the north is still predominantly a Unionist media.”
A member of the audience commented: “The English ruling class have kept the mass of the people ignorant of its history of Brutality, not only in Ireland but all over the world - war crime after war crime after war crime. If only the English people were told the truth about Britain’s crimes then Britain would have been out of Ireland decades ago.”
George Woods, National Union of Students (speaking in a personal capacity) and Student Broad Left:
“It is not possible for students in Britain to gain a proper understanding of imperialism and colonialism without a knowledge of the history of the independence struggle in Ireland. Many republican patriots were themselves very young, such as Bobby Sands and Kevin Barry.
“The experiences of thousands of students have been radicalised by campaigning against the wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, Palestine and potentially Iran. More and more students are seeking to understand anti-imperialist politics.

“We need to be making the argument on the British left for putting the need for Ireland unity into our programmes”

“They are being inspired by developments in Latin America, by leaders like Chavez and Morales, with Castro’s support, who are creating new forms of government and new forms of equality and social justice, free from outside domination and similar to the aims of the Irish struggle for freedom.

“We need to be making the argument on the British left for putting the need for Ireland unity into our programmes.

“There are large numbers of young Irish people in Britain, many studying at our universities and we should be working with them. 
“There are analogies between the recent experiences of black and muslim people with those of the Irish community in the past. There is a massive racist backlash against the muslim community spurred on by the war on terror, political policing and anti-terror laws.

“We worked hard to get the NUS to welcome the Good Friday Agreement, and to take up issues such as the Holy Cross school siege. We need to develop links with the NUS in Northern Ireland. 
“In my view Sinn Féin is one of the most advanced political parties in Western Europe".
Barry McColgan, ógra Sinn Féin representative:
“Young people  are the lifeblood of any movement and progressive students were the driving force behind the Civil Rights movement. In 2003 hundreds of thousands of students contributed to the anti-imperialist spirit of the protests against the invasion and occupation of Iraq. One of ógra Sinn Féin’s slogans is ‘US out of Iraq, Britain out of Ireland.’
“The struggle for Irish freedom is in its last phase”

“The struggle for Irish freedom is in its last phase, but it can only be completed with strong international support which includes young people in Britain. I hope today sees the start of building progressive links between progressive youth in Ireland and Britain.

“I’d like to end with a quote from Padraig Pearse: “If our deeds have not been sufficient to achieve freedom, then our children will win it later on.”
Maurice Quinlivan, leading Sinn Féin activist from Limerick. He was Convenor of the Wolfe Tone Society in the 1990’s before moving back to Limerick in 2001. He was Sinn Féin Candidate in the 2007 general election and raised Sinn Féin’s vote by over 200%. He is a community activist in Limerick, working in Moyross, one of the most deprived wards in Ireland:
“This year Sinn Féin increased its vote in Limerick by over 200 per cent. We need to remind ourselves where we have come from and the difficulties of campaigning in England during the conflict, especially in cities such as Birmingham. Martin McGuuinness was banned from visiting England for many years. 
“There is a huge amount of support among those on the left who share our goals of a united Ireland, a free Ireland and an equal Ireland. 

“In the Irish election this year the gains we expected didn't materialise, but we made major advances in Monaghan and Donegal. The media put out the spin that Sinn Féin had ‘peaked’, that our party was ‘on the ropes’ and ‘in freefall’, but they are wrong. Sinn Féin is solid, united and on good form. A public re-launch of Sinn Féin in the 26 counties will take place in two weeks time.

“Limerick City has historically been very weak for Sinn Féin, with no councillors elected for 50 years, but in 2007 we made major advances and took fourth place in the general election.”
John McDonnell MP:
“Work inside the British Labour Party on Ireland has not been carried out effectively in recent years, and we have not been successful in consolidating the campaigning base we built up during the conflict. I think we've retreated and the re-building of solidarity work in this country is absolutely critical. 
“We need to start thinking again about the Labour Party itself. The Labour Party Irish society is not the same vehicle that it was. In the last ten years Labour Party membership has fallen from 400,000 to around 140,000, leaving a relatively small activist base. 
“I make a commitment here today to organise a meeting with relevant people to consider how to re-start this work.”
Peter Middleton, Wolfe Tone Society speaker:
“Many people have problems with joining the Labour Party and we can't stop other people from joining the Labour Party, but people could be in Respect, the Socialist Labour Party or Greenpeace and be working for an agenda for Ireland unity. 
“There is a sense for some people nothing actually happening on Ireland, and there is a feeling here in Britain that ‘it's all over’. So we have to create the agenda and the movement. We need to talk to campaigning groups involved in their own struggles such as Tamils and muslims about Ireland, and tell them that it's actually not all over and that we are fighting the same injustices. 
“It's not just fighting the Britain state, it’s about fighting apathy. Anything negative gets Sinn Féin on the front pages, but good news is nowhere to be seen.”
Neil Doolan, Jim Larkin republican flute band, Liverpool:
“The Jim Larkin RFB regularly brings up to 2,000 people through the centre of Liverpool. Attacks by the UDA were predicted when it was formed but they never materialised. 

“We need a national structure for Irish campaigns in England”

“The band has developed links with the TUC, anti-racist campaigns and asylum-seekers. We have strong links with the local TUC and anti-racist groups, and we have built alliances with asylum seekers. 
“But it is very important to have a national structure for Irish campaigns in England, rather than effectively being part of Scotland as we do at present.“
Mary Pearson, Troops Out Movement:
“Troops Out does a lot of work with trades councils, which are more grass-roots and more open-minded than higher-level trade union bodies, and we have spoken to meetings of our local trades councils on secrecy and collusion in Ireland and had an excellent reception.

“We'll never have a decent society here as long as we oppress another country”

“We are working with Relatives for Justice and supporting the campaign for Justice for the Ballymurphy Eleven. Bloody Sunday is known to the world because the cameras were there and people all over the world actually saw what happened, but the the Ballymurphy Eleven were killed by the paras in the first three days after internment.

“I'm here because I don't think we'll ever have a decent society here as long as we oppress another country.

“We should be writing much more to our local MPs. People don’t realise how few people actually write to their MPs, and they are delighted to be asked about anything and are guaranteed to reply. We should be using websites like writetothem.com which give you email details of all your local councillors, MPs and MEPs.”
Ken Keable, writer and member of the Connolly Association:

“Bertie Ahern and Peter Hain had described the GFA as the ‘final settlement’ which it clearly is not. We need to be writing to organisations like the Labour Party, trades councils and so on, and asking them to invite speakers on the question of Irish unity.”
Jayne Fisher, worker at Sinn Féin MPs Westminster offices:
“Since the restoration of power-sharing the has been a surge of interest in Ireland and this year’s Labour conference saw the biggest Sinn Féin fringe meeting in years. 
“The focus needs to be on the British government… to change its policies at all levels and to tell the truth about collusion”

“The focus needs to be on the British government to change its policies, rather than on particular parties, for Britain to change its policies at all levels and to tell the truth about collusion. 
“The agreement on power-sharing included a commitment to the transferring of policing and justice, and there is still a battle being fought with Unionists. We need to make sure the transfer actually takes place in May.” 

Steve Balham, Communication Workers Union national organiser: 
 “There is an eagerness on the part of British trade unionists to know about issues in Ireland and contacts are already taking place. I took part in a meeting at the TUC between Martin MgGuinness and representatives of other parties from the north of Ireland and Britain trade unionists. 

“On our part the CWU is pushing for management of the Post Office’s Northern Ireland operations, currently run from Scotland and London, to be devolved to Northern Ireland.”
Jim Redmond, Connolly Association general secretary:

“We need to acknowledged that the advantages of having a Labour government in power in Britain and the fact that this has had great consequences for the Irish peace process.
“It is time to come together and raise the issue of Irish unity, and the focus needs to be on London”

“Since the restoration of power-sharing many of those campaigning on Ireland have gone their own ways. It is time as a group to come together and raise the issue of Irish unity and the focus needs to be on London. We need a broad movement campaigning in Britain, and the only group which can build that campaign is Sinn Féin.
“We need to work in the existing Irish community organisations such as youth groups, and to be awarene of the disadvantage and health problems experienced by the Irish community here in Britain.
Barry McElduff, concluding the debate: “It’s clear from today’s conference that there is work for Sinn Féin do to co-ordinate efforts in Britain. I will be taking the ideas and initiatives raised here today to the party's next Ard Cormhaile in Dublin.”
Proposals:

1. Set up co-ordination group for campaigns on Irish issues. Invite republican groups from throughout England and Wales to a meeting in London under Sinn Fein’s auspices. 
2. Meet with Trade Union and Labour party and Socialist groups about a campaigning on issues that arise around the peace process and to build a solidarity movement to set an agenda to build Irish Unity.

3. Set up a student / youth groups to co-ordinate work and set up branches, debates in colleges. Start an education process on Irish issues.

4. Co-ordinate with Sinn Fein on a fundraising strategy for groups in England to help with elections and running costs of the movement.

5.  Look at building unity with campaign and resistance movements in England i.e. Palestine, Tamils, Kurdish and Turkish groups, Basques groups campaigning against terror legislation.

6. Educational groups through out England and Wales where people go on residentials so they can build their confidence in speaking publicly about Ireland.
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