
Devolution of
substantial

the

powers put
by Alliance

confidence 
administration

ningdale negotiations and the 
power-sharing executive that fol­
lowed it. What they propose now, 
17 years on, is a variation on that 
theme. One important variation 
relates to the institutionalised 
“Irish dimension” — the Council 
of Ireland — proposed back in 
1974. Instead of that, and instead 
of the Anglo-Irish Conference that 
exists now, Alliance proposes a 
tripartite body representing the 
new administration in Belfast and 
the British and Irish Govern­
ments.

The Alliance model, power­
sharing devolution, is close to 
what is assumed to be the pre­
ferred British Government 
scenario for the future. The party 
cultivates the image of being 
reasonable and compromising — 
it has to if it is to maintain the 
delicate religious balance among 
its voters.

The only party with a signifi­
cant cross-community mix among 
its voters, its membership is close 
to the religious divide in society, 
with some 60 per cent of its

ferred as confidence in 
devolved administration grew. 
Finally defence, electoral law, 
judicial appointment and other 
sensitive subjects would remain 
under the control of Westminster 
as “excepted matters”.

Within the assemly there would 
be a series of backbench com­
mittees to scrutinise various areas 
of policy. The composition of 
these, of course, and the alloca­
tions of positions as chairmen and 
vice-chairmen, would be propor­
tional to the strengths of the 
parties. As for the power-sharing 
executive at the centre of Alli­
ance’s model, this would be 
chosen by the Northern Secre­
tary, and would have to be widely 
representative of the community, 
rchecting the balance of political 
parties in the assembly and 
including no one supporting the 
use of violence for political ends. 
It would have to be acceptable to 
the assembly.

If all the above sounds familiar, 
that is because it is. Alliance 
participated in the 1973-74 Sun­

membership from the Protestant toral appeal to all social classes. 
’ 5 remainder but among the activists there is

clearly a middle-class tendency.

In a society with just 20 paid 
elected political jobs available, it 
can help in becoming a political 

pail. activist if one is comfortably off, 
Catholics concedes a senior Alliance figure. 

This is not to say that all Alliance 
activists are rich, but it certainly 
helps.

Those on the party’s delegation 
at the talks will have to take leave 
of absence from full-time jobs, if 
they are to play a full role in 
discussing the political future of 
Northern Ireland. Each of the 
other parties will have at least 
three paid politicians, MPs or

tend to ignore it altogether when 
speculating about the talks. The 
differences between the unionists 
and the SDLP, not to mention the 
Irish Government, will undoubt­
edly present many obstacles to a 
solution in the coming weeks. 
Nobody expects Alliance to 
present any problems at all.

Put simply (the party itself puts 
it simply), Alliance supports the 
devolution of substantial legisla­
tive and executive powers to 
Northern Ireland. Such powers 
would be exercised by local struc­
tures including an assembly. They 
have even decided how many 
scats there should be — 85 
elected out of 17 constituencies. 
The party’s detailed policy is set 
out in a document “Governing 
with Consent”, published in 1988.

There would be a phased trans­
fer of powers from Westminster. 
Areas of government such as 
agriculture, health and social ser­
vices would be transferred imme­
diately to the new administration 
in the North. “Reserved matters” 
such as security would be trans­

community and the 
from the Catholic community.

In religious terms, both Catho­
lic and Protestant Alliance 
supporters arc generally on t.._ 
libcral wings of their respective 
churches. As one senior party 
member puts it, the 
would oppose its hierarchy on 
condoms, divorce and integrated 
education; the Protestants would 
oppose its more conservative 
clergy on matters including Sun­
day observance and integrated 
education. The party leader, Dr 
John Alderdice, agrees that the 
description of him as a liberal 
Presbyterian is a fair one.

The party's vote hovers be- uuto llvlol„.........
tween eight and 10 per cent, with MEPs ron th^ir delegations, 
roughly an equal proportion of 
Catholic-* and Protestant The party is not a place for 
supporters. But if the religious mercenaries. When the Alliance 
breakdown of its supporters and Party finally walked out of what 
activists comes close to reflecting became known as the “Prior 
the balance in society, Alliance’s Assembly”, named after the 
class base is more skewed Northern Secretary of State under 
towards the middle-class. Party whom it was established, they 
activists claim to have an elec- were lead by Mr John Cushnahan.

The smallest party in the talks, the Alliance i 
the clearest view of what it wants out of the 
Brennock, Northern Editor, reports on the c 
with significant cross-community support in 
Ireland

Dr John Alder dice
AS the constitutional talks about 
a p, -' ihie new British-Irish 
agreement approach, there is con- 
sidcrable confusion over what the 
two main unionist parlies and the 
SDL? me going to say. Will the 
SDLP aipport devolution; will it 
Male learly what ils support in 
term- of new structures, what 
type of devolution will the union­
ist p.:r:k • support; will they agree 
to power-sharing, if it is called 
something else?

None of these things is known 
to ol -crvers. Indeed some believe 
that. with ix days to go before 
the s’art of the talks, they arc not 
fully r nown to those within the 
panic.-- either.

Tiie Alliance Party, however, 
has w..rked out and published its 
view, on all these matters. While 
saying that it will be flexible 
during talks it has. for Northern 
Ireland, an exceptionally detailed 
and ■ iraightforward analysis of 
the situation, and proposed 
settlement.

Indeed, the party is so consis­
tent in its attitude that people
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jood relations with individuals in 

J Gael, and particularly in the 
Progressive Democrats, with 
whom Alliance is linked in the 
liberal group in the European 
Parliament. To many in the 
Republic, Alliance represents the 
very acceptable face of unionism 
— it prefers to be described as 
anti-sectarian rather than non­
sectarian.

Once again, the party finds 
itself facing into a round of talks, 

power-sharing devolu- 
an Anglo-Irisn dimen­

sion, willing to consider variations 
on its proposals, and knowing 
..... ,f all-party agreement is not 

reached, it will not be the fault of 
the Alliance Party.

Tomorrow: Frank Millar looks 
only to the SDLP in the level of at the unionist parties.

assembly, which the SDLP boy- 
cottcd. It was clear early on that £inc 
the assembly was going nowhere 
towards the avowed aim of bring­
ing “rolling devolution’’ to 
Northern Ireland. In 1986, after 
four years, Alliance walked o.ut, 
blaming nationalist abstention and 
unionist intransigence for the fail­
ure of the concept. The assembly 
was abolished shortly afterwards.

Devolution for Northern

who had five children and no its contacts with political parties 
party in the Republic.

All parties, except Labour 
which sent its apologies, were 
represented at the Alliance con­
ference last weekend. Individuals

other source of income, 
activists are proud to say.

Having participated in the Sun- 
ningdale experiment, which large 
elements of unionism boycotted, ------7— --------------
Alliance took part in Jim Prior’s w,th’n lhc. Party. hayc developed

Once again
for BWVII_ ,avi

Ireland, as supported by the Alli- advocating 
ancc Party, places the North tion wjth 
firmly within the United King­
dom, albeit with an Irish Gov­
ernment input through the that if 
tripartite body that it proposes. 
Although opposed to any ceding 
of sovereignty to the Republic, 
the party nevertheless is second


