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Security: Missing from the
Northern Ireland Model

William Roy Matchett

Social Sciences, University of Ulster, United Kingdom

The Northern Ireland model is best defined as the framing of the political endgame
of Northern Ireland’s conflict culminating in the 1998 Belfast Agreement, otherwise
known as the Good Friday Agreement. The Northern Ireland model is popularly por-
trayed as a negotiated settlement. It focuses primarily on the bargain reached by
Northern Irish political parties, assisted by British and Irish governments and medi-
ated by US senator George Mitchell. Academics and officials alike use it to explain
how the “Troubles” ended and peace was achieved. Conspicuously absent from this
model is security. It also grossly understates the difficulty in dealing with a modern
insurgency (the Provisionals) and leans too heavily toward skewed post-conflict thinking
that views insurgents as “peacemakers” prevented from making peace because of a man-
ifestly poor security response, particularly that of the police force and its intelligence
agency (Special Branch). The perspective of politicians and diplomats who brokered
the peace settlement prioritizes political negotiations at the expense of the security
response; in so doing, the role of security is undermined and overlooked. Most con-
temporary academic works promote this outlook. Excluding security, however, thwarts
a comprehensive analysis of the Northern Ireland conflict and renders any examina-
tion partial and unrepresentative. There is therefore a significant intellectual gap in
our understanding of how peace was achieved, which this article redresses. Ultimately,
it questions the Northern Ireland model’s capacity to assist in other relevant conflict
contexts in any practical sense by arguing that a strategy where security pushed as pol-
itics pulled brought about peace. In other words, security played a crucial part because
it forced the main protagonists into a situation out of which the Belfast Agreement
emerged.

Keywords: Conflict, Insurgency, Intelligence, Provisionals, Police, Special Branch,
Security, Terrorism

INTRODUCTION

This article looks at Northern Ireland’s conflict (1969–1998) as an irregular
war, studying the main threat as an insurgency and the response of the state
as a counterinsurgency. It is a critical examination of the extant literature and
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2 W. R. Matchett

a rigorous approach to interviews, field notes, and documents, based on recent
doctoral research that employed a grounded theory approach. This involved
interviews with mostly former Royal Ulster Constabulary Special Branch
(RUCSB) officers, almost all of who worked on police professionalization pro-
grams in Iraq and Afghanistan, some US military personnel, senior Iraqi police
officers, and British Army Special Forces. New information gleaned presents a
practitioner’s perspective, providing a representative analysis of the RUCSB.
Key interviews are US General David Petraeus and British Army Colonel
(retired) Tim Collins. Relevant analogies with current conflicts are included as
a means of providing a contemporary assessment of Northern Ireland’s conflict.
Political developments during the conflict are also illustrated. The combination
serves to frame the wider context.

The insurgency in Northern Ireland was not popularly supported. Aware of
this, its leaders adopted a strategic and organizational structure to compensate
for its lack of constituency. A cellular-based network of 500 activists enabled
a prolonged terrorist campaign from the mid-1970s onward—250 inside
Northern Ireland and 250 OTRs (On-The-Runs) outside Northern Ireland’s
jurisdiction in the Republic of Ireland. The article adopts a security-oriented
approach and argues that an arrest-centric security effort under police pri-
macy undermined the strategy of the main protagonists—the Provisional IRA.
Or precisely: the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA). In turn, this pro-
vided PIRA’s political partner (Provisional Sinn Féin – PSF) with a face-saving
detour into democratic politics through the Belfast Agreement of 1998.

It was a case of “push and pull,” where security pushed the Provisional
movement toward politics as politics pulled insurgents toward a permanent
cessation of hostilities. In other words, significantly contributing to the defeat
of the military arm of the insurgency (PIRA) was an effective security effort
dominated, for the most part, by Special Branch (SB) under police primacy
(1977–1998). This left the insurgency’s political arm (PSF) intact, creating the
conditions for the political endgame and 1998 Peace Accord. It is this short
final period of political negotiation and mediation from the first PIRA ceasefire
in 1994 until 1998 that defines the conventional perception of the Northern
Ireland model popularly promoted on the world stage. Conspicuously absent is
the role the security strategy played in facilitating the peace prior to political
negotiations taking place. The ending also highlights the insurgency’s strate-
gic failure to fulfill its headline aim of uniting Ireland through a prolonged
terrorist campaign conducted by the PIRA. The key question is therefore quite
obvious: Why is this? That is, if security partnered politics to defeat the main
protagonists (the insurgent network), thereby ending the conflict, why does
the Northern Ireland model popularly promoted internationally exclude the
security element?

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ls

te
r 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 0

0:
42

 1
0 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
18

 



Northern Ireland Model 3

The article’s underlying claim is that the existing configuration of the
Northern Ireland model underplays the security contribution to peace, partic-
ularly the intelligence aspect, and that this is the dominant viewpoint that
has emerged in recent times. Failing to acknowledge the security element that
facilitated the brokering of the peace agreement undermines the ability to
effectively advocate for replicating the Northern Ireland model elsewhere.

SECURITY: DEFINED BY EARLY MISTAKES

The history of the conflict can be charted through a series of security-related
policies. Within the security agencies, the main opponent to introducing one of
the most influential security policies, that of internment in 1971, was Special
Branch (SB). As Northern Ireland Secretary of State Merlyn Rees observed, “I
hardly needed to be told that the police had been against detention from the
beginning. It had been imposed on them.”1 Internment was important because
it was the immediate security response to increased levels of violence. Of this,
a former SB officer states:

We had reported on what we were being told, and you must remember that
this was nationalists and republicans we were getting this from. . . . We were not
fully prepared and it was too one-sided. Yes, we all knew the Provos were now the
major threat and the Officials [Official IRA] were still there, or thereabouts, but
it was really important to also deal with the loyalists, even though it was a much
smaller threat, and more importantly to show nationalists that we were dealing
with it.2

SB was acutely aware that even though 95 percent of killings conducted by
militants in the 20 months preceding internment were by PIRA, it was impor-
tant to include both sides. Initial arrests were from one specific community,
and, as a result, internment has been popularly perceived as sectarian.3 That
the European Commission on Human Rights found no discrimination in apply-
ing the powers of detention was lost.4 The introduction of internment was ill
advised as SB had warned. Special Branch was aware that, as an agency, it
knew what it did not know and communicated this to a Unionist government
at Stormont and to the Army (who were in charge of security). At this early
juncture, however, SB had neither the resources to deal with the threat faced,
nor the political leverage to persuade Stormont or London that introducing
internment at that time and in the manner planned was a mistake.

The early confusion caused by Army primacy (1969–1976) compounded
matters, as SB was implicated in harsh interrogations.5 The techniques
employed in a small number of cases promptly and rightly ceased, but the
negative stereotyping of SB persisted.6 Yet harsh interrogations ran counter
to the cooperative traditional approach of SB strategy, which was designed
to convince terrorist suspects to turn against their terrorist organizations.7
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4 W. R. Matchett

Moreover, SB contained more officers from the minority community than any
other branch of the RUC and, as a result, had the greatest leverage of any part
of the RUC in the context of addressing and dealing with the minority com-
munity and the problems it faced. The leadership of the Provisionals feared it
more than any other security measure.

Within the RUC, however, the cooperative approach of SB attracted sus-
picion. Uniform and CID officers struggled to see how SB detectives could
adopt a cooperative strategy of befriending terrorists rather than a coer-
cive approach. Other factors undermined the SB strategy: the ultra vires
response of the “B” Specials (an auxiliary arm of the police) to civil protests,8

the privileged relationship between the police and the devolved government
at Stormont (controlled for 50 years by the political representatives of the
majority community),9 and the predominantly Protestant police’s one-sided
makeup (approximately 90 percent Protestant and 10 percent Catholic) in a
population of approximately 60 percent Protestant and 40 percent Catholic.10

Bloody Sunday in 1972 was a defining moment. Fourteen innocent civilians
(all from the minority community) were shot dead by the Army during an
anti-internment rally, the outcome the local police uniform commander Frank
Lagan had feared in advising the Army against its planned response.11 Lagan’s
thinking reflected the guidance he was given by SB.12

In short, the state’s initial response to civil unrest and a new terrorist
threat compounded the problem. The flawed response shattered what little
confidence the minority community had in the police, which, in turn, played
into the hands of militants. That said, the first few months aside, internment
ran for four years until 1975 and produced a valuable security dividend that
inflicted a devastating blow on the Provisionals. Toward the end, all the right
people were being detained, unlike the shambles at the start. The difficulty was
that, politically, it was a disaster.

Incidents such as Bloody Sunday, however, are not unique to Northern
Ireland. US soldiers shot dead 15 Iraqi civilians and wounded 65 more at
a protest rally in Fallujah, Iraq in 2003.13 Soon afterward, a cleric in a
mosque in Fallujah praised the first serious attack on US troops by insur-
gents.14 For the minority Sunni Arab community, US soldiers and those
supporting them were now perceived as the enemy.15 The parallels persist—
in broader terms, the initial response of the United States in Iraq replicates
the lack of preparedness of the British Army in Northern Ireland.16 US
operational commanders had little insight into British Army and security
errors in Northern Ireland 30 years earlier because the Northern Ireland
model fails to account for security lessons learned. As the report of the
House of Commons Defence Committee observes, the government does not
have an official “lessons learned” account of the Northern Ireland security
response.17
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Northern Ireland Model 5

SO WHAT IS A FAIR REPRESENTATION OF SECURITY?

Early mistakes were fully exploited by PSF propagandists who constantly rein-
forced existing negative stereotypes of both the police and the Army. Despite
security improving in subsequent years, the minority community still perceived
the police—particularly SB—negatively. The perspective obscures an accurate
representation of the security response, better seen when assessing the factual
outcomes over the entirety of the conflict. This can be broadly gauged from
three angles. First, in incidents involving lethal force the RUC was responsi-
ble for roughly two killings per year—43 between 1969 and 1998, or 1 percent
of all deaths. It is almost certain that this is lower than many Western police
forces who have not experienced a conflict. And for a somewhat similar environ-
ment in another divided society, Rio de Janeiro, the police killed 250 times this
number in organized crime–related incidents in 2008, when adjusted to reflect
Northern Ireland’s population.18 Also, the Catholic population increased by
8.5 percent over the life of the conflict, making claims of repressive policing dif-
ficult to substantiate.19 In contrast, in Iraq 8 percent of the prewar population
was displaced during the Iraq conflict (2003–2009).20 The point is that popula-
tions suffering repressive security measures tend to decrease as people flee to
neighboring states. While Northern Ireland was not a totalitarian regime, PSF
routinely projected this view, its president labeling Northern Ireland Secretary
of State Roy Mason as the “Little Labour Fuhrer” who “unleashed the SAS
and the torturers within the RUC.”21 Journalists such as Cadwallader and
academics such as Ellison and Smyth have also associated the RUC with the
Nazis.22 The RUC—though flawed—did not represent a repressive force akin
to the Nazis nor did it afford the label torturers.

In Northern Ireland, a member of the Security Forces was three times
more likely to be killed than an insurgent—a 3:1 counterinsurgent/insurgent
casualty ratio.23 As General Petraeus observed, no US commander or US gov-
ernment would countenance this ratio. In Iraq, the ratios were opposite—1:4.24

Last, in Northern Ireland insurgents committed approximately 60 percent of
all killings (2,152).25 Of these, the “Surgeon” was in charge of a PIRA cross-
border unit responsible for 300 murders, of which it is claimed he committed
70.26 That is, one insurgent committed 39 percent more killings than the entire
Police Force. Collectively and individually, insurgents were the main protag-
onists. Considering these broad outcomes, it is unsurprising that Chasdi’s
comparative study of seven recent irregular wars rates Northern Ireland’s
security response as the most human rights compliant.27

SECURITY: MASLOW’S HIERARCHY OF NEEDS

The Northern Ireland model thinking as it stands parallels Clinton’s thinking
in brokering a peace deal, as well as that of various Irish premiers and political
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6 W. R. Matchett

leaders, and, essentially, that of the model as a whole is in stark contrast
to that of the United States when its security was similarly threatened.28

Clinton’s successor President George W. Bush and the US administration pri-
oritized security in the context of 9/11 and the Global War on Terror.29 Sharing
this outlook are British Prime Ministers Margaret Thatcher (1979–1990) and
John Major (1990–1997), as well as Northern Ireland Secretary of State
William Whitelaw (1972–1973), Merlynn Rees (1974–1976), and Roy Mason
(1976–1979).30 Irish premier Garret Fitzgerald also acknowledged the pri-
macy of security as a facet of peace, evident in 1985’s Anglo-Irish Agreement
that focused heavily on security.31 Fitzgerald recognized the need to secure
a security pact in order to better support a political process in the longer
term. In contrast, the Belfast Agreement—which replaced it—makes no men-
tion of security in this context, arguably because the security parameters of
the British and Irish states were secured in the Anglo-Irish Agreement of
1985. This is not to undermine the contribution of Clinton, Blair, and oth-
ers or to promote a purely security-driven or “hard power” approach; rather,
it is to illustrate that there is a distinct difference between dealing with
a terrorist threat at its peak and when it has subsided. Of the latter, the
only local political leader in the peace talks who acknowledged this is the
Ulster Unionist Party leader David Trimble (unionism being the traditional
supporter of policing and security).32 Trimble recognized that without an effec-
tive security effort, there would have been no political endgame, whereas
the rest ignored or downplayed this aspect. The difficulty unionism faced
in the Belfast Agreement was historic divisions within it between hard-
liners and reformers. This subsequently hindered its ability to contest the
nationalist perspective, particularly in the power-sharing arrangement that
evolved.

Setting aside politics, the experiences of practitioners in irregular wars
since are instructive. In this regard, Petraeus’s thinking is insightful:

It’s like Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs, until you get security nothing else much
matters other than survival.33

Petraeus makes it quite clear that “you have to have a security foundation
upon which all elements depend. So until you build a sufficient security foun-
dation,” he concludes, politics and economics are largely irrelevant.34 The Chief
Constable’s Annual Report (1972) quantifies why:

Apart from incidents evolving from riot situations, direct attacks were made
on police personnel on approximately three thousand occasions, over six hundred
of which involved the use of firearms or explosives. Police stations were attacked
on no less than two hundred and sixty occasions, over two hundred of which
involved the use of rockets and firearms.
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Northern Ireland Model 7

Northern Ireland Prime Minister Brian Faulkner put it into the following
context:

All of this was happening in a small province of only 1.5 million people.
Perhaps it can be better grasped by translating it into proportionate figures for
the whole of the United Kingdom. Thus it would have meant over 2,000 dead, and
in seven months 11,000 bombings, 11,600 shootings and 22,000 people injured.35

Faulkner used the analogy to show that terrorist violence had prevented the
normal functioning of political and civic life.

THE MAIN PROTAGONIST: STRATEGY, TACTICS, AND INTENT

If we accept that security is crucial to countering an insurgency, the mech-
anisms of the security approach adopted and the impact on regulating the
conflict are significant. With this in mind, the real question is, What did the
security effort look like and how effective was it? To gauge this, it is necessary
to first look at the threat. In this regard Smith, O’Brien, Moloney, and Alonso
are insightful studies of the Provisionals.36 However, since 9/11 our under-
standing of the Provisionals has also benefited from literature, such as The
U.S. Army and Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual, that classifies
the Provisionals as an “urban insurgency” the same as “certain Latin American
groups, and some Islamic extremist groups in Iraq.” It states that these groups
are not popularly supported and use terrorist tactics to

sow disorder; incite sectarian violence; weaken the government; intimidate
the population; kill government and opposition leaders; fix and intimidate police
and military forces, limiting their ability to respond to attacks.37

Kilcullen argues that insurgents use terrorism within a joint political and mil-
itary strategy. He shows that insurgents who renounce violence to pursue their
objectives through political means are often accepted into government, singling
out Gerry Adams to prove his point.38 In broad terms, insurgency is a combina-
tion of terrorism and politics. The PIRA was the terrorist aspect and PSF the
political. Hence, the “PIRA/PSF” or “Provisionals” describe the full insurgent
network.

Specific to starting a conflict, Galula’s seminal work and Kilcullen’s
recent account both illustrate that the Provisionals started an insurgency in
December 1969.39 Steven Metz, a research professor of the US Army War
College Strategic Studies Institute, points out that insurgency is a strategy
“that seeks to deliberately extend the conflict.”40 He further argues, “It is more
accurate to treat terrorism as a tactic or operational method which can be used
in a variety of strategies, including a strategy of insurgency.”41
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8 W. R. Matchett

Therefore, the Northern Irish conflict was never going to be a short affair,
conforming to the protracted nature of insurgency that Hammes notes is mea-
sured in decades as opposed to months or years.42 To this end, PIRA’s first Chief
of Staff, Seán MacStiofáin, copied Mao’s long war strategy.43 Implementation
complied with Metz showing that insurgents use terrorism heavily in the open-
ing stages in order to “awaken” supporters and attract them to the cause, after
which the campaign settles down.44 MacStiofáin’s strategy was revised in the
mid-1970s when the Provisionals’ leadership privately prepared for a “twenty-
year conflict.”45 The revised strategy took account of the Provisionals having
no popular support. Reference to a long war strategy as if it newly emerged in
the mid-1970s illustrates that traditional works on the conflict such as O’Brien
miss the point that the Provisionals were condemned to pursuing a long war by
the very fact that they began an insurgency.46 For the first five to six years the
Provisionals miscalculated the length and the gravity of the engagement and,
as O’Brien points out, worked under the misguided belief that victory would
come quickly.47 The Special Branch Annual Report (1973) shows PIRA intent:

This decision to escalate violence had been taken in mid-January at a meeting
of PIRA leaders in Eire. At this it was obvious that the Provisionals in the North
were highly critical of their Southern counterparts and they forced through a pol-
icy decision whereby in future the Northern Units would finance their operations
locally and that the controversial use of car bombs would continue.

The report concludes that the PIRA had embarked on a “full-scale campaign of
guerrilla warfare,” further stating:

In August intelligence indicated that it was the intention of the Provisional
I.R.A. to promote sectarian tension in Belfast. In this connection a number of
serious attacks by explosives took place in strong Protestant areas of the City.

A sectarian strain in the Provisionals, particularly in killing Protestants
along the border, resembled IRA atrocities during the Anglo-Irish Conflict.48

Petraeus, Nagl and Amos, and Galula, include civil war as a feature of
insurgency, described in a Northern Irish context by Townsend as a “latent
Civil War.”49 Despite claiming that it was defending the minority community,
PIRA was the aggressor and uncaring of how violence affected this commu-
nity other than when it dented its limited support. Provoking loyalist reprisals
suited its purpose as this allowed its propagandists to blame the abstract
specter of SB for being behind them, the forerunner of the “collusion” accusa-
tion that was to gain greater notoriety post-conflict.50 Demonstrating the same
intent in the late 1980s is PIRA’s connection with Colonel Gadaffi that left it
better armed than many third world nations.51

As with the IRA in the Anglo-Irish Conflict (1919–1921), where IRA leader
Michael Collins considered the police “the cement that held the British pres-
ence in Ireland together,”52 the PIRA also deemed locally recruited police
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Northern Ireland Model 9

their greatest threat, particularly SB. This is evident from GHQ Directive,
General Order No. 1 (September 6, 1973) as amended by the Provisional Army
Council (PAC) that updated and formalized earlier directives.53 It details the
penalty imposed for talking and not reporting this fact is to be “dismissed with
ignominy” or charged with “treachery” and is the outworking of the PIRA/PSF’s
congenital fear of SB. General Order No. 1 resulted in at least 78 killings
(73 Catholics and 5 Protestants) of suspected collaborators. This outstripped
loyalist paramilitaries by four to one and is 73 percent more than the total
deaths caused by the police.54 Also, the Provisionals had a 100 percent record
in executing, often after torture, all Security Force personnel taken prisoner,
exceeding the figure of al-Qaeda in Iraq.55

Supplementing General Order No. 1 was counter-societies, a modernization
of republican courts/policing from the early 1900s.56 A secret communiqué from
4th Battalion PIRA (Maze Prison) to PSF HQ in Belfast in 1975 outlines its
purpose:

The success or failure of this Brit strategy [criminalisation] will depend on
our ability to adopt a strategy which will link us more closely with our base of
support and that any attack on the Republican Movement will be seen clearly as
an attack on the Nationalist people as a whole.57

This modernized the passive and complicit attitudes Galula writes about. He
sees the aim of selective terrorism is to isolate the police from the community, to
involve the community in the struggle, and to “obtain as a minimum its passive
complicity.” Galula correlates this to the killing of local police who insurgents
promote as the enemy.58 Another element was punishments dispensed, usu-
ally by appointment, which ranged from physical assault to execution. The
Provisionals promoted this as a community service. Former British Army
Colonel and SAS officer Tim Collins describes it as a “spectrum of subversion.”
He views PSF Advice Centres as:

Alternate police stations where torture and murder were often planned.
Criminality was simply part of their DNA. It was not that they did not see any-
thing wrong with it, they did. Moreover, they took a perverse delight in holding
everyone else to account and regarded the law and humanity itself as a public
convenience they used at their will.59

Toolis notes that a claim culture emerged in republican communities wherein
civil litigation against the state was institutionalized.60 A central aspect of this,
according to former officers, was false complaints against the police. Another
was massive electoral fraud by PSF.61 Essentially, counter-societies legalized
lawlessness and maintained the conditions for revolutionary forces to keep
control over the socially and economically deprived element of the minority
community. This drew the poorest in the minority community closer to the
insurgency, thereby making them complicit in legitimizing criminality. Of the
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10 W. R. Matchett

passive element, in broad terms this was constitutionalists within the minor-
ity community represented largely by the Social Democratic and Labour Party
(SDLP). The Provisionals correctly calculated that politically, the SDLP would
not oppose how PSF negatively promoted the police, as this would have been
electorally unprofitable. Equally, PSF used the threat of PIRA violence to intim-
idate opponents. A longstanding loathing of the British approach and early
security failings made this social cohesion easier to accomplish.62 It was an
uncomfortable dilemma for constitutional nationalists that Evelegh summa-
rizes by saying that while the bulk of the minority community “thoroughly
disliked the bombing and murdering by the IRA, they were not prepared to
cooperate with the forces of the Crown to destroy the IRA.”63 Former SDLP
politician Brid Rodgers confirmed this in 2013 when she related that moder-
ates like her from the minority community were torn between sympathizing
with the Provisionals and seeing them as criminals.64 The difficulty people
such as Rodgers faced (who totally opposed PIRA violence) was that the mil-
itant fringe of PSF restricted them from fully endorsing the police. That is, the
ethno-nationalist character of the Provisionals ensured ethnicity was the main
determining factor at election time.65

Helping our understanding of how nationalist public opinion was condi-
tioned against the police is Townshend identifying the “Dirty War syndrome”
from the Anglo-Irish Conflict. IRA/Sinn Féin propagandists conceived it
in order to influence the press into printing factually inaccurate accounts
designed to tarnish the security response.66 PSF updated this. They chose a
respectable third party, either a front organization under its direct control such
as a Relatives Group that promoted the republican version of victimhood; an
organization sympathetic to its aims, such as a Civil Liberties group, NGO, or
other Socialist party, such as the Communist Party of Ireland; or individuals,
such as journalists. SB training material in 1976 called it the “credibility gap,”
explaining that the PSF contained accomplished propagandists who were:

fully appreciative of how easily a lie can be propagated and then sustained
and how difficult it is to counter with the truth; the more so where the lie is simple
and sensational and the truth complex and boring, where the whole situation is
complicated by legal limitations which largely favour the accuser not the accused
and where the situation is populated with those who have concealed sympathies
and bias masquerading as the impartial and objective.

Modern theorists, such as Betz, show that the center of gravity of current
conflicts is how they are “mediatized.” Betz argues that the perception con-
structed by media is more important than the material actuality, highlighting
that al-Qaeda believes this perception comprises half the battle.67 An internal
press statement (October 27, 1977) by Chief Constable Sir Ken Newman com-
plained about this. Newman believed that certain negative media reporting
of the Police was unfairly misrepresentative and detrimental to public safety,
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Northern Ireland Model 11

stability operations, and the safety of the police and Army. Petraeus’s experi-
ences in Iraq and Afghanistan mirrored Newman’s.68 In short, PSF shaped the
popular perception of policing and security.

WHOLE OF GOVERNMENT STRATEGY: A COMPREHENSIVE STRATEGY

Ending the conflict therefore hinged on defeating the PIRA—the main protag-
onist.69 Ryder shows that this was the primary aim of the police, which was
the antithesis of PSF promoting the PIRA as “defenders.” In 1976 Northern
Ireland Secretary of State Merlynn Rees convened a Ministerial Committee
chaired by John Bourn (Northern Ireland Office), including senior police and
Army representatives in what is known as the “‘Way Ahead”’ or Bourn Report
(1976). Bourn’s working group reviewed the broad “threat to law and order”
and the “need for police acceptance,” which entailed a significant increase in
the size of the police.70 It constructed a reformed rule of law approach where
the police oversaw the criminalization of the insurgency and terrorism in gen-
eral, of which Ulsterization was a key feature.71 It was an internal security
solution designed to increase stability and restore normality via police primacy.
This was updated by the Report of the Working Group to Consider Progress on
Security Policy (1978). It conceived a strategy and implementation plan of how
a permanent police presence could be maintained in hostile, semi-hostile, and
non-hostile environments, their function in each environment, and how this
could contribute to an overall normalization effort.

Not that General Petraeus or any other US official was aware of this at the
time, but the strategy conceived in 1976–1978 for Northern Ireland’s conflict
was remarkably similar to what he and his senior team conceived for conflicts
in Iraq and Afghanistan almost three decades later.72 Again, this reinforces
the unintended consequences of excluding security from the Northern Ireland
model.

This strategy was operationalized primarily through framework
operations—routine patrols by the regular Security Forces.73 Covert police
and Army operations ran in tandem to these patrols. The purpose was to
reassure the majority of society (who were law-abiding citizens) and expand
normal policing into as many areas as possible, especially the most hostile
areas, while being sensitive to community needs. The overarching aim was to
increase support for the government and reduce support for terrorist groups
(republican and loyalist). Thatcher shows that defeating the main protagonist
(PIRA) was key to the strategy’s success:

The IRA [PIRA] are the core of the terrorist problem; their counterparts on
the Protestant side would probably disappear if the IRA [PIRA] could be beaten.74

To achieve this, she observed that (1) constitutionalists from the minority
community reject the Provisionals and support constitutional institutions;
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12 W. R. Matchett

(2) PIRA/PSF is deprived of international support—Irish-America and Libya;
and (3) Anglo–Irish relations need to be carefully managed.75 The imperative
was a security platform, of which Dublin’s contribution is crucial. To ensure
this, Thatcher made limited concessions to the Republic, with the ultimate goal
of producing a devolved government acceptable to both communities.76 She also
opened up a secret backchannel with the Provisionals.77 Political initiatives
and secret dialogue in tandem with the Internal Security Solution was the
whole of government strategy. However, the political aspect in the form of the
1985 Anglo-Irish Agreement brought no visible improvement on cross-border
security. If anything, it deteriorated. 78 Nonetheless, it did sanction greater
cross-border security cooperation, which resulted in closer working relation-
ships, particularly between SBs. Thatcher and Fitzgerald had designed the
broad template for the eventual Belfast Agreement, of which security was a
crucial element.

POLICE PRIMACY: 1977–1998

Police primacy was restored in 1977, but it was not until the early 1980s that
SB dominance emerged.79 Prior to this and after internment finished, tradi-
tional investigative policing methods were implemented—Crime Squads and
Converted Terrorists (supergrasses). However, as with the Gardiner Report
(1975)80 ending internment, the Bennet Report (1979)81 ended Crime Squads
and a series of adverse court decisions ended Converted Terrorists.82 These
were the major landscape changes affecting security. Both initiatives were
unable to withstand a sophisticated PSF propaganda approach designed to
exploit the sensitivities of a liberal democracy.

The Special Branch Annual Report (1971) notes, “The problems of the PIRA
caused by continuing attrition by the Security Forces was being exacerbated
by internal dissention.” Splits at the highest levels in 1971–1975 reflected
deterioration in PIRA morale in Belfast. As one former SB officer states,
“Members felt abandoned by a leadership that sought refuge in the Republic.”83

Hennessey’s analysis of internment concludes that, relieved of the “cumber-
some normal legal framework,” the Security Forces were devastating the
Provisionals.84 Even PIRA leaders Martin McGuinness and Billy McKee
believed the security approach had brought the PIRA to the jaws of defeat.85

It reinforces an earlier point. That is, had internment involved both com-
munities and waited until sufficient intelligence was available before being
introduced (thereby drastically reducing the number of innocent civilians
detained), as SB advised, it would have proved less contentious and com-
munally divisive and provided more political room for the Provisionals to
maneuver.

PIRA despondency resulted in its 1974–1975 ceasefire, where the Northern
Ireland Secretary of State, Merlyn Rees, outlines that at this time he was
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Northern Ireland Model 13

advised the “Provisional IRA were in a mood to move from violence.”86 Senior
NIO official (Frank Cooper) engaged with the PIRA/PSF leadership, but “he
got no further than merely clarifying British policy.”87 Rees had previously
been involved in secret talks with PIRA in Dublin in 1972 that also ended in
failure.88

The leadership of the Provisionals opposed any ceasefire. 89 In this regard,
SB assessed the Official IRA leadership as far more politically advanced than
its rival (PIRA). Or as one former SB officer puts it, “when you talk to old
time IRA they refer to the Provos as the 69ers, and generally that they [the
Provisionals] didn’t have a political thought in their head at that time.”90

The point being made is this: Had the Gardiner report not ended internment
(notwithstanding the disastrous way it was initially implemented and how
this increased levels of violence), it is very probable the PIRA would have been
defeated, thereby creating the conditions for its political partner (PSF) to enter
into a political settlement (the same is true of the Crime Squad initiative). The
main problem, however, was that the political immaturity of the Provisionals’
leadership worked against them partaking in any form of negotiated settle-
ment. Neatly distilling this is deputy SDLP leader Seamus Mallon referring to
the Belfast Agreement as “Sunningdale for slow learners” (Sunningdale having
been a power-sharing experiment in 1973–1974).91 Mallon was emphasizing
the same conditions that produced the Belfast Agreement existed 20 years
previously.

As was the case with internment, none of these security initiatives were
correspondingly implemented in the Republic, despite Dublin having pre-
viously introduced internment in harmony with Stormont and successfully
ending the IRA Border Campaign (1956–1962).92 Traditional investigative-led
policing methods had failed, highlighting the fallacy that “normal” policing
(in itself) was capable of withstanding the threat. The clearest example of
this is RUC Chief Constable Sir Arthur Young (1969–1970) implementing the
Hunt Report (1969)93—the Westminster Police model (unarmed British Bobby).
According to Sinclair, constitutionalists of the minority community unduly
influenced Young, further pointing out that, while his intent was admirable, it
was questionable in the tumult of civil unrest and ultimately failed.94 Young’s
difficulty was that the Westminster Police model relies on policing by consent,
consent being what the minority community withheld. Withholding consent for
the police will inevitably impede normal policing.

Because of this and insurgent terrorism, the only police option left by
the early 1980s was SB, and quite quickly it had to withstand the Stalker
(1984) “shoot-to-kill” and “force within a force” accusations and the Stevens
(1989) “collusion” claims against it. Yet, despite Stalker and Stevens imped-
ing the intelligence attack, neither provoked a landscape change like Gardiner
(1975) or Bennet (1979).95 This is hugely important, as it was the first instance
of substantive continuity in a security initiative.
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14 W. R. Matchett

The PIRA/PSF’s problem was that the formula they used to successfully
eliminate previous security initiatives (sophisticated propaganda influenc-
ing respectable third parties to trigger an inquiry) failed against SB. The
reflex was 1981’s Hunger Strikes, when the Provisionals’ leadership con-
trived a situation guaranteed to cause public disorder and retrieve lost
support. This followed 4th Battalion PIRA doctrine about any attack (ide-
ological or physical) on republicans being exploited to galvanize the wider
nationalist community, which is what happened. The aim was to under-
mine a criminalization policy that underpinned the intelligence-led secu-
rity response. However, Thatcher was unflinching. She maintained that all
paramilitary insurgent and loyalist violence was terrorist crime and not polit-
ical in nature.96 The significance of this is not that it marks the point
where the political element of the insurgency took over from the military
(although this is significant), but that it explains why the Provisionals were
forced into this action in the first place. Ultimately, it was only delaying
the inevitable—defeat of the PIRA. And it would be shortsighted to think
that the permanent leadership of the Provisionals were not aware of these
changes.

THE STRUCTURE OF SPECIAL BRANCH

The Special Branch Police Intelligence Model originated with the Royal Irish
Constabulary (RIC), who positioned intelligence central to its operational effec-
tiveness.97 A main quality of the RIC Police Model, of which the RUC is its
update, was that it could combine normal policing with security policing and
shift the emphasis from one to the other when required.98 It was based on a
unitary police force maintaining a permanent police presence throughout the
country. The organizational composition entailed being based at frontline sites,
which meant it was ideal for a modern conflict.99 It was very small (3 to 7 per-
cent of the RUC between 1969 and 1998) and elitist and produced, by far, the
majority of intelligence.

The Special Branch Annual Report (1971) identifies the workload SB
was tasked with managing in showing just under 100 frontline officers were
responsible for 23,781 vetting enquiries; 22,118 covert investigations on orga-
nizations and individuals of security interest; 3,976 reports on information
obtained by individual officers; 1,978 observations; 4,818 contacts with sources;
2,092 parades, meetings, etc. attended; and 2,292 protective security duties.
The son of a Special Branch officer recalls, “We hardly saw dad when we were
growing up. He was always at work.”100 Long working days (often 16 hours with
the other 8 hours on call) seven days a week for months on end were routine.
As resources increased in later years, so, too, did the range of responsibilities.
Connectedly, most literature overestimates the operational capacity of covert
resources. Urban, for example, and Ellison and Smyth claim that in 1980 the
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Northern Ireland Model 15

Det (Army surveillance) total was 300 and E4A (Police surveillance) 100.101

These are double the figures contained in an internal report.102

Nearly all resources were in frontline posts, which left few back-office staff.
The cost of this being, removing frontline resources to back offices would have
reduced the number of lives saved but produced a surplus layer of bureaucracy
dedicated to protecting corporate reputation typical of modern government
organizations, thereby producing the records (e.g., contemporaneous notes, pol-
icy logs) retrospective inquiries criticize it for not having. Significantly, the
standard of record keeping was better than CID’s and, in all probability, sur-
passed its counterparts in the UK and Republic. One must keep this (record
keeping) in mind, and also that policing in general at this time was an oral
culture, when the “collusion” definition is examined later in the article.

Section 2 of the RUC Code shows SB was under the same central command
as the rest of the RUC and that it was inappropriate for local Uniform/Criminal
Investigation Department (CID) to have operational control over Divisional SB.
It also shows that at the same time it liaised closely with Uniform and CID
while recognizing its effectiveness at this local level. This conformed to national
practice. Contrary to popular belief, it was not controlled by MI5.103 Neither
was it the “force within a force” that Stalker claims.104 Rather, the intellectual
capital, technical expertise, and funding of MI5 was used to professionalize the
intelligence-gathering function and general intelligence machinery. The rela-
tionship with MI5 was very good. The same generally applies to British Army
Special Forces with SB surveillance and armed response teams.

SB’s organizational composition and culture differed from Military
Intelligence, primarily because it had intimate local knowledge. Its unortho-
doxy (prioritizing prevention above detection—a change in emphasis rather
than principle) also set it apart from CID. Of note, SB was much smaller
than Military Intelligence and CID. Again, unlike CID, SB employed tactical
patience. That is, it also considered the long-term view as opposed to an exclu-
sive focus on short-termism typical of traditional criminal investigations. This
meant that in pursuit of a longer criminal justice strategy, not every evidence-
gathering opportunity was taken. Sanders epitomizes how it was viewed by
Military Intelligence, and Moran shows how CID viewed it without either fully
taking cognizance of the other’s position or SB’s capacity to deliver on these
expectations.105 In its traditional intelligence-gathering role, they show SB
had to contend with two strong philosophies (CID and Military Intelligence)
pulling it in opposite directions—CID toward investigations and the Military
toward their version of intelligence. Moran and Sanders, however, overstate
the tension between each, as relationships were generally good.

SB was initially conceived as a secret organization running a network of
spies to protect the state against subversive elements.106 In this context, intel-
ligence is about foreknowledge and timeliness.107 Petraeus, Amos, and Nagl
apply this traditional meaning to recent conflicts:
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16 W. R. Matchett

Effective, accurate and timely intelligence is essential to the conduct of any
form of warfare,’ wherein ‘nothing is more demoralizing to insurgents than realiz-
ing that people inside their movement’ are providing information to government
authorities.108

Crucially, Home Office guidelines were unsuited.109 Tales of the R.I.C.
shows why. It highlights how a source prevented attacks, disrupted IRA ter-
rorist activity, saved life, was compromised, and then executed by the terrorist
organization he was part of.110 None of which is catered for in the national
guidelines because they were not based on policing a conflict. Rather, they
were based on solving ordinary crime such as theft and burglary in a peace-
ful setting. The knowledge and empathy approach outlined in Tales of the
R.I.C. used to recruit a source is evident eight decades later in accounts by self-
disclosed PIRA sources—Gilmour, O’Callaghan, Fulton, and McGartland.111 Of
this issue, “restricted” research that describes “unknown unknowns” as the “X
Factor” is informative.112 It employs theories of psychology to show the vulner-
ability of systems and processes predicated on human relationships, pointing
out that handlers (detectives who recruit and run a source) rarely know the
full picture. According to former SB officers, this is because a source quite often
holds back information, lies about some issues, and embellishes others—factors
accentuated by an inbuilt survival mechanism when the risk of exposure is
usually death.

Another inherent difficulty that compounds the grayness is the law. Since
the Parliamentary Rewards Act (1692) was abandoned in the eighteenth cen-
tury, statute law has remained silent on this issue.113 Noting this, the De Silva
Report (2012) states: “Nowhere was the need for a proper legal framework for
agent-handling thrown into sharper focus than in Northern Ireland.”114 In the
absence of any legal framework, despite persistent representations to London
by the RUC dating back to 1970, SB used the common law principle of pro-
tecting life as guidance. Though not ideal, it evidences the intent of its actions
was manifestly ethical and lawful. Another profound difficulty was the criminal
justice system. It was an ill fit to intelligence-led policing and less sympathetic
to that in the rest of the UK and the Republic. Mainly because of this and
a legal benchmark of proving guilt beyond reasonable doubt, more suspects
were walking free than was the norm in any irregular war before or since.
New terrorist tactics at the start of the conflict (abducting and killing surveil-
lance operators) quickly rendered most SB operational procedures redundant
much in the same way extensive civil unrest had overwhelmed the police and
forced a period (1969–1976) of Army primacy. Although not the “shambles”
Charters describes, it was organizationally unprepared to deal with a modern
conflict, which Charters argues is why the Army and MI5 assumed control of
intelligence at this juncture.115

In response, by the mid-1980s a sophisticated combination of surveillance
(E4A), coordination (Tactical and Coordination Group – TCG), and specialized
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Northern Ireland Model 17

armed response (E4 Special Support Unit, later renamed E4 Headquarters
Mobile Support Unit) complemented the traditional intelligence gathering
function (Divisional SB). Specific to TCG, this included the Det (British Army
Special Forces surveillance teams), SAS, and Close Observation Platoon (COP)
liaison officers, contradicting claims by Dillon that the Det were not repre-
sented on TCG.116 In short, SB (or “E” Department, as it also became known in
1976) evolved into a tripartite arrangement of Collection (offices strategically
located and integrated throughout the Force), Surveillance (including coordi-
nation and armed response at three regional hubs), and a small central HQ.
It guided the entire overt security effort while also harnessing and coordinat-
ing all police and Army covert assets. Of the revised covert aspect, the Richards
Report, “Co-ordination of the Security Effort in Northern Ireland: The Way
Ahead,” by leading MI5 figure Sir Brooks Richards (March 20, 1981), states:

Though it took time to perfect, the RUC’s reaction to this changing situa-
tion was to develop, in collaboration with the Army, a sophisticated method of
operation based on good intelligence and surveillance leading to the ‘red-handed’
capture of active terrorists.

Richards was aware that covert operations in which key insurgents were
apprehended in possession of illegal munitions were having a debilitating
effect on the PIRA. Such successes did not rely on confessions or uncorrobo-
rated evidence (failed approaches by Crime Squads and Converted Terrorists).
Similarly, the tactics employed compensated for a “say nothing” culture within
hostile areas (republican and loyalist) that prevented witness testimony and
also countered terrorist methodology that routinely ensured no incriminating
forensic clues were left at crime scenes. Instead, the timing of the interven-
tion secured the physical evidence necessary to prove guilt beyond reasonable
doubt.

The downside was that in a courtroom, death because a terrorist group
suspected someone of informing as a result of what an SB officer said (however
innocuous this appeared to others) was a very real prospect. Even though the
way these “red-handed” interventions occurred dramatically unraveled in two
trials where E4 SSU SB officers were charged with murder, in acquitting them,
both judges recognized the dilemma the officers faced. That is, SB performed a
national security role, and every SB officer, unlike the rest of the police force,
had signed the Official Secret Act, which worked against full disclosure in open
court. The inherent danger being that sensitive methodologies are exposed,
secret sources compromised, and potentially a source is killed. Yet the court
required full disclosure. Reconciling the two was the difficulty SB officers faced,
which both judges recognized. Regardless, events were portrayed as a shoot-to-
kill policy pursuant of a Dirty War.117

Whilst covert operations caught public attention, they were typically
around 14 percent of overall arrests. Conventional policing practices proved
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18 W. R. Matchett

most productive. In other words, it was the overt aspect of frontline policing
that dominated. Daily briefings and interactions (usually oral) by Divisional
SB with Uniform Police, CID, and regular Army units produced an excellent
level of local knowledge (commonly taken for granted) about suspects, terror-
ist tactics, and the threat that resulted in routine successes—arresting and
prosecuting offenders, recovering munitions, and thwarting attacks.

INTELLIGENCE-LED POLICING: ITS EFFECTIVENESS

In 1978 General Glover (founder of the Force Research Unit [FRU]) drafted
a classified report titled, “Northern Ireland: Future Terrorist Trends” that
fell into the hands of the Provisionals, who published it in the Republican
News.118 Glover concluded that it was impossible to defeat the PIRA militarily,
which became the headline.119 Conversely, SB was confident about defeating
the PIRA—defeat defined as PIRA prioritizing the ballot box over the armalite.
That is, turning the Provisionals into a political party, similar to how the
Official IRA was transformed into the Workers Party.120 The Richards Report
also disagreed, regarding it as a depressing assessment, whereas the Army
believed it was “not winning and could conceivably lose.” Glover’s was an iso-
lated view and out of sync with the mainstream intelligence assessment. In the
late 1970s, Belfast PIRA had been irreparably weakened and was no longer
capable of delivering victory on its own. The Richards Report shows how this
translated on-the-ground:

There are now few parts of the Province where the PIRA can operate with
ease. This is reflected in a general movement of the incidence of terrorism towards
the border areas and adjacent towns and away from Belfast in particular.

Richards rationalized that, despite security gains in Northern Ireland,

Cross-border terrorism of the traditional type has proved more intractable, as
the terrorist structure south of the Border remains largely intact.

Where the weight of expectation in achieving victory rested on Belfast PIRA in
the 1970s, this had shifted to cross-border units in the early 1980s. Patterson
shows that Dublin’s attitude meant the PIRA had a relatively free run
of the Republic’s territory.121 Cross-border units comprised the majority of
brigades and accounted for approximately 73 percent of insurgent killings from
1979 until the first ceasefire in 1994. This contests Dublin’s insistence that the
border and the Republic’s territory contributed to 3 percent of insurgent inci-
dents in Northern Ireland.122 Also, of 113 extradition requests, only eight were
successful.123 A 93 percent failure rate indicates Dublin did little to refute the
“soft on terrorism” label it was keen to lose.124 Equally, the Richards Report
states: “Garda shortcomings are sometimes attributed to a combination of a
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Northern Ireland Model 19

lack of willingness to proceed against PIRA.” He links this to “very few convic-
tions in the Republic of terrorists from border areas” and also illustrates how
politics unduly intruded. By contrast, an estimate of E4 SSU/HMSU SB suc-
cesses in covert operations from 1980–1998 shows approximately 1,500 arrests,
1,000 weapons, and 50 tons of explosives recovered.125 The religious break-
down broadly matched that of the Early Prisoner Release scheme of the Belfast
Agreement, where, as a proportion of the total deaths (60 percent by republi-
cans and 30 percent loyalists), of 448 prisoners released early 43 percent were
loyalists and 54 percent republicans.126 Clearly, it was an impartial approach.
Of one such operation:

On January 8, 1988, Davy Payne, a long-standing UDA veteran with a violent
sectarian record, was stopped in a car on the Mahon Road outside Portadown.
The police found sixty one rifles, more than 120 rifle magazines, more than
11,000 rounds of ammunition and 50 hand grenades concealed inside the car.
A court was later told that there were enough weapons in Payne’s possession to
supply a small army.127

A former SB officer relates that the incident involved three cars stopped
by E4 HMSU and the successful conviction of three prominent loyalists. He
also points out that Divisional SB triggered further arrests (including cor-
rupt Security Force personnel) and significant seizures, the net effect of which
was to severely restrict the operational capacity of loyalist paramilitaries.128

In contrast, the Provisionals still had an enormous arsenal in the Republic.
E4 arrests peaked in 1992, almost equaling Divisional arrests. Approximately
40 percent of the insurgent network (estimated by SB at 500 volunteers) was
being convicted on a yearly basis with the certainty of this remaining and very
probably improving. Around half where On-The-Run (OTR)—fugitives based in
the Republic of Ireland. 99.5 percent of all suspects (who were usually armed)
in TCG operations involving E4 as the primary responder were arrested, the
vast majority receiving lengthy prison sentences. There was an inevitability
about being caught that demoralized volunteers. Simply put, the PIRA was
running out of frontline operators. Pressure was being exerted from the ground
up. The level and constancy of attrition and its impact placed enormous strain
on the social fabric of the Provisionals’ small support-base.129 This and daily
guidance by Divisional SB of local police was behind the expansion of “normal”
policing, which was fatal for the Provisionals.

The SAS was another tactical component, albeit very rarely used relative
to E4 SSU/HMSU. From 1983 to 1998, it was responsible for killing 41 insur-
gents,130 the majority in cross-border PIRA units, approximately a third of
which were OTRs. Unlike Belfast and Derry city, these units routinely used
heavy caliber weapons, often along with large improvised explosive devices
(IEDs). During ninety days in 1985, sixteen police officers (including three
female officers) were killed in border areas.131 At the same period, 45 police
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20 W. R. Matchett

stations were destroyed or damaged in bomb attacks.132 In 1983 Interpol
asserted, “Northern Ireland was the most dangerous place in the world to
be a policeman. The risk factor was twice as high as El Salvador, the sec-
ond most dangerous.”133 Tackling these units carried enormous physical risk.
Hence the SAS was considered the best tactical option. As with E4 HMSU,
the explicit aim was always to arrest. The difficulty for the SAS was that
they were routinely up against insurgents who posed the greatest threat to
life. Despite this, Geraghty states that they arrested several times the num-
ber they killed (nine) from 1976 to 1984. However, Geraghty claiming that
the only covert “synthesis” was between the SAS and Intelligence Corps is at
odds with a series of SAS operations in border areas from 1987 to 1992, all of
which were based on SB intelligence.134 When these lethal incidents (SAS/Det)
are added to E4’s for roughly the same period, it equates to approximately
4 percent of all suspects confronted in a TCG operation. Considered alongside
Divisional arrests, 99.5 percent of all terrorist suspects were arrested as the
overall result of a dominant SB. This conforms to Nagl’s categorization of a non-
destructive approach.135 It was also highly accurate, which meant collateral
damage involving innocent civilians was extremely rare.

In examining covert operations, however, Ellison and Smyth conclude that
other options were always available and—because they were not taken—that
this is evidence of a Dirty War. They claim that killing suspects was seen
as “the only option open to a security force apparatus.”136 Sharing this view
is Ní Aoláin, who represents a popular academic post-conflict perspective,
particularly within Northern Ireland, promoted by the Transitional Justice
Institute. Ní Aoláin claims there was a “lack of emphasis on arrests.”137 Taylor
and Urban broadly concur.138 What these authors have done is restrict their
examination to a selective sample (0.5 to 4 percent) and promoted it as rep-
resentative of the intelligence attack. Also, Ellison and Smyth are adamant
“that over half of the victims [author’s emphasis] of undercover operations
had no obvious paramilitary connections.”139 Yet for the period they scruti-
nize (1988–1992), the terrorist element is 91 percent, almost twice what they
claim.140 A larger flaw in this type of literature is that it subscribes to a
destructive counterinsurgency approach espoused by Newsinger that equates
victory to you killing more of the enemy than they do of you.141 This has led
them to conclude that (as with Newsinger) the security response was inef-
fective, which explains why Ní Aoláin promotes SAS killings as the “active
counterinsurgency” and dismisses the RUC contribution, describing it as “the
anatomy of police failure.”142

Conversely, senior PIRA figure Brendan Hughes believes the police-led
intelligence effort had “effectively brought the IRA to a standstill where it could
move very, very little.”143 Another leading PIRA personality, Gerry Bradley,
quantifies this, claiming SB prevented 90 percent of attacks. Holland and
Phoenix from an SB perspective put the figure at 80 percent.144 Halfway is
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Northern Ireland Model 21

85 percent. The estimate also applies to loyalist paramilitaries. It is therefore
not unreasonable to conclude that if approximately 3,500 lives lost are rep-
resentative of the 15 percent of attacks not prevented, 85 percent equates to
around 20,000 lives saved. The same applies to approximately 50,000 injured
(15 percent) and approximately 280,000 (85 percent) injuries prevented.145

Even allowing for a third reduction in estimates, because security was less
effective prior to police primacy, inclusive of the small percentage of killings the
Security Forces were responsible for, estimates are still significant— approxi-
mately 14,000 lives saved and 190,000 injuries prevented. Quantitatively, it
gets across the point that, had it not been for effective security, far more
casualties would have resulted.

A critical force multiplier in this respect was the Provisionals’ paranoia of
SB, particularly how it used “informers.” PIRA hunger striker Gerard Hodgins
in 2014 refers to this in rating the intelligence attack as “colossal and fatal,”
claiming the Provisionals “armed struggle” was futile in the face of it. He
explains that this was because

The British penetrated the Provos at every level and put their agents and
spies in place to ruin us from within . . . Add to this the success of the British
in pioneering recruitment and handling, where they delivered one of the most
resilient guerrilla armies, the IRA [PIRA], to just where they wanted us.

His remarks were made in the context of warning dissident Republicans not to
copy the Provisionals’ strategy as he sees contemporary accounts of the orga-
nization having obscured this important fact.146 While Hodgins makes valid
points, like most, he misses the diversity of the intelligence attack. Information
provided by “sources” (also referred to as agents or informers) was around half
the intelligence gathered. Technical sources and surveillance largely accounted
for the rest.

In February 1993 the Provisionals made representations to the British
Prime Minister John Major asking for help to end their “armed struggle.”147

The main demand was to release all their prisoners and an amnesty for OTRs—
valuable political leverage for London. Their secondary demand was to disband
the RUC (inclusive of SB). Gifted with this position, Barker accuses Blair of
caving in to an outrageous “wish list” that the Provisionals could not believe
he agreed to.148 Blair was reaping the benefits of an effective intelligence
attack that decimated PIRA without; it would appear, understanding this.
Once the Provisionals announced a permanent cessation of hostilities, loyal-
ist paramilitaries followed, validating Thatcher’s analysis of the threat and
fulfilling the objectives of the Whole of Government strategy. The conflict for-
mally concluded with 1998’s Belfast Agreement, focused on intra-communal
local government and development and bilateral relations between the British
and Irish governments. Security, an imperative of the Anglo-Irish Agreement,
was conspicuously absent.
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22 W. R. Matchett

WHAT IS THE NORTHERN IRELAND MODEL?

The Belfast Agreement, which Aughey describes as the “art and effect of polit-
ical lying” forms the basis of the Northern Ireland model.149 O’Kane writes
that the Irish model has enabled politicians to increase their political profile
on the world stage but that exporting the model without a proper overall con-
text is more about inspiring others than providing tangible help. Even though
O’Kane is unsure about what the Northern Ireland model contains, it is clear
from his writing that it does not contain the security element. Widely accred-
ited with having secured the Belfast Agreement is British Prime Minister
Tony Blair. However, neither he, his senior adviser Jonathan Powell, nor his
Northern Ireland Secretary of State Mo Mowlam (1997–1999) promote security
as a crucial factor in negotiating the Northern Ireland peace.150 Significantly,
the Labour leader became Prime Minister in May 1997 when the conflict was
effectively over. Negotiating the peace shaped his perspective.

Northern Ireland Secretary of State Peter Hain (2005–2007) delivered a
speech in 2007 titled “Peacemaking in Northern Ireland: A Model for Conflict
Resolution?” In it he claims that the Basque region of Spain, South Africa, the
Middle East, Kashmir, Colombia, Kosovo, and many more divided societies can
learn from Northern Ireland’s experience. He says it should “stand as an inspi-
ration” to others.151 There is no mention of security. Like O’Kane,152 Hain sees
its main attribute as inspirational. Other political accounts follow suit, nation-
alist leaders—John Hume and various Irish premiers—also focus on politics’,
which is in keeping with their view that security was not a priority during
the conflict.153 Former President Bill Clinton, who helped to broker the Belfast
Agreement, is another.154

Aspirations are not for implementation, however. The proposition advanced
here is that the Northern Ireland model, adapted to incorporate security
lessons learned, would prove invaluable for conflict regulation, practitioners,
and security and policing experts elsewhere. None of this should be miscon-
strued as undermining the significance of negotiating peace, nor does it suggest
that security was solely capable of ending the conflict. (It was not.) Rather,
the existing Northern Ireland model tendered is incomplete when the security
features of the process are absent.

The existing Northern Irish model not only obscures the security features
of the peace but also further undermines security. The political and legal
architecture of the Belfast Agreement was designed to appease constitution-
alists who harbored reservations about the police. The outworking of this
can be seen in reports into the past by newly created statute bodies, such as
the Office of the Police Ombudsman (OPONI), that accuse SB of prolonging
the conflict.155 Valid report findings are obscured by a series of controversial
conclusions. Retired SB officers have lost confidence in OPONI’s ability to
conduct a fair investigation, criticism recently endorsed by a highly respected
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Northern Ireland Model 23

senior Catholic police officer (retired) currently Chief Executive of Cooperation
Ireland (a peace building charity). Peter Sheridan criticized OPONI for an
imbalanced investigation and unfair findings, indicating that in obscuring the
security features of the peace process, the post-agreement implementation of
peace is equally hindered by failures in security-related oversight.156 From a
practitioner’s perspective, the major flaw in this respect is that any departure
from normal policing or what was the norm in the rest of the UK is interpreted
by retrospective inquiries as negligence.

Post-conflict security became the main target of blame, thus sheltering the
feel-good factor of the political endgame from any political fallout in the guise
of a standalone model that benefited the international standing of all parties.
Examples are Blair’s peace envoy role in the Middle East; Powell’s envoy-type
role in Libya; Sinn Féin in 2013 meeting the Castro brothers and FARC guer-
rilla leaders in Cuba to advise on the Colombian peace initiative157; and a
cross-party Iraq peace mission in 2008 led by Martin McGuinness (former PIRA
leader and current Deputy First Minister of Northern Ireland).158

Another post-conflict development that complements the focus on politics
with a critical view of security is the liberal concept of transitional jus-
tice.159 Local NGOs traditionally critical of security, such as CAJ (Criminal
Administration of Justice), further the concept.160 This perspective presents
a view that warns others against adopting RUC policing practice because it
aggravates conflict in divided societies. The post-conflict transitional justice
outlook advocates an early perspective of the RUC, where it is viewed as a
sectarian force, an instrument of Unionist State domination, “a participant in
the conflict rather than a neutral law enforcement agency.”161 Encapsulating
the political and intellectual confection and its depiction of security is Brendan
O’Leary, a widely published academic and political advisor to key Labour fig-
ures in the Blair government. He also advised Irish-American delegations on
Northern Ireland affairs and is credited with influencing the commission on
police reform in 1999.162 In a 2005 journal article, he cautions against denting
the “group honor” or shaming the Provisionals.163 O’Leary’s thinking is insight-
ful, as it would be self-defeating to embarrass the main protagonists with their
past actions when the aim is to lock them into a new political arrangement.
In the process, however, the RUC became a political expedient for Labour in its
negotiations with insurgent leaders, making it politically inconvenient to then
include security in any explanation of the progress toward peace. Therefore, the
current Northern Ireland model does not exhibit the “multipronged approach”
Richardson lauds as the main lesson learned.164

POST-CONFLICT: DISPROPORTIONATE FOCUS ON THE STATE

A central target of blame post-conflict has been SB vis-à-vis a Dirty War
thesis deeply rooted in PSF propaganda and comprising five ingredients:
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24 W. R. Matchett

(1) sectarian RUC; (2) oppressive policing; (3) shoot-to-kill; (4) counter-
gangs; and (5) collusion. Undermining the first three are, as already referred
to, actual outcomes regarding the religious breakdown of arrest figures,
insurgent/counterinsurgent casualty ratios, and a 96 percent arrest rate in all
covert operations.

Of counter-gangs or pseudo-gangs, this originates from the early 1970s
when PSF propagandists connected it to British Army Brigadier and irregu-
lar warfare author Frank Kitson’s presence in Belfast. They selectively quoted
his literature in order to undermine the security effort by claiming it mirrored
brutal covert practices he describes in earlier conflicts (predominantly Malaya
and Kenya).165 Journalists amplified the correlation as they had very little
other information about covert activity to “latch onto.”166 Illustrating how this
endures, McKay repeats well-worn counter-gang claims by Dillon, Geraghty,
and Ellison and Smyth that accuse the state of “using loyalist paramilitaries
to carry out acts.”167 Yet Kitson (who was in charge of 39 brigade in Belfast for
18 months, 1970–1972) testified to the Saville Inquiry in 2001 that his theories
from other conflicts were not used in Northern Ireland.168 Also, the criterion
for counter-gangs that both Franklin and Mumford broadly describe does not
fit the accusations and is nothing like anything that actually occurred.169

When looking at collusion, it is important to note that it is often insep-
arable from the counter-gang accusation from which it originates. The most
recent iteration is Cadwallader alleging that Westminster enacted a strategy
of murdering Catholics via Kitson-type counter-gangs controlled by SB. Her
study enlists 120 cases of Catholics killed in border counties (1972–1978). 170

When examining these, the murder clearance rate is approximately 32 percent.
In contrast, Patterson’s study shows an 8 percent murder clearance rate for
Protestants killed along the border by insurgents (1971–1989).171 Comparing
the two, the police were better at prosecuting Protestants who murdered
Catholics than Catholics who murdered border Protestants.

Other inconsistencies on this issue arise when considering the testimony
of the son of Patrick Finucane (Michael Finucane) to the US Congress in 2013,
where he claims, “the more troublesome the individual, the more likely the
State was to deploy its killers-by-proxy [Kitson counter-gangs] to erase the
problem.”172 He accused the British of colluding with loyalists in murdering its
most obstructive opponents, which he believes is how the state viewed his late
father, who was a prominent lawyer from the minority community murdered
by the UDA/UFF in 1989. One is confident the Provisionals’ leadership qual-
ified as “obstructive opponents.” Yet Cadwallader claims, “almost the entire
IRA leadership escaped the conflict very much alive.”173 As Urban notes, “This
is not what one would have expected if intelligence agencies frustrated by their
inability to put senior IRA members behind bars, were behind the killings.”174

Further, English points out that “the idea of close cooperation between loy-
alists and the state . . . sits uneasily with the very large number of loyalists
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Northern Ireland Model 25

imprisoned by that state during the Troubles.”175 Moreover, the accusations are
incompatible with the organizational character of SB and Whole of Government
strategy.

Headlining the collusion allegation is the murder of Patrick Finucane that
embroiled SB, the FRU, and MI5 as having conspired with sources within the
UDA/UFF in killing the Catholic lawyer.176 Investigating it was the Deputy
Chief Constable of Cambridgeshire, John Stevens. Selected because of his
strong CID background, he formed an immediate bond with the RUC’s CID.177

Stevens accused SB of sectarian bias and correlated this to it being ineffec-
tive at countering loyalist violence that, in turn, compelled De Silva in his
2012 review of the Finucane murder to expose these accusations as flawed.178

Stevens also treated Northern Ireland as a conflict-free environment. In doing
so, he then rebuked the concept of a dominant SB, which he considered was to
the detriment of CID, and held back “normal” policing.179 This interpretative
lens became the norm for retrospective investigations. Submitting in excess
of one million pages to the director of public prosecutions (DPP), Stevens con-
cluded that SB could have prevented Patrick Finucane’s murder and done more
to help CID prosecute those responsible.

In response, the DPP in 2007 issued a public statement that highlighted
collusion is not a criminal offense in concluding, “the test for prosecu-
tion was not met.”180 The DPP judgment outraged the family of Patrick
Finucane, Amnesty International, and the Northern Ireland Human Rights
Commission.181 What Stevens had done was construct a definition that ranged
from poor record-keeping and acts of omission to sources involved in murder.182

Worth reiterating is that the standard of record keeping Stevens set is based on
his expectations of what it should entail, anything below which being labeled
collusion. It takes no account of the very limited resources available, the hec-
tic pace of conflict, and that perfecting records to the level demanded would
have degraded operational effectiveness by relocating frontline officers into
back offices. Canadian judge Peter Cory broadened the definition in 2004, and
despite the DPP later showing that collusion is totally meaningless in a crim-
inal justice context, OPONI adopted Cory’s version.183 The net effect is the
public has come to understand it as “the widespread practice of using ‘counter-
gangs’ to eliminate or terrorise those who oppose the policies and actions of the
powerful.”184 Alert to this, an assistant chief constable in 2010 asked OPONI
if they could specify what crime or misconduct they suspect SB officers of as
opposed to using “collusion” as a catchall term as it tends to be sensationalized
by the media and misrepresents events.185 His viewpoint outraged local NGOs
and was rebuked by OPONI. 186

It is in the legal vagueness of managing “penetrative” sources, however,
that collusion prospers most. In the early 1970s, Evelegh was aware of ambigu-
ous law lending itself to being interpreted differently at a later date.187 This left
SB officers vulnerable to later allegations. Even then, as De Silva essentially
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26 W. R. Matchett

alludes to, Patrick Finucane’s murder is better explained as a systems failure
and the potential criminality of individuals rather than a sinister and sectar-
ian intelligence effort or the outworking of official policy. Essentially, Stevens,
Cory188 and OPONI in setting a modern, peaceful, and normally functioning
society as the context have produced findings that, in broad terms, collide with
universally recognized irregular war precepts. Primarily, that sources active
within an insurgent network is the most effective means of protecting life
and reducing violence in a conflict. A 2007 UN report confirms that this still
remains the case.189 In sum, a context contrived after the fact contradicts the
ground-truth reality at the time.

Prior to Stevens, the UDA/UFF was suitably contained.190 Afterwards,
however, sources were compromised. This facilitated a new generation of mil-
itants to emerge, described by one as, “John Stevens did us a favour. He got
rid of the touts.”191 Also, loyalist murders more than doubled in the next five
years when compared to the previous five and continued to increase there-
after.192 Further, loyalists had murdered one person for informing in the eight
years prior to Stevens compared to five in the same period afterwards.193

This is why Wood correlates Stevens with having increased killings by loyalist
paramilitaries.194 Popular accounts, however, do not make this connection.195

Another flaw of retrospective investigations is that they have suffered from
the cognitive impairment of “hindsight bias.”196 It is a condition where when we
look back on something we are prejudiced in believing we would have predicted
that it was going to happen and ultimately prevented it. The condition is most
pronounced in the intelligence arena and is further aggravated by the West’s
“fantasies of total control.”197 The most extraordinary fault, however, is that
despite not framing the proper context, retrospective findings produce tactical
options to show what should have been done in order to support a finding that
the incident was preventable. This is not solely down to hindsight bias but also
to investigators having limited experience of policing a conflict. 198

In short, when the Dirty War thesis is forensically examined it is left want-
ing. This is not to suggest that the bulk of the security effort—the police and
its Special Branch—was optimal. But, when compared to the record of its
counterpart in the Republic against the PIRA SB successes against loyalist
paramilitaries fared better.

A consequence of the Belfast Agreement is a disproportionate examination
of policing and security has occurred, best measured in a financial context.
One investigation into a single murder199 where collusion was alleged cost
£46.1 million, equaling the cost of investigating 19,000 victims of apartheid
in South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission.200 The post-conflict
legal environment has provided excellent economic opportunities for law firms,
benefiting some protagonists at the expense of others. In this regard the main
protagonists had a major head start.201 Also, Dirty War stories remain highly
popular with the media.202
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Northern Ireland Model 27

At its core, the Dirty War thesis is a combination of ideological and political
intolerance. Nationalist leaders such as Gerry Fitt and Paddy Devlin were stig-
matized as collaborating with the British for challenging it.203 The other side
of the same argument (which the SDLP do not subscribe to but have difficulty
in distancing themselves from) is promoting the main protagonists as peace-
makers.204 In turn, this portrays the police and British Army as the terrorists.
Of this, a former RUCSB officer states:

The service I provided goes right across the board irrespective of race, colour,
religion or creed. I think what makes me angry is the way that my job was tainted,
to make me look like the bad guy . . . It didn’t matter where the call came from,
you dealt with it not knowing who the call was for or what your job was about, its
the basic principle of preservation of life . . . 205

He and two young US Marines were shot dead by the Taliban not long after
the interview. His actions saved at least 18 lives and resulted in the United
States recommending him for a Silver Star. The British awarded him a Queen’s
Gallantry Medal. Preservation of life remains the priority of police officers.

CONCLUSIONS

Security policy is conspicuously absent from the Northern Ireland peace pro-
cess model. This is mostly because the Whole of Government strategy was
framed in such a way as to provide the main protagonist a face-saving way of
withdrawing from armed violence, by allowing its political wing to declare vic-
tory. Unambiguous headline objectives of unifying Ireland and forcing a British
withdrawal by force of arms were replaced by social justice grievances, distract-
ing from any notion of military defeat or, indeed, the utter futility of engaging in
a failed terrorist campaign. This proved politically convenient for all sides. The
imperative was to consolidate a fragile peace. For this reason, the contribution
made by security policies was suppressed.

Academics, including Dixon, demonstrate a popular perspective that
excludes security as integral to peace, arguing instead that a fresh and purely
political approach initiated under the auspices of the Blair Labour government
in 1997 ended the conflict.206 This perspective fails to examine both the scope
of the threat and the character of the security response and how both evolved.
As a result, it fails to identify a longstanding Whole of Government strat-
egy that included security and politics designed for the purpose of achieving
a devolved and inclusive political settlement.

In contrast, Bew and Frampton represent an academic viewpoint that
raises “push and pull” or Whole of Government strategy in developing their
argument in Talking to Terrorists.207 Similarly, Clancy views the Northern
Ireland model as incomplete because it excludes security208:
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28 W. R. Matchett

Understanding this aspect of the Northern Ireland ‘model’ is probably the
only way of producing relevant ‘lessons’ for areas such as Iraq. Unfortunately,
this aspect of Northern Ireland’s war is perhaps least understood: coming to grips
with it will undoubtedly take years of painstaking research that, at best, will
only provide partial insights. Moreover, the potential for such research to present
scholars with morally uncomfortable and perhaps counterintuitive ‘lessons’ as to
how to create peace is also likely to keep scholars from probing too deeply into this
most murky area. That said, it would be sad if as M.L.R. Smith (1999) suggests,
one of the most over researched areas in the world ended up being one of the least
understood.209

Acknowledging an effective security effort as instrumental in ending the
conflict; many require more detail before fully endorsing it. Bew’s most recent
work, however, is less reticent, positioning SB at the center of “a patient but
firm security policy” crucial to “bringing the conflict to an end.”210 Politically,
the 2013 Haass proposals (by US diplomat Richard Haass) aimed at reviving
an ailing peace settlement show why this outlook is the minority view. Haass,
in broad terms, falls in behind Dixon’s argument, thereby illustrating how the
activities, strategy, and policies of the main protagonists are being and have
been subtly sanitized by proxy post-conflict. The further we have moved from
the conflict, the greater this has become. It is a refined way of retrospectively
portraying the main protagonists as peacemakers. It has not, however, been
a fault-free divorce. Any official reference to security since 1998 has been to
retrospectively investigate it, which has equated to undermining it.

This article does not contend that the political endgame and happenings
in the post-conflict era are of no benefit. Nor does it seek to downplay the
significant contribution of reformed insurgents in the peace process. Rather,
it contends that interpretations of the Belfast Agreement conceal as much as
they reveal. It also contends that security was crucial to bringing about peace,
which was contingent on defeating the main aggressor—PIRA. The profound
difficulty, however, is that security is conspicuously absent from the popularly
promoted explanation of how peace was achieved in a Northern Ireland model
based on the subterfuge of the Belfast Agreement.211

This violates the “parity of esteem” principle enshrined in that agree-
ment. Moreover, post-conflict reflections suffer from taxonomy after-the-fact
applications rather than an anthological application of policing mechanisms
employed at the time. Success is British policy and politics. Failure is indige-
nous policing and security. To think PIRA did not need countered by a security
response is foolhardy. Yet this is what the Northern Ireland model conveys.
It contains no deterrent. Therefore, it lends itself to being interpreted as mean-
ing that the Provisionals long war was successful and worth copying. This
appeals to groups such as Boko Haram and IS [Islamic State] who are at the
beginning of violent campaigns and looking for inspiration from what worked
elsewhere.
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Northern Ireland Model 29

As currently constituted, the Northern Ireland model precludes against
any examination of the threat, Petraeus urging us to first understand the
threat before we can understand the response.212 Generally forgotten is that it
was the worst conflict of its time, played out under intense media scrutiny. The
RUC moved much faster than people realize. It outstripped the British Army,
an expeditionary force renowned for its capacity to quickly adapt. Its trajectory
changed as the conflict progressed. SB success was due to unsung actors who
were dynamic and innovative. Security, however, effectively disappeared from
1994–1998, only reappearing to be retrospectively criticized. The net effect has
been to undermine the Northern Ireland model’s capacity to make peace hap-
pen elsewhere. For this to take place in countries such as Iraq, the reality of
what happened in Northern Ireland needs to be confronted.

The Provisionals were right. It was a war, albeit irregular and unconven-
tional. London, however, had to maintain the pretense that it was not and the
conventional could cope with the unconventional. This was and is a façade. But
it typifies modern conflict. It is contradictory, complex, and confused. Because
the conflict merits “war” status explains the retribution and reparation charac-
ter of the post-conflict era that has hindered meaningful reconciliation.

Terrorist attacks in Iraq peaked at 225 per day (one every 7 minutes),
six times greater than the Northern Ireland peak of 36 (one every 40 min-
utes).213 Conflicts of this type are becoming increasingly violent, common, and
intractable. No two are the same. What works in one place may not work in
another, but no definitive decision can be made about what did work without
a comprehensive understanding of the threat and the policies—political and
security—employed to counter it. Notwithstanding the flaws in the security
approach and criticism of it, one cannot subsequently ignore the security role
in the Northern Ireland model.
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