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Preface

This report is primarily the result of a conference organised by the Community
Workers' Co-op in association with the Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary
Action (NICVA), at Queen’s University Belfast, on Saturday 28th April 1990.
The theme of the conference was Political Vetting and Community Work. At
the conference a working group was established to examine ways of supporting
a campaign around the issue of the political vetting of community work in
Northern Ireland and to publish a report of the conference. The working group
includes representatives from the Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary
Action, Community Workers' Co-op, the Committee on the Administration of
Justice and the Centre for Research and Documentation. This report has been
expanded to include recent developments - in particular the political vetting of
Glor na nGael in August 1990.
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Section 3

POLITICAL VETTING:
THE CURRENT POSITION
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The Political Vetting
of Glér na nGael

by Féilim O hAdhmaill

In August 1990, the latest community group to be hitby the Government's overt
political vetting policy was the Irish language umbrella group - Gl6r na nGael.

Gl6r na nGael (meaning the voice or language of the Gael) is an all-Ireland Irish
language competition established in 1961 by a group of Irish speaking priests,
including the late Cardinal O’Fiaich. It aims to encourage local geographical
communities to set up locally based committees representative of a broad range
of community, business and voluntary sector interests to promote the speaking
of Irish in everyday life. Each year prizes are awarded to the committees doing
the most to promote Irish in their area.

In 1982, as the Irish language revival was lifting off in West Belfast, a G16r na
nGael committee was set up there also. Initially much of its work was confined
tocampaigning for rights for Irish speakers. It was particularly prominent in the
campaign to erect Irish street signs during the 1980’s. The campaign, organised
and paid for by local residents, was in protest at the 1949 Public Health and Local
Government Act which forbids the erection of street signs in any language other
than English. The committee met with various Government Ministers and
politicians to further its campaign, organised pickets and marches, met with
language enthusiasts from Scotland and Wales and organised public seminars.

Glér na nGael was also particularly prominent in Irish language education. It
organised the presentation of Irish language groups at the Belfast Urban Area
Plan Inquiry in 1988 calling for land to be specifically zoned for the
mushrooming Irish language schools in the city. It was also very prominent in
the broad based and largely successful campaign organised by language groups
against the Mawhinney education proposals which threatened to reduce even
further the status of the Irish language in the Northemn Ireland education system
-toone of a lower status than French or German . As part of this campaign G161
na nGael produced a poster with the slogan "Hands off our language".

It was clear to most observers that the Minister for Education , Brian
Mawhinney was particularly annoyed by the energetic way in which the
campaign was promoted. In fact some observers believe that the political vetting
of Gl6r na nGael was largely a response by the Government to the committee's
success during this campaign. Gl6r na nGael, in some people's eyes was now
being seen as a threat by the State.

Ironically however, in recent years, the G16r na nGael committee's emphasis
had shifted more from campaigning to service provision. In the mid 1980s Glér
na nGael had set up an ACE scheme and this had grown slowly to incorporate
twenty-one workers. Much of its work by the late 1980’s was concentrated in
organising and providing resources for seven out of the eight Irish nursery
schools in Belfast and in helping out the second Irish primary school - none of
whichreceived any statutory funding. Gl6r na nGael was also particularly active
in promoting the speaking of Irish outside West Belfast and amongst people from
all sections of the community. For example it organised a series of seminars on
the Irish language and Irish classes at the Ulster People's College in Belfast
aimed specifically at the Protestant community.

31






On Saturday 25th August, one of the Gl6r na nGael committee visited the office
and discovered a short letter from the Training and Employment Agency
informing them that the funding from the ACE scheme would terminate on 31st
August 1990. The letter dated 23rd August, gave no reason for the decision (see
Appendix X) other than to say that it was due to the policy set out in the Hurd
statement of 27th June 1985, a copy of which was enclosed. The letter did not
have the name of the sender on it nor any signature except for an illegible
squiggle. A second letter was then received dated 24th August, this time from
Cecil Graham the head of Community Projects Branch (ACE) of the Training
and Employment Agency confirming the initial decision and informing the
committee that the Agency was now informing the ACE workers about the
decision (see Appendix XI).

The decision to politically vet G16r na nGael caused widespread uproar. Support
was received from rightacross the political spectrum. The issue was raised at the
Anglo-Irish Conference and community and civil liberties groups joined in the
demands for the decision to be rescinded and the whole political vetting policy
to be reviewed.

Calls have also come from across Europe and the USA. Mayor Flynn of Boston
addinghis voice to the campaign along with the Celtic League and the International
Council on Social Welfare.

In October, Gl6r na nGael was planning a series of public meetings in all the
major cities and towns throughout Ireland. The whole affair appeared to cause
great embarrassment to the Government which appeared to have bitten off more
than it could chew in taking on Gl6r na nGael. Further embarrassment followed
when it was made known that the RUC had actually given permission to GIér na
nGael to carry out a street collection in Belfast city centre and were sticking by
that decision. Clearly the RUC did not believe Glér na nGael had paramilitary
links. Clearly, also, the political vetting decision had been taken not for security
reasons, as has always been claimed in the past, but for political reasons.

Up to this point, no politically vetted group had ever made a legal challenge via
a judicial review. This was because of the costs involved and the fear of the
further public attention such a case would bring on a group. Now Gl6r na nGael
was considering taking such a case, provided it could raise the necessary funds,
with a possible follow up case in Europe if that failed.

The political vetting of Gl6r na nGael brought the whole issue of political vetting
back into the agenda of debate. It also enabled groups from right across the
community to come together in opposition to the policy in a way which had not
been possible in the past (see for example Appendix XII).

The fact that Gl6r na nGael was one of the major Irish language groups in North
Ireland was of particular importance. For many the vetting was an attack on
their cultural heritage and identity. The fact that G16r na nGael was a member
of NICVA - the major umbrella organisation for the voluntary sector in Northern
reland - and the workers were members of the National Union of Public
Employees (NUPE), one of the largest public sector trade unions, was also very
beneficial. So too, was the fact that Glér na nGael had widespread cross-
community and cross political links and was widely respected. Few people
believed that it was linked with any paramilitary grouping. The fact that it was
primarily involved in children's education appeared to make the Government
suggestion ridiculous.

A number of reasons have been put forward as to why Glér na nGael was
politically vetted. One suggestion is that the government made a mistake in that
it really believed that Gl6r na nGael was a front for Sinn Féin. This is based on
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Community Groups which have
been politically vetted by the NIO

It is difficult to obtain an accurate list of all community groups which have been
politically vetted, for a number of reasons.

First of all there are the groups which have had funding of some sort withdrawn
from them. Many of these often refuse to publicise their case because of the fear
of others knowing that they have been vetted. They do not want the stigma and/
or they do not wish to be targetted for political attack or assassination. NUPE,
the public service union which has been particularly active since the vetting of
Glér na nGael - many of whose ACE workers were also NUPE members - has
issued a list of thirteen community groups which it claims have been politically
vetted (see Table 2). This listincludes at least five groups which exist or existed
in unionist areas of Belfast, suggesting that vetting effects all sections of the
community. NUPE claims that this list is one which was sent to all statutory
agencies to warn them not to fund such groups. Assuch, itis ineffect, ablacklist.
However, the NUPE listis not itself complete. TheWorking Party itself has been
able to discover a number of other groups which have been politically vetted
which are not on the list. Also the NIO has claimed according to the BBC
(September 1990) that a total of twenty -six community groups have had funding
removed in the last five years as a result of the Douglas Hurd statement and that
four of these later had their funding reinstated. However, the NIOrefuses to issue
a precise list of the groups involved or an explanation about how those who got
their funding restored went about doing this.

There are also the groups which have not had funding withdrawn but have been
denied funding from the start because of political vetting. How do many of these
groups know they have been denied funding for thisreason? Certainly the NIO’s
figure of twenty-six appears to refer only to groups which have had funding
withdrawn - not those denied funding from the start. During the Working
Group’s research on this issue, at least two groups were discovered who had not
been denied funding but who nevertheless appeared to have been initially
politically vetted and then appeared to have the vetting eventually lifted. One
group from the Shankill Road in Belfast which was initially apparently denied
a Belfast Action Team grant due to political vetting but then eventually
succeeded in having the grant paid to them after behind scenes discussions.

Another group was a Church ACE scheme in West Belfast which was told it
could notemploy a prisoner who was out of prison on licence because of “Sinn
Féin influence on the committee”. Ironically, the prisoner was himself instead
given permission to join the G16r nanGael ACE scheme which was later political
vetted. Thus a Church ACE scheme was more suspect than Glér na nGael on
one occasion!!

Despite the ruling over the prisoner the Church scheme mentioned above never
lostits ACE scheme nor other statutory grants it wasreceiving. Italso eventually
received an “‘apology” from the NIO along with a statement “clearing it” of
political or other involvement. Both these cases particularly illustrate how
difficult it is to quantify the number of groups affected by political vetting, In
the latter case there was never any publicity, as we suspect is the case with most
cases of political vetting. Its vetting was also different from that of other groups.
Certainly a prisoner was denied permission to join the scheme but no funding was
ever withdrawn. Neither was the group informed of the decision about the
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Table 2 Community Groups Which Have Been
Politically Vetted

The NUPE List

Conway Mill Women’ Self-Help Group (July 1985)
Shantallow Ace Housing Scheme

Top of the Hill Tenants Association

York Road Community Advice Centre

Skegoneill, Shore Road and Seaview Environmental Group
Woodvale Community Enterprises

St Matthew’s Tenants Association (February 1987)

Mac Airt Nursery Sci;ool (February 1987)
Glenbryn/Alliance Environmental Group

Westland and District Community Environmental Group
Twinbrook Tenants and Community Association (August 1987)
Dove House (March 1986 - Funding eventually restored)

Gl6r na nGael (August 1990)

Other groups which can be added include:

Glencaim Community Association and Advice Centre (November 1989)
L4 (Irish Daily Newspaper) (September 1985)

Camera Work Darkrooms, Derry (1987)

A number of groups which did not have funding withdrawn but which were
denied initial funding because of where they were situated include:

Gaelscoil na bhFal

Belfast Exposed
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Appendix Il

DEPARTMENT OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

NETHERLEIGH
MASSEY AVENUE
BELFAST
BT4 2JP

Telephone 63244

Mrs S Adams

Secretary

Conway Mill Women's

Self-Help Group

Conway Mill

Conviay Street .

BELFAST 27 June 1985

Dear Madam

CONWAY WOMEN'S GROUP: ACE SCHEME

I refer to the agreement dated 14 February 1985 which provides for
grants of up to £84.55 pw to be paid in respect of the employment
of 2 ACE workers by your organisation for a period of 52 weeks.

You may be aware that the Secretary of State has recently indicated

in Parliament that he believes that there are cases in which payment
of grant to some community associations would give rise to a grave
risk of directly or indirectly improving the standing and furthering
the aims of a paramilitary organisation and that in such circumstances
he believes that it would not be in the public interest for grants

to be paid. I enclose a copy of the Secretary of State's announce-
‘ment,

I am directed to inform you that. the Secretary of State has decided
that it is not in the public interest that grant should continue to
.bepaid arder—tho—agseement sof-'14 February-+9685-—The-Department
therefore intends to exercise its right to terminate the agreement
on three months' notice and accdrdingly gives you notice that the
agreement is hereby terminated with effect from 30 September 1985.

Yours faithfully

MARGARET I JOHNSTON (MISS)






Appendix V

INTERNATIONAL FUND FOR IRELAND

PO Box 2000 Belfast BT4 3SA PO Box 2000 Dublin 2
Tel Belfast 768832 Tel Dublin 780655

Rev Desmond Wilson
Conway Community Development Enterpriges Ltd
123 Springhill Avenue

BELFAST ¢ February 1988
BT12 7GF

A W

CONWAY STREET MILL
APPLUICATION N949 -

Thank you for your application for financial assistance from the
International Fund for Ireland.

Article 3 of the Bilateral Agreement of 18 September 1986 between the
Government of Ireland and the Government of the United Kingdom,
constituting the International Fund for Ireland, provides that disbursements
from the Fund shall be:

"consistent with the economic and social policies and priorities of the
respective governments."

The Board of the Fund has heen advised that it would be inconsistent with
the policies and priorities of the Government of the United Kingdom to
accede to your application. | have therefore been asked by the Board of the
Fund to advise you that it cannot support your application.

Yours sincerely

.

G HUNTER







.2.

If the Minister reaffirms his view that a prima facia case exists,
the organisation will be 80 informed.

The Minister may set out such changes as he would require before
his decision to halt funding could be set aside.

If these changes are acceptable to the organisation, it shall
undertake to implement them with a set period.

If the organisation wishes to challenge either. the Minister's
proposed changes or his decision that a prima facia case exists,
then the organisation could appeal to the Ombudsman (who already
has a role in relation to certain security cases).












While stating clearly that the Association and its Committee do not
have or attempt to have links with Paramilitary bodies, the Committee
wishes to forcefully make the following point. Paramilitary activity
is a fact of life in areas like Glencairn. It is impossible to vet
everyone wishing to play a part in the Community Association or
applying for employment under A.C.E. People have to be taken on gcod
faith, unless their intentions can be proved to be otherwise.

However given this, what the Committee believes is a fact of life in
working class communities in Northern Ireland, because of the possibl:
serious consequences of the withdrawal of funding in the area, the
Committee is prepared to make the following concessions:.
If the D.E.D. can outline a means which will ensure that people with
paramilitary connections are not employed under A.C.E., then the
Committee will operate this method. If any serving member of the
Committee is deemed to have paramilitary links, please notify the
Committee and they will be asked to stand down. An impartial observe:
nominated by the D.E.D. is welcome to be a part of the interview pane.
as a regular part of the Committee's recruitment procedure. This yea:
- G.M. of the Associatiion will be held at 104 Forthriver Road, even
ugh these premises are not ideal for such an event. Once again tht
amittee invites the D.E.D. or any other statutory authourity to sen
voserver's to this event scheduled for December 1989.

To conclude the Committee,wishes to protest in the strongest possible

farme ahant tha Adacdiedinn to withdraw A.C.E. funding. It looks forwar:
Lty to appeal against this decision and puts it:
your earliest possible convenience.























