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More than a year has passed since Lord Mountbatten was assassinated by an
IRA bomb in the Irish Republic, and more than a decade since CatholicProtestant communal violence brought British troops to the streets of Northern
Ireland. In his article on the British political initiative of 1979-80 Michael
McDowell expressed the view that the situation would not wait long for some
definite action on the restoration of self-government to the troubled province.'
In July 1980 the British Government took a cautious step in that direction. This
latest proposal calls for another attempt at power sharing between the two
communities: an 80-seat assembly elected on the basis of proportional
representation, plus one of several models of executive which would give the
Catholic minority a voice in decision-making at the highest level. Westminster,
retaining ultimate responsibility for the province, would control taxation,
foreign affairs and, above all, security.2 Reaction from the various political
factions thus far has not been encouraging. Clearly, early agreement on this plan
or any variant is not likely. If it fails, the long-term problem will remain
unsolved, although the immediate effects may be quite small. If agreement is
achieved, the province may develop sufficient political maturity and strength
over the years to isolate and eventually eradicate the men of violence. The
question of Ireland's future, as one or as two communities, could then be
discussed in a rational and constructive manner. In the short term, however, a
settlement within the framework proposed — which implies the continuation, at
least for the time being, of a separate political entity in Northern Ireland — may
raise the level of violence, as Irish nationalists attempt to destroy this challenge
both to their immediate goals and to their raison d'être. Meanwhile, the troops
are still on the streets and the conflict continues. This article presents an analysis
of the war itself.
The Terrorists
The principal terrorist organization operating in Northern Ireland is the
Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA), although the Irish National Liberation Army and the Protestant para-military groups should not be discounted
from the violent equation. The PIRA is closely linked to Provisional Sinn Fein,
a legal Republican (Irish nationalist) political party which has its headquarters
in Dublin. The strategic objective of the Provisionals (whether IRA or Sinn
Fein) is to remove, through the use of violence, the British civil and military
presence in Northern Ireland and to reunite North and South as a single
"socialist" republic.3 However, apart from vague references to non-alignment,
nationalization of key industries and "a community of communities"4 the exact
shape of the Provisionals' intended socialist state has never been made clear. As
Peter Villiers notes, "The niceties of political debate they left, and still leave, to
the future."5 Instead, they have concentrated on the campaign of violence
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intended to remove the British, seemingly to the exclusion of all else.
The security forces currently estimate the strength of the PI RA at
approximately 350 hard-core activists — the gunmen and bombers and their
commanders and staffs — with some 2-3,000 supporters, those who will provide
safe houses, steal cars and collect funds for the movement.6 Up to 1977 the
PI RA maintained (largely for propaganda purposes) a pseudo-military
structure of brigades, battalions and companies, although these titles bore no
relation in terms of strength or organization to conventional military formations. In fact, operations were carried out by "Active Service Units", small
teams of usually less than six men. Command and control was in the hands of a
Chief of Staff, the Army Council and a headquarters staff.7 The organization,
distributed geographically around the province, originally rested on a solid base
of popular support (tempered by intimidation) within the Catholic areas,
particularly in Belfast and Londonderry. But after the indiscriminate shooting
and bombing of 1972 and the British Army's removal of the PIRA-controlled
"no go" areas, popular support lessened. Life under the Provisionals had not
been pleasant: ordinary citizens, not the security forces, were the principal
victims of violence. British initiatives, such as the ending of internment and
efforts to improve housing, may have contributed as well to a shift in public
opinion. Consequently, by the mid-1970s the Provisionals had moved their
command and administrative base to the South and the security forces were able
to penetrate the organization in the North, arresting many remaining members.
Defections further depleted the ranks.8
Borrowing undoubtedly from the experience of more sophisticated terrorist
groups such as the Italian Red Brigades the PI RA adopted in 1977-78 a smaller
cellular structure and introduced a more selective pattern of recruiting. This new
organization appears to be flexible: in Belfast, for example, PI RA cells are not
permanent. Instead the organization draws upon a pool of gunmen to create a
new cell, of five to ten men, for each operation. The cell is briefed on its task, no
names are mentioned and the cell members disperse after the operation. Nor are
the cells tied to a limited geographic area: they may operate anywhere in the
city. This smaller and tighter organization has much less contact with the local
population and is, therefore, less open to penetration by the security forces.9
The relative security of the cellular structure is one of the key factors which
will determine the PIRA's ability to sustain a protracted campaign. They seem
able to recruit, train and retain a level of membership sufficient to ensure
organizational stability and continuity and to preclude early extinction.
However, because of the decline in popular support, the PIRA probably cannot
expand without endangering its security and structural integrity. The Provisionals may claim as they did in 1976 (presaging perhaps their structural
change) that "a revolutionary movement does not depend on a popular mandate
as a basis for action. Its mandate comes from the justness and correctness of its
cause and therein lies the basis of our mandate."10 Such arguments may be
intellectually satisfying, but the hard fact remains — the smaller organization
cannot sustain a level of violence high enough to render Northern Ireland
ungovernable and thus force the British Government to relinquish control of the
province."
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Finance is an equally serious problem. The PI RA has a budget estimated at
£2-3 million annually. This pays for members living "underground", for support
of families whose imprisoned relatives are taking part in the"H-Block" protest,
as well as for infrastructure support (safe houses, transport and above all,
weapons).12 But both the American and Dublin governments have publically
denounced Irish-American fund raising efforts and contributions from America,
through the Irish Northern Aid Committee (NORAID), have fallen substantially.'3 This has forced the Provisionals to rely more heavily on purely criminal
activities — extortion and armed robbery — to finance their operations, but this
has brought problems of its own. Funds raised through extortion and protection
rackets have been diverted to the pockets of members, producing a degree of
internal rivalry and violence. Furthermore, such methods have done little to help
regain support amongst people who might otherwise be sympathetic to the
cause. Armed robberies have become more hazardous in the altered security
atmosphere of the North. Consequently, the Provisionals have carried out an
increasing number of armed robberies in the South. This, in turn, has brought
upon them the wrath of the Irish Government.14
This does not mean that the PI RA is a spent force. It remains an efficient,
dangerous organization, capable of attacking targets effectively. Its members
are now well-versed in terrorist techniques and have an adequate supply of
weapons. They are becoming more skilled in "intelligence" work, cracking the
army's codes, monitoring their radio channels and tapping the telephone system.
As shown by the murder of Mountbatten and of the soldiers at Warrenpoint last
year, PI RA bomb-makers have become more sophisticated. The increased
technical expertise has been accompanied by a shift in tactics: targeting is more
selective. The indiscriminate bombings of the early 1970s have given way to a
form of economic warfare — bombing of selected commercial establishments.
The one-shot sniper and the electronically-detonated mine have replaced the
loose gangs of gunmen who would fire at the security forces from behind a
screen of demonstrators. Attacks on the security forces concentrate on prison
guards, police reservists and the part-time soldiers of the Ulster Defence Regiment. The PIRA has also extended its operations to Europe, attacking British
servicemen in West Germany.15 In South Armagh, where the Provisionals retain
their highest level of local support, the terrorists pose a considerable threat to
the security forces. Here the conflict takes the form of a rural guerrilla war, with
the terrorists striking at random from across the ill-defined border.16 But large
parts of the province are demonstrably untouched by the war. At the time of the
author's visit in early August, there had not been a snooting in Belfast since May
— when a PIRA cell had been captured. Many North American cities would be
envious of such a low murder rate. Quite apart from the internal changes in the
capabilities of the Provisionals, the reduction in the level of violence is due in
large measure to the effectiveness of security force operations.
The Security Forces
The security forces consist of elements of the regular British Army, the
locally-raised part-time Ulster Defence Regiment (UDR) and the police force,
the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC). There are currently based in the
province eleven regular army units, totalling some 11,000 men and women, little
more than half the total present at the peak year of 1972. Six of these are
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