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Northern Ireland, province, part of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, situated in the north-eastern portion of the island of Ireland. Northern Ireland is bounded on the north and north-east by the North Channel, on the south-east by the Irish Sea; on the south and west it has a 488 km (303 mi) border with the Republic of Ireland. It includes Rathlin Island in the North Channel and several smaller offshore islands.
Northern Ireland is also known as Ulster, because it comprises six of the nine counties that constituted the former Irish province of Ulster. The total land area of Northern Ireland is 13,483 sq km (5,206 sq mi). Belfast is the capital of Northern Ireland.
Land and Resources 
Northern Ireland is about 135 km (85 mi) long, north to south, and about 175 km (110 mi) wide, west to east. The shoreline is characterized by numerous irregularities and is about 530 km (330 mi) long. The major indentations are Lough Foyle in the north, and Belfast, Strangford, and Carlingford loughs in the east. The most spectacular feature of the northern coast is the Giant’s Causeway, a volcanic rock formation consisting of thousands of closely placed, polygonal pillars of black basalt.
The country consists mainly of a low, flat plain, at the approximate centre of which lies Lough Neagh (381 sq km/147 sq mi), the largest freshwater lake in the British Isles. Other important lakes are Lower Lough Erne and Upper Lough Erne. Apart from several isolated elevations, three major areas of upland are the Sperrin Mountains in the north-west and the Antrim Mountains along the north-eastern coast, which are extensions of the Scottish Highlands; and the Mourne Mountains in the south-east. The highest point in the country is Slieve Donard (852 m/2,796 ft), a peak in the Mourne Mountains.
Rivers and Lakes 
The chief rivers of Northern Ireland are the Foyle, which forms part of the western boundary with County Donegal in the Republic of Ireland and flows into Lough Foyle at Londonderry (Derry), and the Upper Bann and Lower Bann rivers. The former rises in the Mourne Mountains and empties into Lough Neagh; the latter flows out of Lough Neagh to the North Channel. Among the many other rivers are the Main, the Blackwater, the Lagan, the Erne, and the Bush. Because of the generally flat terrain, drainage is poor, and there are extensive areas of bog and marshland.
Climate 
The climate of Northern Ireland is temperate and damp throughout the year. The prevailing westerly winds from the warm Gulf Stream are largely responsible for the lack of extreme summer heat and winter cold, although there are cold winter winds in the east-coast Belfast area. The average annual temperature is approximately 10° C (50° F); temperatures average about 14.4° C (58° F) in July and about 4.4° C (40° F) in January. Rainfall is distributed evenly throughout the year. The annual precipitation frequently exceeds 1,016 mm (40 in) in the north, and is about 760 mm (30 in) in the south. The level of humidity is high.
Natural Resources 
The most valuable natural resources of Northern Ireland are its fertile soils and rich pasturelands. The chief minerals are basalt, limestone, sand and gravel, granite, chalk, clay, and shale; bauxite, iron ore, and coal also are found in small quantities. Peat is important as a fuel.
Plants and Animals 
In general, the plants and animals of Northern Ireland are similar to those of the British Isles as a whole. The only distinctive plant is a species of wild orchid, Spiranthes stricta, found in the valleys of the Upper and Lower Bann rivers. Distinctive species of animal life include the pollan, a freshwater variety of whitefish found in Lough Neagh and Lough Erne.
Population 
Around two thirds of the people are the descendants of Scots or English settlers who crossed from the mainland of the United Kingdom to north-eastern Ireland after 1607 in the Ulster Plantation. The remainder of the population is descended from the original Irish inhabitants, principally those native to the province of Ulster.
Population Characteristics 
Northern Ireland has a population (mid-1994 official estimate) of about 1,641,700, almost equally divided between urban and rural dwellers. The average population density is about 121 people per sq km (315 per sq mi), but the actual distribution of the population is very uneven; about 50 per cent of people in Northern Ireland are settled on the eastern coastal region, the centre of which is Belfast.
Political Divisions 
Northern Ireland is divided into 26 local government districts based round the main population centres. Each district is governed by an elected council.
Principal Cities 
The port of Belfast (population, 1995 estimate, 296,700) is Northern Ireland’s largest city and cultural, commercial, and industrial centre, as well as its capital. The only other major city is Londonderry (also known as Derry; 72,334), located at the head of Lough Foyle near the north-western border with Donegal. Important towns include Enniskillen, Cookstown, Downpatrick, Coleraine, Larne, Newry, Omagh, and Portadown.
Religion 
Religion, or rather religious affiliation, has been the key determinant in Northern Ireland’s history, politics, and social life since the 17th century. At various times it has determined access to the franchise and jobs, standards of living, and education. In modern times it has come to symbolize the differing political aspirations of the descendants of the original Irish inhabitants and those of the settler community, differences which in the 1970s escalated into sectarian violence and terrorism.
The descendants of the Scottish and English settlers are predominantly Protestant; those of the original Irish inhabitants are overwhelmingly Roman Catholic. In the late 1990s around 58 per cent of the population regarded themselves as Protestant, and around 42 per cent as Roman Catholics. Roman Catholicism is the largest single denomination. The largest Protestant denominations are Presbyterian (21 per cent), the Church of Ireland (almost 17 per cent), and Methodist (4 per cent). Unlike England and Scotland, Northern Ireland has no established, or state, Church. The Church of Ireland, at one time a branch of the Church of England, was disassociated from it in 1871.
Language 
English is the sole official language. Unlike in the Republic of Ireland, there has been no official encouragement of the use of the Irish language (see Celtic Languages: Irish) in Northern Ireland until recent years, when there has been a cultural revival of it in several areas, including Belfast.
Education 
Public education, other than university education, is centrally administered by the Department of Education for Northern Ireland, and locally administered by five education and library boards, established under the local government reforms of 1973 and reappointed every four years.
Education in Northern Ireland is free and compulsory for children between the ages of 5 and 16, but most children stay on at school or college to 18. Although the curriculum is essentially the same as in England and Wales, the types of school attended by children generally reflect the religious divide. Schools are open to pupils of all religions, but Roman Catholic children have traditionally attended maintained schools owned by the Roman Catholic Church and largely financed by public funds; most Protestant children are enrolled at state schools. These are either controlled schools, entirely financed by the education and library boards, or voluntary schools owned by denominational or non-denominational bodies and publicly funded. In an effort to break down barriers a number of integrated state-funded schools have been established, taking 1 per cent of enrolled pupils.
In 1995 Northern Ireland had around 1,000 primary schools, with approximately 193,900 pupils enrolled in any one year, and staffed by more than 9,200 teachers. There were 232 secondary schools taking students after age 11, of which 71 were selective grammar schools. They had more than 150,000 pupils enrolled in 1994 and more than 10,000 staff. The country has two universities: Queen’s University of Belfast, founded in 1849 as a college of the Queen’s University of Ireland, and reconstituted as a separate university in 1908; and the University of Ulster (1984), with campuses in Coleraine, Belfast, Jordanstown, and Londonderry/Derry. In 1995 more than 22,600 students were enrolled on a full-time basis. Two colleges, the Belfast College of Technology (1901) and the Union Theological College (1978), are based in Belfast. At least 33 per cent of pupils went on to higher education in the mid-1990s, the highest rate in the United Kingdom.
Culture 
Originally Northern Ireland was culturally indistinguishable from the remainder of Ireland. However, with the waves of colonization from England and, especially, Scotland after 1607, the north-eastern province of Ulster evolved a distinctive cultural identity. The settlers, who came to form a majority in the region, were British in culture and tradition, and Protestant in religion; their descendants are largely committed to keeping the province constitutionally part of the United Kingdom. The Irish inhabitants, in a minority and for centuries politically and economically marginalized, have as their goal the reunification of the island of Ireland. In addition, Northern Ireland has been considerably more urbanized and industrialized than the Republic of Ireland.
Northern Ireland shares the early cultural glories of all Ireland. To Ulster belongs one of the two great cycles of Irish myths that contain the exploits of Cú Chulainn and the tragic story of Deirdre (see Gaelic Literature). There is a thriving theatrical movement in Belfast and much literary activity. Belfast is the base of Opera Northern Ireland, which presents seasons at the Grand Opera House in the city, and also tours the province. A ballet company is based in the capital, as is the Belfast Philharmonic Society, one of Britain’s leading choral societies. The Ulster Symphony Orchestra is among the leading orchestras of Britain. Queen’s University hosts the annual Belfast Festival. The poet Seamus Heaney, who won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1995, was born in County Londonderry.
Northern Ireland has two national museums: the Ulster Museum in Belfast, which houses a collection of Irish antiquities; and the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum in Holywood, County Down.
Economy 
Northern Ireland’s gross domestic product in 1995 was about US$22,835 million. In general, the economy of Northern Ireland is based on agriculture and manufacturing and is closely tied to that of the United Kingdom as a whole; almost 50 per cent of manufacturing output is sold to the rest of Britain; 25 per cent is sold locally.
The province has been particularly hard hit by the decline of traditional industries like shipbuilding, on which much of its prosperity and many jobs depended. The lack of economic opportunities, particularly for young people, played a role in the “Troubles”, as the sectarian strife came to be known. At the same time, however, the threat of terrorism did not help efforts to attract investment and create new jobs in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Considerable public expenditure has been devoted to urban renewal in Belfast and Londonderry/Derry. Various agencies have been established to attract new companies and encourage small business, backed by tax and other incentives. Helped by moves towards a peaceful settlement, several important new investments, notably by South East Asian concerns, were announced in the first half of the 1990s, including the period of paramilitary ceasefire in 1994.
Public finance comes predominantly from UK taxes (50 per cent, 1994) and UK government grants in aid (41 per cent); Northern Ireland also receives considerable funding from the EU.
Agriculture, Forestry, and Fishing 
Small owner-occupied farms predominate in Northern Ireland. Livestock-farming is important; most of the land is under pasture, but the majority of farms combine crop production with animals. Sheep and cattle are grazed on the moorland areas. Livestock on farms in 1995 numbered approximately 1.5 million cattle, 2.4 million sheep, 548,000 pigs, and 14.9 million poultry. The leading crops in the country were potatoes, barley, hay, oats, apples, pears, and vegetables.
In common with much of the agricultural sector in the rest of Britain, farming in Northern Ireland has been adversely affected by changes in financial and marketing structures, especially associated with changes in the Common Agricultural Policy of the EU. Problems have been compounded by rural migration, and rural development programmes have been established.
Northern Ireland is sparsely forested; about 5 per cent of the province is wooded. State afforestation programmes have made considerable progress, and about 60,000 cu m (2.1 million cu ft) of timber are felled annually. The annual catch of fish and shellfish in 1994 was about 13,900 tonnes. Sea-fishing is centred on the eastern coast of County Down; Kilkeel, Ardglass, and Portavogie are among the main ports. The most important species caught include whiting, herring, and scallops. Freshwater fisheries operate in Lough Neagh, Lough Erne, and Upper Lough Erne; the species caught include salmon, trout, eel, and pollan.
Mining 
Mining and quarrying are chiefly of local importance. The main commercial minerals are basalt, sand and gravel, peat, chalk, limestone, and granite. Northern Ireland has lignite (brown coal) deposits, estimated at 1 billion tonnes, which have not yet been developed.
Manufacturing 
Manufacturing is the leading sector of the economy after services. In 1994 the industrial output of Northern Ireland was valued at about US$2,500 million. Manufacturing and construction accounted for about 20 per cent of the employed workforce.
Traditionally, the manufacture of textiles and clothing has been one of the leading industries. Since the late 1800s linen has been the most important textile manufactured; cotton cloth and synthetic fabrics rank next in importance. Clothing and footwear manufacture, however, is now far more important than the textile sector. The manufacture of aircraft and guided missiles, mainly by Shorts of Belfast, have been the other major sources of employment. The Belfast shipyards were among the largest in the United Kingdom, but went into decline from the 1970s on, along with the rest of the British shipbuilding industry. They continue to operate, but at a fraction of their former scale.
In the mid-1990s around 24 per cent of the available workforce was employed in industry. Manufactured goods include textile machinery; clothing; chemicals; electrical and electronic equipment; pharmaceuticals; and food, drink, and tobacco products.
Tourism 
Tourism is of growing importance. In 1994 almost 1.3 million visitors went to the province. Revenue from tourism was US$299 million (Ł183 million) in 1994. Tourism promotion is handled by the Northern Ireland Tourist Board, increasingly in cooperation with its counterpart in the Republic of Ireland.
Currency and Banking 
As part of the United Kingdom, the pound sterling is the legal tender of Northern Ireland (Ł0.607 sterling equals US$1; 1998).
Commerce and Trade 
About 80 per cent of Northern Ireland’s external trade, including 50 per cent of manufactured goods, is with the rest of Britain. A large percentage of the exports to the rest of Britain are transhipped to other countries. Northern Ireland exports linen goods, textiles, clothing, machinery, and food, notably meat, potatoes, and dairy products. Imports consist chiefly of raw materials and metals, fuel, food, and an assortment of manufactured goods.
Labour 
Industrial decline, compounded by the Troubles, helped to give Northern Ireland the highest unemployment rate of any part of the United Kingdom during the late 1970s and 1980s. Job creation has improved in the 1990s; while in mid-1994 the unemployment rate in Northern Ireland was still around 13 per cent, compared with 9.2 per cent in the United Kingdom as a whole, in 1997 the rate dropped to around 9 per cent, based on the number of unemployed benefit claimants.
The system of labour relations in Northern Ireland is based on the same principles as that of the rest of Britain. Trade unions in the province are represented by the Northern Ireland committee of the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU). Most trade union members belong to unions affiliated to the ICTU; the majority also belong to unions based in Great Britain, which are affiliated to the Trades Union Congress (TUC).
Transport 
Northern Ireland has about 24,236 km (15,060 mi) of roads, including 113 km (70 mi) of motorways. The Northern Ireland Railways Company provides passenger services on 357 km (222 mi) of railway track. Daily ferry and cargo shipping services, and airline services connect Northern Ireland with the rest of the United Kingdom. Passenger ferry services operate to Belfast; cargo services operate from Belfast, Larne, Warrenpoint, and Londonderry/Derry. A new port at Londonderry/Derry opened in 1993.
Communications 
Northern Ireland has three daily newspapers: the Belfast Telegraph, the Irish News, and the News Letter. In the late 1980s the dailies, published in Belfast, had a combined daily circulation of about 235,000. There are a number of political publications representing the various factions. Around 86 per cent of households have a telephone and 373,900 own a television.
Government 
Northern Ireland, an integral part of the United Kingdom, elects members (now 18) to the lower house of the British parliament, the House of Commons. In recent years some of those elected—usually from Sinn Fein—have chosen not to go to London, usually in order to protest against the domestic situation and because they have refused to be sworn in, that is, to swear the oath of allegiance to the British monarch.
Executive and Legislature 
Stormont Parliament 
The Government of Ireland Act, passed by the British parliament in 1920 and modified by several subsequent agreements between Northern Ireland and Great Britain, is the country’s basic constitutional document. It provided for Northern Ireland to have its own devolved parliament, which met at Stormont Castle in Belfast for 50 years from 1921, and was dominated during that period by the Protestant Unionists (that is, those supporting continued union with Great Britain). In 1972, however, because of political and religious strife, the British government decided to take over responsibility for law and order. The Northern Ireland government resigned in protest, and direct rule from London began.
A 1973 act gave Northern Ireland much local autonomy as part of attempts to restore devolved rule; London retained control over defence, foreign policy, currency, tariffs, and communications.
Direct Rule 
In May 1974, following the collapse of the power-sharing agreement between the political parties in Northern Ireland, direct rule was reimposed. The office of governor and the Northern Ireland Parliament were suspended, and the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland in the British government became the head of government.
Anglo-Irish Agreement 
In 1985 the Anglo-Irish Agreement created an intergovernmental conference as a forum for joint discussion of issues such as cross-border security and cooperation. The agreement also provided for the Irish government to put forward views and proposals on matters relating to Northern Ireland, provided these would not be the responsibility of a devolved Northern Ireland administration. Each government retained full sovereignty over decisions and administration within its own jurisdiction.
In September 1993 the British government began bilateral discussions with three of the four Northern Irish parties, to explore a basis for a dialogue on the future of the province. In December of that year, the prime ministers of Britain and Ireland issued a joint declaration as a basis for all-party talks to achieve a political settlement. In late May 1996 elections were held for a 110-member forum to discuss issues pertaining to the promotion of understanding in the province; it has no formal or legislative function. The Stormont Agreement of April 10, 1998 (Good Friday), which was accepted by 71 per cent of the Northern Ireland electorate in a referendum held on May 22, 1998, will pave the way for elections to a 108-member assembly in June 1998. The assembly will be based on UK parliamentary constituencies and elected by proportional representation.
Political Parties 
The Ulster Unionist Party governed Northern Ireland from 1921 to 1972. In 1971 the party split into two groups—the Official Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) and the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP); the latter, led by the Reverend Dr Ian Paisley, is the most hostile to any compromise on Northern Ireland’s future within the United Kingdom, and most hostile to the Republic of Ireland.
The other main political parties are the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), which supports peaceful reunification with the Republic of Ireland; Sinn Fein, the generally acknowledged political wing of the IRA; and the Alliance Party.
Sinn Fein was excluded from discussions on the future of Northern Ireland until 1994, because of its links with the IRA and its refusal to denounce violence, although its candidates could stand in local and national elections. It has steadily increased its share of the vote, to more than 10 per cent in recent elections. Sinn Fein’s participation in the peace process was thrown into doubt in the first half of 1996, following the ending of the IRA ceasefire in February and the bombing of Manchester’s city centre in June 1996.
In the general election held throughout the United Kingdom on May 1, 1997, Martin McGuinness of Sinn Fein defeated the DUP’s William McCrea in Ulster Mid, becoming the constituency’s first nationalist MP since Bernadette Devlin lost the seat in the 1970s. The Sinn Fein president Gerry Adams recovered the seat he lost in the 1992 general election, with a resounding victory over the SDLP’s Joe Hendron in a bitterly fought campaign.
Judiciary 
The highest court is the Supreme Court of Judicature of Northern Ireland, which consists of the High Court, the Court of Appeal, and the Crown Court. Lower courts include county courts with criminal and civil jurisdiction and magistrates’ courts for minor offences. The problems associated with terrorism in Northern Ireland led the British government in the 1970s to impose certain temporary, but highly controversial, powers, which require annual renewal by the British parliament. They include special powers of arrest for those suspected of certain terrorism-linked crimes, non-jury trials for terrorist offences, and the banning of alleged terrorist organizations.
Local Government 
Northern Ireland is divided into 26 districts for the purposes of local government. Each district is run by a council responsible for a variety of administrative functions.
History 
For the history of Ireland before 1920, see Ireland: History.
Partition of Ireland 
In 1920, when Ireland was granted home rule, six of the nine counties of the province of Ulster, northernmost of the four Irish provinces, were given the opportunity to separate politically from the rest of Ireland and remain part of the United Kingdom. Under the Government of Ireland Act of 1920, which effected the partition of Ireland, the six counties became a separate political division of the United Kingdom, known as the province of Northern Ireland, with its own constitution, parliament, and administration for local affairs. The Irish Free State (later Éire, and now the Republic of Ireland) did not accept the separation as permanent, and the reunification of the island remained an element of the constitution until the referendum of May 1998 (see below).
The Protestant majority in Northern Ireland has consistently refused to consider a reunion. The boundary between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland was fixed in 1925. Most people in Northern Ireland saw partition from the Roman Catholic south and union with the United Kingdom as the safeguard of their Protestant religion and dominant political, economic, and social position. For many Irish Catholics, the creation of Northern Ireland was simply the latest of a very long line of British injustices inflicted upon the people of Ireland.
World War II and After 
Northern Ireland participated in World War II, supplying military personnel and producing ships, aircraft, and cloth for military uniforms. The ports of Belfast and Londonderry/Derry were of strategic importance to Allied shipping. Belfast was severely damaged by air raids.
In 1949, when Éire became the Republic of Ireland, the British parliament affirmed the status of Northern Ireland as part of the United Kingdom unless its own parliament were to decide otherwise. Although the Republic still claimed the six northern counties, its withdrawal from the Commonwealth of Nations was deemed a tacit acceptance of the partition. In 1955, however, the IRA began a campaign of terrorism aimed at securing the union of Northern Ireland with the Republic. Terrorist acts, mainly in border areas, continued through 1957 and 1958, gradually becoming less frequent in the early 1960s. In 1962 the government of the Republic of Ireland condemned terrorism as a means of achieving unification.
Persistent economic difficulties through the post-war years led to the formation in 1955 of a Northern Ireland Development Council, which met with considerable success. By the mid-1960s some 230 new firms had been founded and another 200 considerably expanded; also, social welfare programmes were inaugurated after the war by the UK government. However, the violence that erupted in the early 1970s and continued for over two decades has had an adverse effect on prosperity and economic development.
Civil Rights Movement 
After partition, Catholics in Northern Ireland were a disadvantaged minority in matters of employment, housing, education, and effective cultural and political participation—a situation which the British government failed significantly to address. In 1968 an active and articulate civil rights movement emerged to protest against this discrimination, often provoking violent reactions within the Protestant community. Moderate Protestants recognized a need for governmental reform, but were strongly opposed by a right-wing faction of the ruling Ulster Unionist Party.
British Army Presence 
British troops, sent to Northern Ireland in 1969 partly to help the beleaguered local police, and partly to offer protection to the Catholic communities, became a permanent presence. They maintained British authority but also became the focus of terrorist attacks and growing resentment. In 1971 internment (imprisonment without trial) was introduced in Northern Ireland as a measure to counter terrorism. The following year the British government suspended the Northern Ireland parliament and imposed direct rule. The move followed the incident that became known as “Bloody Sunday”, when on January 30, 1972, British troops fired on civil rights protestors in Londonderry/Derry, killing 13.
In a 1973 referendum, largely boycotted by Roman Catholics, the voters of Northern Ireland again chose to remain part of the United Kingdom rather than join the Irish Republic. In 1974 a 15-member Northern Ireland power-sharing executive, made up of both Protestants and Roman Catholics, was quickly abandoned when it provoked a general strike led by Protestant extremists. IRA bombs killed 21 and injured 120 in two Birmingham pubs in the same year. Two Belfast women, Mairead Corrigan and Betty Williams, received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1976 for working to reconcile Northern Ireland’s religious communities. Their work, however, foundered in the face of the failure of attempts to bring the two factions together.
The IRA Campaign 
Violence in Northern Ireland and terrorist attacks in England increased in intensity, reaching a peak in 1973 and 1974.
The Provisional IRA (the hard-line faction that broke away from the official IRA in 1969) maintained steady terrorist pressure, which included bombing campaigns on the British mainland. Protestant extremists matched them outrage for outrage. In August 1979 the Provisional IRA assassinated Earl Mountbatten of Burma and, on the same day, ambushed a party of British soldiers, killing 18 of them. In one day in July 1974 more than 20 IRA bombs, many of them car bombs, were detonated in Belfast.
In 1981 a number of Provisional IRA prisoners in Long Kesh (the Maze) prison began a hunger strike; the first of 11 to die was Bobby Sands, who had been elected as the MP for Fermanagh and South Tyrone, on May 5.
The division between the Northern Irish communities remained as sharp as ever, with no solution in sight. The intergovernmental conference established in 1985 was welcomed by many as an important step towards cross-border cooperation on security, economic, and social issues, and eventual peace. Protestant Unionists and some Irish nationalists, however, denounced the accord.
As the 1990s began, British troops were still patrolling the streets of Londonderry/Derry and Belfast, and the IRA continued to launch sporadic terrorist attacks on British civilians and military personnel in the British Isles and continental Europe. In all, more than 3,000 people had been killed and at least 36,000 injured since the start of the Troubles in 1969.
Moves Towards Talks 
Efforts begun in the mid-1980s (see Anglo-Irish Agreement) to achieve a peaceful settlement gained new momentum in the early 1990s. Between 1991 and 1992 four of the five main parties met to see if they could reach agreement on the political future of the province. Sinn Fein was excluded because of its support for the terrorist acts of the IRA. The talks ended in November 1992 without agreement. In September 1993 the British government began bilateral talks with three of the four parties. The Democratic Unionists refused to join.
Downing Street Declaration 
Three months later, on December 15, 1993, the British and Irish prime ministers signed the Downing Street Declaration, a statement of fundamental principles with regard to the future of the province—notably that any constitutional change requires the consent of a majority of the people of Northern Ireland. The statement also provided that only democratically mandated parties with an established commitment to exclusively peaceful methods could participate in the dialogue. In the event of a permanent cessation of violence by the IRA, Sinn Fein could join that process.
IRA Ceasefire 
On August 31, 1994, the IRA announced a complete cessation of its military operations, ending 25 years of fighting. In October of that year, the Loyalist terrorist paramilitaries followed suit. In December 1994 the British government, despite strong opposition from the Democratic Unionists and other Protestant groups, held its first public talks with Sinn Fein; secret, often indirect, talks had gone on with the IRA for some time previously.
The ceasefire held throughout 1995, despite severe strains at times. The insistence of the British government that the IRA turn in its arms, and the rejection of the IRA of this demand, delayed the start of all-party talks including Sinn Fein. During early 1995, the British government scaled down the number of troops in Northern Ireland for the first time in 25 years, and then, in March, ended routine patrols of British troops in the province. In the previous month, the British and Irish governments issued a framework document for all-party talks on a durable settlement in Northern Ireland.
Mitchell Report 
In July 1995 John Bruton, the Republic of Ireland’s prime minister, tried to break the impasse over IRA disarmament by proposing that talks that included Sinn Fein could start if it agreed to parallel disarmament talks. His efforts failed because of continuing British insistence on IRA disarmament.
On November 28, with the peace process in danger of derailment, and US President Bill Clinton about to visit Northern Ireland, Bruton and British Prime Minister John Major announced an international commission to study the decommissioning programme, to be chaired by former US Senator George Mitchell. On December 15 the international decommissioning panel began its hearings. Its report, published on January 24, 1996, rejected decommissioning in advance of all-party talks. Instead, the report proposed that all parties should commit themselves to a phased disarmament, parallel to the talks, and recommended that the decommissioning should be carried out under international supervision. The report also discussed the idea of elections to a constitutional assembly.
The Irish government endorsed the report, but the British government focused on the idea of an elected assembly. Major told Parliament that both Republican and Unionist parties should seek an electoral mandate and discuss peace in the new forum. This drew furious criticism from the Republican movement, which accused Major of adopting a Unionist agenda and of buying votes to bolster his dwindling parliamentary majority.
Ceasefire Ends 
On February 9, 1996, the IRA ended its 17-month ceasefire by exploding a huge bomb in the Canary Wharf area of London’s Docklands, killing two people and injuring many more. In an effort to save the peace process Major and Bruton issued a communiqué on February 28 detailing a timetable for future negotiations and setting a specific date for the start of all-party talks: June 10. This was viewed as a concession to Sinn Fein by Major, but the plan also included an elected assembly, a concession to the Unionists. Both leaders made it clear, however, that only if the IRA re-established the ceasefire could Sinn Fein attend the all-party talks, and also the preceding “proximity talks” to be held in the first half of March to discuss details of the elected assembly.
The IRA did not declare a ceasefire; Sinn Fein leader Gerry Adams was therefore prevented from attending the proximity talks. The results of these talks included the establishment of a 110-member elected forum to discuss issues relevant to the promotion of understanding in Northern Ireland, and which would select teams to attend the all-party negotiations in June.
Forum Elections 
The forum elections were held on May 30, 1996: 90 members were elected on the basis of 5 each from the 18 parliamentary constituencies in the province; the other 20 seats in the forum went (2 each) to the 10 most successful parties according to their total vote across the province. Sinn Fein came fourth with 15.47 per cent of the vote, a record and far higher than had been expected. The Ulster Unionist Party (24.17 per cent) was first, followed by the Social Democratic and Labour Party (21.37 per cent), and the Democratic Unionist Party (18.8 per cent).
Manchester Bombing 
Despite this success, Sinn Fein was excluded from the all-party talks, which started on June 10. On June 15 a huge IRA bomb exploded in Manchester city centre; although nobody was killed, hundreds were injured. The Irish government therefore announced that it would have to re-evaluate its relationship with Sinn Fein, and, for the first time, backed Britain’s insistence on a permanent IRA ceasefire, and on moves towards IRA disarmament before Sinn Fein be allowed participation.
Marching Season Violence 
The all-party talks followed a period of rioting during the marching season in 1996 that led to some of the worst incidents of violence in the province in decades. The violence worsened on July 12, the main marching day of the year when Orangemen celebrate the Battle of the Boyne. The rioting was most widespread in Londonderry; the police responded with force, firing plastic bullets at the protesters. The violence subsided on July 14 after 17 people were injured when a car bomb, the first in Northern Ireland since before the ceasefire, exploded at a hotel in Enniskillen, near the border with the Republic.
New Labour Government 
In 1997 sectarian killings by all paramilitary groups and sporadic IRA attacks on RUC and army bases continued before and after the British general election, despite an undeclared ceasefire by the IRA. The two main Sinn Fein candidates, Gerry Adams and Martin McGuinness, won the seats they contested in the election. The appointment of Marjorie (Mo) Mowlam as Northern Ireland Secretary, with a more neutral record on the issue of its constitutional status, underlined the approach of the newly elected Labour Government.
Resumption of the Peace Process 
The Stormont talks were resumed in June 1997. On September 15, 1997, Sinn Fein was allowed into the talks following the renewal of the IRA ceasefire in July. In August it made concessions over demands for Irish unity in a meeting with Mowlam.
The Good Friday Agreement 
In October 13, 1997, the Sinn Fein leaders met the new British prime minister, Tony Blair, for the first time at Stormont Castle, and on December 9 at Downing Street—the first Republican encounters with a British premier since Michael Collins negotiated the partition of Ireland in 1921. In January 1998 Sinn Fein formally rejected the British and Irish governments’ new proposals for a settlement and the next phase of the talks was marred by wrangling and by a series of Republican and Loyalist killings. These were succeeded by various Republican bomb attacks in the North during March and April, some of which were attributed to a breakaway faction, Continuity IRA, comprising dissidents who are believed to have left the IRA in October 1997.
After Sinn Fein’s brief suspension because of the attacks, it rejoined the now round-the-clock talks in late March and all parties were presented with a deadline of April 9 for completion. Several days of frantic activity between the Irish and British governments and all parties finally led to the agreement, signed by the Irish and the British prime ministers, on Good Friday, April 10, 1998.
The main principles of the agreement are:
1) Change in the status of Northern Ireland can only come about with the consent of a majority of its people, and if that situation changes, there is a binding obligation on both governments to comply with the wishes expressed by the people of the North.
2) The right of the people in Northern Ireland to hold both British and Irish citizenship remains, and would not change even if the status of Northern Ireland changed.
3) Proposed new North-South bodies are to be set up.
4) A 108-member assembly is to be elected by proportional representation; key decisions of the assembly must be taken on a cross-community basis. For a decision to be made by simple majority, there must be a majority among both Nationalist and Unionist members. The assembly will meet first as an interim body without legislative and executive powers.
5) A new British-Irish Agreement will establish a new British-Irish Conference, which will subsume the inter-governmental machinery established under the 1985 Anglo-Irish Agreement.
Irish Referendums 
The Irish government was bound by the Stormont Agreement to hold a referendum to amend Articles 2 and 3 of the Irish constitution, which laid territorial claim to the North, and to allow the proposed new North-South bodies to exercise powers on the island of Ireland. This referendum was held in the Republic on May 22, the same day as the referendum in the North; the result in the Irish Republic was an overwhelming 94.39 per cent vote in favour of the agreement.
In Northern Ireland’s referendum, over 71 per cent of voters endorsed the agreement; a clear majority of Unionists taking part in the referendum voted “Yes”, despite the efforts of the “No” campaign’s leaders, most notably Ian Paisley. The Unionist vote was 54 per cent to 46 per cent in favour. There was a turnout of almost 81 per cent, higher than at any election and surpassing all expectations.
The Road Ahead 
IRA demands for early prisoner releases and Ulster ministerial posts for Sinn Fein will depend on the decommissioning of weapons, to be overseen by an International Commission on arms. The first major post-Agreement event is to be an election for the 108-member assembly which, in July 1998, is to set up cross-border bodies with the Republic, and to elect an executive.
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