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It’s proving a
lengthy
Good Friday

Mediation in Ireland seems to be

best done by avoiding deadlines

nee again our atten-

tion is on the clock.

But in Northern Ire-

land, is it a matter of
cuunting down or counting
on? Generad John de Chaste-
lain, chairman ofthe interna-
tiunal commission on
decommissioning, is still try-

ing to mediate a timetuble fur

disarmament. He has already
indicated that hé was pre-
parcd Lo set out a timetable to
put pressure on the paramili-
tary organisations to disman-
te their armouries.

As a mediator, he should
pause at this moment in the
process and reflect on the re-
cent strategies employed by
his two predecessors, Tony
Blair and former US Senator
George Mitchell.

Since the ceasefire was im-
plemented by paramilitaries
an both sides of the sectarian
divide in 1996, the peace talks
agenda had been narrowed
down to two main issucs: sel-
ting up o representative gov-
ermment and ensuring that
violence never again threatens
the democratic process. .

The first altempt at trving to
implement the 1998 Good Fri-
day agreement failed last July
hecause Blair, in the role of
“honest broker”, tried tw im-
pose lime deadlines and force
a decision. When he realised
that neither party had a “Plan
B” for peace, he fudged the
stilemate by asking the par-
ties buek to the table in a “re-
view” Lwo months later. This
lime, the provess concluded
with an agreement. But only
alter it was extended long past
its original schedule of 10 days
by the tenacity of the media-
tor, George Mitchell, who was
willing to withstand despair
s long us the parties did not
desert the process,

The hallinark of mediation
is that the partics own the so-
lution, it cannot be imposed
un them. As Mitchell noted,
“tecommissioning has tobea
voluntary act’ The partics
hirve Lo want L cooperate bes
fore they canconclude ona
verifiable solution,

cw who have been se-
rivusly following the
peace process over the
past 18 months would
question the resolve of either
Sinn Fein or the Ulster Union-
ists Lo finally take the gun out
of politics. No one really
walked away from the negotia-
tion table as long as the armed
struggle was in abeyance.
Since both sides had already
conceded that a military solu-
Lion was not possible by cither
uf their paramilitary forees,
continuing the dinlogue, how-
ever long it ok, was the only
way Lo find 4 solution every-
one can live with. It was not so
inuch i question of finding a
“Plan B" as of reworking “Plan
A% adding a fuotnute here and
there o that neither side had
Lo tleeide between the humili-
ation of defeal and escalation
tu violenee.
Mitchell’s control of the
agenda as a “neutral fucilita-
tor” became apparent in the fi-

nal weeks of the talks through
the “stage-managed” public

¢ of the negoti 3
on the possible outeome,
made before he released the
findings of his review. In
short, he did not appear to be
forcing the issue.

By threatening to resign
from the power-sharing gov-
ernment by next month il
there is no start to IRA decom-
mission, Duvid Trimble and
the Ulster Unionists have un-
mistakably anchored their
opening bargaining position.
‘That was expected of them.
But if he gives in to this brink-
manship, or sets a deadline of
his own, de Chastelain will
compromise his neutrality —
and foree an outcome that no
one is really prepared for.

There is still much creative
room for the IRA to demon-
strude their ability to lay down
their arms. The general's job is
to help suggest a way out that
all sides can live with. He
needs to ereate the recogni-
tion that the solution is not a
matter of what can be proven,
itis a matter of what can be
believed. Perception is reality
in this situation because the
vast majority of the people of
Northern Ireland want to be-

The general must
not compromise
his neutrality;
hisjob is to help
suggesta way out
thatall sides

can live with

lieve thut the violence has
ended. For them, there is no
turning back.

‘The threat of violenee is only
real when there is willingness
1o use iL. It can be exercised by
anyone at any time, by one
boumb or i thousand bambs,
The fAnal number of weapons
wireh side halds is no longer
important. The US and Russin
still hold vast quantities of nu-
clear weapons, but the threat
of their use has all but disap-
peired. The cold war ended af-
ter nearly 50 years without a
shot being fired directly at the
other side, or one side having
Lo surrender to the other.

President John F Kennedy
onee noted that “civility is not
a sign of weakness, but sincer-
ity is alwalys subject to pruof™
In the mediation process, that
proof is reserved for the par-
ties, who alone determine
when they walk away. When
mediators impose time dead-
lines on negotiations they are
in effect making their own po-
sitional stutement which, even
when done with the best of in-
tentions, implics that their
privrity in the process is their
uwn ability to engineer a suc-
cessful vutcome,
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