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The media at the Labour Party Conference

The Labour Party Conference in Blackpool last week is generally agreed to have been
a trtumph for Tonv Blair in underlining his currently unassailable dominance over the
British political scene and his control over his party. The media were present in tull
force and inevitablyv carped at the stage-managed aspects ot the Canterence and the
avordance of open dispute - even the strength of teeling among delegates against any
change in the voting system did not lead to a row. Northern Ireland cmcrged as onc of
the most interesting 1ssues tor many visiting journaiists, perhaps because ot the
absence of dispute on the tloor and the hearfeit and emotional ovauons tor Mo
Mowlam. but also because of the presence in Blackpool for several davs of David
Trimble. Seamus Mallon and Gerry Adams.

Most journalists | spoke to were taken by surprise by the strength ot the Conterence
reaction to Tony Blair’s praise of Mo Mowlam. [nitial reporting and comment
concentrated on the character of Mo Mowlam. coming dangerously close to.
wundoubtedly short term, canonisation. This was fullowed by the inevitablc ripplcs ot
comment to redress the balance. Veteran commentators Paul Routledge, of the Mirror.
and Alan Watkins. ot the Obscrver. drew mv attention to growing suggestions that
Mowlam was developing as a possible future leader. and to the poiitical dangers this
opened up for her - whispers were to be expected in order to bring her back down to
size. There was a general assumption that she will no longer be Secrctary of State
when the Conterence meets next year 1n Bournemouth and many were asking by the
end of the week what post the Prime Minister would consider her for. given her
outstanding popularity. The role of Deputy I_eader was mentioned by several.
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although John Prescott does not come across as a man contcmplating retirement.

The massive support shown by delegates tor the achievement ot the Good Friday
Agreement was accompanied by a gradual realisation by the British media present that
ditticulties remain in its implementation. The stand-otf on the twin issues of
decommissioning and the tormation of the shadow executive had not until then
received the full attention of the London media, partly because of a degree of tauigue
with Northern Ireland following the traumas ot the summer and partiy because of the
complexity and apparent intractability ot the question for a British audience. The
presence of the leading Northern political tigures and their contributions throughout
the week did much to reawaken interest.

hc overall framework within which the generaiity ol the British media view Northern
Ireland and the roic of the irtsh Government has been transformed by the Agreement.
with oniyv a small number of right-wing journahsts. mainly working tor the Telegraph
Ciroup. refusing to accept that it now provides the context tor all political movement
on Northern [reiand. On the decommissioning issue. David Trimble and Gerry Adams
were successful in generating debate among journaiists on precisely how little room
tor manoeuvre each now had. with Seamus Mallon’s warnings underlining the need
tor some movement on each side. Des McCartan. ot the Beltast Telceraph. was
brieted by the Prime Minister's Otficc and the NIO to the etfect that only the parties
themselves could resolve the issue. At the same time. Downing Street was
cmphasising the Prime Minister's determination to keep in touch with the leaders by
phone during his visit to China - leading a number of Irish journalists o recall the
long-distance telephone diplomacy on the Heads ot Agreement document during his
visit to Japan 1n January (RTE even considered sending its London correspondent to
cover the China visit this week - he will not travel. however).

While there was a general. although unintormed. assumption that the current impasse
would be resoived somchow. Northern [reland journalists present emphasised that it
would be “a long haul™ and that whatever compromise might emergc to ailow the
tormation of the exccutive. the decommissioning issue would provide the material for
pertodic crises over the coming etghtcen months.

A question which British journalists continued to ask was just how constrained 1s
PDavid Trimbie by opinion within his assembly party. A number ot journalists.
including Frank Millar. insist that the opposition among asscmbly members o the
tormation of a shadow executive in advance ot some demonstrable move to start the
decommissioning process has been underestimated by many. Ken Reud, of UTV,
bclieves that Trimble 1s contident that something (unspecific) can be worked out. with
the assistance ot Tony Blair, and that hc will take the gamble ot torming an executive.
but not until after 31 October. Des McCartan told me that Trimble had made it very
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clcar to him he did not consider himselt as having to work to a 31 October dcadline
and that he felt ““there 1s still plenty ot time™. [t was in this spirit that he informed
some journalists in advance that he would be “saying nothing™ at thc CBI-TUC [(ringe
meeting with Seamus Mallon. The result was a somewhat disjointed speech touching
on a number of unrelated issues. including his dislike tor Proportionai Representation
and the prospects for Labour’s emergence as the main party ot the union. leaving it to
Seamus Mallon to speak forcefully and bluntiv on the dangers of the current political

tmpasse.

Many British journalists remain intrigued by Trimble personally. findimmg him very
Jilficult to rcad poiitically. One of his strongest supportcrs in the media is Matthew
D"Ancona of the Sunday Telegraph who told me that he had decided some time ago
that Trimble was thre only man who could deliver the Unionsst Party trom its
problems. He said he was convinced that Trimble wanted to make the Agreement
work and that he had said to him long betore he gave any indication ot it publicly that
hc “wanted to do business with Gerry and Martin™. This may. ot coursc. be an over-
snthusiastic preseatation of the message that the Irish Government must do cverything
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it can to bolster Trimble’s posiion. D Ancona followed up with a strong presentation ™

of the view that some movement was required on decommissioning and that a gesturc
which was seen to start the process would not be dismissed by untonists as irrclevant.

t could provide Trimble with the opening he needed. Jenny McCartney. also ot the
Sundayv Telegraph. who was present for the conversation. took a more
uncompromising view . revealing a contormity with her father’s views which other
journalists trom the paper had mentioned but which had not been so obvious in
previous conversations we have had.

Another view of Trunble, which was onlv aired on one or two accasions. and
hesttantly. was that he remains very difficult to read in traditional political terms
precisely because he may be prepared to leave politics at some stage 1o return to
academic life - he may not feel under the sort ot pressure which a tuli commiunent to
a long-term political career generates.

Sinn Fein’s presence at the Conterence provided the tabloids with some headlines. but
the old venom was abscnt. The tascination with Gerrv Adams has waned a little as he

- bccomes more and more part ot the political furmiture. His spceches were well-

attended and his only clash with the mcdia was a relatively good-humoured one - a
denunciation of Nick Watt. who has recently moved trom the Times (o the Guardian.
for over-emphasising the significance ot his clear support for a united Irefand at the
I'ribune Rallv  That speech. calling on the British Government and international
opinion to become persuaders tor a united Ireland. was badly recetved by the New
l.abour hierarchy. .\dam Ingram mentioned in conversation that it had been very
unhetpful at this time and Des McCartan said that other Ministers and otticials had
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expressed their deep irritation to him - Adams had been present at the invitation of
New Labour and should not have abused their hospitality by using what they saw as
nncompromising language. Throughout the week. however. Sinn Femn speakers stuck
to a clear script, emphasising the impossibility ot delivering on decommissioning in
anyv torm in advance ot the tormation ot the shadow executive.

Overall. British journalists left the Conterence with the view that the current problems
will only be resolved by determined action by the British and [rish Governments, with
an important role for General de Chastelain. but that some movement is possible
despite the scripted positions takcn by the Unionists and Sinn Fein during the week.
Several notcd the emphasis by Trimble on the need for creativity. a thame also
tollowed by Mitcheil McLaughlin in the Financial Times. Pearl Sagar at the
Conterence and the SDLP. whosc delegates spoke ot a suggestion subsequentiy aired
in public by John Hume that a distinction might be made by the IRA benwveen the
handing 1n of Semtex and or guns.

[t is unitkeiv that Northern ireland will be as prominent an issue at the Conservative
Party Conterence in Bournemouth this week. where the media will be tocusing on the
Tories  internal ditficuities and their apparent tariurg s9 1ar 1o hegin to recover public
support  David Toimble will be present and will speak on the openiny dav ol the
Contercnce.

Y ours sincerely.

cc Decian Kellv. Press Section
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