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Wednesday, November 14, 2007

The dogs in street sometimes find a voice. Those pieces of information that " everybody" knows
but no one can say, at least not without risking a writ for slander, are prime material for Members
of Parliament to exercise their lungs and the legal protection known as parliamentary privilege.

Ulster Unionist peer Lord Laird of Artigarvan is the latest to use this device; on Monday night he rose in the
House of Lords to name eight south Armagh men he claimed had plotted and planned last month's murder
of 21-year-old Paul Quinn just over the border.

The named men, some of them well known republicans, have no legal recourse against the peer, or the
media outlets that reported his speech. They could sue if Lord Laird repeated the allegations outside the
House, but otherwise their options are extremely limited.
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They could make a public denial - as of last night none of them had - but that would expose themselves to
further publicity.

They might also persuade another peer to make a complaint that Lord Laird has abused his privilege; a
difficult thing to prove and an unusual road for south Armagh republicans to travel.

Parliamentary privilege - known in legal circles as a form of absolute privilege - is therefore clearly a
powerful weapon for MPs, Lords and Stormont's Assembly members.

The reason for privilege is simply free speech. Unburdened by fears of legal action, MPs, peers and MLAs
can speak freely about important topics.

According to Westminster's own guide, it "enables them to raise in the House questions affecting the public
good which might be difficult to raise outside owing to the possibility of being sued".

Lord Laird said he considers the Quinn murder just such a topic. "Parliamentary privilege exists for a
particular reason," he says. "People like myself have got to have the ability to bring things to the public
attention and the Government's attention, when there are exceptional circumstances.

"You have to check out your information because it's unfair to drop anyone in it who is innocent. You also
have to be careful that you're not going to prejudice any court case.

"In this case, | am confident the facts are right and that these exceptional circumstances need exceptional
measures."

Critics say it is open to abuse because it can elevate gossip to uncontestable fact. Reputations can be
damaged without proof, possibly without foundation.

Certainly the facts can be right. Finance Minister Peter Robinson used privilege in Westminster and at the
Assembly a few years ago to name top IRA figures.

In spite of Sinn Fein's protests, his list appears to have been entirely accurate - and some of those he
named turned up at Stormont in May to watch Sinn Fein sworn into government.

But the facts presented by a parliamentarian may also be wrong. In 1999, DUP leader lan Paisley used
Parliamentary privilege to name Armagh man Eugene Reavey as one of the planners of the Kingsmill
massacre, which saw 10 Protestant workmen murdered in 1976.

Mr Reavey, whose three brothers had been shot by loyalists the day before the attack, denied the

cle3157969.ece (1 of 5)16/11/2007 11:19:31

inaugural awards
loala

Video: Rally Ireland

Biggest sporting

g cvent in Ulster's
history begins

Miss Sixty

fashion show

BTTV chats to

Irish model
Baiba and indie

-"‘," act Ed Zealous

Homefinder TV:
Peaceline property

Helen Carson

looks at a new
development in
the BT14 area

No more 'Dr No':
The new lan Paisley

r Fire and

.~ =y Ybrimstone
replaced by
sweetness and
light

UFOs ‘are real'
Flying objects
not just science

‘fiction, say pilots

Robert Plant
The Led
Zeppelin singer
looks forward to
coming back

ADVERTISEMEHTS



http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/weather/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/weather/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/weather/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/
http://ad.uk.doubleclick.net/jump/news.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/politics/;sz=728x90;pos=Banner1;ord=11952087?
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/search/index.jsp
http://www.loadzajobs.co.uk/
http://www.propertynews.com/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/tv
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/family-notices/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/adsforfree/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/local-national/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/world-news/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/politics/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/environment/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/education/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/letters/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/opinion/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/technology/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/breaking-news/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/northwest-edition/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/business/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/business-telegraph/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/sport/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/health/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/features/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/columnists/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/entertainment/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/homefinder/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/weather/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/search/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/calendar-2008/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/travel/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/shopping-directory/
http://www.loadzajobs.co.uk/
http://www.here2learn.com/
http://belfasttelegraph.parship.co.uk/
http://www.getminted.com/
http://www.foxybingo.com/
http://www.independentshopping.ie/default.asp?refr=BT&Curr=4
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/hi-life/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/services/rss/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/services/media-kit/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/politics/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/politics/article3157969.ece?service=emailArticle
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/politics/article3157969.ece?service=emailArticle
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/politics/article3157969.ece?service=print
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/politics/article3157969.ece?service=print
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/search/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/most-emailed-articles/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/most-emailed-articles/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/most-read-articles/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/most-read-articles/
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/template/ver/gfx/template/components/omagh_fire/gallery-index.html
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/template/ver/gfx/template/components/omagh_fire/gallery-index.html
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/business/article3167213.ece?service=popup&mode=dayInPictures&start=1
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/business/article3167213.ece?service=popup&mode=dayInPictures&start=1
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/business/article3167213.ece?service=popup&mode=dayInPictures&start=1
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/tv/article3162605.ece
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/tv/article3161533.ece
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/tv/article3161533.ece
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/tv/article3158535.ece
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/tv/article3158535.ece
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/politics/article3164147.ece
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/politics/article3164147.ece
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/world-news/article3157942.ece
http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/entertainment/music-gigs/features/article3158209.ece
http://www.loadzajobs.co.uk/
http://www.propertynews.com/
http://www.sundaylife.co.uk/
http://www.thect.co.uk/

Chequered history over privilege usein Commons - Politics - News - Belfast Telegraph

Sunday Life

Ireland's Saturday Night

Community Telegraph

allegation. He was joined by Alan Black, the only survivor of the attack, and the then Chief Constable Sir
Ronnie Flanagan, who said the RUC had "absolutely no evidence whatsoever" linking Mr Reavey to the
attack.

The episode hasn't ended there. Mr Reavey has gone down the long road of testing privilege in the
European Court of Human Rights. He wants the court to decide which is worse: stopping politicians from
speaking their minds or allowing them to run at the mouth.
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