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NEW BLOOD: The most interesting attempt at a party

gh was NI21,

which offered ‘something different’ in post-1998 politics, before imploding

We need new voices
and new parties

FEW days ago | came across a T S Eliot
quote: ‘For last year’s words belong to
last year’s language. And next year’s
words await another voice.

It summed up a thought that has been
buzzing around my head for a few months
now, about the lack of genuinely new voices
and language in post-1998 GFA politics.

Most of the new political blood flows from
and into the old political parties.

Four of the five main parties (Alliance, DUP,
SDLP and ‘Provisional’ Sinn Féin) came into
being in 1970/71: a party-political response to
the civil rights movement and the outbreak
of the Troubles. The UUP fractured so much
between 1969 and 1974 that what was left
was, essentially, a new party.

This is exactly what should be expected at
a time of crisis.

New voices and vehicles do emerge
and new names begin to dominate the
political landscape. There has to be new
thinking, There have to be new political and
electoral choices. There need to be new
pressure groups pushing agendas for new
circumstances. We need to see new kinds of
rallying and campaigning.

But what happens when the conflict ends?
Do we just keep the old parties which have
been at the centre of events for five decades;
still carrying the same baggage and preferring
to return to the old wounds and unbandaged
sores?

Or do we encourage new voices and
vehicles - as we did in 1970/71 - who
don’t yet have baggage and who are
still brimming with the confidence in
their abilities to do political business
differently and better?

But where are those new voices and
vehicles? Oh yes, [ have seen quite a
few people emerge since 1998 and some
of them are very impressive, But the
vast majority of them have been sucked
into the existing parties, where each
new membership card is fastened to at
least one piece of extremely battered
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and dusty baggage. They will often describe
themselves as new wine in old bottles,
forgetting, of course, that all you end up with
is something which is often undrinkable to
non-party members or voters.

Listen to debates in the assembly and then
close your eyes and try and tell the difference
between the contributions of old members
and those who have only recently joined.
You'll be hard pushed to tell the difference:
and that's because the young feel obliged
to address and defend the past, rather than
demonstrating the courage to acknowledge
old errors and set out their own pathway to
the future.

A few new vehicles have emerged, but too
many have merely been off-shoots of the old,
like the TUV and the NI Unionist Party (which
split away from Bob McCartney’s UKUP). The
Greens and People Before Profit have also
managed to make it to the assembly, but on a
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trickle rather than a tide. The most interesting
attempt at a breakthrough was NI21, which
did have something new to offer that section
of the electorate which was looking for the
‘something different’ in post-1998 politics. But
it imploded within months and killed off the
dreams of more than just the leaders.

I remember addressing a weekend
conference NI21 organised in the summer
of 2013 and being astonished by both the
enthusiasm and the obvious talent of the
people there - most of whom were under 35.
The vast majority had never been involved
in local politics before: not because they
weren't interested in politics, but because
they weren’t interested in the existing choices
available to them. I met a couple about two
years ago (they had met at the conference
and married a couple of years later) and they
told me that the whole experience of the
implosion had put them off party-politics for
good: “Does membership of a political party
always lead to disappointment?”

In some senses yes, because politics is
often brutal and good people and good
parties don’t necessarily do well in elections.
But a post-conflict society (or a society
which is trying to meet the definition of post-
conflict) needs genuinely new parties and
genuinely new voices,

It also needs enthusiastic volunteers
who are willing to knock doors and also be
prepared to have those doors slammed
in their faces.

Something drove the founders of

Do we just keep the old parties

at the centre of events for five

decades; still carrying the same

baggage and preferring to
return to the old wounds and
unbandaged sores?

Alliance, the SDLP and DUP to start their
own parties in 1970/71. Something drove
them to accept the setbacks and losses
that go hand-in-hand with membership
of a party. That's why it surprises me
that there doesn’t seem to be the same
sort of something driving people to
create new parties today. Maybe not
enough people care because they really
believe we can never be a post-conflict
society. So be it: but next year's words
are still waiting for new voices.
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Belfast RIC Ambushed

THREE members of the Springfield
Road barracks RIC force in Belfast
were fired on yesterday afternoon
close to Cupar Street, Falls Road.
They were all wounded, one fatally.
Constable James Glover, a married
man from Antrim, died later. The
wounded are Sergeant James.
Sullivan and Constable Hugh
Sharkey. The police came down
the Falls Road at about 12.45 p.m.
As they were passing Cupar Street
around six men rushed out and
fired at them. Constable Glover was
seen to fall almost immediately.
Though shot in the side, Sergeant
Sullivan opened fire. Prior to falling,
Constable Glover was seen to run
as far as the Falls Road Library. An
old man named William Donnelly
‘was wounded in the leg.

Donegal Ports Blockaded

BY ORDER of the Competent
Military Authority, trawlers plying
between Derry and West Donegal
ports have ceased to trade. Since
the suspension of the train service
these trawlers have been carrying
foodstuffs to West Donegal. The
stoppage of the service is regarded
as a sequel to the blocking of the
roads and the attacks on trains in
West Donegal which is completely
isolated.

Clergyman on Folly of Partition

AT THE Presbyterian General
Assembly yesterday, the veteran
County Antrim clergyman, Rev J B
Armour said that for twenty- nine
years he had taken a prominent
part in the discussion of [the Irish
Question] and he had stood very
much alone. 'You have had your
elections and there was a great
deal of applause over the results.
But there was a certain amount

of personation and intimidation.
(Cries of No and Shame). Isita
shame that this Partition is to take
place? | agree. You have practically
handed over your destinies to...
the Landlord Party of the Church of
Ireland. ‘I hope this Parliament will
turn out alright, but | am afraid that
what Grattan said about the [Old]
Irish Parliament will probably be true
of this assembly. He said - “| have
witnessed its cradle; | have followed
its hearse”. Sir James Craig
deserves better than to be a kind
of wet-nurse to a kind of bastard
parliament. In my opinion the time
will come when he will rejoice that
the hearse has arrived. (Laughter.)’
The Moderator expressed the hope
that the Rev Armour will be spared
to see the Ulster Parliament an
undeniable success.

(The Belfast IRA attack was
directed at Constable Glover
whom it alleged had been

P in police
against Republicans. Rev
JB Armour (1841-1928), a
Presbyterian minister in
Ballymoney, was the leading
Ulster Protestant Home Ruler and
a fearless critic of landlordism,
Carson and partition.)
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