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BIG TEST: Will UUP
leader Doug Beattie’s
position on the protocol
be electorally attractive?
PICTURE: Hugh Russell

Beattie attempting
tricky balancing act

N his interview with The lrish News

Political Correspondent, John Manley

(September 7), UUP leader Doug Beattie

noted: “The UUP is now transfer friendly
and a force to be reckoned with again.”

The interview came a week or so after a
LucidTalk poll had the UUP at 16 per cent,
above both the TUV (14 per cent) and the
DUP (13 per cent).

Fair enough, not huge leads and still 9 per
cent below Sinn Féin, but it’s the highest level
of support the party has registered for a long
time.

And while Beattie admitted to taking
the polls with a pinch of salt, he was still
prepared to say he'd be “running to be first
minister” at the election due next Spring.

No leader of the UUP has been able to say
something like that — while keeping a straight
face - since 2007. And the fact he can say it
is a clear sign that a growing section within
the pro-union electorate (which, it needs to
be remembered, is not the same thing as the
party-political unionist electorate) is warming
to him,

‘That in itself is not enough, of course. Some
of those same potential voters had expressed
an interest in and support for Mike Nesbitt,
but when push came to shove too many of
them still drifted to Alliance, stayed with the
DUP, or just remained at home on polling
days.

And, in fairness to Nesbitt, the DUP
didn't go into a very public spiral of
decline during his period of leadership,
making it easier for both the UUP and
TUV to eat into its vote,

But just because the DUP has
resembled the Borgias on coke over the
past six months, it doesn’t mean that
Beattie can relax and assume at least
some of their disgruntled voters (many
of whom used to be UUP) will return to
the fold.

They got their fingers burned with
Trimble. They've now had their fingers
burned again with former UUP member
Arlene Foster. They're not natural TUV
types, yet they may head there (they

tend to regard voting as a civic duty) if Beattie
doesn't look like the safest option during the
latest crisis for unionism.

‘The problem is that Doug has thrown
down a challenge to them in his interview
with John. He has asked them to face the
likely reality - re the protocol - that, “You
can change the name all you want and give it
whatever label, but something has to remain
because we are the frontier between the
EU and the UK... and you cannot move the
regulatory border.”

It's probably the most pragmatic position
to adopt and he can also point the finger at
the DUP and say it was their misguided trust
in Boris Johnson which led to the protocol in
the first place.

But he has also placed himself at odds
with almost every other element of political

unionism and loyalism, including the DUP,
TUV, Orange Order, the Loyalist Communities
Council and the younger elements of what
might be described as neo-loyalism.

With the exception of the DUP most of them
wouldn’t care all that much if the Assembly
was crashed as part of the collateral damage
of a broader anti-protocol strategy: indeed,
some of them probably prioritise the collapse.

He will come under immense and intense
pressure from those other elements of
unionism/loyalism, as well as from elements
within his own party who don't like inter-
party schism during elections (and we're now
in full-blown election mode) and who fear that
a stand-alone strategy by the UUP will lead to
lost votes and doorstep hostility during the
election campaign.

He will also face accusations of being a
‘rollover unionist’, the same accusation which
dogged Trimble from 1998 and saw the DUP
finally eclipse the UUP after 30-odd years of
trying. What he does have in his favour is
the fact that he actually has a strategy and
an approach which consists of something
more sub ial than serial whi ing, serial
accusations of betrayal and a demand that
everyone else produce a viable, available
solution to the protocol.

That may prove useful = maybe even
electorally attractive - at a time when there
doesn’t seem to be much confidence
across unionism that protests, rhetoric

Just because the DUP has
resembled the Borgias on

coke over the past six months,

it doesn’t mean that Beattie

can relax and assume at least
some of their disgruntled voters

(many of whom used to be
UUP) will return to the fold

and leaders (or would-be leaders) will, in
fact, be able to get rid of the protocol.
But the other thing Beattie needs to
bear in mind - and it played a part in
Nesbitt’s undoing - is that too many
of the people warming to him are not
natural UUP voters: so, while praising
him each time he seems to nudge
towards liberalism, they still won't vote
for the party.
And at the other end of the scale, each
liberal nudge costs him the support
of existing unionist voters. It’s a tricky
balancing act. It’s also an act that didn’t
produce electoral dividends for Trimble,
Empey, Nesbitt, Swann or Aiken.
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Rent Strike Escalates

WITH the cost of the NI rents and
rates strike now reported to be
nearing some £500,000, the Civil
Rights Association declares that
arrears will not be paid. Instead,
families are being advised to
contribute the cash to the detainees’
dependants’ fund. Troops remained
on duty outside the NICRA office in
Belfast while the conference was in
progress and an Army photographer
took pictures.

According to Mr Kevin Boyle of
the NICRA Executive, in West Belfast
95 per cent of the 1500 families.
in the district are refusing to pay
rents. This represents a total rent
loss of about £90,000 per week. In
Ballymurphy, 1150 families (96 per
cent of the local population) and in
Turf Lodge, 1438 families (93 per
cent) are on strike. Rent collections
have been suspended altogether in
the Andersonstown area. Of the 1500
dwellings in the Divis Tower complex,
1460 are on strike.

The picture outside Belfast is
similar and NICRA are confident
that the majority of the anti-Unionist
population living in public authority
homes are now engaged in the
strike.

Devlin on ‘Token Taigs’

THE Stormont parliamentary
system will be ended regardless of
how many ‘token Taigs’ emerged,
declared Mr Paddy Devlin, SDLP
MP for Falls in a bitter attack on the
vice-chairman of the Alliance Party,
Mr Oliver Napier. Mr Napier had
accused the SDLP earlier of steering
straight towards civil war in the North
by attempting to sabotage round
table talks. The SDLP politician

said: ‘| personally had no interest,
nor have my constituents, in going
back to Stormont while internment
lasts. | am equally determined that
this parliamentary system will end
regardless of how many token Taigs
flutter in the wind of change.'

Bomb Disposal Expert Killed

A BRITISH Army captain was killed
yesterday when a bomb he was
trying to defuse exploded outside
an Orange Hall near Belfast. He was
Captain David Stewardson (29) from
West Lothian. A married man, he had
been in NI for only ten days.
The bomb went off outside
Castlerobin Orange Hall three miles
from Lisbumn. The IRA Provisionals
in Dublin claimed responsibility for
Captain Stewardson’s death.

The spread of the anti-

civil

campaign across the north
was coupled with repeated
declarations by SDLP and
nationalist politicians that they
‘had done with Stormont’ in its
traditional form of one-party
unionist rule. As more nationalists
resigned from public bodies and
the a
official in the beleaguered Ministry
of Community Relations asked
his superiors in a memo: ‘Are
we at war with the minority?’
Significantly, there was no reply.
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