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Introduction
Speaking on Raidió Teilifís Éireann (RTÉ) radio’s News at One in the aftermath of Fianna Fáil’s decimation at the 2011 Irish general election, Fianna Fáil leader Micheál Martin said that the party was “actively considering” entering mainstream Northern Ireland politics. In the coming years he envisaged that Fianna Fáil would work “on the ground” with the ultimate ambition of contesting local county council and Assembly Northern Ireland elections.[endnoteRef:1] Martin’s comments were immediately seized upon by his critics. With only twenty seats in Dáil Éireann, no women TDs and the party in disarray at local level, Martin was accused of seeking salvation in Northern Ireland from the trauma that Fianna Fáil found itself in the Republic. In a desperate attempt to rescue Fianna Fáil from the political abyss he was denounced for returning to a staple part of the party’s traditional nationalist rhetoric: Fianna Fáil’s solemn pledge to secure a united, all-Ireland, thirty-two county republic.   [1:  ‘Speech by Micheál Martin’, Feb. 27, 2011. Kelly, ‘Substance or rhetoric? Martin pledges Fianna Fáil will enter NI politics’ (http://www.thejournal.ie/readme/substance-or-rhetoric-martins-pledge-that-fianna-fail-will-enter-northern-ireland-politics-1420958-Apr2014/) (last visited July 9, 2014).] 

	Martin’s pronouncements, however, should not be merely written off as an example of political opportunism. Following the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 and the “normalising” process that occurred within mainstream Northern Ireland politics thereafter, the Fianna Fáil leadership believed that the time was appropriate to consider its twenty-six county status. The Democratic Unionist Party’s (DUP) decision in 2007 to enter a power-sharing executive with Sinn Féin, as noted by a senior Fianna Fáil source, meant there was no longer any reason for Fianna Fáil not to enter Northern Ireland politics, as it was now “pragmatic ... politics as usual”.[endnoteRef:2] Consequently, in the winter of 2007, under the direction of its leader Bertie Ahern, Fianna Fáil officially drew up plans to remodel the movement on an all-Ireland basis. Fianna Fáil’s anticipated emergence as a thirty-two county organisation was to form the platform for the party’s long-term ambition to secure a united Ireland.  [2:  Interview with Ciarán Ó Cuinn, former adviser to Dermot Ahern, Sept. 10, 2010.] 

	Significantly, this article demonstrates that Fianna Fáil’s efforts in 2007 and thereafter to reconfigure as an all-Ireland party represented a volte-face in policy. From an historical perspective, since Fianna Fáil’s establishment in 1926, consecutive leaders from Éamon de Valera (1926-1959) to Albert Reynolds (1992-1994) in the 1990s consistently refused to remodel the party on an all-Ireland basis. As is examined below, during the first four decades of Fianna Fail’s existence, both de Valera and his successor Seán Lemass were fixated with firstly securing, and then maintaining, a republican government in the south of Ireland. Accordingly, in the words of Lemass speaking in 1964, any “Southern interference in the North’s affairs”, was habitually ruled out by the Fianna Fáil leadership.[endnoteRef:3] During the Troubles in Northern Ireland from the late 1960s to the early 1990s Fianna Fáil abandoned altogether the prospect of remodelling as an all-Ireland organisation. Under their respective leaderships as Fianna Fáil president neither Jack Lynch (1966-1979) nor Charles J. Haughey (1979-1992) permitted the issue to be raised.  [3:  Record of 1964 Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis, Nov. 1964. University College Dublin Archives (UCDA), Fianna Fáil Papers (P176)/771.] 

	The research on which this article is based consists of hitherto neglected archival material from the Fianna Fáil Party Papers housed at the University College Dublin Archives (UCDA). The minutes of meetings of the Fianna Fáil’s national executive and parliamentary party proved invaluable, revealing the leaderships’ continued opposition, over an eighty year period, to extend the organisation into Northern Ireland. The use of documentary evidence is complemented by the use of reported evidence, primarily oral interviews and newspapers. Interviews were conducted with serving and retired Fianna Fáil politicians and political advisors. The interviews explain the motivations behind Fianna Fáil’s decision in 2007 to announce its intention to extend the organisation into Northern Ireland, and in more recent years Micheál Martin’s opposition to this move. 
	To date, the subject of this article has been given minor attention by writers. General works related to the history of Fianna Fáil[endnoteRef:4] and leading biographies of influential Fianna Fáil figures[endnoteRef:5] have failed to analyse this topic. Although Donnacha Ó Beacháin examined the historical context of Fianna Fáil’s unwillingness to enter Northern Ireland politics, his analysis did not draw out the party’s attitude on this sensitive issue from the late 1960s onwards.[endnoteRef:6] Likewise, Tom Gallagher did not explore Fianna Fáil’s stance on the topic post the Anglo-Irish Agreement of 1985.[endnoteRef:7] While other writers have touched on Fianna Fáil’s reluctance to enter Northern Ireland politics, notably the respective works by John Bowman, Clare O’Halloran and Stephen Kelly, these studies did not examine the issue in the post-war period.[endnoteRef:8] [4:  See, for example, O’Donnell, Fianna Fáil, Irish republicanism and the Northern Ireland troubles, 1968-2005; Whelan, Fianna Fáil, a biography of the party; Collins, The power game, Fianna Fáil since Lemass; Allen, Fianna Fáil and Irish Labour, 1926 to the present; Dunphy, The making of Fianna Fáil power in Ireland; Boland, The rise and decline of Fianna Fáil; Murphy, Irish Times supplement ‘Fifty years of Fianna Fáil’.  See also, Patterson, Ireland since 1939, the persistence of conflict; and Lee, Ireland 1912-1985, politics and society.]  [5:  See, for example, Keogh, Jack Lynch, a biography; Evans, Seán Lemass, democratic dictator ; Horgan, Seán Lemass, the enigmatic patriot;  Ferriter, Judging Dev; Walsh, Patrick Hillery, the official biography; and Feeney, Seán MacEntee, a political life. ]  [6:  Ó Beacháin, Destiny of the soldiers, 94-97.]  [7:  Gallagher, ‘Fianna Fáil and partition, 1926-84’, 35-57.  ]  [8:  See Bowman, De Valera and the Ulster question, 1917-1973, 132-133; O’Halloran, Partition and the limits of Irish nationalism, 152-154; and Kelly, Fianna Fáil, partition and Northern Ireland, 1926-1971, 31-37. ] 


An historical perspective: Fianna Fáil’s reluctance to participate in Northern Ireland politics, 1926-2006
At the inaugural Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis (annual conference) in November 1926, party president Éamon de Valera categorically ruled out the extension of the organisation into Northern Ireland. Speaking to party rank and file he pleaded with supporters to adhere to his policy. Whilst he acknowledged that “Fianna Fáil was intended to be an all-Ireland organisation”, he argued that southern nationalists “should take cognisance of the fact that the conditions in the Twenty-Six Counties and the Six Counties were different and they require different treatment”.[endnoteRef:9] Indeed, the honorary secretary’s report, issued at the 1926 Ard Fheis, disclosed that the general organising committee “had not attempted actively” to organise Fianna Fáil on an all-Ireland format.[endnoteRef:10] [9:  See comments by de Valera. Irish Times, Nov. 26, 1926. ]  [10:  Record of honorary secretary’s report, 1926 Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis, Nov. 24, 1926. UCDA, P176/740.] 

	In typical de Valera fashion he maintained that in principle he favoured Fianna Fáil’s extension into Northern Ireland. However, this could only be achieved, he maintained, when the right circumstances arose. “The time to start organising in the Six Counties”, he explained, “would depend on the conditions there”. Pointing out that “Republicans were in the majority in the twenty Six Counties”, the situation, he argued, was different in Northern Ireland, as “unfortunately the majority vote in the Six Counties was not Republican or Nationalist and therefore the problem was different”.[endnoteRef:11] This policy of non-intervention in Northern Ireland politics was to remain a staple part of de Valera’s attitude to partition throughout his reign as Fianna Fáil leader. [11:  Irish Times, Nov. 26, 1926.] 

	It was a policy decision, however, which frustrated many within Fianna Fáil, including some senior party members and grass-roots activists. At the 1926 Ard Fheis the party’s two honorary secretaries, Seán Lemass and Gerald Boland requested that the Fianna Fáil national executive “be directed to endeavour to effect an arrangement for the preservation of the unity of the Republican movement in the counties of Antrim, Armagh, Derry, Fermanagh and Tyrone”.[endnoteRef:12] It was envisaged that once this was achieved the road would be then clear for Fianna Fáil to remodel itself on an all-Ireland basis.  [12:  Record of 1926 Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis, Nov. 1926. UCDA, P176/740.] 

	De Valera rejected the Lemass/Boland motion. Instead, after some arm twisting, he managed to withdraw the resolution and in its place secured agreement that “as a preliminary to the establishment of the Fianna Fáil organisation in the Six Counties area a representatives conference of Republicans in that area be convened ...” In the event that an agreement could not be reached among Northern Nationalist representatives and Fianna Fáil, it was agreed that the party’s national executive “be directed to take immediate steps to establish Fianna Fáil in that area”.[endnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid.] 

	Lemass was eager, initially at least, to examine the possibility of extending Fianna Fáil across the border, but given de Valera’s opposition he realised he would have to bide his time. At a meeting of the party’s national executive in January 1928, Lemass and Seán MacEntee expressed their willingness to meet representatives of the Nationalist Party in Northern Ireland, in the hope that they could “discuss the possibility of co-operation”.[endnoteRef:14] On foot of the national executive’s deliberations and following a request from Cahir Healy, MP for South Fermanagh, in early February 1928, it was agreed that Lemass would lead a Fianna Fáil delegation to Northern Ireland to hold discussions with a delegation of Northern Nationalists.[endnoteRef:15]	 [14:  Fianna Fáil national executive meeting, Jan. 19, 1928. UCDA, Eamon de Valera Papers (P150)/2117.]  [15:  Fianna Fáil national executive meeting, Feb. 2, 1928. UCDA, P150/2117.] 

	Later that month, a committee of prominent Fianna Fáil members, including Lemass, Gerald Boland and Seán T. O’Kelly, travelled to Northern Ireland to investigate the possibility of the party contesting the forthcoming Northern Ireland elections. On two separate visits the Fianna Fáil delegation met a collection of prominent Northern Nationalists in order to gain “first-hand information” of the current state of affairs in Northern Ireland.[endnoteRef:16] Northern Catholics welcomed the proposal with open arms. Bishop of Clogher, Co. Tyrone, Dr. Patrick McKenna reported that the “time was opportune for setting up” Fianna Fáil in Northern Ireland.[endnoteRef:17] Moreover, in February 1928, Lemass travelled to London to consider the ‘possibility’ of extending the organisation in England.[endnoteRef:18]  [16:  Healy to Devlin, Feb. 8, 1928. Public Records Office of Northern Ireland (PRONI), Cahir Healy Papers D2991/A/1/75.]  [17:  Ibid.]  [18:  Record of honorary secretary’s report, 1928 Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis, Oct. 1, 1928. UCDA, P176/742. ] 

	Nonetheless, following explanatory talks between the Northern delegation, both Lemass and O’Kelly advised that any attempts at “getting a united political action” between Northern Nationalists and Fianna Fáil should be postponed.[endnoteRef:19] The Fianna Fáil committee reported that [19:  Fianna Fáil national executive meeting, Feb. 17, 1928. UCDA, P150/2117.] 


whilst many individuals are anxious that Fianna Fáil should take the initiative and actively organise the area from Headquarters, the general view among Republicans is that an essential step to the realisation of national unity will be a political victory by Republicans in the South, and that it will be wise policy not to divert our energies from that objective ... although Fianna Fáil would give all possible assistance to Northern Nationalist candidates, such an effort would be more likely to give results if it originated within that area, than if it originated in Dublin.[endnoteRef:20] [20:  Record of honorary secretary’s report, 1928 Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis, 1 Oct. 1928. UCDA, P176/742.] 


Although Lemass noted that local efforts had been made to establish cumainn (branches) in Northern Ireland, with some success particularly in Co. Derry, the party hierarchy – no doubt under de Valera’s orders – maintained that the organisation should leave aside any ambitions of contesting Northern Ireland elections until Fianna Fáil secured a “political victory” and entered government in the South.[endnoteRef:21] While Lemass noted that Fianna Fáil would “work with any Nationalist party who would seek fearlessly and honestly to end partition”, behind the bravado, he too wished to distance the party away from the prospect of extending Fianna Fáil across the border.[endnoteRef:22] Thereafter, the proposal was dropped with indecent haste.  [21:  Ibid.]  [22:  See comments by Lemass. Irish Times, Feb. 14, 1929.] 

	Lemass’s reservations (as with the vast majority of his senior Fianna Fáil colleagues) was based on the argument that Fianna Fáil must first focus all resources on securing a Republican government in the twenty-six-counties before setting its sights on politics across the border. Only once Ireland’s industrial and social potency was “far superior” than that of Northern Ireland, the Fianna Fáil leadership argued, could the party be remodelled on an all-Ireland format.[endnoteRef:23]  [23:  See, for example, de Valera’s ‘National policy’ speech at the inaugural meeting of Fianna Fáil, La Scala Theatre, Dublin, May 16, 1926. UCDA P176/28;  & record of de Valera’s ‘closing speech’, 1926 Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis, Nov. 25, 1926. UCDA P150/2047.] 

	Nonetheless, in accordance with Fianna Fáil’s non-commitment to enter mainstream politics in Northern Ireland since 1926, on entering government in 1932, neither de Valera nor his new cohort of cabinet colleagues, wished to maintain a debate on the subject.[endnoteRef:24]  Although de Valera won a seat as an abstentionist MP for South Down in 1933, his was an isolated case. No other Fianna Fáil TD was willing to follow suit on the grounds that the party’s aim was to “consolidate … not divide” Northern Nationalism.[endnoteRef:25] De Valera’s election was as, noted by Clare O’Halloran, a “symbolic gesture”, whose only concrete effect was to deprive the nationalists of South Down of their MP, since de Valera was too occupied as minister for external affairs and president of the Irish Free State, to worry himself with their concerns.[endnoteRef:26] [24:  For example, at the 1932 Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis, the possibility of extending Fianna Fáil into Northern Ireland was not debated.  Record of 1932 Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis, Nov. 1932. UCDA, 176/746.]  [25:  Bowman, De Valera and the Ulster question, 132.]  [26:  O’Halloran, partition and the limits of Irish nationalism, 154.] 

	Speaking on the eve of the Northern Ireland general election in 1933, de Valera personally recorded that “Fianna Fáil has no intention of putting forward candidates in the Six Counties in the coming elections”.[endnoteRef:27] Although he announced his habitual pledge to bring partition to an “end as speedily as possible”, he rejected the proposition of extending Fianna Fáil across the border. The political conditions in Northern Ireland, he explained, “are today very different to those in the twenty six [counties]. These differences cannot be ignored in framing the general national policy”. Fianna Fáil, he noted, was not in a position to enter Northern Ireland politics until there was “substantial agreement upon a common policy” from Northern Nationalists.[endnoteRef:28] [27:  Éamon de Valera’s attitude re: ‘Northern Ireland elections’, Nov. 17, 1933. UCDA, P150/1997.]  [28:  Ibid.] 

	The Fianna Fáil hierarchy’s reluctance to extend into Northern Ireland at this time may have also been influenced by the party’s poor organisational activities during the late 1920s and early 1930s. Disappointment was expressed with the level of finance achieved through national collections and the number of registered cumainn had declined dramatically. In such circumstances, as Donnacha Ó Beacháin explained, it is perhaps understandable that de Valera sought to consolidate the party’s organisation base in the Free State, rather than diverting scarce resources to Fianna Fáil’s political ambitions in Northern Ireland.[endnoteRef:29] [29:  Ó Beacháin, Destiny of soldiers, 97.  ] 

	In January 1934, the secretary of the Department of the President Seán O’Muineacháin, rejected a request from Cahir Healy that Fianna Fáil intervene in the forthcoming by-elections in Belfast Central, Fermanagh and Tyrone. O’Muineachain explained that while Fianna Fáil “is ready to co-operate in any movement which is likely to bring partition to an end”, de Valera was adamant that Fianna Fáil “will take no initiative in the way of intervention in differences of opinion among Six County anti-partitionists”. “These are matters for decision”, O’Muineachain wrote, “in the areas immediately concerned” and thus were not Dublin’s responsibility.[endnoteRef:30] [30:  O’Muineachain to Healy, Jan. 1934 (date omitted). PRONI, D2991/B/52/8. ] 

	The following year in October 1935, Archdeacon P. P. Tierney, of St. Michael’s Enniskillen, Co. Fermanagh, wrote to the Fianna Fáil national executive reporting rumours that Fianna Fáil had given “silent approval” to Republican candidates in the Fermanagh and Tyrone Northern Ireland elections.[endnoteRef:31] National executive members promptly replied to Archdeacon Tierney’s letter, stating that it was the unanimous view of the executive that Fianna Fáil had no intention of interfering in the forthcoming election in Fermanagh and Tyrone. The letter explained that the matter was “for the decision by the Nationalists of that area”. “We have not taken or supported”, it continued, “and we do not propose to take or support, any action which might prevent the attainment of that result”.[endnoteRef:32]  [31:  Fianna Fáil national executive meeting, Oct. 30, 1935. UCDA, P150/2123.]  [32:  Ibid. However, the following month at a meeting of the national executive, following an interview with ‘Messers O’Connor and Devlin’, members agreed to subscribe £100 to the election fund to fight the Fermanagh and Tyrone seat. Fianna Fail national executive meeting, Nov. 11, 1935. UCDA, P150/2123. ] 

	For some senior Fianna Fáil members the party’s inaction was greeted with open contempt; Eamonn Donnelly being the main antagonist. Throughout the 1930s Donnelly, a native of Co. Armagh and a rabid anti-partitionist, persistently called on Fianna Fáil to be remodelled on an all-Ireland basis and was reportedly “incensed” at de Valera’s refusal to extend the party across the border.[endnoteRef:33] Donnelly regularly accused de Valera of ignoring the plight of Northern Ireland Catholics. At the Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis in November 1933, for instance, he heckled de Valera and shouted, “What about the North?”.[endnoteRef:34] [33:  Bowman, De Valera and the Ulster question, 133. ]  [34:  See comments by Donnelly. Irish Press, Nov. 9, 1933. ] 

	The following year, in May 1934, at a meeting of the Fianna Fáil parliamentary party, Donnelly attacked de Valera’s inaction on partition. Donnelly proposed the establishment of a special sub-committee to review partition and in particular Fianna Fáil strategy towards the forthcoming Northern Ireland elections.[endnoteRef:35] Both requests, however, were politely ignored. Donnelly was left to frustratingly protest that partition was the “predominant national issue. Nothing else counts; nothing else matters ...”.[endnoteRef:36] His objections, however, fell on deaf ears. [35:  Fianna Fáil parliamentary meeting, May 30, 1934. UCDA, P176/444.]  [36:  Dáil Éireann debate, May 11, 1937.] 

	Despite such occasional outbursts by the late 1930s de Valera maintained his opposition to the extension of Fianna Fáil across the border. In January 1938 he turned down an offer to run as a candidate for South Down in the forthcoming election.[endnoteRef:37] In the words of John Bowman, de Valera did not want to further agitate Ulster Unionists or the British government while the Anglo-Irish negotiations were taking place, and also because he had come to believe that anti-partitionist candidates should boycott the election.[endnoteRef:38] In July 1939, at a meeting of the Fianna Fáil parliamentary party, the taoiseach “advised” members not to agree to select two Fianna Fáil candidates to run in the approaching Northern Ireland elections.[endnoteRef:39] [37:  Irish Press, Jan. 28, 1938.]  [38:  Bowman, De Valera and the Ulster question, 171.]  [39:  Fianna Fáil parliamentary party meeting, July 13, 1939. UCDA, P176/444. ] 

	The Fianna Fáil governments’ reluctance to enter mainstream politics in Northern Ireland remained unabated during the Second World War. At the 1939, 1944 and 1945 Ard Fheiseanna Fianna Fáil supporters expressed anger that the organisation had failed to establish political branches of the party in Northern Ireland.[endnoteRef:40] At the 1944 conference, for example, a delegate of the Seán Ó Ceallaigh cumann, Dublin North-West, F. McDonald, remarked how it had always struck him as “extraordinary that Fianna Fáil had never tackled organising in the Six-Counties” or had not contested recent Northern Ireland elections. He said that they had a cumann in Scotland but none in the “lost province”.[endnoteRef:41] Their protests, like Donnelly’s during the 1930s, were repeatedly ignored.  [40:  For a record of a series of partition resolutions at the 1939, 1944 and 1945 Fianna Fáil Ard Fheiseanna see Irish Press, Dec. 13, 1939, Oct. 11, 1944, & Nov. 7, 1945, respectively. ]  [41:  Irish Times, Oct. 11, 1944.] 

	In the post-war period the Fianna Fáil leadership refused to budge on the issue. At the Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis in November 1945, a disgruntled delegate, Fr. McCormack demanded that Fianna Fáil be extended into Northern Ireland. Yet again, this request was rejected by the Fianna Fáil hierarchy. Gerald Boland dubiously remarked that the extension of Fianna Fáil across the border would “not be feasible for obvious reasons”; these “obvious” reasons were never explained.[endnoteRef:42] In 1948, at a meeting of the Fianna Fáil internal national executive publicity sub-committee, Eoin Ryan and Basil Clancy “recommended that the organisation be extended into the Six Co. Area”. Their requests were once again rebuffed by de Valera.[endnoteRef:43] This theme continued at both Fianna Fáil Ard Fheiseanna in 1949 and 1953, as grass-roots appeals “for the extension of the Fianna Fáil organisation into the North”, were again opposed by the party hierarchy.[endnoteRef:44] [42:  See comments by Boland. Irish Press, Nov. 7, 1945.]  [43:  Fianna Fáil national executive publicity sub-committee meeting, March 15, 1948. UCDA, P176/384.]  [44:  See, for example, Irish Times, June 16, 1949 & Oct. 15, 1953. See also Ó Beacháin, Destiny of the soldiers, 230.] 

	Speaking in 1953 de Valera admitted that Fianna Fáil had for some time considered the establishment of the organisation in Northern Ireland, but decided that it would be “far better to stand aside, and to allow the people of the Six-Counties to form a political organisation which would suit their own needs”. If Fianna Fáil crossed the border, he explained, it was likely to “create more difficulties than the solution of difficulties, and would be very unwise”. “The people in the Six-Counties”, he said, “have different problems from a political point of view”.[endnoteRef:45] He was adamant that such a venture was politically futile considering that from a practical point of view little success could be made given Ulster Unionist dominance in Northern Ireland politics. Citing widespread instances of gerrymandering of the electoral system by Ulster Unionists throughout Northern Ireland, de Valera maintained it would be “impossible” for Fianna Fáil to carry out its program.[endnoteRef:46] [45:  See comments by de Valera. Irish Times, Oct. 15, 1953.]  [46:  See comments by de Valera. Irish Times, June 16, 1949.] 

	In a 2008 interview with Harry Boland (a son of one of the founding fathers of Fianna Fáil, Gerald Boland) he explained that de Valera’s unwillingness to enter politics across the border was indicative of Fianna Fáil’s inaction on partition. By the mid-1950s, Boland said, de Valera was “doing nothing about the North” and this helps to explain Fianna Fáil’s repeated rejections of grass-roots demands to remodel the party on an all-Ireland basis. The Fianna Fáil leadership, Boland frustratingly recalled, were “simply happy to ignore partition”. The issue was “dead” within the organisation and de Valera was largely to blame.[endnoteRef:47] [47:  Interview with Harry Boland, Feb. 22, 2008.] 

	Tommy Mullins, Fianna Fáil’s general secretary from 1945 to 1973, admitted shortly before his death in 1976 that Fianna Fáil’s decision not to extend into Northern Ireland was a major “mistake”. “Representatives from the North”, he explained, “advised us that it would only worsen matters if we organised Fianna Fáil in the North. We accepted this advice ... but looking back I feel we did the wrong thing. We should have organised there long ago”.[endnoteRef:48] According to Donegal Fianna Fáil stalwart Neil Blaney it was no accident that Fianna Fáil did not emerge as an all-Ireland party. Blaney noted that in his view Dublin based Ulstermen active in the party prevented the organisation from extending into Northern Ireland. He accused Fianna Fáil heavyweights Seán MacEntee and Frank Aiken, together with Senators Joseph Connolly and Denis McCullough, of leading the case against forming the party on an all-Ireland basis.[endnoteRef:49] [48:  Gallagher, ‘Fianna Fáil and partition 1926-84’, 34-35.]  [49:  Ibid. ] 

	Following de Valera’s retirement form active politics in 1959, his successor as Fianna Fáil leader Seán Lemass, continued to oppose the organisation’s extension into Northern Ireland. For example, speaking at the 1964 Ard Fheis, Lemass rejected a resolution demanding that Fianna Fáil be extended into Northern Ireland on the grounds that it would be conceived by Ulster Unionists “as a kind of Southern interference in the North’s affairs”.[endnoteRef:50] Aiken, also speaking at the 1964 party conference, explained that he “did not think they would be wise to establish Fianna Fáil cumainn in the Six Counties”. “If they started Fianna Fáil cumainn in the Six Counties”, he said, “they would be involving the nationalists artificially in political issues that arose in the Twenty-Six Counties from day to day”.[endnoteRef:51]  [50:  Record of 1964 Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis, Nov. 1964. UCDA, P176/771.]  [51:  See comments by Aiken. Irish Press, Nov. 18, 1964. ] 

	The Fianna Fáil government’s reluctance to interfere with the political status quo within Northern Ireland was understandable as at this time Lemass was encouraging cross-border co-operation between the Dublin and Belfast governments. He did not want to antagonise an already sceptical Ulster Unionist audience at the expense of his desire to establish an economic free trade area between both jurisdictions.[endnoteRef:52] Moreover, at this time, Lemass was attempting to convince Northern Nationalists to end their “negative” policy of abstentionism and agree to become the official opposition in the Northern Ireland parliament. Any interference, therefore, by Fianna Fáil would have been judged as an attempt to undermine Northern Nationalists’ political position.[endnoteRef:53] [52:  Kennedy, Division and consensus, 202-210.]  [53:  Lemass to Eddie McAteer, Jan. 6, 1964. The National Archives of Ireland (NAI), Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA), 305/14/303.] 

	During Jack Lynch’s leadership of Fianna Fáil from 1966 to 1979 the prospect of extending the party across the border was allocated minor consideration by the party hierarchy. In fact, the archival records contain a dearth of information in relation to this issue.[endnoteRef:54] Fianna Fáil cabinet ministers Kevin Boland and Neil Blaney reportedly urged Fianna Fáil to extend into Northern Ireland so that it did not lose touch with the nationalists’ population; their request was rejected by the Fianna Fáil leadership.[endnoteRef:55] In July 1970, for instance, the Fianna Fáil national executive refused to register the recently formed Fianna Fáil “Wolfe Tone” cumann in Belfast.[endnoteRef:56] The national executive minutes record that Fianna Fáil “... could not ignore the policy decision of Ard Fheiseanna against the extension of the organisation to the Six Counties area”.[endnoteRef:57] [54:  See, for example, records of Fianna Fáil national executive and parliamentary party. UCDA, P176/350 & P176/444-445.]  [55:  See Walsh, Fianna Fáil, the IRA connection, 9. ]  [56:  Fianna Fáil national executive meeting, July 27, 1970. UCDA, P176/350. ]  [57:  Fianna Fáil national executive meeting, Sept. 14, 1970. UCDA, P176/350.] 

	Priority, naturally, was given by the Fianna Fáil leadership to finding a non-violent permanent solution to the Troubles in Northern Ireland. Central to this policy was Fianna Fáil’s relationship with the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), a movement that represented a hybrid of intellectualism, socialism and moderate nationalism. During the early 1970s a consensus was arrived at by Fianna Fáil and the SDLP that a power-sharing administration in Northern Ireland, comprising of the Ulster Unionists, the SDLP and the Alliance Party, was their preferred medium-term Northern Ireland policy.[endnoteRef:58] Therefore, given the close working relationship between Fianna Fáil and the SDLP, any ambitions to extend the party into Northern Ireland were ignored so as not to undermine the SDLP’s political position at Stormont. Moreover, it was widely believed in Fianna Fáil circles, that the party’s participation in Northern Ireland politics would have further split a fragmented nationalist electorate, whom already had to contend with the SDLP and Sinn Féin.[endnoteRef:59] [58:  See O’Donnell, Fianna Fáil, Irish Republicanism, 42-43.]  [59:  Interview with Pádraig Faulkner, July 10, 2006.] 

	During the respective leaderships of Fianna Fáil, under Charles J. Haughey and Albert Reynolds, the prospect of remodelling Fianna Fáil on an all-Ireland basis was ignored by the party. This attitude was motivated by one underpinning issue. In the mould of their predecessors, both Haughey and Reynolds were reluctant to upset Fianna Fáil’s relationship with the SDLP and further split the nationalist vote in Northern Ireland.[endnoteRef:60] In particular, the Fianna Fáil hierarchy were weary of devising any policy initiatives that might undermine the SDLP during the early years of the fledging Peace Process during the late 1980s. As Dermot Ahern explained Fianna Fáil did not wish to place a “dagger” in the back of the SDLP and their moderate brand of constitutional nationalism.[endnoteRef:61] [60:  Interview with Dermot Ahern, Sept. 17, 2012.]  [61:  Ibid.] 

	Revealingly, from examination of the archival records, under the consecutive leaderships of Lynch, Haughey and Reynolds, Fianna Fáil abandoned any notions of extending the movement into Northern Ireland. Unlike the previous forty years of Fianna Fáil’s existence rank and file members ignored the issue. For example, no resolutions demanding the extension of Fianna Fáil into Northern Ireland were tabled at the party’s annual Ard Fheiseanna from 1969 to 1994.[endnoteRef:62]  [62:  An examination of the archival records reveal that from 1969 until Bertie Ahern’s succession as Fianna Fáil leader in 1994 the extension of Fianna Fáil into Northern Ireland was not proposed at the party’s annual Ard Fheiseanna. Record of Fianna Fáil Ard Fheiseanna, 1969-1994. UCDA, P176/772-799. ] 

	It would take a further decade and the dawn of a new century before the proposal to extend Fianna Fáil across the border was again considered by the party hierarchy. By the early 2000s, encouraged by the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, a cohort of grass-roots reignited a debate around the issue. For a vocal minority of rank and file members the Fianna Fáil leaderships’ hesitation to extend across the border represented a paradox. After all, Fianna Fáil’s very raison d'être was to secure a united Ireland. The orthodox policy for such a party would be to organise throughout the thirty-two counties and fight elections in both jurisdictions. For many Fianna Fáil members, therefore, it was a logical step that the ‘Republican Party’ would choose to become an all-Ireland political party. 	
	The initial outward signs of grass-root discontent on this issue arose at the 2002 Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis. At this party conference a motion was passed calling on Fianna Fáil to organise in Northern Ireland and contest on a thirty-two county basis.[endnoteRef:63] The motion, however, was shelved by the Fianna Fáil leadership. As it discussed below, it was not until 2007 that the proposal to extend Fianna Fáil into Northern Ireland was again given serious consideration by the party hierarchy. [63:  See Irish Times, March 8-11, 2002.] 


“A thirty-two county basis”: The prospect of Fianna Fáil as an all-Ireland party, 2007-2011
On 17 September 2007, taoiseach and Fianna Fáil leader Bertie Ahern announced that Fianna Fáil had decided to extend its organisation into Northern Ireland so as to possibly contest future local county council and Assembly Northern Ireland elections, scheduled for 2016. Ahern noted that it was “now time for this party to play its full role, to take its proper place, in this new politics – in this New Ireland”. “Today”, he celebrated, “I am announcing that Fianna Fáil, the Republican Party, will now move to develop a strategy for organising on a thirty-two county basis”. Although he explained that “we are under no illusions. It will not be easy”, he expressed confidence that the party would succeed.[endnoteRef:64] The contesting of elections at Stormont, not Westminster, the Fianna Fáil leadership announced, was the party’s central goal. The master plan, albeit a long-term strategy, was for a Fianna Fáil government to simultaneously hold office in the Dublin and Belfast parliaments.     [64:  Irish Times, Sept. 18, 2007.] 

	Following Ahern’s announcement a new sub-committee of Fianna Fáil’s national executive, the “Northern Ireland strategy group”, was formed to draft the party’s strategy on the prospect of entering mainstream Northern Ireland politics. Until his retirement from politics in 2011, the sub-committee was chaired by minister for justice and border county Fianna Fáil TD for Louth Dermot Ahern. According to Dermot Ahern, prior to the 2011 Irish general election, the committee met on a regular basis to review progress, plan future development and work with interested persons in a “spirit of mutual co-operation”.[endnoteRef:65] Other committee members included former ceann comhairle and Fianna Fáil TD for Cavan-Monaghan Rory O’Hanlon; his fellow former party TD for Cavan-Monaghan and minister for agriculture, fisheries and food Brendan Smith, and former minister for community, rural and gaeltacht affairs, Fianna Fáil TD for Galway West Éamon Ó Cuív. [65:  Interview with Dermot Ahern, Sept. 17, 2012.] 

	Initially, Fianna Fáil’s announcement in 2007 that it would possibly participate in Northern Ireland politics came as a surprise to the media and politicians North and South of the border. In September 2007, leader of the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) Sir Reg Empey insisted that Fianna Fáil’s declaration was like throwing a “grenade” into Northern Ireland politics and might so shake Unionist confidence that it could postpone devolution of policing and even Loyalist decommissioning.[endnoteRef:66] Alex Kane, a backroom member of the UUP, declared that Fianna Fáil’s move could have “very serious, dangerous and violent consequences”.[endnoteRef:67]  [66:  News Letter, Sept. 18, 2007.]  [67:  Belfast Telegraph, Sept. 18, 2007.] 

	In December 2009, Sinn Féin councillor for Erne West Phil Flanagan said he found Fianna Fáil’s announcement of its intent to enter Northern Ireland politics as “astounding”. Citing Irish minister for finance Brian Lenihan’s branding of Southern shoppers whom crossed the border to carry out their shopping as “unpatriotic”, Flanagan sarcastically pondered: “Fianna Fáil are clearly a partitionist party and their policy of encouraging shoppers to remain loyal to the 26 counties reinforces this!”.[endnoteRef:68] Despite protests from Nationalist and Unionist factions in Northern Ireland, Fianna Fáil’s decision was widely welcomed among the party’s rank and file.  [68:  Impartial Reporter, Dec. 3, 2009.] 

	Dermot Ahern explained that Bertie Ahern was the inspiration behind Fianna Fáil’s decision in 2007 to remodel the party on an all-Ireland basis. According to Ahern, a close confidant to the taoiseach, the latter argued that Fianna Fáil had never intended to remain a solely ‘partitionist party’ and therefore there was “no rationale” behind the organisation’s reluctance to contest elections in Northern Ireland.[endnoteRef:69] Rory O’Hanlon, likewise, explained that Bertie Ahern was eager to forge ahead with this plan. According to O’Hanlon, the taoiseach sanctioned that “every registered cumann discuss the prospect of the establishment of Fianna Fáil in Northern Ireland”. O’Hanlon noted that Ahern wished for the proposal to be “fully discussed” by rank and file Fianna Fáil members.[endnoteRef:70]  [69:  Interview with Dermot Ahern, Sept. 17, 2012.]  [70:  Interview with Rory O’Hanlon, March 28, 2013.] 

	The catalyst for the taoiseach’s decision was as a direct consequence of the signing of the St. Andrews Agreement in October 2006. Although devolution of policing and justice powers to the Northern Ireland Assembly remained unresolved, in the aftermath of the agreement, the DUP and Sinn Féin took the momentous decision to enter a power-sharing executive with one another. The decision resulted in the restoration of the Northern Ireland Assembly in May 2007 and significantly Sinn Féin agreed to support the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI).  
	With the Northern Ireland Executive up and running, led by first minister Ian Paisley and deputy first-minister Martin McGuinness, Fianna Fáil went ahead with its plans to cross the border. In early December 2007, Fianna Fáil commenced its first recruitment drive in Northern Ireland in almost seventy years. In Northern Ireland two new “political societies” were established. The first to be formed was the William Drennan cumann at Queen’s University Belfast (which had approximately 350 members), the second the Watty Graham cumann at Magee campus of the Ulster University, in Derry.[endnoteRef:71] Furthermore, in the same month, Fianna Fáil successfully registered with the UK Electoral Commission as a Northern Ireland political party.[endnoteRef:72] [71:  The Examiner, Dec. 9, 2008. ]  [72:  Belfast Telegraph, Dec. 8, 2007.] 

	Fianna Fáil’s recruitment campaign across the border initially raised expectations for some supporters that the party planned to contest the 2011 Northern Ireland county council and Assembly elections. In November 2009, a selection of Fianna Fáil Northern Ireland supporters formed a pressure group, “2011: Our Time is Now”, which placed pressure on Fianna Fáil to run candidates in the national and local Northern Ireland elections scheduled for that year. According to Dan Keenan of the Irish Times this new effective internal Fianna Fáil lobbying group believed that the Northern Ireland local county council and Assembly elections due to take place in 2016 were too distant.[endnoteRef:73] [73:  Irish Times, Nov. 30, 2009.] 

	Such requests, however, were immediately rejected by Fianna Fáil headquarters. Speaking in November 2009, Ahern’s successor as taoiseach and Fianna Fáil leader Brian Cowen described the prospect of Fianna Fáil contesting 2011 Northern Ireland national and local elections as “premature”.[endnoteRef:74] Indeed, Ahern noted that he “doubted” if candidates would run in 2011.[endnoteRef:75] A spokesperson for the Fianna Fáil leadership was quick to point out that any inroads into Northern Ireland politics would be a “long term process”.[endnoteRef:76]  As Cowen explained in July 2010, Fianna Fáil’s entry into mainstream Northern Ireland politics must be “carefully and quietly” managed.[endnoteRef:77] [74:  See comments by Cowen. Irish Times, Nov. 30, 2009.]  [75:  See comments by Ahern. Ibid.  ]  [76:  Irish Times, July 23, 2010.]  [77:  See comments by Cowen. Ibid.  ] 

	Significantly, the Fianna Fáil leadership stipulated that before attention was turned towards contesting elections, party supporters were first required to build up a network of grass-roots bases throughout Northern Ireland. These local groups of Fianna Fáil supporters were advised to form themselves and then to approach party headquarters for formal recognition and support. As Éamon Ó Cuív stated in 2009, Fianna Fáil was a “bottom-up” organisation, dependent on core local support and did not flourish as a result of directives from party headquarters in Dublin.[endnoteRef:78] [78:  See comments by Éamon Ó Cuív. Irish Times, Nov. 30, 2009.] 

	In line with this policy, at the 2009 Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis, it was revealed that the establishment of Fianna Fáil fora across Northern Ireland, initially on a county-by-county basis, had commenced. A Fianna Fáil spokesperson said each forum would not constitute a party cumann (branch), but was an informal grouping of people interested in or sympathetic to Fianna Fáil.[endnoteRef:79] Dermot Ahern outlined that the aim of each forum was “to build up membership and a solid party structure” in a particular electoral region. The idea of establishing a number of fora, he explained, was to “put a toe in the water”, to “test public opinion” in a particular constituency in Northern Ireland.[endnoteRef:80] [79:  See Irish Times Feb. 27-30, 2009.]  [80:  Interview with Dermot Ahern, Sept. 17, 2012. ] 

	Unlike Fianna Fáil cumainn in the Republic of Ireland, fora do not have authority to act as an agent during an election campaign; this can only occur once the Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis passes a resolution in favour of fora assuming responsibility for contesting elections. Additionally, Fianna Fáil headquarters devised a new rulebook solely for usage by each forum within Northern Ireland; it was envisaged that the rulebook will ensure that there is a level of professionalism and consistency among the numerous fora.[endnoteRef:81] [81:  Interview with Ciarán Ó Cuinn, Sept. 10, 2010.   ] 

	In September 2009, Fianna Fáil officially formed its first forum in the constituency of Downpatrick, South Down. The event was attended by Fianna Fáil ministers Dermot Ahern, Éamon Ó Cuív and Rory O’Hanlon. Items discussed at the gathering included North-South relations, the all-Ireland economic agenda and recruitment of new members.[endnoteRef:82] In July of the same year, the youth-wing of the Fianna Fáil, Ógra Fianna Fáil held its first summer school in Derry; by the summer of 2009 Ógra Fianna Fáil had approximately 250 members in Northern Ireland.[endnoteRef:83] In early August 2010, the Ógra Fianna Fáil again held their summer school in Northern Ireland, on this occasion the venue was Belfast.[endnoteRef:84] [82:  Irish Times, Sept. 7, 2009.]  [83:  Kelly, ‘Substance or rhetoric? Martin pledges Fianna Fáil will enter NI politics’.
(http://www.thejournal.ie/readme/substance-or-rhetoric-martins-pledge-that-fianna-fail-will-enter-northern-ireland-politics-1420958-Apr2014/) ((last visited July 9, 2014).]  [84:  Ibid.] 

	In November 2009, a further constituency forum, the party’s third (the other being established in Crossmaglen, South Armagh) was formed in the constituency of Fermanagh South Tyrone. The official launch party for the new forum was attended by Fianna Fáil minister Brendan Smith, SDLP councillor for Enniskillen, Co. Fermanagh Patricia Rogers and Independent MLA for Fermanagh/South Tyrone Gerry McHugh. Both Rogers and McHugh spoke of their support for Fianna Fáil’s decision to participate in Northern Ireland politics.[endnoteRef:85] In the aftermath of the launch McHugh announced he felt Fianna Fáil was “best placed to deliver a united Ireland” and therefore he had decided to join the party, although he would continue to sit as an Independent in the Northern Ireland Assembly.[endnoteRef:86] [85:  Irish Times, Nov. 30, 2009.]  [86:  Kelly, ‘Substance or rhetoric? Martin pledges Fianna Fáil will enter NI politics’.
(http://www.thejournal.ie/readme/substance-or-rhetoric-martins-pledge-that-fianna-fail-will-enter-northern-ireland-politics-1420958-Apr2014/  (last visited July 9, 2014).] 

	Fianna Fáil’s proposed extension across the border raised expectations of a possible merger between the party and the SDLP. DUP MP for Lagan Valley Jeffery Donaldson accused Fianna Fáil as deviously using the SDLP as a “Trojan horse” in a veiled attempt to gain a united Ireland.[endnoteRef:87] On first learning of Fianna Fáil’s intentions in late 2007 some within the SDLP were known to have favoured an alliance between both movements. For the past decade the SDLP has been in poor political health. Like their political opponents, the UUP, they have found themselves marginalised by the polarisation of Northern Ireland politics. “After having its clothes stolen by Sinn Féin”, as reported by The Guardian in October 2009, the SDLP was faced with the prospect of either joining forces with Fianna Fáil or possibly fading into the political abyss.[endnoteRef:88] [87:  Belfast Telegraph, Sept. 18, 2007.]  [88:  The Guardian, Oct. 29, 2009.] 

	In a 2007 interview, SDLP leader Mark Durkan acknowledged that a large section of his party’s members might possibly welcome the prospect of a formal merger with Fianna Fáil.[endnoteRef:89] Although Durkan was personally against such a merger, there was strong support for the proposal from within the SDLP. As one source noted, according to Martina Purdy of the BBC, “Labour might be our sister party, but Fianna Fáil is our brother”.[endnoteRef:90] Indeed, at the 2007 SDLP party conference, a commissioned poll of SDLP delegates revealed that a large majority backed a formal coalition with Fianna Fáil.[endnoteRef:91]  [89:  ‘Interview with Mark Durkan’, Sept. 18, 2007 (http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/northern_ireland/7000753.stm)
(last visited July 9, 2014). ]  [90:  ‘Comments by Martina Purdy’, Sept. 18, 2007 (http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/northern_ireland/7000753.stm)
(last visited July 9, 2014).]  [91:  The Guardian, Oct. 29, 2009.] 

	Margaret Richie’s election as SDLP leader in February 2010 immediately ruled out the prospect of a merger between both movements. With the Irish Republic in the middle of a major recession and the Fianna Fáil government blamed for many of the South’s economic hardships it was not altogether surprising that she sought to distance herself from her predecessor’s comments. Speaking at the Irish Labour Party conference, in April 2010, Richie maintained that there would be no alliance with Fianna Fáil on “my watch”.[endnoteRef:92] SDLP Newry and Armagh MLA Dominic Bradley echoed his party leader’s sentiments, noting that the position is clear “there would be no merger”.[endnoteRef:93] Current SDLP leader Dr Alasdair McDonnell has refrained from speaking on the issue in public. Nonetheless, given his commitment to unify and reinvigorate the party by “putting more votes in the SDLP ballot boxes” and gaining more ministries in the 2016 Northern Ireland Assembly elections, the prospect remains highly unlikely.[endnoteRef:94] [92:  Sunday Business Post, April 18, 2010.]  [93:  Newry Democrat, July 23, 2010.]  [94:  See comments by McDonnell, Irish Times, Nov. 5, 2011.  ] 

	The Fianna Fáil leadership were, likewise, reluctant to make any formal approaches to the SDLP. In September 2009, a spokesperson for Fianna Fáil stated that the establishment of fora throughout Northern Ireland in no way implied that the party was seeking a formal connection between the SDLP and Fianna Fail, or aimed at providing joint candidates to contest future local county council and Assembly Northern Ireland elections.[endnoteRef:95] Dermot Ahern recalled that from the beginning of the project he expressed his apprehension concerning any possible merger between Fianna Fáil and the SDLP, noting that his party did not simply want to “take in” disenfranchised SDLP supporters. Rather, he explained that Fianna Fáil wished to “replicate its voting pattern in the North as in the South”, by securing votes from various religious and socio-economic members of the Northern Ireland electorate.[endnoteRef:96] This argument was supported by Rory O’Hanlon. He explained that Fianna Fáil’s ambition was “to secure 40% of the electorate” in Northern Ireland. The procurement of such a “broad base of the electorate”, O’Hanlon noted, would inevitably facilitate Fianna Fáil’s entry into government in Northern Ireland.[endnoteRef:97]   [95:  ‘Comments by Fianna Fáil spokesperson’, Irish Times, Sept. 4, 2009.]  [96:  Interview with Dermot Ahern, Sept. 17, 2012.]  [97:  Interview with Rory O’Hanlon, March 28, 2013.] 

	Dermot Ahern explained that by the summer of 2010 there was a confidence within the Fianna Fáil government that the time was opportune to push forward with the party’s plans to extend into Northern Ireland. Following the signing of the Hillsborough Agreement in February of that year and in the context of increased cross-border co-operation Ahern recalled that a genuine sense of calm and stability characterised North-South relations.[endnoteRef:98] The Hillsborough Agreement finally permitted the devolution of policing and justice powers to the Northern Ireland Executive, thus resolving the outstanding matters from the St. Andrews Agreement of 2006. In this new spirit of “reconciliation and partnership”, as noted by Brian Cowen, the Irish government called on the implementation of the ‘outstanding commitments’ relating to the establishment of the North-South parliamentary forum and the North-South consultative forum, as enshrined under the terms of Good Friday Agreement of 1998.[endnoteRef:99] [98:  Interview with Dermot Ahern, Sept. 17, 2012.]  [99:  ‘Speech by Brian Cowen’, Feb. 9, 2010. http://www.taoiseach.ie/eng/News/Archives/2010/Taoiseach's_Speeches_2010/Statement_on_Northern_Ireland_by_the_Taoiseach,_Mr_Brian_Cowen_T_D_to_D%C3%A1il_%C3%89ireann,_Tuesday,_9_February,_2010_at_2_30pm.html. (last visited July 9, 2014).] 

	With the support of Dermot Ahern, Cowen was also eager that the Fianna Fáil party take advantage of the improved relations between Dublin and Belfast. In July 2010 he visited the republican heartland of Crossmaglen, South Armagh, to officially open a Fianna Fáil office in the town. Accompanied by an entourage of senior Fianna Fáil members, including Dermot Ahern, Cowen’s presence marked the first occasion that a serving taoiseach visited Crossmaglen.[endnoteRef:100] Fianna Fáil headquarters, somewhat optimistically, announced that by the end of 2011 further fora would be established in all of Northern Ireland’s Six Counties, with plans to create fora in Belfast city, Derry city and Co. Tyrone. [100:  Newry Democrat, July 23, 2010.] 

	Fianna Fáil’s optimism, however, was dealt a dramatic blow following the party’s crushing defeat at the 2011 Irish general election. Fianna Fáil’s humiliating relegation to the opposition benches, under the party’s new leader Micheál Martin, meant that there were very few resources, or indeed appetite, to continue with Bertie Ahern’s one-time master project of remodelling the party on an all-Ireland basis. Although Martin initially spoke of his willingness to continue in the footsteps of his predecessors to extend Fianna Fáil into Northern Ireland,[endnoteRef:101] in mid-2011, he decided to ditch the proposal of remodelling the party on an all-Ireland basis. He now argued that both Bertie Ahern and Brian Cowen (particularly the former) were far too quick to announce their desire to establish Fianna Fáil in Northern Ireland, without actually giving this policy due consideration.[endnoteRef:102]  [101:  See, for example, ‘Speech by Micheál Martin’, Feb. 27, 2011. Kelly, ‘Substance or rhetoric? Martin pledges Fianna Fáil will enter NI politics’ (http://www.thejournal.ie/readme/substance-or-rhetoric-martins-pledge-that-fianna-fail-will-enter-northern-ireland-politics-1420958-Apr2014/) ((last visited July 9, 2014).]  [102:  Interview with Micheál Martin, May 12, 2011. ] 

	In particular, Martin argued that Bertie Ahern’s pronouncements on the subject smacked of political opportunism, with his predecessor failing to devise a strategic long-term plan of how Fianna Fáil would operate on an all-Ireland basis.[endnoteRef:103] As Martin recorded in a 2011 interview with Cuisle [a Fianna Fáil magazine dedicated to articulate “the voice of the members”] “you can’t just go headlong onto it”.[endnoteRef:104] Although Martin explained that he would like to see Fianna Fáil eventually participate in Northern Ireland politics, this, he argued, must be a long-term goal.[endnoteRef:105] In the intermediate period, he maintained that a “programme” must be implemented to evaluate the current circumstances.[endnoteRef:106]   [103:  Ibid. ]  [104:  Cuisle, edition 01, winter 2011: 17.]  [105:  A survey of Martin’s speeches from 2011 to mid-2012 reveals no reference to Fianna Fáil’s proposed extension into Northern Ireland. For example, Martin refrained from mentioning the issue at the annual Fianna Fáil 1916 Easter Rising commemoration at Arbour Hill. ‘Speech by Micheál Martin’, April 17, 2011 (http://www.fiannafail.ie/news/entry/speech-by-micheal-martin-td-at-the-annual-fianna-fail-1916-commemoration1/) (last visited July 9, 2014).]  [106:  Cuisle, edition 01, winter 2011: 17.] 

	In hindsight, Martin admitted that Fianna Fáil’s initial announcement to extend the party across the border “was done without doing our homework and that has been a problem”.[endnoteRef:107] Therefore, he decided to follow a cautious approach. He spoke of his plans to establish a “think tank”, to discuss “everyday” social and economic policies in relation to Northern Ireland and to commission a “white paper”, which he envisaged might allow “some blue sky thinking about it”.[endnoteRef:108] In line with his cautious approach Martin also ruled out the prospect of an official alliance between Fianna Fáil and the SDLP. Speaking in May 2011 Martin rejected the probability of an immediate deal between Fianna Fáil and the SDLP.[endnoteRef:109] [107:  Ibid.]  [108:  Ibid.]  [109:  Interview with Micheál Martin, May 12, 2011.] 

	Martin’s reluctance to remodel Fianna Fáil on an all-Ireland basis did not have the support of a considerable minority of Fianna Fáil grass-roots, particularly from the Ógra members, many of whom sought immediate action on the issue. In the winter of 2011 a cohort of grass-roots demanded that the party’s “debut into the Six Counties could not be any better than now”.[endnoteRef:110] Some argued that Fianna Fáil’s participation in electoral politics across the border would witness a “boom in membership and support” for the party. As one Fianna Fáil source noted “nothing comes from nothing and this is where Fianna Fáil stands if it continues to treat the Six Counties with such apathy”.[endnoteRef:111] Many rank and file members criticised Martin’s “apathy” on the issue, and threatened to leave Fianna Fáil, if real progress was not made in the immediate future.[endnoteRef:112] Martin refused to budge. As a result, by the conclusion of 2011, the prospect of Fianna Fáil entering mainstream Northern Ireland politics seemed dead in the water. Indeed, speaking in September 2012 Dermot Ahern admitted that Fianna Fáil’s once grand plan to remodel the party on an all-Ireland basis had been “derailed”.[endnoteRef:113] [110:  Cuisle, edition 01, winter 2011: 18.]  [111:  Ibid.]  [112:  Ibid.]  [113:  Interview with Dermot Ahern, Sept. 17, 2012.] 


Conclusion
Like his predecessors before him, from Éamon de Valera to Albert Reynolds, Micheál Martin’s reluctance to interfere in mainstream Northern Ireland politics had a strong historical precedent. Traditionally, as this article highlighted, the Fianna Fáil leadership categorically refused to remodel the party on an all-Ireland basis. Such reluctances on behalf of the Fianna Fail leadership were routinely challenged by the party rank and file prior to the outbreak of the Troubles in Northern Ireland in the late 1960s. Thereafter, opposition to remodelling Fianna Fáil as a thirty-two county movement became an embedded policy, with neither the party hierarchy nor grass-roots, willing to actively consider the proposal.
	However, this article also demonstrated that the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 and the proceeding “normalisation” process which occurred within mainstream Northern Ireland politics, together with the dramatic improvement in North-South relations, had some unexpected consequences for the configuration of politics on the island of Ireland. The prolonged economic growth during the Celtic Tiger years and the rise of a politised Sinn Féin in the Republic of Ireland made the prospect of Fianna Fáil being simultaneously in government on both sides of the border a realistic prospect for the first time since the enactment of partition in the 1920s. 
	Fianna Fáil’s disastrous showing at the 2011 general election – in which the party was genuinely in danger of disappearing from the political map – meant that any idealistic plans to extend the movement across the border were quietly side-lined. Since 2011, the practical imperatives of rebuilding the destitute organisation overrode any perceived ideological obligations to march Fianna Fáil across the border into Northern Ireland.
	The story, however, does not end there. In early 2014 Micheál Martin again raised the prospect of Fianna Fáil contesting elections in Northern Ireland in the near future. This reversal in policy is inspired by the fact that in recent years Fianna Fáil has gradually regained some of the ground lost to her political rivals in the Republic. According to a Sunday Independent-Millward Brown poll of July 2013, for example, there has been a strong improvement in Fianna Fáil’s support levels and fortunes mainly at the expense of the government parties, the Fine Gael Party and the Labour Party.[endnoteRef:114] Moreover, Fianna Fáil’s creditable performance at the 2014 Local Elections provides evidence that the party is steadily on the up. In the aftermath of the Local Elections Fianna Fáil emerged as the largest party at local level in the Republic (with 266 seats).[endnoteRef:115] [114:  Sunday Independent, July 7, 2013. According to the poll support for the main political parties was as follows: Fine Gael (26%), Fianna Fáil (29%), Labour (8%) and Sinn Fein (19%).]  [115:  Fianna Fáil secured 266 seats at the 2014 Local Elections (25.3% of the national share of the vote) and one seat at the 2014 European Elections, down from the 3 seats that the party won at the 2009 European Elections. http://adriankavanaghelections.org/2014/05/30/fianna-fail-at-the-2014-elections-something-done-a-lot-more-to-do/ (last visited July 8, 2014).] 

	With Fianna Fáil’s fortunes in the Republic gradually improving Martin has again turned his sights towards the North. Addressing delegates at the Fianna Fáil Ard Fheis in Killarney in March 2014 Martin confirmed reports that Fianna Fáil would run candidates in the Northern Ireland election in 2019.[endnoteRef:116] Why has Martin decided to formally announce that Fianna Fáil intend to contest the Northern Ireland election in 2019? The emergence of Sinn Féin as a credible political force in the Republic and the sense that the Good Friday Agreement has transformed the context for political competition has compelled the Fianna Fáil leadership to look across the border. Only recently Martin spoke of the “threat” posed by Sinn Féin to Fianna Fáil’s electoral recovery.[endnoteRef:117] He believes that there is a “lack of leadership” among the mainstream parties of Northern Ireland and he feels that Fianna Fáil can fill this leadership gap. Describing Fianna Fáil as the party of the “middle ground”, Martin envisages that his “soldiers of destiny” can march into Northern Ireland and champion social injustice and become the voice of “working class communities”.[endnoteRef:118] Martin’s new Northern strategy must, therefore, be viewed within the context of Fianna Fáil attempts to re-emerge as a dominant political power house in the Republic. [116:  At the 2014 Ard Fheis a motion on behalf of Donegal North East and Dublin Bay South delegates was passed without debate, which demanded Fianna Fáil’s ‘active and serious participating and engagement in the political process in Northern Ireland’. Irish Times, March 22, 2014.]  [117:  News Letter, Feb. 17, 2014.]  [118:  Ibid.
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