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THESE days, Irish republican terrorism rarely makes headlines in British newspapers. Most Britons, and their politicians, are keen to believe that Northern Ireland’s trauma is over; in any case, they have other, even more fanatical terrorists to worry about. Yet the old-fashioned kind are becoming steadily more dangerous. 

Last year Northern Ireland suffered 22 terrorist-related attacks; so far this year there have been 39. Last year 17 people in the province were charged with terrorist offences; this year, according to Matt Baggott, the chief constable of Northern Ireland’s police service (PSNI), the figure is already 74. On September 24th, acting on advice from the Security Service, MI5, Theresa May, the home secretary, raised the official perception of the threat from republican groups to a level that implies an attack on the mainland is “a strong possibility”.

For all that, most people continue to regard the dissident factions that splintered from the main Sinn Fein/IRA movement after the Good Friday agreement of 1998 as little more than a nuisance. The three small groups that are actively involved in violence, the Real IRA (which was responsible for the 1998 Omagh bombing in which 29 people died), the Continuity IRA and Oglaigh na hEireann all lack strong leadership, resources and community backing: estimates vary, but some say they might have only 3,000 sympathisers altogether. After a car-bomb attack in Derry by the Real IRA in October, Martin McGuinness, Northern Ireland’s deputy first minister—and a former IRA commander himself—described the perpetrators as “conflict junkies” and “Neanderthals”. 

The terrorists, who regard the old Provisional IRA (PIRA) and Sinn Fein as traitors, have no discernible political strategy, and no aim other than to get Britain out of Northern Ireland once and for all. Their only plan is to plunge the province back into bloody strife. In mainstream republican circles, the idea that these ragtag operators could defeat Britain when the PIRA failed—and when over 90% of nationalists are reconciled to the current political settlement—is regarded as laughable.

Yet risible as the cause may be, the danger is real. It is certainly taken seriously by MI5, which took over the lead counter-terrorism intelligence role in Northern Ireland three years ago. In a recent speech, Jonathan Evans, the service’s director-general, admitted that when, in late-2007, MI5 assessed that “the residual threat from terrorism in Northern Ireland was low and likely to decline further”, it overlooked the tendency for political accommodations with mainstream republicanism to produce hardline rejectionist factions. In the past 18 months MI5 has allocated a growing proportion of its resources to the threat. Irish terrorism now absorbs about 16% of a budget that is no longer growing. That means there is less money for countering Islamist terrorism or foreign espionage.

Only luck has prevented the dissidents from killing anyone since March last year, when two off-duty soldiers and a policeman were murdered. Two undercover policewomen escaped death in February only because their attacker’s gun jammed; three policemen were injured last month when a man on a bicycle lobbed a grenade at them. As well as the growing number of attacks on the security services, car bombs are being used regularly.

What worries security officers most is that, despite the large number of arrests, the terrorist groups, once thought to consist only of a handful of ageing “irreconcilables”, are both recruiting new members and improving their technical capabilities. There are fears that a handful of PIRA veterans who are “tired of watching daytime TV” are now passing on their bomb-making skills to a younger generation. Intelligence sources think that the economic crisis in the Republic has aided recruitment, as young men who used to be bused in to work on building sites south of the border now have nothing to do: “If you’re under 25 and you live on a sink estate in Lurgan, Craigavon, Derry or Belfast you have a romantic view of the Troubles and no memory of just how fucking awful it was.”

There is some bafflement in Northern Ireland about the failure of the security services to squash the problem. A frequent criticism is that the PSNI, formed in 2001 as part of the peace process, is no match for its predecessor, the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), when it comes to counter-terrorism. Many old RUC hands were generously pensioned off, taking with them decades of experience. That judgment is probably unfair on the PSNI—because the peace deal also determined that, when most of the paramilitaries renounced violence, the infrastructure of counter-terrorism was dismantled. The army mostly left, the watchtowers were pulled down and the spooks moved on. “We have had to reinforce,” says an intelligence source, “and we don’t yet have a handle on it.”

Two other factors are exacerbating the difficulty. The first is that infiltrating dissident organisations and recruiting double agents—the most important weapons against the PIRA—takes time. The second is that the security services are deeply reluctant to do anything that would be seen to undermine “normal” policing. That is one of the terrorists’ short-term ambitions; they have already scored a small victory in the shape of the numerous roadblocks that began reappearing two months ago. 

It is not all bad news. The flow of arms and funds from America that bolstered the PIRA is a thing of the past, which means the terrorists must buy weaponry on the black market (at least two such efforts have been disrupted by MI5 sting operations) and raise money from smuggling, drugs and extortion. There is no sign of a backlash in the loyalist community. Intelligence sources believe that while a one-off attack on the mainland, an idea cherished by the terrorists, is possible, they are incapable of sustaining a major campaign on the other side of the water. Still, it now seems only a matter of time before a republican bomb once again kills a lot of people. 

