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Chased by the Past, Sinn Fein's Leader Looks Ahead
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BELFAST, Northern Ireland, April 27 - Gerry Adams bounded from the parking lot and walked a few blocks with his entourage, shaking hands, patting toddlers and, above all, radiating his staying power.

It has been a turbulent few months for Mr. Adams and his party, Sinn Fein, the political wing of the Irish Republican Army. First came allegations that the I.R.A. had engineered a $50 million bank robbery in Belfast in December. Then came accusations that some of its members were involved in the gruesome killing of Robert McCartney in January outside a Belfast pub, and a cover-up. 

But here, on his expanding political turf, Mr. Adams, who recently appealed to the I.R.A. to lay down its arms, seemed scarcely to be feeling the one-two punch. "There has been a storm around Sinn Fein in recent months," he said, during a brief interview on a bus bench. "But those detractors, naysayers and begrudgers must respect the outcome of the election."

His confidence is rooted in the widely held view that Sinn Fein, despite the recent uproar, is poised to pick up seats in local and British parliamentary elections on May 5, a result that would seal its political dominance among Catholic voters, political analysts say.

"It's a question of how much they gain, rather than whether they gain," said Richard English, a professor of politics at Queen's University here, who points to the party's strength on the ground and Mr. Adams's ability to deftly portray himself as a "sweet" man who wants the I.R.A. "to go away."

At the same time, Sinn Fein's nemesis, the ardently Protestant Democratic Unionist Party, led by the fiery anti-Catholic evangelical minister, the Rev. Ian Paisley, also appears likely to gain seats, analysts say. Already the largest party in Northern Ireland, it is seizing on Protestant outrage over suspected I.R.A. crimes to appeal to voters who are increasingly opposed to a power-sharing deal with Sinn Fein. The party's manifesto states that peace talks must move forward without Mr. Adams and his party, and warns voters that Sinn Fein must be blocked from becoming the biggest party in Northern Ireland.

Mr. Paisley, echoing skepticism among Unionists - those Protestants who want Ulster to remain part of the United Kingdom - has said he does not believe the I.R.A. will ever disband. "A leopard doesn't change its spots," he declared last week at a campaign event.

Predicted victories by the two hard-line parties are likely to harden sectarian divisions and further stall negotiations on the 1998 Good Friday accord. That pact paved the way for power-sharing between Catholics and Protestants. Talks have broken down numerous times, most recently in December over Protestant demands that the I.R.A. photograph the decommissioning of its weapons.

The two middle-ground parties that forged the Good Friday agreement are expected to continue to lose ground in the election. In a testament to how significantly the political landscape has shifted in eight years, analysts say voters are seriously contemplating whether to even spare from defeat the leaders of those two parties: David Trimble of the Ulster Unionist Party and Mark Durkan of the Social Democratic and Labor Party.

Mr. Trimble, an architect of the 1998 accord, shared a Nobel Peace Prize that year with John Hume, the former head of the Social Democratic and Labor Party. But Mr. Trimble's re-election to Parliament is in jeopardy, mostly because of the perception that he was soft on Sinn Fein during the power-sharing talks. Recent headlines about the I.R.A. have only heightened Protestant mistrust.

Mr. Trimble is "just counting the time to the electric chair and the rope," Mr. Paisley said gleefully last week. 

Mr. Durkan, who is running to fill the seat vacated by Mr. Hume on once-solid Catholic moderate territory, also faces a challenge from Mitchel McLaughin, Sinn Fein's national chairman. But party officials called it premature to discount Mr. Durkan and the moderates, particularly in local council elections. They warned that visits in many Catholic areas indicated spreading disillusionment with Sinn Fein and the I.R.A., though perhaps not enough to tilt the vote. The McCartney killing has only served to underscore that sentiment, they said.

"People have started to wake up and to see Sinn Fein and the republican movement generally for what they are: a pretty nasty group of people who are really intent on power more than anything else," said Alban Maginness, a Social Democratic and Labor Party candidate for Parliament. "This is not a normal political power you are talking about. This is a fascist organization involved in pretty nasty criminal activity and pretty nasty community policing."

In the Short Strand neighborhood where Mr. McCartney lived, some voters are contemplating breaking away from Sinn Fein, in part because of the killing. "I haven't made up my mind," said a 50-year-old resident who asked that her name not be used. "It's partly to do with Robert McCartney and partly to do with the politics."

But in the same breath the woman said Sinn Fein remained the choice of many in the area. "They are here," she said of Sinn Fein. "The S.D.L.P. is not here."

Plus, she said, the past is still more important than the future for many people in the area. "It's sort of tribal here," she said. "The roots run deep." The fact that she was too fearful to give her name was indicative of the pressure to toe the party line, she added.

Sinn Fein's success is tied, in no small part, to its workers. But Mr. Adams has also run a politically astute campaign meant to assuage the fears of some swing Catholic voters. Last week, he announced that two Sinn Fein members had been expelled for failing to provide information about Mr. McCartney's death. He has repeatedly called on the culprits to surrender and on witnesses to step forward. No one has complied.

But his shrewdest move came in early April, when he appealed to the I.R.A. to lay down its weapons and join the political process. The I.R.A., Mr. Adams said, is debating the request.

"As far as I'm concerned, that die has been cast," he said, adding that he was eager to continue talks. "My initiative has a greater chance of success than 35 years of political condemnation and recrimination."

But "The I.R.A. has to be given space," he said. "This is not a done deal, and people have to be given the opportunity to deliberate." 

If the I.R.A. agrees to abandon its armed struggle, he said, "it will be a huge challenge on the British government, in particular."

