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Rt Hon Shaun Woodward MP
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland

Stormont
"BELFAST .
BT4 3ST 31 October 2007

Dear Secretary of State

With my term of office as Assessor ending on 31 October 2007, this
letter formally fulfils the condition made in my annual report for
2006: to provide a brief concluding statement on the final stages of
‘Operation Banner’ in Northern Ireland during the seven-month

period from January to July 2007.

As widely anticipated in the field of military complaints during 2007,
there was a continuing absence of formal complaints; with the number
of informal complaints - predominately regarding noise from military

helicopters, totalling less than 90 incidents.



My work as Assessor over past years has proved personally
interesting, at times challenging, and in the end broadly satisfying;
having seen government edge increasingly closer to the goal of
“normalisation”. Over that time, the path to peace for the security
forces, politicians, government officials and everyone else has been
traced on a painfully slow upward trajectory; so now that we have got
there we must all ensure that peace is sustained and consolidated

accordingly.

The Office of the Independent Assessor for Military Complaints
Procedures has had a remarkably long innings since its operational
commencement on 14 January 1993. The first Assessor was David
Hewitt who held the post until my appointment on 1 April 1997. It
has been suggested (perhaps not so foolishly) that the date was
singularly appropriate. More seriously though, to underline the sense
of change it coincided séasonally with the change of UK government

from Conservative to Labour.

The need for such a post had been identified by the Government’s
Advisory Body: the Standing Advisory Commission on Human
Rights (SACHR), and after various debates it was agreed that the case
for such a post had been made. The Assessor’s Office was among the
earliest oversight bodies established to have an independent review

role and to report directly to Parliament. Both my predecessor and I



have intentionally carried out our duties with a low profile; believing:

that to seek improvements calmly and quietly was the best course to
pursue;, with success more likely to be met by encouraging co-

operation rather than engaging in confrontation.

Over the life time of the Office we have overseen and examined some
725 formal non-criminal complaints, plﬁs more than 10,000 informal
complaints. [ have always encouraged the resolution of complaints
informally where possible, so that ‘the customer’ gets a resolution
without undue delay. This informal resolution approach only happens
with complainants’ agreement, and most have felt fairly trea'tt_ad by the

investigatory process.

The concept of the complainants in Northern Ireland being considered
as ‘customers’ of the miﬁtary was mtroduced early in my annual
reporting.  That develbped iﬁto the introduction of Community
Awareness Training and formation of a dedicated Team (CATT), to
supersede the old idea of dealing with “PR traps”. The objective of
CATT was to get all troops to become aware of any of their own
prejudices and then examine them against the background oﬂ Northern
Ireland, its versions of history and the communities’ aspirations. This
appears to have been one of the best training packages, ab%e to give
the military a better understanding of the theatre in wlrglich they

operate. By way of contrast, before the soldiers took to the |streets of..
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* Northern Ireland in 1969 they had only experience of peace-keeping
abroad; tactics which were to prove inappropriate for working in a
part of the United Kingdom. It is heartening to note that the Army
intend to continue such training, including the use of Civil
Representatives, for all units entering the Province as part of their

induction process.

Continuing on the theme of training, I have witnessed a progressive
improvement in training at all levels in the military. Initially there
had been a few who hoped to solve the Northern Ireland problem
single-handedly and win the Victoria Cross within their four month
term of duty; but that simplistic view did not persist, and the
professionalism in military thinking increased markedly. From my
perspective this was particularly noticeable in the military use of the
baton gun. As Assessor I carried out a full assessment of the use of
this weapon, covering the selection of the gunner, the training and
assessment of his performance and a continuance of the revalidation
of the performance. I also produced detailed reports on the use of the
weapons: the last report being on the disturbances in West Belfast in
2005. My recommendations for improvements were introduced and
broadly accepted. In view of the high tum-over of military personnel,
I have harboured some caution that if this weapon is to be used in
future by the military then a lossr of individual expertise and

experience may reduce the overall competence in its use. However, |












