Quick guide: Conflict in Northern Ireland

The conflict in Northern Ireland, which has killed thousands, has political and religious roots that are centuries old. 
In modern times the conflict has centred on opposing views of the area's status. 

Some people in Northern Ireland, especially the mainly Protestant Unionist community, believe it should remain part of the United Kingdom. 

Others, particularly the mainly Catholic Nationalist community, believe it should leave the UK and become part of the Republic of Ireland. 

Origins 

Since the 12th Century constant revolts challenged the often brutal British rule of Ireland, climaxing in the 1916 Easter Uprising in Dublin. 

It sparked a chain of events leading to civil war and partition of the island. 

	
Unionists believe NI should remain part of the United Kingdom


In the south 26 counties formed a separate state, while six counties in the north stayed within the UK. 

Over successive decades the Catholic minority in the north suffered discrimination over housing and jobs, which fuelled bitter resentment. 

The 'Troubles' begin 

In 1969 Catholic civil rights marches and counter-protests by Protestant loyalists (as in "loyal" to the British Crown) spiralled into violent unrest. 

British troops were sent in but soon came into conflict with the Provisional IRA (Irish Republican Army). 

Loyalist paramilitary groups responded with a campaign of sectarian violence against the Catholic community. 

As the situation worsened, Northern Ireland's parliament was suspended and direct rule imposed from London. 

Violence on all sides 

Throughout the 1970s, 1980s and early 1990s paramilitary groups waged violent campaigns to pursue their goals. 

The IRA carried out deadly bomb and gun attacks in Britain and Northern Ireland that targeted police, soldiers, politicians and civilians. 

Loyalist paramilitaries targeted Catholics in "tit-for-tat" killings. 

Police and British forces tried to keep order, sometimes amid controversy, such as the alleged co-operation of some undercover units with loyalist groups. 

Peace in sight 

In the early 1990s negotiations took place between political parties and the British and Irish governments. 

After several years of talks IRA and loyalist ceasefires held and in 1998 the "Good Friday" agreement was signed. 

It set up a power-sharing executive, with ministerial posts distributed by party strength, and elected assembly. 

The deal was backed by voters in referendums in Northern Ireland and the Republic, which scrapped its constitutional claim to the north. 

Fragile future? 

Problems remain as devolution has been suspended several times since it began. 

It was last suspended in October 2002 over allegations of a republican spying ring at Stormont. The case against the accused later collapsed and one of the defendants was revealed to be a British agent. He was found shot dead in April 2006. 

In September 2005 the arms decommissioning body confirmed the IRA had put all its weapons beyond use. But unionists said they remained sceptical without any photographic proof. 

A deadline was set by the government for the Northern Ireland Assembly to resolve its differences and resume power-sharing by 24 November 2006. 

However, as politicians met that day to hear if the DUP and Sinn Fein would indicate their candidates for the first and deputy first minister jobs, loyalist killer Michael Stone burst into Stormont. 

He was later charged with attempting to murder Gerry Adams, Martin McGuinness and two security guards. 

Northern Ireland Assembly elections were held on 7 March and the DUP and Sinn Fein emerged as the biggest parties. 

Several weeks later, Ian Paisley and Gerry Adams agreed an historic power-sharing deal, naming 8 May as the date when devolution returns to Northern Ireland.
Historic NI devolution day comes 

DUP leader Ian Paisley and Sinn Fein's Martin McGuinness are to take their pledge of office as devolution returns to Northern Ireland. 
British and Irish Prime Ministers Tony Blair and Bertie Ahern are at Stormont to witness the ceremony. 

Direct rule over NI by London ministers officially ended at midnight, almost five years since it was brought back. 

As he arrived at Stormont, Mr Paisley said Northern Ireland was "on the road to prosperity". 

"I believe we're starting on a road which will bring us back to peace and to prosperity," he said. 
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"And I would challenge the people of Northern Ireland to rise to the challenge and be determined that, come what may, we'll make this a country where all men and women will be equal under the law - and equally subject to the law." 

Mr McGuinness said he was confident he and the DUP leader could work together. 

"We've already taken joint decisions, but that was in the context of not having power," he said. 

"All of that is going to change in the next couple of hours, and by midday today, we're going to be in charge, and we're going to be charged with the responsibility of governing in the interests of the people." 

Sinn Fein president Gerry Adams said it was "a big day" for the people of Ireland, and that his party and the DUP had opened up "the potential for a new beginning". 

"I think what today proves is that dialogue and perseverance and tenacity and persistence can bring about results," he said. 

Both Mr McGuinness and Mr Paisley paid tribute to DUP assembly member George Dawson, who died on Monday evening. 

It is expected proceedings will be suspended for 30 minutes as a mark of respect for the East Antrim representative. 

Ministers from the four main parties will take their pledge of office, which includes support for the police. 

The return of devolved government follows an historic meeting in March between DUP leader Ian Paisley and Sinn Fein president Gerry Adams, where they agreed to share power. 

Northern Ireland Secretary Peter Hain said he was confident the parties would make a go of it. 

"It's going to stick, I believe, because the DUP and Sinn Fein - Gerry Adams and Martin McGuinness on the one hand, Ian Paisley and Peter Robinson on the other - these are the two most polarised forces in Northern Ireland's politics, they have done the deal," he said. 

In October 2002, allegations of intelligence gathering within Stormont led to the suspension of power-sharing institutions. A subsequent court case collapsed. 

Among the VIP guests on Tuesday will be US senator Ted Kennedy. 

The DUP leader's wife Baroness Paisley and the Sinn Fein chief negotiator's mother Peggy McGuinness are also expected to attend. 

A new speaker, the DUP's William Hay, is to be elected assembly speaker along with three new deputies from the other main parties. 

The first meeting of the new power-sharing executive is scheduled for later this week.

