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The Latest Victims in a Dark Story of How Northern
Ireland Deals with Its Past
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In August two Belfast journalists were arrested in dawn raids involving up to 100 police
officers for exposing state protection of the perpetrators of a notorious sectarian massacre.
This Thursday they will speak at a special screening of their documentary in defence of
press freedom, writes Barry McCaffrey

***

We didn’t know it at the time, but at 7am on August 31, my colleague Trevor Birney and I
were both about to feel the full angry retribution of a state who had not taken kindly to our
documentary No Stone Unturned.

Released in 2017, the film had revealed evidence that loyalist gunmen, who massacred six
unarmed men as they sat in a quiet little village pub watching football in June 1994, had
been protected from prosecution by police.

Why arrest journalists?

This wasn’t Saudi Arabia, Uzbekistan or South America — it was sleepy, suburban Belfast.

For Birney’s eight-year-old daughter Freya it should have been her first day back at school.

She should have been telling her friends all about her summer adventures.

Instead she was left shaking and sobbing as armed police took part in co-ordinated dawn
raids on both our homes and Birney’s film and television company offices.

We were both forced to undress and wash in front of armed police before being arrested and
hauled  off  in  front  of  families  and  neighbours  who  could  only  have  been  imagining  what
heinous “crimes” we must have committed.

Laptops,  telephones,  documents and materials  that had clearly nothing to do with the
documentary were being scooped up and taken away without any questions of relevance.

Freya’s pink mobile telephone was one of the items seized by police. Another daughter had
homework on a pen drive seized. All  supposed evidence in this alleged “crime.” Three
months on, nothing has been returned.

Meanwhile at our offices, more police officers were going through every desk and computer,
removing note books belonging to our colleagues and sucking every piece of data from our
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main server.

Police technicians fed on the main computer for a full 12 hours before they removed every
scintilla of information, regardless of the fact that the vast majority of the data had no
relevance to what they were supposedly searching for.

Thousands of hours of interviews and notes relating to investigations which had nothing to
do with No Stone Unturned were seized despite the protests of our colleagues.

These  materials  involve  highly  sensitive  and  confidential  documents  relating  to
investigations  all  across  the  world.

Only a tiny percentage of it relates to No Stone Unturned.

Before  we’d  even been finger-printed  and had our  mugshots  taken,  police  had released a
press  statement  claiming  that  they  were  investigating  a  complaint  from  the  Police
Ombudsman of Northern Ireland (PONI) that documents had been stolen from PONI offices in
Belfast.

The statement said the documents were covered by the Official Secrets Act.

The only problem is that the Police Ombudsman never made a complaint — and has now
said so publicly.

What  is  this  all  about  and  why  do  we  now  find  ourselves  looking  at  potential  prison
sentences?  You  may  well  ask!

We both worked with the Oscar-winning documentarian Alex Gibney on No Stone Unturned.
It  told the story of  the 1994 massacre of  six Catholic  men at a pub in the village of
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Loughinisland, deep in the heart of rural County Down.

The men were watching Ireland beating Italy in the World Cup on a battered television in the
bar when a gunman armed with an assault rifle burst in and opened fire.

No-one had ever been charged with the killings and the Police Ombudsman in Belfast, Dr
Michael Maguire, concluded in a 2016 report that police had colluded with the loyalist killers.

In 2011, a document into the Loughinisland murder investigation had been leaked to us. It
was a  draft  report  into  the massacre.  It  named the chief  suspects  and outlined significant
failings in the murder investigation.

Once No Stone Unturned premiered in  London in  October  2017,  the Police  Service  of
Northern Ireland (PSNI) apparently became concerned that the document, and the highly
damaging information it contained, had found its way into the public domain.

They were so concerned, they launched a fresh investigation — just not into the massacre
and the unsolved deaths of six innocent men.

Instead, the PSNI called in Durham Constabulary to examine how the documents came to be
in the film. The relatives of the murdered men were horrified.

On the day of our arrests, Durham Police told the press that the arrests were the result of a
complaint from the Police Ombudsman.

Maguire’s report into Loughinisland and his damning conclusions had played a pivotal role in
our documentary.

The  Police  Ombudsman’s  office  had  been  set  up  after  the  Good  Friday  Agreement  to
investigate  complaints  relating  to  police  officers.

It  wasn’t  designed  to  investigate  the  so-called  dirty  war,  but  in  Northern  Ireland’s
complicated world of politics and policing that’s what a huge amount of its resources has
been dedicated to do.

PONI continues to deal with a huge number of complaints from relatives believing police
colluded with loyalist and republican terrorists.

Once  he’d  seen  No  Stone  Unturned,  Maguire  had  alerted  police  that  our  film  named  four
suspects.  His  office  has  no  ability  to  take  an  assessment  of  any  increased  risk  to  the
suspects,  so  by  telling  police  he  was  advising  the  force  best  placed  to  decide.

Critically, he didn’t make any complaint about the documents we used in the film.

So why did Durham Constabulary say they were called in on the back of a complaint?

We don’t know the answer because the PSNI won’t comment on the case, ironically citing
our arrests as the reason they’re unable to explain what has been going on.

Durham Police have told journalists that their investigation had “a definite and clear starting
point.” Whatever that start point is, Maguire insists it wasn’t a complaint from him.

On the day of our arrests we were taken to a high-security Belfast police station and held for
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14 hours in cells normally set aside for terror suspects.

We were kept  apart,  spending countless  hours  in  separate cells  with  the only  human
interaction being when we were taken out to be questioned throughout the day.

At no time during that questioning were the names of the victims ever mentioned — Barney
Green (87), Dan McCreanor (59), Adrian Rogan (34), Patsy O’Hare (35), Malcolm Jenkinson
(52), Eamon Byrne (39).

We didn’t know it at the time, but the Loughinisland families, whose case we were supposed
to be highlighting, were instead holding a vigil for us at the site of the massacre.

Unwittingly, we had become the latest victims in a very dark story of how Northern Ireland
chooses to deal with its past.

We were released on police bail shortly before 9pm that night. Three months on we’re still
living under those same police bail conditions.

We have to ask police permission any time we want to leave the jurisdiction, even for family
birthdays in the Republic of Ireland. We were ordered to hand ourselves in for further police
questioning on November 30.

The support we’ve received from our journalistic colleagues in Belfast, Dublin and abroad
has been immense.  The NUJ  has led the way from the moment  we were arrested —
campaigning and raising awareness of our case in the UK, Ireland and across the world.

We believe that the police actions are an act of intimidation designed to send a chill down
the spines of any other journalists seeking to unearth the truth about Northern Ireland’s
dark and dirty past.

We believe that the PSNI and Durham are trying to distract from the police failures to not
only bring to justice the killers responsible for the deaths of six innocent men but the high-
level cover-up that has gone on for over 24 years.

In Belfast, they’re coming after the journalists, but as one of our colleagues has said: they
cannot arrest the truth.

*

Note to readers: please click the share buttons above. Forward this article to your email
lists. Crosspost on your blog site, internet forums. etc.

Barry McCaffrey is senior reporter for The Detail.

Trevor Birney and Barry McCaffrey, will be in London for a public screening of the
documentary on Thursday December 6 7pm at the NUJ’s Headland House, Grays Inn Road,
London WC1X 9NB. Tickets for the event can be bought online via Eventbrite –
mstar.link/NoStoneUnturned.

Featured image: The scene in the Loughinisland village pub in 1994 after the paramilitary murder of six
Catholic men (Source: Morning Star)
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