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COUNTRYSIDEIHUNTING

Asked for a reaction to the leaking of a letter from the Prince of Wales to the Prime Minister regarding the Government's
attitude to the countryside and hunting, the PMOS said that as we had underlined over the weekend, we would never brief
on conversations or communications between the Prime Minister and any member of the Royal Family The Prince of
Wales was perfectly entitled to his views The Prime Minister and the Prince had a'very good relationship Asked if we
would be setting up a leak inquiry, the PMOS said no

Questioned as to whether the Prime Minister had'noticed' the March, the PMOS said that of course he had Asiced if ne
was going to do anything about the issues which had been raised, the PMOS said that the Prime Minister governed for the
whole country As such, obviously he listened to views which were democratically and peacefully expressed That went
without saying . We understood that people m the countryside had concerns - but then, so did people living in urban areas
We recognised that there were issues which were specific to the countryside, which we were currently addressing For
example, we had halted the closure of rural schools Similarly, the closure of rural post offices had been slowed down
There were also issues regarding farming No one was pretending that the fast few years hadn't been a torrid time for
farmers They had The C,irry Commission had set out what we believed to be a more viable way forward for the industry
(although, it should be pointed out that it was an industry that received £3bn worth of subsidy from the Government -
which was more than all other industries in the country put together) Nevertheless, we understood there were real
concerns and we would listen to what people said .

In answer to questions about hunting . the PMOS said that this was a separate issue We had acknowledged throughout
that there were very strongly held views on all sides regarding this particular matter That was whythe Government,
through Alun Michael, was seeking to listen to what the different sides had to say A series of hearings had taken place in
Westminster Hall in the last few weeks Mr Michael would continue his discussions with a view to allowing Parliament to
resolve the issue Those discussions were based an the principles, such as utility and cruelty, which he had outlined m
March That process would continue and come to a conclusion in due course

Asked whether the Countryside March had made any difference or whether it had been a 'waste of time', the PMOS said
that he had already answered the ouestion inasmuch as he had underlined that the Prime Minister understood the
concerns being expressed As always, this was a listening Government and we would take on board the points being
raised

Asked if the Prime Minister was aware of the purpose of yesterday's March in light of Alun Michael's reported admission
that he personally was not, the PMOS said that Mr Michael had been making the not unreasonable point that a large
number of different issues had been raised yesterday Asked whether Mr Michael's comments represented a Government
view, the PMOS reiterated that a number of concerns had been expressed, ranging from farming, hunting and the effects
of FMD, to the impact on public services in rural communities All had coalesced under a single banner yesterday Mr
Michael's point was perfectly valid and should not be interpreted too narrowly

NORTHERN lR_ELAND

Asked for a reaction to David Tnmble's threat to withdraw his party from the power-snaring executive and to end its
involvement m the meetings of the North South Ministerial Council d the IRA had not completely disarmed by January, the
PMOS said that our view, as always, was that whilst the Good Friday Agreement might not be perfect and we might not
have a perfect peace as a result of it, nevertheless it offered the best wayforward in terms of having a devolved
Government and ensuring a more secure future for the people of Northern Ireland Of course that was not to say that
people didn't have concerns They had - and we would continue to listen to them Similarly, we would continue to work
with the parties to find away forward

Asked if the Prime Minister would be personally involved in the new round of discussions with the parties, the PMOS said
that he couldn't point to anything specific at this stage However, the Prime Minister had always devoted a considerable
amount of his personal time and energy to the Good Friday Agreement at the vacious difficult periods which we had gone
through Obviously the issue was never far from his mind

CBI/REGIONALGOVERNMENT

Asked for a reaction to the CBI's negative response to the Government's Regional Governance White Paper, the PMOS
said that the CBI was perfectly entitled to set out its views - as were all manner of other groups Indeed, the Government
actively sought them That was part and parcel of a vibrant democratic process
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