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An Analysis and Critical Evaluation of the Strategies, Tactics and Attack Methods adopted by the IRA
For many they think of terrorism, they think back to the 9/11 attack of 2001. However there have been active terror groups all the way back to Roman times, within the United Kingdom the most infamous group was the Irish Republican Army or more commonly known as the IRA, the period that the IRA was most active coincided with what is called the ‘The Troubles’. But what were the strategies of the IRA and what tactics, and attack methods did they use to accomplish their aims. Also were these methods successful in accomplishing their aims, if it was or was not why was this and is the group still around today.
Terrorism is defined by McQuade (2017) as a method that seeks to spread terror, the Crime Prosecution Service or CPS (2017) define terrorism as the use or threat of action that is designed to influence the government or to intimidate the public, it must also have the purpose of achieving an individual or a groups political, racial or ideological cause. The UK has faced a threat of terrorism from the IRA since the 1970’s up to the late 1990’s (McQuade, 2017). 
Both Dingley (2012) and O’Brien (2019) agree that the roots of the IRA can be traced back to 1916. The significant event in that year was the Easter Rising, Coogan (2016) describes the event as the true beginning of Irish independence. In the event the revolutionaries took over key buildings in Dublin however after 6 days the British government was able to reclaim the buildings and they punished the revolutionaries by either executing them or sending them to prison, with many being released after key amongst them was Michael Collins. 
After the end of the First World War Ireland was split into two with what is now known today as Northern Ireland which is still a part of the British union and the Republic of Ireland that is independent (Guardian, 1999). In Northern Ireland two thirds of the population are Protestant and identify themselves as British, while one third of the population are catholic and identifies themselves as Irish (White, 1989). Recent studies as explained by Gordon (2018) that the gap between the number of Catholics and protestants was narrowing. However, Dingley (2012) notes that there was segregation between the two religious’ groups.
In the 1960’s, due to the feeling from the catholic group was the start of a civil rights movement (English, 2003). At this time in Northern Ireland as stated by O’Brien (2019) Catholics did not have access to good jobs, good housing and voting rights. He also mentions that at about this time a new protestant-loyalist militant group the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) was created in 1966. The outcome of this was the creation of the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA) in 1969 (English, 2003), which replaced a previous IRA group that had been around prior to the 1960s but had become a spent force in the opinion of English (2003).
When the IRA was reformed in the 1960’s it was initially created to defend the catholic communities from protestant aggression (English, 2003). On the other hand, White (1989) states that the core belief of most Irish republicans is that the only way Ireland can be free of the British government is through physical force. He further researches how a group that was initially formed to protect became a violent organisation, in his findings the reason was more down to an increase in the state repression then it was due to economic or society factors.
One of the events that White (1989) alludes to is the ‘Bloody Sunday’ event, on the 30th of January 1972 13 civilians who had been part of a protest regarding internment were killed by British soldiers (Conway, 2010). This event according to the opinion of Conway (2010) was the key spark for ‘The Troubles’ in Northern Ireland and was also the start point for the IRA to begin its violent struggle against the British state power. McLaughlin and Baker (2015) say that the media had left the British soldiers and the government off the hook after the event by blaming the protester for the reason the soldiers fired.
In the opinion of Oppenheimer (2008) the IRA became recognized as the world’s most accomplished bomb-makers, the IRA had learnt from earlier mistakes, and this allowed them to produce more sophisticated Improvised Explosive Device (IED). Also, the IRA used advance delay timers and remote-controlled initiation on their bombs, this allows the layer of the bomb to flee the scene before the explosion this contrasts with the suicide bombers that IS, and Al Qaeda are known for as they used these systems (Oppenheimer, 2008). An example of the IRA bombing techniques was shown a couple of months after Bloody Sunday with what became known as the ‘Bloody Friday’, (BBC News, 2002).
On the 21st of July 1972, the IRA detonated at least 20 bombs in Belfast. According to the BBC News (2002) the terrorist attack caused 9 people to be killed and 130 people were either seriously injured or be mentally scarred by what they saw after the bombs went off. During the attack because of the confusion of where the bombs were going off, people were running into more danger. The IRA utilized car bombs for this attack and a former IRA leader who was around this time claimed that the idea behind the attack was to cause financial damage and not to kill people, he also claimed that it would have only taken one person with a microphone to move people from each area where the car bombs were placed (BBC News, 2002). 
A strategy that worked well for the IRA was when they decided to attack the financial district in London. Two attacks that tried to achieve this strategy are described by Mickolus and Simmons (1997), in two days the IRA had placed two car bombs one was placed near the Staples Corner which is 8 miles away from the financial district. The day before the other car bomb was placed next to the Baltic Exchange in this attack 3 people were killed and another 90 people injured (Mickolus and Simmons, 1997). Chalk (2013) adds that the damage caused by the bomb not only damaged the facade of the Exchange but also caused damage to several buildings neighboring the exchange, the cost of the damage was £800 million and according to Chalk (2013) this cost was four times more than the amount caused by 10,000 explosions that occurred in Northern Ireland.   
In the opinion of former Irish and American special forces soldier Kevin Owens speaking on the Cleared Hot Podcast (2021), he thinks it was these attacks on the London financial district that caused the UK government to hold peace talks with the IRA, the result of this was the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 (Fenton, 2018). The result of this agreement is that Northern Ireland has what is called a power sharing government, which in simple terms means that the two heads of the government in Northern must be a Unionist and a nationalist or other.
The IRA were also ambitious in who they targeted as shown in the 1984 terror attack at the Grand Hotel in Brighton, attending the hotel was the Conservative Party and the then current Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher (Hughes, 2014). If the attack were successful then the entire ruling government would have been gone in an instant. Hughes (2014) suggests that this attack was the most ambitious since the Gunpowder plot of 1605. The man who would go on to plant the bomb had already had an arrest warrant out for him. The bomb had a long delay timer and had about 30Ib of explosive, the bomb maker hid the bomb behind the bath panel next to the buildings plumbing, the conference the Conservative Party was attending started on the 8th of October and the bomb went off on the 12th of October (Hughes, 2014)
Fortunately, the bomb missed most of the major government members and the Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher was also made safe, notwithstanding this sadly 5 people were killed and more than 30 were injured (Hughes, 2014). However, this was not the first time that the IRA had targeted someone of note, their most successful attack was the death of Lord Mountbatten a second cousin to Queen Elizabeth the Second (Kennedy, 2020).
On August 27th, 1979, a group including Lord Mountbatten decided to sail on a boat to enjoy the pleasant weather, after sailing for about 15 minutes a bomb that had been planted by the IRA detonated (Kennedy, 2020). The result was that four people were killed, this includes Lord Mountbatten and one of his grandsons and the others were injured. This attack according to Kennedy (2020) outraged many people especially because the attack happened in the Republic of Ireland and not in Northern Ireland, this was because they were seen as guests and women and children were killed who had no public or security force connections.
What this attack does show is that the IRA were capable of being able to target people of significant position. Even though they were unsuccessful in their attempt to kill Margaret Thatcher it showed the weakness in security. This theory would be supported by Kennedy (2020) who added that Lord Mountbatten did have multiple threats from the IRA throughout the 1970’s. Lastly she added that after Lord Mountbatten’s death, Margaret Thatcher responded by saying that the IRA was a criminal not a political organisation and retracted their political rights associated with prisoner of war status that IRA prisoners were receiving.
After these rights were removed the already imprisoned members of the IRA decided to partake in a ‘Hunger Strike’ to reclaim these rights as well as gain others (Hennessey, 2013). The first strike in 1980 was unsuccessful, so they decided to partake in a second hunger strike this time led by Bobby Sands. This hunger strike led to the death of 10 prisoners including Bobby Sands, during this hunger strike Sands was voted to be a Member of Parliament. Taylor (2019) believes that although the prisoners eventually were able to get their demands it came at a high price, he also says that the attack on the Brighton Grand Hotel was revenge for the prisoners who died on hunger strike. Hennessey (2013) also supports this, this is because Thatcher was determined to bow to the demands of the prisoners. 
The IRA also had intentions of escalating their campaign against the British government with O’Brien (1999) suggesting that their targets could be on the European continent, the feeling that an attack on the continent would tighten the screw on the British government. This plan was foiled by British security forces in Gibraltar, a British Overseas Territory. In this event Tweedie and Ward (1989) describe those three IRA members were killed by British Special Forces, the theory behind the attack was that the three IRA members were planning to place a car bomb near a British Army band parade (O’Brien, 1999). However, Tweedie and Ward (1989) say that at the time the IRA members were killed they were not in possession of a car bomb or any weapons, the car bomb was later found in Malaga in Spain. 
The Gibraltar killings were controversial with Miller (1991) saying that the British media had reporting soon after the event was wrong, he says that in reporting that there had been a shootout with police not special forces, this was wrong because the IRA members were unarmed and that the car bomb had been found and defused, again a statement that Miller (1991) says was untrue because the car bomb was in a different location and in a different country. Also, O’Brien (1999) makes the claim that the escalating of the IRA actions was a ‘thank you’ to the now former Libyan dictator Gadaffi, as he had given them weapons and Gibraltar was chosen as a target because it is close to Libya.
Some of the attack methods of the IRA are explosive devices with the most frequently being used within a vehicle, even today in Northern Ireland groups with similar aims as the IRA have used explosive devices such as pipe bombs and postal explosive devices, they have also been victim-operated bombs (MI5, No Date). The IRA have also been known to use guns. In contrast to Islamic Extremist terror groups of today the IRA according to Bloom and Horgan (2008) avoided using suicide bombers, even though they supported the self-sacrifice of the hunger strikes but rejected the notion of killing oneself deliberately. Bloom and Horgan (2008) do note that the IRA did use coerced car bombers, these were catholic people who were not a member of the IRA who had either been kidnapped or their families had by the IRA and were told to drive a car bomb into a target picked by the IRA, this method was unpopular amongst supporters of the IRA to point that the tactic was abandoned. 
Also the IRA avoided killing people within the Republic of Ireland so not to lose supporters claims Kevin Owens on Cleared Hot Podcast (2021), he backs his view by saying that when he was in the army of Republic of Ireland they use to protect cash in transit vans to dissuade the IRA from attacking them and taking the money to fund their campaign. He also says that it would not be too hard for the IRA to overpower them but that they did not try as they knew it would lose them support as it would be seen as attacking their own people.
The IRA are again different to Islamic Extremist groups such as IS and Al Qaeda in the opinion of Bloom and Horgan (2008) as before some of their attacks they would give a warning prior, these warnings were done sometimes because the IRA wanted to cause damage more than killing with their attacks. This was also done according to Bloom and Horgan (2008) because the IRA did not always consider civilians as targets, this method could be good at winning civilians to their side, but it also could hinder them, however in certain circumstances the IRA were willing to kill civilians. These warnings could be seen when the IRA attacked the Baltic Exchange bombing (Chalk, 2013), they only gave a 20-minute warning, but this could have saved more lives than could have been lost.
Innovation was a key trait of the IRA in the opinion of English (2013), he also says that the organisation was always updating, rethinking, and adapting in the hope of producing new and more effective means in the hope of achieving their objectives. English (2013) also believes that the key to counter terrorism is to avoid an over militarization of response and a state should also address the underlying issues, in Northern Ireland this was that the catholic population felt like second class citizens, and this was situation that allowed the IRA to build, this view can be supported by McGlinchey (2021). Techniques that the British Army used in Afghanistan to identify bomb makers were from lessons learnt during the troubles (‘Ross Kemp: Back on the Frontline’, 2009).
Even though the IRA agree to disband in 2005, an independent review found that the IRA still exist albeit in a reduced form, Clubb (2015) does note that the IRA was no longer a security threat, but the army council still oversees the IRA and its political wing Sinn Fein with an overarching political strategy. Clubb (2015) also states that it is the command structure of groups like the IRA that has managed to keep peace in Northern Ireland because they keep former combatants close and have them contribute to the peacebuilding. On the other hand IRA killings do still have the power to bring politics to a stop in Northern Ireland in the opinion of Brewer (2015), he does note that politics in Northern Ireland is still based on sectarian identity but he also says that Sinn Fein needs to convince people that the IRA does not want to return to way it was during the troubles.
In this respect, recently the Sinn Fein leader in the Republic of Ireland said that gangs that claiming to be the IRA should be tried in a non-jury court, in agreement the leader of the government said that this needs to happen because these groups can influence the jury (Moore, 2021). Currently there are two groups that claim to be the IRA, says McGlinchey (2021) with the group called the New IRA being the more active, yet according to McGlinchey (2021) the New IRA does not have much support amongst republican dissidents. This could be seen in the killing of Lyra McKee which the New IRA claimed responsibility for and was heavily criticised for, because of this criticism the New IRA had to apologize.
To conclude the IRA became a blueprint for other terror groups in how to successfully run a long terror campaign and showed other terror groups new methods and tactics in the hope of achieving their aim, this can be clearly seen in the way the IRA worked with explosives especially in their use of car bombs and timed explosions. Also, because they did not use suicide bombers like IS and Al Qaeda use today also meant that they were able to regularly have bomb makers create new bombs and have new targets more regularly whereas a group like IS would have a long turn around between their attacks due needing to replace the suicide bomber.
In terms of was the IRA successful in achieving its aims, in this consideration they were not successful because by 2021 there is still a partition of Ireland and there does not yet seem to be a chance of the two to unite, but they were able to get a voice within the Northern Irish government and could still influence a potential referendum on a reunification of an independent Ireland. What also makes the IRA different to current terror groups is there sought of aversion to killing innocent civilians, of course this did not happen all the time and the IRA was capable and willing to kill civilians but they also knew that to have public support it should be seen that they tried their best to limit such occasions, also the strategy of damaging buildings is also effective as it would cost the UK government more money to repair such buildings. 
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