This essay will analyse and critically evaluate the strategies, tactics and attack methods adopted by the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA). With consideration to word count limitations, it will do so through the lens of organisational structure.

PIRA emerged in December of 1969, following a split from the Irish Republican Army (IRA) over a disagreement on how to respond (violently or non-violently) to the widespread mistreatment and police brutality of Catholics, who were seeking equal parity to the protestants of Northern Ireland. Rising tension and violence ensued between the parties, which led to the British Army intervention to restore order (Gill and Horgan, 2013).  PIRA’s strategic aim was to cause the collapse of the Northern Irish and British government and through the use of violence and public opinion, force a British withdrawal from Northern Ireland in order to establish a United Irish Republic based on the Easter Proclamation of 1916 (Hogan and Taylor, 2007). 

In its infancy PIRA was relatively small, consisting of approximately 120 members  (Field, 2017). Consisting of a vertical hierarchical structure akin to that of an army. The structure included the General Army convention at the top stemming down through a chain of command to brigades, battalions and companies each with their own territory or combat areas. Acutely aware they lacked a capability to force out the British Army directly, PIRA engaged in a terrorist campaign consisting of assassinations and bombing campaigns from 1969 to its ceasefire in 1997 (House of Commons, 2011).  PIRA appeared as a well organised group, arguably the most sophisticated militant groups the world had ever seen up to this point (Hogan and Taylor, 2007). However, Mobley (2012) argues that despite the hierarchical structure, leaders had little control over tactical or operational activities, while J. Bowyer Bell (n.d cited in Mobley, 2012. p24) a conflict historian, described the leadership style as ‘control by consensus’ whereby decisions would be made by those closest to the coalface at the very last minute. 

PIRA’s operational plan consisted of attacking ‘central targets’ which were the security forces, and anyone perceived to be collaborators to the British presence in Northern Ireland. PIRA viewed collaborators as police officers, Judges, prison officers and soldiers, many of whom were unarmed and off duty, drug dealers, informants, rival paramilitary militants and royalty, however, this is not an exhaustive list (Gregory, 2010). PIRA also targeted secondary targets, (who were also viewed as collaborators) such as those providing a service to their perceived enemy; from the milkman delivering supplies to service engineers mending barracks. The attacking of secondary targets also served the purpose of sending a clear message of fear, discipline and obedience that any individual or organisation seen as aiding the enemy, regardless of how minimal the contribution, would be punished (Drake, 1998). Upon selecting a target PIRA leadership would engage in operational planning, whereby the likelihood of success would be assessed based on the intelligence, such as the security arrangements or the vulnerability of the target, the capabilities and resources required and weapons available, coupled with the level of operational risk posed to the organisation or its members. Once weighed up the decision to proceed, delay or abort the planned attack would be made (Jackson et al, 2005). However, Bell (1993, cited in Jackson et al, 2005) argues based on many years of research on the organisation, that PIRA spent little to no time considering their strategy or tactics to achieve the organisational goals. This argument appears to echo the criticism made by Mobley (2012) regarding the lack of control within the leadership. However, Bell (n.d cited in Mobley, 2012) goes on to argue that the lack of control gained PIRA an advantage, as the tempo of attacks were maintained at a high level, allowing the leaders time to either sustain or escalate their attacks to maximise impact.

As per PIRA’s strategy, to inflict heavy British Army casualties, the procurement of weapons, explosives and members to do so were sought (Drake, 2007). Recruitment pitches along with targeted recruitment was initiated, whereby talent spotters were deployed to educational establishments seeking out potential recruits with advanced degrees in maths, chemistry and engineering to utilize those skills in the development of explosives. A move viewed by Bloom (2017) as a trailblazing tactic in the recruitment process. Homemade explosives were a favoured weapon due to their effectiveness, coupled with, the ease of sourcing the ingredients cheaply and legitimately thus, reducing the possibility of alerting security services (Horgan and Taylor, 1999). These homemade IED devices would then be planted in vehicles, roadside or within buildings in preparation for detonation. This style of attack was initially chosen, due partly, to the fact PIRA were under equipped with regards to arms, with as little as ten handguns available in their stocks. Quartermasters were appointed the duty of procuring weaponry through interactions with sources, such as Libya in the middle east. Originally, PIRA lacked an ability to source arms due to a lack of knowledge on sourcing and shipment, which led to a catalogue of failures that generated worldwide publicity (Jackson et al, 2005). However, PIRA were able to adapt and overcome this issue. During the 1980’s numerous shipments of arms and explosives flooded into Ireland from Libya (English, 2004). Horgan and Taylor (2003) argue that between forty-five and sixty percent of the weapons acquired from middle eastern countries were recovered following an operation in the Republic by the Garda. However, regardless of the recovery it is thought that PIRA retained a vast majority of weapons suggesting that such operations were futile in disarming PIRA. The funding of PIRA’s armament was largely sourced by the Irish American community within the United States via the organisation NORAID. Originally set up to provide charitable aid to Northern Ireland, the funds raised were arguably not distributed to the families of imprisoned IRA members but rather, into the coughers of those tasked with purchasing arms (Byrne et al, 2008). Woodford and Smith (2018) argue that NORAID provided an overwhelming proportion of PIRA’s funds as well as being the organisation’s largest supplier of arms, which English (2004) argues, undoubtedly helped sustain the ‘troubles’ for the organisation. The domestic fundraising department, which operated within the General Headquarters staff, developed a reliance on criminal activity to raise their funds. Engaging in numerous racketeering schemes, which were generally viewed as a low risk means of obtaining funds included kidnapping, extortion and protection rackets to name a few. To ensure prosperity, threats of violence towards companies were upheld upon non-payment, using fear and intimidation as a tactic to meet their strategic ends. Smuggling and armed robberies quickly became a lucrative means of obtaining funds, so much so a minimum objective amount of ten thousand pounds was implemented by the leadership in order to justify the risk of capture or infiltration posed. Further schemes such as ‘Shebeens’, unlicensed drinking establishments which through the selling of stolen alcohol and cigarettes, also provided a major fundraising front for PIRA (Woodford and Smith, 2018).


During the early 1970’s the British Government handed the group a series of propaganda coups, firstly, when hundreds of Catholic men were arrested and indefinitely detained without trial or a crime being committed (Internment), and secondly, the massacre of unarmed catholic protesters by British paratroopers (Bloody Sunday). These coups strengthened Catholic sympathies toward PIRA, who framed themselves on being defenders of the Catholic Communities, leading to a much needed and significant swell in supporters and members (Gill and Horgan, 2013). Further exploiting the deteriorating attitudes towards the British, a specialist defensive propaganda unit was set up. Understanding the importance of maintaining the support of the catholic communities, the unit’s aim was to portray PIRA as a militant force, to legitimise the cause and justify the actions of the organisation, often depicting the presence of the British Army as a hostile occupation through press releases, leaflets and posters (Sama, 2007). The additional purpose of the propaganda unit was to transform non or soft supporters into hard dedicated supporters which allowed PIRA free reign of the community, enabling them to gather much needed intelligence on their enemy. PIRA’s free reign saw their role in the community morph into that of law enforcers, whereby the punishment of criminals, such as drug dealers, would be dealt with by the organisation, further cementing community support. Mobley (2012) suggests that local support was a fundamental asset in PIRA’s intelligence and counterintelligence operations as was the communities non denunciation or denial of any knowledge, which aided in stemming the British’ ability to gather intelligence on members and their potential targets. In the 1970’s PIRA members were provided with ‘The Green book’, the PIRA policy and training manual. Within, the manual clearly outlined the organisation’s aims, the tactics that were to be utilised and the code of conduct (Collins and McGovern, 1998) The supply of the ‘Green Book’ was not only a symbol of initiation into the organisation, but a rule book that ensured members worked collaboratively to meet their strategic aim. 


Defined by the organisation’s strategic aims, PIRA detonated a no warning bomb at a bank in High Street Belfast, the first of its kind in the city, which initiated the organisation’s commercial/economic bombing campaign (Asal et al, 2015). PIRA hoped that in targeting commercial/ economic buildings that the increase of the financial burden of repairs on the British government would persuade British voters to pressurise the British government, to not only withdraw their military control but also their political interest in Northern Ireland (Asal et al, 2015). Although Commercial/economic buildings were the target, sometimes targets were chosen opportunistically rather than strategically, other times, targets were chosen for numerous reasons such as, the prior surveillance required was minimal. The less time spent on surveillance freed up its members for other roles such as ‘floating’, whereby members would drive around until a target such as soldiers or off duty police officers could be found (Mobley 2012).  The use of explosives had several beneficial uses; to tie up the security forces, allowing PIRA to operate unhindered coupled with its ability to cause disruption in towns and cities and deter investment, in a bid to render the country unprofitable. To minimise civilian casualties and maintain support, many explosions took place at night or prior warning would be provided to the authorities (Asal et al, 2015) to allow for areas to be cleared prior to detonation (Jackson et al, 2005).  However, not all warnings would be received in time or received by the correct authorities leading to some civilian casualties and deaths. The implication of the early bombing campaign resulted in a high number of member casualties and deaths caused by the instability and crudeness of the devices, so much so, those who volunteered to work with explosives were viewed as crazy or nutty professors, which emphasised the need for innovation. In order to protect their members, civilians and increase the chances of operational success, PIRA advanced on their technology. Moving to remote and automatic detonators resulted in a decline in fatalities from 31 members in 1973 to fewer than two a year by 1978, clearly demonstrating their ability to adapt and learn from their mistakes (Jackson et al, 2005). 

Although external appearances gave the impression that  PIRA were highly organised, the influx of supporters following the coups and propaganda campaigns had a significant effect on central leadership’s control over rank and file and target choices, resulting in many attacks being opportunistic in nature than the result of careful planning (Field, 2017). The lack of control over members by its leaders, led to an increase in carelessly executed attacks on the police and military which placed the lives of civilians, bystanders and the organisation itself at risk (Mobley, 2012). Utilising the disorganisation within PIRA’s ranks, aggressive counter terrorism operations easily identified and arrested PIRA members further disrupting their internal communications and operations (Field, 2017). The government response to the bombing campaign resulted in the aforementioned internment of three hundred and forty-two men, many of whom had no association to PIRA known as, Operation Demetrious. The operation was a disaster move by the British Army due to their lack of intelligence on member and use of interrogation techniques only served to further alienate and infuriate the catholic community further into the arms of the PIRA (Mobley, 2012).

In the Early 1970’s PIRA engaged in a strategy known as the ‘mainland campaign’, utilised to bring the ‘struggles’ of Northern Ireland to the door of their enemy.  (Oppenheimer, 2008). The tactic being to turn what had become an ‘acceptable’ level of violence in Northern Ireland, into an ‘unacceptable’ level in England and parts of Europe that would attract both British and worldwide publicity, drawing attention to the republican cause worldwide (Leahy, 2020.p103). In terms of the impact and possible publicity generated, one bomb in the country's capital London, was worth a dozen or more in Northern Ireland (The Guardian, 2005). Through the careful selection of targets mainly military bases and soldiers coupled with high profile locations; Harrods, Oxford street, Houses of Parliament and downing street to name a few, aimed to disrupt and instil fear into the lives of ordinary Britons began. (Oppenheimer, 2008). To apply further pressure, PIRA ‘upped the ante’ to include the assassination of high-profile British figures, the most significant being, Lord Mountbatten, a cousin of Queen Elizabeth the second (Mumford, 2017). However, it is important to note that his death occurred while Lord Mountbatten was on his Irish annual summer holiday (Saner, 2019). The purpose of the ‘mainland campaign’ was to intimidate the British population, who in turn, would apply enough pressure on the British government to withdraw their troops from Northern Ireland. To evade arrest, as many of PIRA operatives were known to the British authorities, those that were deployed by PIRA to carry out the attacks were required to have clear criminal records known as ‘clean skins’ to ensure operational success (Oppenheimer, 2008). However, the mainland campaign had a significant negative effect on PIRA. Oppenheimer (2008) argues that the campaign lacked direction and drained the expertise and resources of Northern Ireland's operations. Although, to a degree, PIRA succeeded in causing disruption and instilling fear into the lives of ordinary Britons, the ‘Mainland campaign’ strategy ultimately failed in its objective to influence a government withdrawal (Dingley, 2012) instead, only served to intensify Anti-Irish bigotry (Oppenheimer, 2008).  


Following the collapse of the ceasefire in 1975 PIRA attempted to gain initiative, increasingly aware that defeating the British Army imminently was no longer a possibility, a new doctrine was declared which posited the organisations dedication to achieving victory through a ‘Long War’ of attrition (Morrison and Gill, 2017). In the wake of the prison crisis whereby imprisoned PIRA members called for their political status and privileges to be reinstated, escalated to the ‘hunger strikes’. The support shown for the cause, domestically and worldwide, followed by the election of Bobby Sands (imprisoned hunger striker) as a member of parliament, convinced PIRA that combining their campaign with politics could yield great rewards for their objective. However, Mobley (2012) argues that the lack of control over its members compromised elements of PIRA’s political strategy. In a change of tactic, through the adoption of a parallel electoral strategy, PIRA’s political wing Sinn Fein began contesting elections in both Northern Ireland and the Republic which sought to work in tandem with PIRA to exert political pressure on Britain, while PIRA continued their campaign of violence known as the Armalite and Ballot Box strategy (Dingley, 2012). Dingley (2012) argues that the political face of PIRA needed to portray an image free from criminal activity. Thus, PIRA moved into running legitimate businesses to accrue legitimate profits such as the ‘Black’ taxi cabs in Belfast with at least two known cab services operating in Dublin. The running of social clubs was also a source of legitimate profits, although, Hogan and Taylor (2003) argue that some social clubs also had illegal slot machines installed to offset the income from those that were legal. PIRA extended their legitimate busines portfolio to include construction firms, guest houses, shops, restaurants and courier services to name a few. Although many of the businesses were legal, PIRA often run two sets of books to conceal their illicit profiteering and the transferring of funds to affiliated organisations (Woodford and Smith, 2018).

In preparation for the ‘Long War’ PIRA underwent many changes including a structural reorganisation. Field (2017) argues that although PIRA gave the outward impression that they were a well organised, their structure was vulnerable, easily infiltrated by security services and easily exploitative by informants, posing a security risk to its members and objective. To address these issues the battalion and companies were dissolved and replaced by cells and active service units. Each unit was ordered to operate independently from one another to protect against the security threats with an emphasis placed on imposing stricter discipline and anti-interrogation training to its members. To further reduce the enemies ability to gather intelligence, cells were instructed to carry out operations outside of their own areas to not only improve the area's militant force, but to confuse British intelligence (Morrison and Gill, 2017). Although on paper the reorganisation was effective, in practice Morgan (2016.p51) argues that the new structure opened the organisation up to ‘further weaknesses.’

In the Mid 1990’s, having raged for almost thirty years, PIRA engaged, through its mediators and political Wing Sinn Fein, in peace talks that resulted in the eventual signing of the Belfast Agreement (Good Friday Agreement) in April 1998, which was agreed via referendums held in both Northern Ireland and the Republic. The agreement led to a devolved Northern Ireland government which further led to the conception of several new institutions. The agreement signed between the British and Irish governments agreed to, recognise the choices made by Northern Ireland regarding their desire to remain part of the United Kingdom, it also refers to the equal treatment of and respect for the civil and political rights of the Northern Ireland people. Those who are born in Northern Ireland were also given the right to identify as British, Irish or both (Citizen Information, 2020).


To conclude, throughout their operational career PIRA have demonstrated their ability to learn from mistakes, adapt their military and political strategy and drive innovation to meet their objective. Although their vertical hierarchical structure left the organisation vulnerable to infiltration from security forces, as an organisation, they won the hearts and minds of their community and beyond, who, provided them with the financial aid, armament, intelligence, resources and the man power needed to pursue their goal. Although PIRA did not succeed in their ambition to evict the British from Northern Ireland, they did however, through their political wing Sinn Fein, achieve a great deal in terms of transforming Northern Ireland’s political arena into a devolved democratic process that provides equality and respect for all. 
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