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IRA: ThE BomBs & ThE BullETs

In Northern Ireland, the EOD squads 
and intelligence services knew who 
the bomb-makers and main Provisional 
IRA protagonists were. The intelligence 

service used informers and infiltrators - in 
fact, this strategy in Ireland dates back to 
long before the ‘Troubles’. Infiltration and the 
use of ‘touts’, as the informers were called, 
greatly weakened the IRA in the long term. 
Their movements could be tracked and 
actions predicted; their weapons and bombs 
could be sabotaged; and the entire structure 
built around secrecy and trust lasting 
generations, fractured.

 In dealing with the current threat from 

jihadi and other groups, intelligence and 

use of informers are vital weapons in the 

armoury of the security services of all 

nations involved in the war on terror - at 

home, where civilians are the main targets, 

and abroad, where both troops and civilians 

are targeted almost daily. 

Many attack attempts and plots are 

now being pre-empted in the UK, and 

surveillance, CCTV and forensics are prime 

tools in all counterterrorist operations. 

But getting inside of the groups - which 

often lack the structure and command 

and control of PIRA, so making it a difficult 

task - will remain key in the understanding 

of how these groups work, think, plan their 

operations, build and acquire their weapons 

and bombs, and recruit willing helpers in 

their aim to cause maximum mayhem and 

injury.

InfoRmERs
This constant watching, together with the 

RUC’s experience gained over decades of 

recruiting informers – a constant source of 

undermining of the republican insurrectionist 

movement throughout Irish history – meant 

that taking up arms against the British was 

not only highly risky, but could be so short-

lived as to land many of those in jail who 

adopted the armed struggle before their 

objectives could be achieved.

The use 
of 
Informers

In the 1970s and 
1980s, the Royal 
Ulster Constabulary 
used surveillance 
methods that were 
constantly refined. 
Improved technologies 
were used to monitor 
anyone connected with 
suspected operatives 
and the community that 
sheltered them. 
By Andy Oppenheimer.
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There are innumerable examples of 

informers but only a few examples can be 

cited here.

The Derry Brigade is cited as notoriously 

prone to informers – ‘touts’ – including at 

least one Volunteer who turned supergrass 

and informed on his comrades, providing 

accurate information leading to 70 arrests 

and 180 charges made, including possession 

of arms and explosives. Many informers 

were blackmailed or threatened in ways that 

forced them to betray their colleagues. This 

weakness within the movement persisted 

until the late 1980s – after a decade of what 

has been called the Dirty War, in which the 

British used methods that would have been 

classed as illegal. Operations went wrong or 

had to be aborted; bombs failed to explode; 

Volunteers were pre-empted before they 

could carry out bombings; and as many as 

76 arms dumps were seized in one year 

alone - 1987; 66 in 1988, and more than 60 

in 1989.

Some of the informers sabotaged bombs 

– including some of the bomb-makers 

themselves (Gerard Flood being a prime 

example). Some of these operatives were 

encouraged by the police to sign up as 

Explosives Officers. Flood was one such, 

who assembled bombs in safe houses and 

became Derry’s top bomb-maker. In this 

elevated role, he would have access to 

secrets and could bypass the internal cell 

structure in working with the city’s ASUs. 

Some operations that went badly wrong – 

such as the Good Neighbours bomb, were 

also such an embarrassment that the IRA 

would not reveal the reason why. 

solDIERs kIllED
Even long after the ceasefires and the Good 

Friday Agreement, IRA bombs that had been 

the result of such interference rose from 

the ashes like the movement’s phoenix 

emblem: it was revealed in 2005 that eight 

British soldiers killed during ambushes in 

Iraq were the victims of bombs triggered by 

infra-red beams, which were first developed 

by the IRA using technology passed on by 

the security services in a botched ‘sting’ 

operation in the early 1990s as part of the 

counter-terrorism strategy.

It is claimed that the firing devices, based 

on photographic flash units, were used after 

the Provisionals were given advice by British 

agents. One trigger used in an Iraqi bombing 

in 2005 was a three-way device, combining 

a command wire, a radio signal and an infra-

red beam - a technique perfected by the IRA. 

Army intelligence learned in the early 1990s 

that a senior IRA member in South Armagh 

Brigade – the heart of the IRA’s R & D and 

bomb-making activities - was working to 

develop bombs triggered by light beams.  

The alarming message from such an 

operation is the claim that the devices were 

supplied by the security services to an agent 

inside the Provisionals – a hallmark of the 

Dirty War between the Intelligence services 

and the IRA which reached a peak in the 

1980s. Much of this passing of information 

– and disinformation – was carried out by 

an undercover unit, the Force Research 

Unit, and MI5. But becoming intimate with 

IRA technology meant that the security 

forces could develop countermeasures, and 

thereby keep one step ahead of the IRA. If 

that meant supplying technology to the IRA, 

A disarmed IRA bomb held in the ballistics section of the 
Garda Technical Bureau. Picture by Ian Redican
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this was one way of doing it. Back then, it 

was not thought that this technology would 

be used to kill British soldiers in a future war.

One such example was described by 

George Styles, in which the Army put out an 

official release about a bombing, giving the 

poundage of the bomb as far lower than its 

true weight. IRA operatives were in a bar and 

were heard to say: “That stupid Army always 

gets it wrong. Sure and don’t we know the 

bomb was 57 lbs because we carted it up 

there.” The misinformation was given out and 

eavesdropped with the knowledge that some 

IRA volunteers would be more loose-tongued 

and wanting to thus proclaim the power of 

their weapons after an action. 

InfIlTRATIon
The change from the old IRA army structure 

of companies and battalions to a centralised 

system tightly controlling covert small cells 

would lay the organisation open to infiltration 

by informers. This was because one infiltrator 

would be at the heart of the organisation 

and know what was going on in several 

operations. Big IRA operations would be 

compromised, such as an ambush set to kill 

a large British Army checkpoint by a single 

flying column on the border between Co. 

Fermanagh and Co. Monaghan, in December 

1989. Although the attack - involving a 

truckload of IRA men using automatic 

rifles, heavy machineguns, grenades and a 

flamethrower (believed to be the only use of 

such a weapon by the IRA) - resulted in the 

deaths of two soldiers, a 180-kg (400-lb) car 

bomb that had been primed was abandoned 

when the IRA column was scared off by the 

arrival of a Wessex helicopter. The bomb 

did not explode and it turned out that the 

detonating mechanism had been tampered 

with. 

The operational information for the 

attack had been shared with Northern 

Command – that is, outside of the tight circle 

of its original planners. It would be the last 

flying-column-style attack and the extent of 

infiltration, coming as it did after the Eksund 

interception, was so serious that it appeared 

that the British were at last winning the Long 

War. Much was accomplished in the late 

1980s and beyond due to huge increases in 

spending on intelligence operations, which 

included recruitment of IRA-infiltrating spies.  

By the early years of the 21st century, the 

informer crisis came out into the open with 

the revelation of a high-ranking IRA officer 

having spied for the British: the infamous 

‘Stake (or Steak) Knife’ – whose penetration 

was so deep that many operations that 

resulted in fatalities were allowed to go 

ahead under this watch so as to protect his 

cover. While this exposure of infiltration of 

the IRA by the authorities exposed the moral 

and political expediency of the British, it did 

far more damage to the IRA – showing up 

as it did the extent of the informer problem. 

Stakeknife was said to have operated for 20 

years, which would have covered the bulk 

of the IRA campaign in Northern Ireland and 

the mainland. Information he had access 

to included operatives names; methods; 

equipment and procurement; explosives and 

expertise; and how the IRA structure evolved 

during the period. It is said that he got far 

enough inside the organisation as to assist 

in the compromising by his British handlers 

of the IRA’s explosives inventory – from 

1986 onwards. The move toward political 

compromise in the 1980s and early 1990s 

– so controversial among the Provisionals 

rank and file – could now be put down to the 

damage wrought by this infiltrator. GR
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