TV documentary reveals how Dublin 'planned invasion of Northern Ireland'

Republic 'faced a Bay of Pigs' if Jack Lynch had sent in troops as Troubles erupted in 1969
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The BBC's Belfast HQ and the city's international airport were to be blown up as part of an Irish invasion in response to the eruption of the Troubles in Northern Ireland, a TV documentary reveals. But troops sent by the government in Dublin to take over Newry across the border would have been annihilated by the UK army responding to the invasion.

Although an incursion into Northern Ireland never happened in August 1969, the programme claims that forces inside Jack Lynch's government tried to push for a military intervention. He came under tremendous pressure to respond militarily, especially from hardline nationalists inside his Fianna Fáil party. Des O'Malley, Lynch's parliamentary secretary and later founder of the Progressive Democrats, said cabinet hard-liners such as Kevin Boland and Neil Blaney pushed for an armed invasion.

"Boland was the most vocal, and Blaney was not far behind him, I think…their attitude was that the Irish government should take a very belligerent stance," O'Malley said. "They wanted overt military activity."

Many unionists, including Northern Ireland's prime minister, James Chichester-Clark, also thought the Irish army would try to seize nationalist majority towns such as Newry and the west bank of Derry. On the programme John Taylor, then junior home affairs minister and later deputy Ulster Unionist leader, says: "James Chichester-Clark believed that the Irish army was going to invade Northern Ireland. I was very anxious, very worried, because I knew it depended on me advising the prime minister to what exactly was going on."

Taylor ordered the mobilisation of 8,000 part-time B Specials to repel a possible invasion. He claims Lynch's TV broadcast on 13 August, warning the Republic would "not stand by" while northern nationalists were injured in clashes with the Stormont police force, only inflamed the situation. Now Lord Kilclooney, Taylor calls Lynch's remark "one of the most irresponsible" in the past 40 years.

However, TK Whitaker, Lynch's key adviser on Irish government policy on Northern Ireland in 1969, defends him, claiming that the taoiseach was unsure how his cabinet would vote.

"I think the challenge [for Lynch] was to dissuade the hotheads, the republicans in his cabinet, from insisting that we go to the aid… [of nationalists in Northern Ireland]. I think it was a very terrifying period for him because he knew that he couldn't rely on support from major colleagues… It was hard to discern who was for peace and who was for invasion."

Former Irish soldiers mobilised during the August 1969 crisis admit their equipment was obsolete and unable to match the British army's. One retired Irish general, Vinnie Savinho, tells the documentary he was relieved that the invasion order was never handed down.

Military and political experts on the programme describe the idea for an invasion of the north as a potential "military fiasco" and "Ireland's Bay of Pigs". It would have also isolated Lynch's government internationally and set back the Republic's entry into the EEC.

