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Three decades of growth under threat as violence returns to
Northern Ireland 

Since the Good Friday Agreement Northern Ireland has won a hard-fought prosperity its
companies are desperate to maintain

By Russell Lynch, ECONOMICS EDITOR

18 April 2021 • 9:00am

It is almost four decades since Belfast made the DeLorean sports car immortalised in the

Back to the Future movie franchise. But the recent scenes of burning buses and rioters

hurling petrol bombs have handed Northern Ireland an uncomfortable taste of its own

past.

Unionist anger over post-Brexit trading arrangements combined with outrage over Sinn

Fein leaders avoiding prosecution for attending the funeral of senior IRA member Bobby

Storey during the pandemic, created scenes on the loyalist Shankill Road reminiscent of

the worst days of the Troubles. The turmoil casts a shadow over the economic revival of

the province and a surge in foreign investment since 1998’s Good Friday Agreement.

While John DeLorean’s disastrous venture burned through £84m of taxpayer cash in a bid

to keep jobless workers out of the hands of the terrorists before its collapse in 1982, in

recent times Northern Ireland has reaped the peace dividend and Belfast has become a

knowledge economy hub punching well above its weight.
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“Quite apart from the economics of it, it is depressing,” says Esmond Birnie, a senior

economist at Ulster University and a former unionist member of the Stormont assembly.

“The issue is that we have rising generations of people who don’t remember how bad it

was. There’s always the danger that those who don’t remember how bad it was will repeat

the mistakes of the past, precisely because they don’t realise just how bad things could

become.”

It is difficult to overstate the impact of the years of conflict on the economy as investors

shied away. A Northern Ireland Economic Council study in 2000 estimated that if the

north had been able to attract investment on the same terms of peace and political

stability enjoyed south of the border, it could have attracted four times as many jobs -

around 52,000 - as it actually did during the previous 30 years.

But since the end of the Troubles an influx of investment has left 1,100 international

companies with a presence in the province. Businesses have been attracted by Belfast

rents at a fraction of those in Dublin or London, a younger skilled workforce and two

universities in Ulster and Queen’s with internationally recognised IT and cyber security

centres.
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A story of the old and the new

The Harland and Wolff shipyard in Belfast welcomed Boris Johnson's pledge to up defence spending by £16.5bn late last year

CREDIT: CLODAGH KILCOYNE /REUTERS

Overseas jobs 
Foreign investment has helped NI gain a bigger share of jobs than the rest of the UK

SOURCE: FDI MARKETS
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The storied Harland and Wolff shipyard, which built the Titanic and was saved from

collapse in 2019, is the archetypal symbol of Northern Irish industry. But it is US software

and cybersecurity firm Allstate, which opened in Belfast in 1999 and now employs more

than 2,300 staff, which exemplifies the area’s newcomers as its biggest IT firm.

In the 12 years to 2015, the province attracted more US services jobs per head of

population than any other region apart from London, according to Ulster University’s

Birnie. Belfast now has some 40,000 workers in financial and professional services,

around a fifth of which are working in fintech, as highlighted by the recent Khalifa report

into the sector.

Meanwhile official figures show 40 new foreign direct investment (FDI) projects in

Northern Ireland in 2019-20, a 14pc rise outstripping the 4pc increase seen across the UK

overall.

But could the recent unrest spook those investors? Investment agency Invest NI insists

the violence is “not representative of everyday life”. Andrew Jenkins, Northern Ireland’s

fintech envoy and a director at Allstate subsidiary Arity, insists: “Business leaders who

have invested, or will be investing in Northern Ireland, will know that several nights of

unrest does not define us.”

Against protocol

In fact the biggest irony of the current unrest is that one of its major triggers - the

Northern Ireland protocol and its trade border in the Irish sea - may be politically toxic for

unionists but could in time give more fuel to the economic renaissance of the province.

Inward investment 
Northern Ireland FDI projects have boosted job creation

SOURCE: DEPARTMENT FOR INTERNATIONAL TRADE
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Goods deemed “at risk” of passing over the border to Ireland and into the European

Union are now subject to checks and bureaucracy, a source of tension - not to mention

empty shelves - which the Government’s EU-point man David Frost is now attempting to

resolve with commission vice president Maros Sefcovic.

One business source says importing from Great Britain is now a “real hassle, a pain in the

ass”. “We have paperwork that makes it feel like a border and that frightens the bejesus

out of the DUP,” they add. “The Sinn Fein mood music is all about the protocol being

great, and working towards a border poll. It’s turned into the state of the union versus the

all-Ireland agenda.”

But the flip side of the protocol is that those companies based in Northern Ireland now

have access to the EU market as well as the mainland market, as the checks only work one

way. That creates a potential opportunity which could make other parts of the UK look

enviously at the province, according to Conservative MP Julian Smith, a well-regarded

Northern Ireland Secretary before being sacked in a surprise move in February 2020.

Smith says: “Northern Ireland is in the unique position that it faces both ways and that

juxtaposition is something I would be very surprised if NI businesses and inward

investors didn’t leverage - I think they will.

“I think there has been an under-pricing of that position and the long term trajectory is

very positive. You can see a world where in a short space of time, other parts of the EU

and UK will look on with envy at the business environment.”

How do you fix the Northern Ireland protocol?

Irish foreign minister Simon Coveney said in London this week that there were at least 2…

Expand to read more
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A petrol bomb explodes in front of police officers in the Springfield Road area of Belfast  CREDIT: PAUL FAITH /AFP

According to the Northern Ireland Chambers of Commerce and Industry’s latest survey,

four in 10 firms have been frustrated by the paperwork that comes with importing from

Great Britain, but two-thirds are alive to the potential opportunities of the protocol.

That is borne out by the interest investors are already showing, according to Stephen

Kelly, chief executive of Manufacturing NI. The losers are Northern Irish firms dependent

on mainland imports, frantically reorganising supply chains “like Gromit the dog on the

front of the train laying bits of track”, he says, and facing a cost disadvantage compared to

mainland counterparts.

But others are looking at the opportunities of the open door to both markets.

Kelly says: “I’ve been doing this job for seven years, I’m dealing with four potential large

manufacturing investors [coming] into Northern Ireland since January. And in the whole

previous seven years, there wasn’t one. There were people who are already here that

we’re talking about investing more of but in terms of new manufacturing foreign direct

investment there was none.”

Potential investors include a mainland firm attempting to put itself on the right side of the

export border, and a Republic-based company looking for mainland access. Kelly says one

is a potential £100m investment which could create 500 jobs.
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Riots 'a fireworks display'

Clashes between police and rioters reignited earlier this month during days of loyalist violence CREDIT: PAUL FAITH /AFP

Types of jobs in Northern Ireland 
Services sector dominates employment

SOURCE: NISRA, ONS
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Mark O’Connell, chief executive of Belfast-based trade and investment consultant OCO

Global, says the “politics and protests haven’t really caught up” with the economic win-

win of the trading arrangements.

O’Connell admits he had to reassure a delegation visiting next month that it was safe to

come, but likens the violence to a “fireworks display that will be contained quite quickly”

and limited to socially deprived areas away from everyday business life.

He adds: “I’ve got two significant inquiries from Germany in the automotive and

transportation sector, who are heavily reliant on the UK and historically dealt with it as

part of mainland Europe in the supply chain. But now they’re having to make decisions

about where to put facilities in the UK to avoid not tariffs, but logistical and bureaucratic

slowdowns which add to the cost.

“Northern Ireland has not gone unnoticed. They’re saying ‘actually, that could be perfect

for us’. They’re looking at acquisitions or greenfield projects, setting up from scratch.”

Meanwhile US firms are looking to shift north from expensive Dublin to access the UK

too. “It’s a bit of levelling up for Northern Ireland,” O’Connell says. But those property

prices may not be cheap for too much longer as other investors cotton on. In March, a

Saudi Arabian buyer paid £87m for the property housing PwC’s new headquarters in

Belfast, setting a record for the city.

Businesses are confident that the flaring of violence will not disrupt the province’s

economic progress since the Troubles. However, the EU and the UK will both need to sell

the benefits [of the protocol] to the Unionist community, Kirsty McManus, the Institute of

Directors’ lead in the province, says.

Punching above its weight 
FDI projects in major UK cities, 2019

SOURCE: EY UK ATTRACTIVENESS SURVEY
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“We’re not going back to the dark days,” McManus says. “We’ve had the privilege of 25

years of peace in NI and we will not go back to that. It just will not happen.”
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