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Cluster Stage Depth Employment Significance

Aerospace mature shallow stable national
Agriculture/Food (livestock, dairy farming) mature deep growing national
Clothing/linen/carpets mature deep declining national
Construction established unknown growing regional
ICT (telecoms equipment) embryonic shallow growing national
Quarrying equipment established deep stable international
Shipbuilding mature shallow declining international
Wood and paper products mature unknown growing regional



With 673,500 employees, Northern Ireland is the
smallest UK regional economy. However, it has the
largest number (58) of ‘high points’ and is over-
represented in 160 industries. These employ a relatively
large proportion (40 per cent) of the workforce. Based
on the specialisation index, it is the UK’s most
specialised economy.1 However, the ‘high points’ and
its level of specialisation reflect a number of unique
features of the Northern Ireland economy:

� The unusually large role of the public sector is
illustrated by the over-representation of primary and
secondary education, sub-degree higher education,
social work, fire services, refuse disposal and social
security related activity.

� High levels of employment in the security, law and
order and judicial services.

� Substantial employment in membership and
religious organisations.

� An over-representation of industries serving local
demand. These include eight retailing industries.

Eliminating the public sector, retailing and other non-
commercial (e.g. membership organisations) industries
reduces the number of ‘high points’ to 36. It is the
public sector and the unusually large amount of
industry serving local markets which, in part, accounts
for the high specialisation index.

6.1 REGIONAL CLUSTERS

6.1.1 Clothing, linen and carpets

The cluster includes Northern Ireland’s top four ‘high
point’ industries along with a further 18 industries. 
The cluster has experienced prolonged decline not
only in employment but also in exports and output.
Nevertheless it continues to employ 23,000 people
(3.4 per cent of the workforce). Three distinct elements 
of the remaining cluster can be identified.

Clothing

This includes the four ‘high points’. Between them
these four industries (men’s underwear, knitted and
crocheted hosiery, men’s outerwear and women’s
underwear) employ 11,320 in 80 factories (the number 

of companies is smaller). In terms of the UK’s clothing
industry, these represent a ‘large firm’ cluster. It
accounts for 27 per cent of UK employment making
men’s underwear (e.g. shirts) and a somewhat lower
proportion of women’s underwear (11 per cent) and
men’s outerwear (14 per cent).

While there are some well-known own brands, a
significant proportion of output is for Marks and
Spencer. Only one or two of the larger companies
such as Desmonds do their own design. Even
Desmonds’ design function is located in London to 
be close to Marks and Spencer buyers. Some local
cotton spinning and weaving, the production of Lycra
and sewing threads support the clothing industries.
Despite major closures, Northern Ireland accounts for
almost 18 per cent of UK man-made fibre production
(mainly in Dupont’s Lycra facility) and 15 per cent of
cotton spinning. However, relatively little of the Lycra is
used locally.

Linen 

Historically arising from the local cultivation of flax,
linen remains an Irish speciality. While Irish linen has
experienced long-term decline in employment, much 
of the production chain remains. Northern Ireland
accounts for over 50 per cent of UK spinning of flax
and it also dominates the weaving of linen. In addition
to some clothing, a range of non-clothing linen
products (e.g. handkerchiefs and household textiles
such as tablecloths etc.) are manufactured locally
and are branded Irish Linen2. However, much linen is
made into clothing elsewhere in the world and some
elements of the production chain (e.g. finishing) have
disappeared and are now done in England.

Over recent years linen clothing has made something
of a comeback. Nevertheless, only some 3,000 people
are employed in the production of linen and linen
products. The industry’s main external research links
are with the Scottish Textile College and the Bolton
Textiles College. Northern Ireland was, until fairly
recently, home to a substantial linen research centre
and one of the world’s best-known linen equipment
manufacturers. Both have now closed. The cluster
remains highly export orientated.

58 BUSINESS CLUSTERS IN THE UK - A FIRST ASSESSMENT

6 NORTHERN IRELAND

2 In terms of the standard industrial classification, linen weaving is included 
in Other Textile Weaving (in which Northern Ireland accounts for one-third 
of UK employment) and linen products are included in manufacture of non-
wovens (in which Northern Ireland has 8 per cent of UK employment) and
household textiles (6 per cent).1 See Volume 1, section 3.11, for an explanation of these terms.



Carpets

The Northern Ireland industry accounts for 15 per cent
of the UK’s manufacture of tufted carpets and rugs. 
The industry consists of a handful of companies
producing high quality, often customised products
for, for example, affluent Middle Eastern customers
and the recent QE2 refit. Most parts of the production
chain exist locally.

6.1.2 Agriculture/food

Including retailing, there are 9 ‘high points’ with the
cluster containing 37 industries. Between them, they
employ 63,000 people. The cluster industries are
mainly agriculture, support services for agriculture and
some limited initial processing industries. With both
cattle and sheep farming accounting for around 10 per
cent of the UK industries, the focus is on livestock.
The cluster can be sub-divided into:

� Beef. The industry supplies the UK supermarkets
such as Tesco’s and Sainsbury’s.

� Dairy. There is some limited production of butter
and cheese.

� Pigs. There is some processing with Northern
Ireland accounting for just under 10 per cent of UK
employment in the production of bacon and ham.

� Poultry. Accounting for 7 per cent of UK employment
in the production and processing of poultry, more
sophisticated relationships have developed
between processors and producers. For example,
the main processors have invested in local feed
production facilities and equipment for producers.

� Fish. A fish farming and processing industry has
developed.

Fertiliser is produced in Northern Ireland (11 per cent
of the UK total) along with a small amount of
agricultural equipment. This includes, for example,
the manufacture of electrical motors, generators and
transformers for agricultural purposes and agricultural
trailers. These industries also, of course, make
products for other applications. However, other
important inputs (e.g. grain for animal feed) are
imported. A small proportion of the Northern Ireland
R&D establishments is agriculture related. 

Until recently, the major UK supermarkets had little
presence in Northern Ireland. Consequently, the cluster
sold mainly to local retailers3. As the UK supermarkets
have entered the market, suppliers are having to
adjust and learn to serve the UK supermarkets. 

6.1.3 Aerospace

Just over 5 per cent of UK aerospace employment is
in Northern Ireland. The industry is dominated by
Shorts which is now owned by Bombardier with
around a dozen local suppliers. Complete aircraft are
no longer produced by Shorts; the company is now
part of a global corporate production chain. The
‘cluster’ of businesses are co-operating on, for
example, joint marketing initiatives. There is also a
company renting aircraft and some aircraft certification
activity in Northern Ireland.

6.1.4 Shipbuilding

This represents 7 per cent of UK shipbuilding
employment. This is Harland and Woolf supported by
a few local suppliers and mechanical engineering
capacity.

6.1.5 Information and communication industries

The three ‘high points’ (telephone equipment,
electronic components such as PCBs and the
manufacture of TV, radio and sound equipment)
consist of a number of inward investment projects.
There is also a small industry manufacturing electric
domestic appliances.

While the cluster is mainly manufacturing, companies
such as Nortel and Raytheon (formerly linked to the
aircraft industry’s defence R&D) undertake
communication software development and there are 
a few software spinouts from both the universities and
large companies (e.g. the local electricity generator). 
A number of IT related call centres (including several in
the finance sector) have been attracted and there has
been recent success in attracting software inward
investment that includes some projects from the
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3 This, in part, may explain the extent to which employment in retail industries
is over-represented in Northern Ireland. It may also be explained by relatively
high per capita retail expenditure arising from high real incomes of those on
UK salary scales (e.g. the public sector) and relatively low expenditure on
other forms of consumption e.g. non-home based entertainment. 



Republic of Ireland. In part this reflects the shortages
of IT staff in Republic of Ireland and the supply of IT
graduates being produced by Northern Ireland’s
universities. Nevertheless, with 2,100 employees 
(under 1 per cent of the UK industry), the software
industry remains small. (However, in a local context,
the industry is significant).

The three ‘high point’ industries account for less
than 5 per cent of their UK employment and, as a

whole, the cluster (including software) employs 9,000. 
This represents 2 per cent of UK employment. 

6.1.6 Construction

There are 27 over-represented industries involved 
in construction and the manufacture of construction
related products. Of these, 12 are ‘high points’. 
At the ‘bottom end’ of the high points, plumbing
accounts for 3.5 per cent of UK employment. At the
top end, the manufacture of concrete accounts for 
10 per cent of UK production.

The cluster largely serves the local market and its high
profile in the analysis reflects the nature of the local
economy. Until recently, local firms served the local
market. It is believed these had relatively low labour
productivity (i.e. high employment). The local market 
is now growing rapidly and this helps to explain 
the strength of the cluster. The main UK builders 
have now entered the market and local companies
have to adjust - some are doing this successfully 
and are increasingly serving non-local markets. 
The cluster is related to two of Northern Ireland’s few
over-represented mechanical engineering industries
(equipment for concrete and moving earth). 

6.1.7 Wood and paper products

There are 10 industries (of which 3 are ‘high points’)
involved in wood and paper products. These range
from forestry and logging (10 per cent of UK
employment but only some 150 jobs), saw milling,
paper products, cartons and boxes through to kitchen
furniture. 

The latter is the most significant industry with 6 per
cent of the UK’s industry. Altogether the cluster
industries employ 11,000 people.

6.1.8 Quarrying equipment

While there are no ‘high point’ industries and there is
not an extensive range of inter-related industries, there
are a number of companies (e.g. Powerscreen Plc)
making screening equipment for quarrying4. There are
a few spin-off companies from Powerscreen making
similar equipment. The companies are highly export
orientated and use a similar business model. The core
company designs and assembles the equipment with
much of the work out-sourced to small local
mechanical engineering businesses. Consequently,
they have very high turnover but little employment.

Northern Ireland is also over-represented in related
industries manufacturing equipment for earth moving
and concrete crushing, agricultural equipment and
agricultural trailers. There is also a somewhat larger
industry (largely in Moyle) manufacturing motors,
generators and transformers.

6.2 OTHER ECONOMIC 
ACTIVITY

The industries included in the clusters account for 
66 per cent of the over-represented industries. 
The others are mainly local services (e.g. retailing 
and wholesaling), non-commercial activities, a few
small ‘stand alone’ industries (e.g. tax consultancy,
renting of aircraft) and a number of quarrying related
industries.

While significantly under-represented relative to the
UK, the manufacture of motor vehicle components
(with 2,500 jobs), telecommunication services (3,200
jobs), software (2,100 jobs) and R&D (1,500 jobs) 
are significant employers. Part of the software industry
supports the Information and Communication
Technology Cluster.

Medical related industries are suggested as at least 
an embryonic cluster. The manufacture of medical and
surgical equipment employs around 600 people but is
significantly under-represented relative to the UK and
our analysis of UK biotechnology identifies a handful 
of firms with some 350 employees. Nevertheless, this
is seen as an opportunity, in part, because of local
specialist medical skills and university research.
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4 These are captured in the mining equipment SIC. This is one of the over-
represented industries in Northern Ireland but it is small.



6.3 CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

The specialisation index suggests Northern Ireland is
the UK’s most specialised economy with 40 per cent
of its workforce in its over-represented industries.
However, the eight clusters identified in this analysis
employ only 24 per cent of the workforce. The gap
between these two figures (16 per cent) is the 
biggest for any of the UK regions. As already noted 
in the introduction, this largely reflects the over-
representation of the public sector, local services and
non-commercial organisations in Northern Ireland. 

Nevertheless, Northern Ireland still has more of its
employment in its clusters than several other UK
regions including Wales, the North West and the North
East. The analysis identifies eight specialisms or
‘clusters’. Despite the small size of the economy, this
is a similar number to other UK regions. However:

� Two of these (shipbuilding and aerospace) are
no more than single companies with local supply.

� The quarrying equipment cluster is small

Based on Porter’s definition of a cluster (which
involves several competing companies within at least
the core cluster industry), these would not generally 
be seen or classified as clusters.

Furthermore, the two most extensive clusters are
either very partial or internally fragmented. For example,
in cluster terms, little food processing has developed
to exploit agricultural outputs, while clothing and
textiles is sub-divided into three largely independent
sub-clusters. Nor do any of the clusters have a
significant number of supporting and related industries
and some (e.g. clothing) are continuing to unravel.

None of the clusters represent a significant proportion
of UK output. Only in clothing and agriculture do any
cluster industries account for over 10 per cent of UK
employment. With the exception of the linen industry,
there are no unique Irish specialisms or strengths and
the ‘clusters’ are currently too small to achieve the
necessary scale to enable the development of
specialist services and supporting and related industries.

Looking to the longer term, to develop competitive
clusters in the future, Northern Ireland needs to
diversify into high value added knowledge based
industry and services. Telecoms, software and network
services are relatively new embryonic clusters in the
Northern Ireland economy, but could grow rapidly on
the strength of IT skills found locally.

As regards the potential for achieving scale for the
future development of clusters in Northern Ireland,
there is potential to be gained through linkages with
firms in the Republic of Ireland to achieve this.
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Table 6:1
Northern Ireland Regional High Points
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SIC Industry % of UK industry % of Regional 
employment

18231 Manufacture of men’s underwear 26.8 0.45

17710 Manufacture of knitted and crocheted hosiery .. ..

18221 Manufacture of other men’s outerwear 14.2 0.53

18232 Manufacture of women’s underwear 11.4 0.34

01220 Farming of sheep, goats, horses, asses, mules and hinnies 10.3 1.68

26610 Manufacture of concrete products for construction purposes 9.5 0.30

01300 Growing of crops combined with farming of animals (mixed farming) 9.4 1.19

01210 Farming of cattle, dairy farming 9.3 0.94

91310 Activities of religious organisations 8.1 0.42

15120 Production and preserving of poultry meat .. ..

45212 Construction of domestic buildings 7.5 1.42

50500 Retail sale of automotive fuel 7.5 0.73

74201 Architectural activities 7.3 0.22

15139 Other meat and poultry meat processing 7.1 0.58

75240 Public security, law and order activities 7.0 2.45

85140 Other human health activities 6.8 1.35

52310 Dispensing chemists 6.8 0.65

35110 Building and repairing of ships .. ..

75230 Justice and judicial activities 6.4 0.71

85113 Nursing home activities 6.1 2.10

45450 Other building completion 6.0 0.23

85322 Non-charitable social work activities without accommodation 5.5 3.62

25239 Manufacture of other builders’ ware of plastic 5.4 0.35

80301 Sub-degree level higher education 5.2 0.88

35300 Manufacture of aircraft and spacecraft 5.2 0.86

32201 Manufacture of telegraph and telephone apparatus and equipment .. ..

52240 Retail sale of bread, cakes, flour, confectionery and sugar confectionery 5.0 0.45

32100 Manufacture of electronic valves and tubes and other electronic components 5.0 0.46

80210 General secondary education 4.9 3.32

75120 Regulation of the activities of agencies that provide health care, education, 4.5 1.23
cultural services and other social services excluding social security

20300 Manufacture of builders’ carpentry and joinery 4.4 0.27

31100 Manufacture of electric motors, generators and transformers .. ..

45420 Joinery installation 4.4 0.30

52485 Retail sale of sports goods, games and toys, stamps and coins 4.3 0.25

40102 Electricity transmission, distribution and supply 4.2 0.34

75250 Fire service activities 4.2 0.33
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SIC Industry % of UK industry % of Regional 
employment

45310 Installation of electrical wiring and fittings 4.2 0.82

15810 Manufacture of bread; manufacture of fresh pastry goods and cakes 4.1 0.51

75300 Compulsory social security activities 4.0 0.78

90002 Refuse disposal activities 4.0 0.23

32300 Manufacture of television and radio receivers, sound or video recording .. ..
or reproducing apparatus and associated goods

55402 Independent public houses and bars 3.9 1.23

55302 Unlicensed restaurants and cafes 3.8 0.70

85321 Charitable social work activities without accommodation 3.7 0.37

51390 Non-specialised wholesale of food, beverages and tobacco 3.7 0.41

55303 Take-away food shops 3.7 0.68

52440 Retail sale of furniture, lighting equipment and household articles n.e.s. 3.6 0.41

45440 Painting and glazing 3.6 0.32

21219 Manufacture of cartons, boxes, cases and other containers 3.5 0.22

45230 Construction of hghways, roads, airfields and sport facilities 3.5 0.32

52220 Retail sale of meat and meat products 3.5 0.24

45330 Plumbing 3.5 0.45

60219 Other scheduled passenger land transport n.e.s. 3.5 0.58

51530 Wholesale of wood, construction materials and sanitary equipment 3.4 0.44

80100 Primary education 3.4 3.46

52460 Retail sale of hardware, paints and glass 3.4 0.46

52250 Retail sale of alcoholic and other beverages 3.4 0.25

91330 Activities of other membership organisations n.e.s. 3.4 0.72

.. Denotes Disclosive data



Table 6:2
Northern Ireland Regional Clusters
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Clothing, Linen and Carpets

High points: 18231 Manufacture of men’s underwear
17710 Knitted/crocheted hosiery
18221 Manufacture of other men’s outerwear
18232 Manufacture of women’s underwear

Other industries: 17140 Spinning of flax
17250 Other textile weaving
17160 Manufacture of sewing threads
24700 Manufacture of man-made fibres
17510 Manufacture of tufted carpet
17110 Spinning of cotton
52422 Retailing of childrens’ clothing
17120 Spinning of wool
17530 Manufacture of non-wovens
17600 Knitted/crocheted fabric
17403 Household textiles
17300 Textile finishing
17210 Cotton weaving
18249 Manufacture of other wearing apparel
17519 Manufacture of other carpets/rugs
18210 Workwear
17542 Manufacture of narrow fabric
52410 Retail sale of textiles

Agriculture/food

High points: 1220 Sheep farming
1300 Mixed farming
1210 Cattle/dairy farming

15120 Production/preserving of poultry
15139 Other meat/poultry processing
52240 Retailing of bread, confectionery, etc.
15810 Manufacture of bread, etc.
51390 Non-specialist wholesale of food
52220 Retail sale of meat

Other industries: 15110 Animal by-product processing
51230 Wholesale of live animals
15130 Bacon/ham
15512 Butter/cheese
15710 Manufacture of prepared animal feed
51330 Wholesaling of dairy products
15111 Slaughter houses
51360 Wholesale of sugar/confectionery
1240 Farming of poultry

51110 Agents involved in sale of agricultural materials
15880 Mineral water/soft drinks
15511 Liquid milk/cream
1421 Animal boarding/care

15209 Other fish processing
51660 Wholesale of agricultural machinery
51380 Wholesale of fish, etc.
5020 Fish farms
5010 Fishing

86200 Veterinary activity
51170 Agents involved in sale of food
1250 Other animal farming
1230 Farming of swine
1139 Growing of fruit, etc.

51320 Wholesale of meat/meat products
15889 Manufacture of food n.e.s.
15519 Manufacture of other milk products
51120 Wholesale of grain, seed, animal food
1410 Agricultural services*

Supporting/related industries 24150 Manufacture of fertiliser/nitrogen compounds
34202 Manufacture of trailers and semi-trailers
31100 Manufacture of electric motors, generators, transformers
29230 Manufacture of agricultural/forestry machinery

* An LQ below 1.25 but employs over 0.2% of the workforce.
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Aerospace

High points: 35300 Aircraft

Shipbuilding

High points: 35110 Shipbuilding
Other industries: 28520 General mechanical engineering*
* An LQ below 1.25 but employing over 0.2% of the workforce.

Information and Communication Industries

High points 32201 Manufacture of telegraph/telephone equipment
32100 Manufacture of electric valves, etc.
32300 Manufacture of TV/radio/sound, etc.

Other industries: 72200 Software supply and consultancy*
Supporting/related industries: 29710 Domestic electrical appliances
* An LQ below 1.25 but employing over 0.2% of the workforce.

Construction

High points: 26610 Manufacture of concrete products for construction
45212 Construction of domestic buildings
74201 Architectural activities
45450 Other building completion
25239 Manufacture of other builders’ plastic ware
20300 Manufacture of builders’ joinery
45420 Joinery installation
45310 Installation of electrical wiring
45440 Painting/glazing
45230 Construction of highways, etc.
51530 Wholesale of wood construction material
45330 Plumbing

Other industries: 26510 Cement
14110 Quarrying of construction stone
36630 Manufacture of ready mixed concrete
45410 Plastering
26300 Ceramic tiles/flags
51620 Wholesale of construction machinery
74203 Quantity surveying
25120 Manufacturing of metal builders’ carpentry
45400 Renting of demolition equipment
45211 Construction of commercial buildings
45100 Demolition of buildings
26680 Manufacture of other articles of concrete
25231 Manufacture of plastic floor coverings

Supporting/related industries: 29522 Manufacture of earth moving equipment
29523 Equipment for concrete crushing

Wood and Paper Products

High points: 21219 Manufacture of cartons/boxes
51530 Wholesale of wood, construction material, etc.
52440 Retail sale of furniture, etc.

Other industries: 2020 Forestry/logging
36130 Manufacture of other kitchen furniture
36620 Brooms/brushes
21230 Manufacture of stationery
20100 Saw milling
51130 Agents involved in sale of timber, etc.
2010 Other forestry/logging

Quarrying Equipment

High points: None
Other industries: 29521 Manufacture of mining equipment
Supporting/related industries: 29522 Manufacture of earth moving equipment

29523 Manufacture of concrete crushing equipment
28520 General mechanical engineering*

* An LQ below 1.25 but employing over 0.2% of the workforce.



Table 6:3
Northern Ireland: other significant/substantial sectors

Table 6:4
Northern Ireland: cluster employment (1999)
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SIC Industry LQ % Employment

1410 Agricultural services 1.15 0.20

28110 Manufacture of metal structures 1.06 0.26

34300 Parts for cars 0.86 0.37

28520 General mechanical engineering 0.79 0.35

64200 Telecom services 0.61 0.48

73100 R&D 0.60 0.22

74143 Management consultancy 1.34 0.20

74204 Engineering consultancy/design 0.34 0.30

72200 Software 0.32 0.31

Cluster Employment (000’s) % of UK % of Northern % Change 
Ireland employment 1991-98

Aerospace 6 5 0.9

Agriculture 63 6 9.3

Clothing, linen, carpets 23 10 3.4

Construction 43 5 6.4

ICT 9 2 1.3

Quarrying equipment 3 2 0.4

Shipbuilding 5 3 0.7

Wood/Paper 11 4 1.6

Total employment 674 2.7 24.0

Note: No data on changes in cluster employment was available.


