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The Economy 

The austerity programme of the Coalition government and the Stormont Parties is not just failing; it is 
prolonging and deepening the recession. Cuts in investment in public services, in jobs, wages, and 
benefits are creating mass unemployment,low-wage and precarious employment and mounting 
hardship. Austerity in Northern Ireland is creating a spiral of economic decline as cuts produce high 
levels of unemployment.The only people the Government seems intent on protecting from the 
recession are the rich. 
 

The Workers Party offers this analysis of the economy of Northern Ireland to readers as an earnest of 
our good faith and to show that alternatives to the austerity agenda currently being rolled out by 
Westminster and Stormont. We also seek to show the reader that there are real and workable 
alternatives to the resurgence of neoliberalism which will unleash further economic vandalism upon 
hundreds of thousands of workers of Northern Ireland. 
 
 

Part 1: The Bigger Picture 
 

Working Class Failures: Thatcher and beyond 

As elsewhere in the world, the story of the working class in the UK in the past 40 years has been one of 

tragic failure and loss. After three decades of Keynesian regulation, during which the pillars of the 

modern welfare state were put in place, by 1974 capital declared itself to be suffering from a “profit 

squeeze”, caused in part by the heavily-unionised workforce getting too much in wages. Between 

1964-73 money invested in British industry had produced a return of almost 10% while between 

1973-79 this fell to 6.5%. There was a fall in profits but the profit-making system itself was hardly under 

threat. Nonetheless, capitalists and their lieutenants in the state, the media and the universities sought 

to undermine the political agency and cultural confidence of the working class and to increase profits. 

As Marxist scholar David Harvey notes, neoliberalism was about “the restoration of class power” and it 

has succeeded spectacularly in this goal. For example, following 1979 the income of the richest 1% in 

the UK began to rise sharply after having fallen consistently since 1923. As might be expected, the 

wealth for those at the bottom declined during this same period: in 1986 the poorest half of the UK 

population held 11% of the wealth and by 2006 this had fallen to just 1%. That is worth repeating: at 

the height of the most recent boom half of the population owned 1% of the wealth.This story of failure 

is seen in the attack on workers’ rights on the job, in the heroic but failed miners’ strike of 30 years ago, 

in cuts in public spending and the reversal of progressive taxation, in the knock-down sale of previously 

nationalised industries. By the time the Tories got rid of Thatcher about two-thirds of state-owned 
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industry, employing 900,000 people, had been privatised, and further privatisations continued under 

Major, Blair, Brown and now the Con-Dems, including the railways, the Royal Mail and the privatisation 

by stealth of universities and hospitals that is currently underway.  

 

Also during this period, industry in Britain was deliberately undermined in favour of services and in 

particular the so-called FIRE sector comprising Finance, Insurance and Real Estate. Much ink has been 

spilt on this “financialisation” process. Put simply, this process involves as economic historian Conor 

McCabe says, “the pursuit of profit from paper assets, rather than actual production”. Tragically, New 

Labour have followed this pro-FIRE asset-stripping strategy with just as much enthusiasm as the 

Conservatives and Liberals. 

 

In the wake of the crisis of 2008 neoliberalism hasn’t yet died the death that many had hoped it would. 

Neoliberalism has now donned the garb of ‘austerity’, a class project aimed at further privatising state 

assets, eroding welfare entitlements and reforming taxation in favour of the already-rich and against 

the poor majority. As academic Colin Coulter puts it, “while the form that neoliberalism takes may have 

altered, its substance remains essentially the same”:  

 

The fundamental ambition of those who continue to advance the neoliberal project is to effect a 

change in the balance of social forces so as to recreate conditions conducive to profit. This imperative 

articulates itself most crucially in moves to dismantle what remains of the postwar social democratic 

consensus that neoliberalism originally set out to displace. 
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Part 2: Neoliberal Northern Ireland. 
 

In Northern Ireland, as elsewhere, this financialisation profit-model has been put forward as a solution 

to our economic woes. Academic Colin Coulter is correct to observe that, “politicians of almost every 

stripe *in NI+ are intent on advancing a version of free market economics.” The turn to financialisation 

in Northern Ireland can be seen in everything from the privatisation of infrastructure development 

through costly and wasteful Public Private Partnerships, to the failed political agenda of InvestNI and 

the plan to turn NI into a low tax haven for global investors. Despite the fact that financialisation is the 

only course adopted by the Stormont Coalition parties, as Conor McCabe notes “financialization is 

antagonistic to the type of social and communal relationships necessary to develop and sustain 

Northern Ireland today”.The assumption that the embrace of neoliberal economics will pave the way to 

genuine political stability has been a central theme in mainstream discourse in relation to the “peace 

process” in Northern Ireland. In reality, if they are judged in terms of the extent to which they have 

brought about improvements to the lives of the majority of the people in Northern Ireland, the 

economic policies of Stormont and Direct Rule administrations since 1998 have been an unmitigated 

failure. 

 

The fantasy economics of InvestNI 

Following the cease-fires, there was indeed an initial influx of multinational capital into Northern 

Ireland, especially from the United States. Between 1994 and 2000, almost $1.5 billion was invested in 

Source: Britain’s Broken Economy 
– and how to mend it. p.25 
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Northern Ireland by American multinationals alone. It has been estimated that after the Good Friday 

Agreement in 1998 Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) from the USA came to account for 10% of the jobs 

in Northern Ireland. This period saw a growth in jobs, particularly in service sectors such as retail. But 

this inward investment did not last and, as happened in the south, when FDI declined it was hoped that 

a debt-financed property boom might fuel continued economic growth. Although the FDI was drying 

up, the Stormont politicians had no Plan B for the economy other than an unsustainable property 

boom.  

 

Thus on April Fool’s Day 2002 the FDI-seeking quango InvestNI was set up with the stated aim of 

delivering “expertise and resources to accelerate the creation and growth of businesses committed to, 

and capable of, being entrepreneurial, innovative and international”. Investigative journalist Neil 

McCracken has found that there was an expenditure of almost £1bn (£932m) by InvestNI from 2002-07 

and that “*w+hen jobs lost were taken into account ... Invest had only created 328 net jobs over a 

five-year period, equating to an average of only 65 jobs per year.” Moreover, according to the 

Community Relations Council’s ‘Peace Monitoring Report’,around 60% of the jobs that InvestNI has 

brought to the region are in “call centers” and two thirds of these offer wages less than the median for 

the private sector in general. As Coulter notes, “the attraction of this particular form of multinational 

investment to Northern Ireland both reflects and compounds its status as a low wage economy”. 

 

If a nationalised public utility spent the money that InvestNI has spent and produced so few jobs, no 

doubt the press would have a field day mocking the ‘dinosaur public sector’ but when £1 billion of 

taxpayers’ money is wasted on free-market fantasy ‘job creation’, criticism is muted. Indeed, business 

magazine AgendNI notes that while the DETI has recently audited other ‘arms length’ bodies 

(quangoes) such as the Consumer Council and Health and Safety Executive, “Invest NI has the largest 

resource budget (£129 million this year) but has not been reviewed as its work is strategically 

important for the economy.” Not reviewed because it’s strategically important? Surely if it’s of such 

strategic importance it should be particularly scrutinised? But such is the logic of capitalism and its elite 

voices in Northern Ireland. 

 

Plan B (again): Corporation Tax 
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The housing boom is long behind us and it is unlikely that a sustainable economy can be built on FDI. 

The free-market consultant PWC is forced to admit that “some of the achievement of the 1990s and 

2000s may have been built on insubstantial foundations”. There is every possibility that continuing to 

rely on foreign multinationals to invest in the local economy will produce no results or, at most, 

flash-in-the-pan growth in times of upturn in the global economy. As this is being written Northern 

Ireland's biggest remaining industrial company, Canadian multinational Bombardier, has announced 

that it is to cut almost 400 jobs from its aerospace operations. The free-market MP for the area where 

the plant is situated (Naomi Long, Alliance Party) says that the news is "hugely regrettable", as though 

this kind of social vandalism is some kind of sad but inevitable natural disaster.  

 

With the opening up of the Soviet Union and China, the number of workers in the capitalist world has 

grown. Multinationals are moving from China to Cambodia, Vietnam and Bangladesh because even 

poorly-paid Chinese workers are thought to be too expensive.These same multinationals will need to 

have a special reason to choose to invest in ‘NI Plc’. 

 

So what else is there? The Stormont politicians and their obliging media place a lot of faith in the  

tourist economy of ‘big’ events such as Presidential visits, golf tournaments and MTV shows. But not 

even Arlene Foster can seriously believe that this kind of thing is enough. So, enter new plan B: Lower 

Corporation Tax. As this is being written, it is, once again, being rumoured that the Con-Dems may soon 

introduce a 12.5% headline rate for Corporation tax in NI, bringing it into line with that in the Republic. 

The risks involved in the introduction of a reduced rate of corporation tax in Northern Ireland are 

enormous and even if it is ‘successfully’introduced in NI the benefits will mostly be felt by a tiny group 

of local investors, accountants and tax lawyers and a larger group of foreign corporations and wealthy 

individuals, many of whom will be tax avoiders rather than wealth creators. The risks, on the other 

hand, will be felt by workers in Northern Ireland, who will have to face the consequences of a 

substantial reduction in the block grant and may see no meaningful return for this sacrifice. In the 

short-term, as economists Mike Tomlinson and Grace Kelly note, “a significant resource would be 

removed from the public sector to the benefit of shareholders in the few public companies registered 

in N. Ireland that pay the full rate of Corporation Tax. N. Ireland’s economy can ill-afford to lose this 

resource and the 8,000 jobs that are likely to be lost initially”. If initial losses in the Westminster block 

http://www.theguardian.com/uk/northernireland
http://www.theguardian.com/uk/northernireland
http://www.theguardian.com/business/bombardier
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grant of up to £400 million are not offset by an increased tax take, job losses in the public sector will 

pay for a tax break for wealthy corporations. Moreover, this cut to the block grant will coincide with 

substantial cuts to welfare provision in Northern Ireland of a magnitude not yet experienced. If the 

reduction goes ahead, Northern Ireland will become a de facto tax haven. Before we even reach that 

stage, problems relating to the implementation of a lower corporation tax regime within one part of 

the United Kingdom may fall foul of European law.  

 

Part 3: The reality of Northern Ireland today 

Sustained economic crises of the sort we have recently suffered usually result in changes to the 

make-up of the working population and this crisis has proved no different. The unemployed, the 

disabled, women, those in Belfast and in the west of the Province are more likely to be poor and thus 

can expect to be hit particularly hard by the welfare cuts which are due to be rolled out in the course of 

the next year. Only by defending their interests as a class can workers properly fight the Austerity 

agenda. 

 

The changing workforce in Northern Ireland: Low-Paid and Part-time work on the increase. 

Household incomes, poverty rates and the labour market have all worsened in Northern Ireland since 

2009, according to the most recent research from the Joseph Rowntree Foundation.. Almost 400,000 

people now live in poverty in Northern Ireland, and the number of working people in poverty is also 

rising. In each case, this deterioration has been greater than in Great Britain. Research by Paul McFlynn 

of the NERI Institute has found that employed workers in NI are now more likely to be female, older, 

more likely to work part-time, and more likely to work in service sectors than they were in 2008. Job 

creation, such as it is, is mostly low-paid and coming from the Accommodation and Food Services and 

Administration sectors. A local charity notes in September 2014 that unemployment and reduced 

working hours are the "primary drivers" of a household debt problem in Northern Ireland that is 

serious and growing. 

 

McFynn notes that part-time employment among men and both full and part-time employment among 

women have increased since the recession and full-time hours have decreased. The largest decrease in 

hours was part-time female, the group which has seen the greatest employment growth since 2007. In 
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other words, more women are working part-time but the number of hours they work has decreased. 

Moreover, in the the post-recession period employed workers in the 22-29 age group are increasingly 

working in part-time and poorly-paid jobs. Is this the future of work that most young people can expect 

in Northern Ireland? Is this what most women in the workforce must expect? 

 

Wages, hours, and the price of labour 

Whilst growth in Gross Domestic Productivity (monetary value of all the finished goods and services 

produced) in the UK is expected to exceed 3% in 2014, real wages (wages adjusted for inflation) are still 

in decline. Wages have remained stagnant in many industries but McFlynn argues that stagnation only 

explains some of the decline. There is anecdotal evidence that in many firms workers were not laid-off 

but were kept on with reduced hour’s contracts. In short, more people have been hired to produce less. 

Why should bosses hire more workers to produce less? McFlynn suggests that, “with limited access to 

finance, firms also sought to hire new workers on short-term contracts rather than replace machinery 

or technology. The price of labour was less relative to that of capital. This may lead some to conclude 

that much of the employment growth since the recession has been lower value added, and thus lower 

paid”.  

 

The class divide 

While, as noted, for many in Northern Ireland wages have stagnated or even declined, the earnings of 

those at the top of the occupational hierarchy have increased steadily. Coulter notes that, “almost half 

of the income increases that have happened over the last decade have fallen to the most affluent fifth 

of Northern Irish society”. The most recent statistics show that the wealthiest fifth of households in 

Northern Ireland enjoy incomes 4.9 times greater than the poorest fifth and, as elsewhere in the 

capitalist world, Northern Ireland now boasts a small number of extraordinarily (obscenely) wealthy 

individuals. In 2012 The Guardian reported that Belfast has, in per capita terms, more people with net 

assets of more than US$30m than any U.K. city apart from Aberdeen and London. Coulter estimates 

that n 2011, the Belfast was home to no fewer than 96 of these ‘High Net Worth Individuals’: 

 

In fact, there would appear to be literally dozens of individuals settled in these exclusive parts of the 

city whose distance from the lives of those who clean their homes, tend their gardens, mind their 
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children is sufficiently great that it has to be measured in tens of millions in various hard currencies 

 

A minimum wage (MW)/poverty wages economy for many 

There is no one definition of poverty. The most common measure is‘household income below 60 

percent of median income’. The median is the wage ‘in the middle’such an income that exactly a half of 

households earn more than that and the other half earns less. 

 

Since 1 October, 2013, the national minimum wage has been £6.31 per hour for adults aged 21 and 

over and £5.03 for those aged 18 to 21. In October 2024 this increased to £6.50 for older workers and 

£5.13 for adults under 21. 

Job figures show that 11,500 food workers are at MW or below, and that this figure is over 15,000 for 

the retail sector. Residential care and social care have at least 10% of workers at the MW level or below 

and 37% of residential care workers are below ⅔ of the Median Wage ( a measurement of poverty 

wages). Indeed, the graphs reproduced below deserve careful study because they clearly show that 

substantial numbers of workers in various sectors in Northern Ireland are earning poverty wages. Only 

by turning to Parties outside the Neoliberal consensus in Stormont can workers begin to see their way 

out of this. 

 

 

Source: McFlynn 



10 

 

 

 

Part 4: The Alternatives 

 

As this is being written the Stormont Parties of government are involved in one of their all-too-frequent 

crises, which may result in the re-imposition of Direct Rule and/or yet another renegotiation of the 

Agreement. To an extent it is encouraging that the parties currently differ over  social and economic 

issues related to welfare cuts. But, given that all the Stormont Coalition partners want to see Northern 

Ireland become a tax-haven, do any of the Parties have the will to reverse the growth of precarious 

badly-paid work in Northern Ireland, the growth of debt, the increasing divide between rich and poor? 

Do any of them really believe that alternatives to neoliberalism really exist? In what follows the 

Workers Party outlines what might be done if workers in NI developed a political agenda which suited 

their interests and not those of the well-paid, comfortably off and politically reactionary who write the 

newspapers and walk the corridors of Parliament. 

 
 
 

 

 

““TThheerree  aarree  ssoommee  ggrroouunnddss  ......  ffoorr  hhooppiinngg  tthhaatt  tthhee  

tteerrmmss  ooff  ppoolliittiiccaall  ddeebbaattee  mmiigghhtt  ffiinnaallllyy  bbeeggiinn  ttoo  sshhiifftt  

iinn  NNoorrtthheerrnn  IIrreellaanndd..  TThhee  pprroossppeecctt  ooff  eevveerr  mmoorree  

ppaaiinnffuull  aauusstteerriittyy  mmeeaassuurreess  iimmpplleemmeenntteedd  bbyy  

uunniioonniissttss  aanndd  rreeppuubblliiccaannss  aalliikkee  mmiigghhtt  ffiinnaallllyy  ooppeenn  

uupp  tthhee  ssppaaccee  ffoorr  aannootthheerr  ffoorrmm  ooff  ppoolliittiiccss  wwiitthh  aa  

ddiiffffeerreenntt  sseett  ooff  pprriioorriittiieess..””  CCoolliinn  CCoouulltteerr  

Source: McFlynn 2014 
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The Stormont Administration has already shown that it has some room for manoeuvre vis-a-vis 

Westminster. NI has already negotiated administrative changes to Universal Credit such as fortnightly 

payments, more readily splitting payment between couples and direct rental payments to landlords. 

Moreover, if the bedroom tax is put in place in Northern Ireland it will only apply to new tenants, 

initially sparing 33,000 families. The Workers Party does not believe this goes far enough. 

 

Below we outline a radical alternative to austerity for Northern Ireland. 

 

 

There is an alternative to austerity.  

There is no lack of wealth and resources in our country that we can draw upon to tackle this recession. 

The problem is that this wealth and these resources are held in the hands of too few people and are 

not being used productively to create the growth and jobs we need. If we can release these resources, 

we can overcome the current recession and start to build a prosperous future for our country, linking 

with others across these islands and across Europe 

Releasing the resources within our own country is not difficult. It simply requires the introduction of a 

limited range of redistributive measures which will raise the funds we need from those most able to 

pay and who have profited most out of the boom years. This redistribution can be achieved through; 

 a wealth tax on the richest 10%, which would follow the implementation of tax-raising 

powers in the Stormont Government  

 the restoration of progressive income tax of 60% on incomes above £100,000  

Investing the resources released can halt the spiral of decline. With unemployment rising month by 

month we urgently need to get people back to work and earning a decent living. We can do this by 

investing the resources 
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we have released through taxation in modernising our economy, its infrastructure and our public 

services to meet the needs of our community. 

Instead of cutting and privatising our health, education and local services, this means: 

 Investing in a mass public housing building and renovation programme, in universal 

childcare, in the modernisation of our public services, in the NHS, in creating a national 

Caring Service, in our schools and colleges, in our transport infrastructure and in the 

extension of broadband.  

 Investing in alternative energy, combined heat and power and insulation to both tackle 

climate change and create one million climate change jobs. 

 Establishing a Northern Ireland investment bank with the resources levied from the banks 

so that there is no shortage of funds to lend for manufacturing growth and research and 

development. 

To gain this level of support means the Radical Alternative must be seen to be fair. This means 

addressing many of the inequalities of our current system. 

For those at the top it means ending the bonuses and limiting high salaries to no more than 20 times 

the lowest paid in any company or organisation. 

For all others it means replacing the minimum wage with a living wage and a living pension and living 

welfare benefits, reducing the working week to 35 hours, closing the gender pay gap, controlling rents 

and energy prices, and restoring rights at work. 

For young people it means a guaranteed job, apprenticeship, training or college place for every young 

person with the burden of fees abolished. 

There are real alternatives to austerity and despair. What is missing is the political will. 

 


