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Begbies Traynor 

Mixed fortunes for Northern Ireland’s SMEs as business distress rises  

 

The latest research from leading independent business rescue and recovery specialist Begbies Traynor 

reveals a mixed picture of financial distress in Northern Ireland’s economy, with small businesses 

undergoing the worst hardship. 

The quarterly Red Flag Alert, which monitors the financial health of companies in the UK, reports that by 

the end of Q1 of this year, 4,732 Northern Irish businesses were displaying symptoms of financial 

distress.   

Of the companies affected, 4,472 (95%) of them were SMEs, a figure which had risen by 156 small 

businesses in the three months since the end of 2016. In total, business distress in Northern Ireland rose 

by 2% year on year (against a higher UK annual increase of 8%). 

When it comes to the most serious distress, however  – which includes companies with winding up 

petitions and county court judgements of more than £5,000 taken out against them – the region showed 

a marked improvement, with levels of ‘critical’ distress falling by 16% year in year, second only to 

Scotland, where ‘critical’ distress fell by 28% in the 12 months to Q1 2017. The UK as a whole saw an 

average year-on-year increase in ‘critical’ distress of 7%. 
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Ken Pattullo, who heads Begbies Traynor in Northern Ireland and Scotland, said: “While it’s welcome 

news that the most serious instances of business distress are falling in Northern Ireland, the rise in less 

severe distress, which is often seen as a warning sign of more serious problems to come, is concerning.  

“The combination of tremendous economic and political uncertainties which Northern Ireland is facing 

not surprisingly seems to be having a negative effect on business investment. Small businesses are the 

lifeblood of our economy and it is especially worrying that the numbers of SMEs suffering financial 

distress are on the rise.” 

He added: “Stress testing business and investment plans against the various alternative economic 

outcomes for Northern Ireland will help SMEs to future proof themselves as far as possible but business 

owners should ensure they do not wait until it’s too late before seeking advice that could resolve 

financial problems and help secure their company’s future.” 

Sectors in Northern Ireland that were particularly hard hit by rising levels of business distress included 

industrial transportation and haulage firms, which saw a 14% increase in distress, year on year, up from 

113 businesses in Q1 2016 to 129 businesses in Q1 2017.  

Companies in the region’s food and drink production sector, as well as automotive, media and general 

retail, also saw increases in distress of between 3% and 29% compared with the first quarter of 2016. 

The region’s construction and financial services industries, however, fared better. Construction saw a 9% 

fall in distress year on year, affecting 701 building firms in Q1 2017 compared with 770 in Q1 2016. 

Financial services firms experienced an 8% year-on-year drop in distress with 85 businesses affected. 

 


