
 

The Brookeborough years 1943–1963 
Headings Notes 
BROOKEBOROUGHʼS 
SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC 
POLICIES 

• Lord Brookeborough was Prime Minister of Northern Ireland from 1943 to 1963. 

• World War II ended shortly after he took over. It had strengthened the unionists because British 

LORD BROOKEBOROUGH 
AND THE BRITISH 

GOVERNMENT 

leaders resented the South’s neutrality and were grateful to Northern unionists for their support. 

• When the South declared a republic and left the British Commonwealth in 1949, the British  

 brought in the Ireland Act. It guaranteed that Northern Ireland would remain part of the United 

 Kingdom as long as the majority of people in the North wanted it. 

  

THE LABOUR 
GOVERNMENT AND THE 

WELFARE STATE 

• In 1945, the British Labour Party won the general election. It introduced reforms in education, 

health and social welfare which were known as the Welfare State. 

 • Because Northern Ireland was part of the United Kingdom, its people shared in these reforms. 

 But because Northern Ireland was poorer than Britain, the British taxpayer paid most of the 

 extra cost. 

  

REFORMS IN EDUCATION • In 1947 a new system of primary, secondary and third-level education was set up. 

 • All children in their last year at primary school did an exam called the ‘Eleven Plus’. 

 • The top 25% of pupils got free places in grammar schools. If they did well, they got  

 scholarships to go to university. 

 • The remaining 75% went to free secondary modern schools. They got a practical education 

 and most of them left school at 14 or 15. 

 • Schools under the control of local councils got full grants for building and maintenance. Their 

 pupils did not have to pay fees. Catholics would not send their children to these schools, so 

 they were mainly Protestant. 

 • Catholic-owned schools got 65% of the cost of building and maintenance. Up to 80% of their 

 pupils received scholarships but the rest had to pay fees. 

  

THE IMPACT OF 
EDUCATIONAL REFORMS 

• The new education system gave bright but poor boys and girls a first-class education that their 

families could never have afforded to pay for. 

 • Children from both communities benefited, but as there were more poor Catholics than  

 Protestants, Catholics gained most. 
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THE IMPACT OF 
EDUCATIONAL REFORMS 

• By the 1960s the education reforms had produced a generation of well- educated young 

Catholics. They resented the discrimination they experienced under unionist rule and led the 

 struggle to reform it. 

  

REFORMS IN HEALTH • The National Health Service (NHS) was set up in 1946. It gave free medical care to all patients. 

 • A Hospitals Authority took over the supervision of hospitals. 

 • There was a problem over the Mater Hospital. It was run by nuns, who feared the Hospitals 

 Authority might interfere too much. But the unionists would not agree to a special arrangement, 

 so the Mater did not get any government grants. 

  

REFORMS IN SOCIAL 
WELFARE 

• A system of national insurance was introduced in 1948. All employed people paid a national 

insurance contribution and got generous children’s allowances, old age pensions or  

 unemployment pay. 

 • In the 1950s and 1960s unionist politicians often pointed out that this made northerners much 

 better off than people in the South. 

  

REFORMS IN HOUSING • In 1943 a report said that 200,000 new houses were needed in Northern Ireland. 

 • The 1945 Housing Act gave local councils and a new body called the Northern Ireland 

 Housing Trust power to clear slums and build new houses. 

 • By 1961 these two bodies had built 56,000 houses across Northern Ireland. These houses were 

 given to poor people for a low rent. 

  

HOUSEHOLD FRANCHISE 
AND DISCRIMINATION IN 

HOUSING 

• The Housing Trust gave houses on the basis of need (e.g. how bad their present home was). 

Most of Northern Ireland’s 73 local council did the same but 12 councils followed a different policy. 

 • These councils included Fermanagh, Tyrone, Derry city, Dungannon and Omagh. In all of them, 

 Catholics were in a majority locally but the Unionist Party controlled the council. 

 • This was partly due to gerrymandering but also to the ‘household franchise’. That was a law 

 which said that only ‘householders’ (i.e. the head of the household) could vote in local elections. 
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HOUSEHOLD FRANCHISE 
AND DISCRIMINATION IN 

HOUSING 

• But household franchise meant that giving a Catholic a house also meant creating more Catholic 

voters and so endangering unionist control. 

 • As a result, these unionist councils often left poor Catholic families in overcrowded slums while 

 giving houses to less needy Protestants. 

 • Catholics bitterly resented this and the issue of housing was the spark which set off the civil  

 rights movement in the 1960s. 

  

BROOKEBOROUGH’S 
ECONOMIC POLICIES 

• Agriculture was the North’s most important industry in the 1940s: 14% of people still worked on 

the land. Most farm produce was sold to Britain. 

 • After the war, the British government gave generous subsidies to farmers to get them to grow 

 more food. 

 • This helped Northern farmers to buy tractors and other machinery and encouraged the  

 development of intensive pig and poultry farming. 

 • This made farmers more prosperous but the number of people working in farming steadily 

 declined. 

 • The North’s other industries faced major problems. 

 • The linen industry declined and many jobs were lost. Shipbuilding did well into the 1950s but 

 in the 1960 lost out to more efficient shipyards in Poland and Japan. 

 • To deal with these problems, Brookeborough introduced a number of measures: 

 • The 1945 Industries Development Act gave loans and grants to new industries to set up in 

 Northern Ireland. 

 • The Northern Ireland Development Company was set up 1956 to bring in foreign firms. 

 • To improve transport, the government took over the railways and closed uneconomic lines.  

 It also improved the roads and built Ireland’s first motorway in 1962. 

 • As a result, industrial production in Northern Ireland rose by 50% between 1950 and 1962 and 

 the number of jobs went up by 10,000. But unemployment stayed high and Northern Ireland 

 was the poorest part of the United Kingdom. 
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BROOKEBOROUGH AND 
THE NATIONALISTS 

• Up to the mid-1950s Brookeborough was more generous to Catholics than many unionists 

• wanted. 

 • He supported increasing the grant to Catholic schools against the wishes of some unionists, 

 including the young Ian Paisley. 

 • He supported the easing of the Special Powers Act and encouraged the RUC to stop Orange 

 parades in nationalist areas. 

 • But he did nothing that might undermine unionist supremacy. When the British replaced house- 

 hold franchise for local elections with ‘one person, one vote’, he insisted on keeping it in  

 Northern Ireland. 

  

NORTHERN 
NATIONALISTS AND THE 
IRA BORDER CAMPAIGN 

• After the war, nationalists still wanted a united Ireland. 

• In the late 1940s, southern leaders began an anti-partition campaign. They made speeches 

 demanding a united Ireland but in reality they did little about it. 

 • This inspired a few young nationalists to join the IRA. Mostly from the South, they knew little 

 about Northern Ireland and even less about the unionists. 

 • In December 1956 the IRA announced a campaign against ‘British imperialism’ and called on 

 all the people of the North to help them. 

 • It attacked border posts and police barracks. Two policemen and several IRA men were killed. 

 • Brookeborough used the Special Powers Act to intern IRA suspects without trial. In the South,  

 de Valera also interned IRA men. 

 • The campaign faded away and the IRA called it off in 1962. It was a complete failure and got 

 almost no support from northern nationalists. 

  

THE END OF THE 
BROOKEBOROUGH 

GOVERNMENT 

• In 1963 the economy declined. Unemployment was growing, especially in the shipyards where 

many Protestants worked. Some of them voted for the Northern Ireland Labour Party, which  

 won seats in Stormont. 

 • Unionists began to criticise Brookeborough. Was he too old to cope with the problems  

 Northern Ireland faced? 

 • In March 1963 Brookeborough suddenly retired. 
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EXAM QUESTIONS 1. What were the main political, social and economic developments within Northern Ireland  

 between 1945 and 1963 while Lord Brookeborough was Prime Minister? How was Northern 

 Ireland affected by developments in one or more of the following? (HL 2013) 

 • Education 

 • Health 

 • Housing 
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The Welfare State 

1. General Election 1945 – Labour Party introduce 
the Welfare State. 
2. Care for people in health, education and welfare 
3. Higher taxes in return for (a) free healthcare – the 
NHS (b) free education (c) higher rates of pensions 
and unemployment benefits 
4. British government provided extra money to NI to 
allow Stormont to introduce the Welfare State in the 
North 
5. Unionists initially resisted the Welfare State 
fearing it would benefit Catholics and threaten 
Unionist Rule 
6. Eventually implemented and NI became more 
prosperous and left the Republic far behind in social 
and economic terms 

Education 
1. Education Act 1947 – responsibility on local councils to provide 
education 
2. Many Protestants concerned it reduced the role of religious instruction 
in schools 
3. Implemented the 11-plus exam. Allowed the top 20% to attend grammar 
school. The rest would follow a more ‘technical’ programme 
4. Local authorities had to provide free medical inspection and treatment, 
transport, milks, meals and books in schools 
5. Large school grants meant the majority of students did not pay fees 
6. Numbers attending second-level increased by 100% by 1952 
7. Catholic bishops complained that state grants were lower for voluntary 
Catholic schools 
8. Negotiations saw grants increased to 65% and to 100% when a school 
allowed local council representation on its school committee 
9. Catholics benefited from increased spending at third-level 

 

Housing 
1. Before WW2 poor housing in Catholic and Protestant working class areas 
2. In Derry Catholics lived in overcrowded houses and flats 
3. Many houses had no running water or toilet facilities 
4. Northern Ireland Housing Trust set up in 1945 – power to borrow money 
to build houses 
5. By 1960s the Trust had built 113,000 new houses 
6. Allocation of houses by the Trust did not discriminate between Catholics 
and Protestants 
7. Local authority houses were controlled mainly by Unionists – 
discrimination 

Health Care 
1. Health service in North under-funded and 
poorly serviced 
2. Welfare State led to major changes 
3. General medical, dental, pharmaceutical and 
eye services free to all 
4. Increased spending on hospitals 
5. Catholic Mater Hospital in Belfast insisted on 
remaining independent – deprived of state funds 
6. New screening programme for TB reduced 
cases 

 

Economy 1943-63 
1. By 1950s the post-war boom had faded. NI 
was most disadvantaged area of UK 
2. Increased urbanisation 
3. Traditional industries in trouble 
4. Rising unemployment 
5. In 1961 10,000 men laid off from shipyards 
6. Traditional methods of discrimination were 
not preventing growing opposition from 
Protestants 
7. Brookeborough forced to resign 

Economy under O’Neill 
1. Concentrated on attracting foreign industry 
2. New town of Craigavon built (100,000) 
3. Investment of £450million in infrastructure to attract industry 
4. Major road-building programme 
5. Building of second university 
6. Strategy successful in attracting foreign multinationals 
7. Most companies located east of the R. Bann – did not help high 
unemployment among Catholics 
8. British Government blamed uneven development for rise of Civil Rights 
Movement 

 

The Brookeborough Years 
1. N.I. Prime Minister from 1943 
2. Staunch Unionist and member of Orange Order 
3. Believed Catholics were enemies of N.I. and should not be 
given any power 
4. In 1933 stated about Catholics ‘I have not one about my 
place’ and appealed to Loyalists ‘wherever possible, to 
employ good Protestant lads and lassies’ 

The IRA Border Campaign 
1. Dec. 1956 IRA launched ‘Operation Harvest’ 
2. Mainly attacks on RUC stations near the border 
3. Brookeborough implements internment 
4. Southern Government also use internment 
5. IRA campaign has little effect 
6. Few Catholics in the North supported the campaign 
7. IRA call off campaign in 1962 
8. 12 IRA men and 6 RUC men killed 

 

Brookeborough Resigns 
1. Linen and ship-building in decline 
2. Unemployment high 
3. N.I. Labour Party winning Unionist seats in 1958 and 1963 
4. Unionists force Brookeborough to resign as PM in 1963 
5. Replaced by Terence O’Neill 
6. Brookeborough did little except maintain the status quo 

 


