
 

During World War II (1939–1945), Northern Ireland played a strategic role as part of the United 

Kingdom’s war effort. Despite being geographically close to neutral Ireland, Northern Ireland was 

fully engaged in the war, contributing manpower, industry, and military infrastructure. This 

chapter examines the impact of the war on Northern Ireland, including its economic, military, 

and social effects, as well as the devastation of the Belfast Blitz. 

• Prime Minister James Craig and later John Miller Andrews committed Northern Ireland 

fully to the British war effort. 

• Strategic location: Northern Ireland’s ports, air bases, and shipyards were crucial for the 

Battle of the Atlantic. 

• Unlike the Irish Free State, which remained neutral, Northern Ireland declared full 

support for Britain. 

• 38,000 Northern Irish men joined the British armed forces. 

• The Harland & Wolff shipyards in Belfast built warships and repaired vessels for the Royal 

Navy. 

• Short Brothers’ Aircraft Factory produced military aircraft, including the Short Stirling 

bomber. 

• Agriculture expanded to supply food to Britain during wartime shortages. 

–

• Belfast had major industrial sites, including shipbuilding and aircraft production. 

• It was poorly defended, with only two anti-aircraft batteries in place. 

• German Luftwaffe intelligence identified Belfast as an under-protected target. 



 

• First Raid (7–8 April 1941): Minor bombing but signalled Belfast’s vulnerability. 

• Main Raid (15 April 1941 - Easter Tuesday):  

o Over 200 Luftwaffe bombers attacked the city. 

o 1,000 people killed, making it the highest civilian death toll outside London. 

o Half of Belfast’s housing stock was damaged or destroyed. 

o The Northern Ireland government was criticised for its lack of preparedness. 

• Further Raids (May 1941): More damage but less severe due to increased defences. 

• Panic and evacuation: Thousands of people fled to the countryside. 

• Irish Free State sent fire crews to Belfast, despite its neutrality. 

• British reinforcements improved anti-aircraft defences and air raid shelters. 

• The war led to an economic boom, reducing the unemployment crisis of the 1930s. 

• Increased demand for industrial production led to full employment in shipbuilding, 

engineering, and textiles. 

• Government investment in infrastructure, including new roads and airfields. 

• Rationing introduced: Food, fuel, and clothing were strictly controlled. 

• Increased urban migration as workers moved to cities for war-related jobs. 

• More opportunities for women in the workforce, as many men joined the military. 

• Many Unionists expected Northern Ireland to be rewarded for its loyalty to Britain. 

• However, British leaders prioritised other war efforts and offered limited post-war 

economic aid. 

 

• Catholics were underrepresented in war industries and the armed forces. 



 

• The war reinforced the Unionist government’s dominance, with little effort to integrate 

nationalists into society. 

• The wartime economic boom collapsed, leading to high unemployment. 

• Britain’s post-war focus was on rebuilding London and other major cities, rather than 

investing in Northern Ireland. 

• Industrial sectors such as shipbuilding and textiles declined in the late 1940s. 

• Unionist control remained strong, but tensions with nationalists increased. 

• Many returning Catholic ex-soldiers faced job discrimination. 

• The United Kingdom’s focus on social welfare policies (NHS, housing) had limited impact 

on Northern Ireland. 

• Northern Ireland played a significant but often overlooked role in World War II. 

• The Belfast Blitz highlighted weaknesses in Northern Ireland’s defences, but also 

reinforced its importance to Britain. 

• The war briefly improved the economy, but post-war Northern Ireland saw economic 

struggles and continued sectarian tensions. 

• Battle of the Atlantic: Key naval battle where Northern Ireland played a role in shipbuilding 

and supplies. 

• James Craig & John Miller Andrews: Northern Ireland’s Prime Ministers during the war. 

• Belfast Blitz (1941): German bombing campaign that devastated the city. 

• Harland & Wolff: Belfast shipyard that contributed to the war effort. 

• Rationing: System controlling the distribution of food, fuel, and goods during the war. 


