
It’s a well-known fact that small businesses account for a huge 
proportion of Northern Ireland’s business community....but it’s a truism 
too that family businesses are here in bigger numbers than in other 
areas. 

The team at Harbinson Mulholland don’t need to be told. They’ve 
carved out a reputation for themselves advising and working with a 
wide range of family businesses all over Northern Ireland. 

It’s no surprise that the accountancy and business advisory firm were 
behind an event in October 2015 specifically for family businesses 
alongside the Ulster University Business School, with whom they are 
patrons.

“The term ‘family business’ goes a lot deeper than some people 
imagine,” says Paul Mulholland, one of the nine partners at the Belfast-
based firm, founded by Paul and Jeremy Harbinson back in 1998 and 
nowadays employing a team of 50 at its new offices in Belfast’s high-
rise Centrepoint building 

“We think of ourselves as a family business because of our history 
and our ethos. I think there are a lot of firms like us around Northern 
Ireland. 

“Family businesses operate across every economic sector here, and 
there’s no doubt that they do face some unique challenges. The sector 
has a pride and commitment that highlights solid values beyond the 
figures on a balance sheet.” 

Core services for family businesses at Harbinson Mulholland 
include succession advice, tax planning, preparation of payroll and 
management accounts, as well as the normal audit, accounting and 
tax compliance services. 

Patrick Leonard, another Partner at the firm, lists family-owned 
construction firms amongst others on his client list. 

“They face a complex balancing act.....maximising financial 
performance while maintaining family control. Then, going forward, 
they will need to consider passing on the entrepreneurial mind-set and 
commercial capabilities that helped them build their businesses. 

“That’s one of the big challenges. Second and third generations very 
often need to have a different set of skills to manage established 
businesses, particularly when you consider the huge changes in 
technology, the need for an online presence, digital marketing etc.  

“Every company should have an exit plan but it’s not always 
something that is on the minds of business owners when they’re 
working hard to keep the business where it should be.” 

Darren McDowell, Partner in the Audit and Accounts Team, identifies 
another key challenge for family businesses across any sector. 

“Growing a business almost inevitably means bringing in senior 
managers or non-executive directors from outside the family, and 
that’s a challenge that can be difficult for the families and for the 
individuals who are being brought in to the company.”

What will Northern Ireland’s family businesses look like in 25 years’ time?  
Probably very different from the way they look now!

Over 74% of companies in Northern Ireland are classed as ‘family run’, 
but research shows that only 3.2% of them survive beyond the third 
generation, and that they display lower growth levels than non-family 
businesses. 

So while the local family business tradition remains strong, clearly there 
are issues which need to be addressed to bridge the gap between the 
older generation’s interpretation of values and vision, and that of their 
successors.  

To ‘keep it in the family’ in business terms, it is necessary to achieve a 
complex balancing act which maximises financial performance while 
maintaining control and assured benefits for the next generation.

In order to ensure future success, the founding generation must pass on 
the entrepreneurial and commercial capabilities that built the business 
in the first place. At the same time, the different skills that the next 
generation bring to the business need to be recognised and developed.

If you have involved your children in all aspects of running the business, 
you will have a firm grasp of where their talents lie. Combining common 
sense with fairness in regard to roles, voting rights and shareholdings will 
help maintain family harmony. 

Paul Mulholland, Founding 
Partner at Harbinson Mulholland 
Chartered Accountants, discusses 
the perils and pitfalls facing family 
businesses 

On top of all of that, there are tax issues to consider around 
succession, whether this involves selling to a third party, or in some 
cases, winding up the business.

“We’ve come across companies where there are clear tensions 
between the generations involved in the business. No one can claim 
that running a family business is plain sailing. Tensions can arise, 
around new technology perhaps, and that can often be the time 
to consider bringing outsiders into the mix. New blood can make a 
positive difference but it all takes careful planning.”

Patrick Leonard agrees. “We have seen situations where an outsider 
has come into a senior role and the dynamics around this role fitting 
into the management structure need to be carefully managed.  
When it works well the benefits for all parties concerned are 
enormous

“This kind of situation, amongst others, are the reasons why family 
businesses need to be able to turn to trusted professional advisers. 

“I’ve worked with companies through the years and challenged 
them to think about succession when it is probably something 
they wouldn’t have done under their own steam. Sometimes it 
means taking them out of the business environment for this kind of 
discussion.”

“We have recently introduced a new service, The HM Advantage, 
which is perfect for such scenarios. It is an interactive, computer 
based tool that takes clients through a  series of simple questions, 
helping them to understand what’s most important in their business, 
where the priorities lie and how best to tackle them”

All three of the Harbinson Mulholland partners have plenty of advice 
to pass on to family business owner/managers.

“If you’re planning to sell your business over the next number of 
years it’s vital to start planning to realise the value of the hard work 
that has gone into developing it,” says Darren McDowell.

“Then there are questions around whether the former owner stays on 
as a paid consultant for a set period, and issues around tax liability.”

“For us, family business is a speciality, with tailored approaches to fit 
the needs of individual businesses and families.”

If you would like to speak to our family business team or to find out 
more about the HM Advantage, please contact Paul Mulholland, 
Patrick Leonard or Darren McDowell: 

T: 028 9044 5100

Harbinson Mulholland.....keeping family business at the top 
of its game

Growing a business almost inevitably means bringing in senior 
managers or non-executive directors from outside the family, but 
this can pose challenges both for family members and for the 
individuals who are being brought in to the company.

I have come across companies where there are clear tensions 
between the generations involved in the business - friction can 
arise, perhaps, around an issue like new technology - and this can 
be a good time to consider bringing others into the mix.

So often, though, an outsider comes into a senior role only to find 
that he or she cannot make any real impact because one or two 
family members maintain total control of the company and its 
direction. With careful planning, however, the introduction of new 
blood can make a positive difference.

It’s in these kinds of situations that family businesses need to 
be able to turn to trusted professional advisers. It’s the job of 
accountants and business experts to challenge companies to think 
about the future when it is probably something they wouldn’t 
have done under their own steam.

Another important issue is finance. Family businesses here tend 
to rely on the banks for their finance and not to look outside of 
that source. There has been an aversion to the prospect of equity 
finance, with the attendant fear of loss of control.

However, in some cases equity finance can help smaller companies 
grow faster than they would using more traditional finance 
sources and the investors can also bring additional business skills 
and contacts to the company.

That said, the banks do have a much more positive attitude to 
lending these days, and we’re working with most of them on a 
day to day basis.

Every business owner should have an exit plan. That’s not always 
something on their minds when they’re working hard to keep the 
business where it should be and sometimes you have to take them 
out of the business environment for that kind of discussion.

Of course, not all family businesses will have a natural succession 
and disposal outside the family has to be considered. There are 
several options available, including selling to a third party, selling it 
to some or all of the workforce, or just winding the whole thing up.

For anyone considering selling their business in the next 10 years, 
it is important to start planning now to realise the value of all your 
hard work and ensure the business is in good shape for sale at the 
best price and with the minimum tax liability.     

Preparing the next generation are HM Partners Paul Mulholland 
and Darren McDowell, with Darren’s children, Luke (9)  
Josh (11) and Beth (7).

The Top 100 Owner Managed and 
Family Businesses in Northern 
Ireland
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Rank Listing for 2016 Activity F/L Final year 
end

Pre-tax 
profits

Pre-tax profits 
year ago

% profit 
change

Number of 
employees Pay bill

1 W&R Barnett Grain imports F 7.14 26,984 22,280 21% 286 17,664
2 Norbrook Hlds Veterin. Prd F 7.14 22,194 20,700 7% 2,045 60,293 
3 John Henderson Distribution L 12.14 21,206 18,358 16% 2,585 49,375
4 Lissan Coal Distribution F 9.14 19,330 14,048 38% 179 4,765
5 First Derivatives IT L 2.15 17,476  7,947 120% 999 46,439
6 SHS Group Distribution F 12.14 17,108 19,415 -12% 758 28,209
7 TG Eakin Medical equipment F 3.15 15,808 19,077 -17% 58 1,467
8 Randox Holdings. Medical Prd F 12.14 12,743 12,923 -2% 1,081 27,865 
9 Almac Group Pharmaceuticals L 9.14 12,623 19,197 -34% 3,297 130,398

10 Progressive Build Financial Ser. L 12.14 12,622 5,657 123% 155 5,106
11 Kainos Software IT L 3.15 11,837  7,056 68% 612 30,954
12 Wrights Group Bus Manuf. F 12.14 11,638a 4,014 190% 1,552 46,052a
13 Hilton Foods (NI) Meat processing L 12.14 11,214 8,003 40% 16 3,565
14 Thompson Aero S Engineering L 3.15 10,643 6,112 74% 223 9,980
15 Carnbane House Construction F 12.13 10,578 4,035 162% 99 3,769
16 F.P. McCann Construction F 1.15 10,151 7,225 40% 901 28,341
17 Retlan Manuf. Engineering F 3.15 8,525 6,328 35% 848 22,982
18 Magir Retail Chem L 8.14 8,064  (283)  Profit rest. 504 9,654
19 Gardrum Hlds Auctions F 12.14 7,685 7,746 -1% 100 3,096
20 John Graham Construct F 3.15 7,435 5,681 31% 1,645 63,598
21 Cooneen by Design Textiles F 11.14 7,263 8,663 -16% 149 5,008
22 Kilwaughter Chem. Lime. F 4.15 7,233 6,583 10% 119 4,456
23 Ulster Carpets Textiles F 3.15  7,103 6,532 9% 532 18,758
24 Fane Valley Co-op Milk process.. L 9.14 6,765 8,719 -22% 2,312 52,549
25 Dunbia Meat Process. F 3.15 6,565 4,611 42% 3,605 73,760
26 Manderley Food Snacks F 6.14 6,269 3,355 87% 1,419 38,827
27 O & S Holdings Furniture F 12.14 6,058 4,614 31% 326 7,307
28 Brett Martin Hlds Construct mat F 12.14 5,759 3,045 89% 797 26,784
29 B.H.H Animal Fd F 8.14 5,671 5,206 9% 182 7,552
30 Westland Hortic Garden cen L 12.14 5,540 6,598   -16% 475 15,461
31 Delta Print & Pack. Packaging F 6.14 5,543 2,564 108% 246 7,271
32 Devenish (NI) Feedstuffs L 5.15 5,326 4,115 29% 294 14,606
33 Lagan: White Mtn. Const F 12.14 5,041 5,658 -115 196 7,096
34 Chain Reaction Cy  Distribution F 12.14 4,807 4,833 -1% 540 14,103
35 Lagan Const. Gr Construct F 3.15 4,586 4,834 -5% 510 23,303
36 BSG Civil Eng. Const F 12.14 4,373 5,010 -27% 52 1,722
37 Elite Electronic Sy. PCB etc F 3.15 4,252 6,753 -37% 183 3,531
38 Tobermore Conc Manufact’g L 4.15 4,208 3,003 40% 192 5,130
39 BI Electrical Serv Contractor F 12.14 4,046 3,986 2% 56 3,768

40 Buttercrane Cen etc Property L 10.14 3,907 (7,311) Profit rest. n.s n.s

41 H & A Holdings Const F 5.14 3,812 4,441 -14% 334 8,040

42 Budget Energy Elect. Supply F 6.15 3,649 627 482% 42 1,100

43 Tullymore House Hotels F 10.14 3,529 2,379 48% 317  4,829

44 Aghareany Engineer. F 12.14 3,445 2,032a 70%a 63 1,884

45 BHC Engineering F 3.15 3,431 2,529 36% 309 10,818
46 Decora Blind Sy Manuf F 12.14 3,405 2,336 46% 441 8,855
47 Western Building S Manuf F 4.15 3,362 2,115 59% 53 1,932
48 Ballyvesey Hld Transport F 9.14 3,284 4,262 -23% 2,582 76,078

49 Creagh Concrete Manufact L 3.15 3,087 (1,866) Profit rest. 430    13,161         

50 Andras House Hotels F 4.15 2,910 2,603 12% 220 4,165

Rank Listing for 2016 Activity F/L Final year 
end

Pre-tax 
profits

Pre-tax profits 
year ago

% profit 
change

Number of 
employees Pay bill

51 Golf Holdings Drinks dist. F 12.14 2,862 8,653 -67% 1,567 21,313   
52 Haldane Shiells Distribution L 12.14 2,749 1,823 51% 465 12,122 
53 Gordons Chemist Distrib. F 4.15 2,696 1,384 95% 645 10,475
54 Natural World Prod Recycling F 12.14 2,575 2,459 5% 80 2,204
55 MJM Marine Const. Fit out L 12.14 2,387 1,414 69% 145 5,087
56 Uni-trunk Engineering F 12.14 2,328 2,682  -13% 171 5,144
57 BA Kitchen Comp. Wooden products    F 3.15 2,280 1,719 33% 232 6,293
58 Lynas Foodservice Distribution F 10.14 2,255 3,645 -38% 340 8,355
59 Drinks Inc Dist drinks F 3.14 2,252 2,233 1% 99 1,593
60 Lynn’s Cty Foods Manuf F 8.14 2,201 1,543 43% 161 3,474
61 Hastings Hotel Gp Hotels F 10.14 2,197 2,024 9% 1,114 10,984
62 Mallaghan Hlds Aviation support F 9.14 2,192a 1,809 21%a 139 5,032a
63 AJ Power Engineering L 6.14 2,088 1,358 34% 80 2,277
64 Heron Bros Const L 2.15 2,020 1,475 37% 212 7,568
65  Keystone Holdings Const.materials L 12.14 2,012 615 227% 452 9,255
66 Novosco IT L 12.14 1,948 1,892 3% 100 4,153
67 Germinal Holds. Agriculture F  6.15 1,819 2,974 -39% 103 4,279
68 CDE Global Engineering L 12.14 1,814 1,519a 19%a 109 5,187
69 John Hogg Dist F 3.15 1,791 1,645 9% 130 4,930
70 Douglas & Grahame Dist F 5.15 1,788 212 743% 96 2,229
71 Fiveways shop & s Dist F 4.15 1,681 1,946 Profit rest. 243 2,104
72 Argento Jewellery Dist F 6.15 1,643 1,683 -2% 320 3,977
73 Totalmobile I.T L 12.14 1,636 1,210 35% 131 6,394
74 Care Circle Nursing Homes L 12.14 1,493 (71) Profit rest. 352 4,450
75 Sawyers Transport Transport F 1.15 1.472 938 57% 108 3,234
76 McCulla (Hlds) Transport F 12.14 1,438 1,323 8% 146 4,441
77 Woodside Haulage Transport F 3.15 1,415 990 43% 467 14,151
78  Eurostock Food g. Meat products F 1.15 1,372 497 176% 242 5,104
79 Corporate Catering Catering F 9.14 1,367 661 107% 1,318 11,698
80 Avondale Foods Food Manu F 3.15 1,366 3,757 -64% 374 8,423
81 Ulster Ind. Clinic Hospital L   4.14 1,250  1,604 -22% 336 8,280
82 Smiley Munroe Property F 12.14 1,248 1,170 7%  113 2,695
83 McAleer & Rushe Construction L 9.14 1,157a (883) Profit rest. 85 1,517a
84 Termon Holdings Construction F 3.15 1,154 107 Large inc. 74 1,348
85 Stothers (M&E) Construction L 6.15 1,078 516 109% 59 2,444
86 Henry Group Construction F 3.15 1,062 1,039 2% 248 7,566
87 Walter Watson Struct Steel F 12.14 1,059 445 138% 207 4,945
88 Andrews Hold. Co Food F 9.14 1,049 34a Large inc. 129 3,641
89 Noonan Ser Gp (NI) Basic Services L 12.14 1,034 380 172% 2,677 19,655
90 City of Derry Hotel Hotel F 12.14 1,017 1,147 -11% 197 1,844
91 Acheson Holdings Construction F 3.15 1,000a n.a. n.a. 389 7,446a
92 Frylite Food manuf L 3.15 993 1,869 -47% 194 4,887
93 Robert Capper Grain & feeds F 6.14 926 1,320  -30% 122 3,211
94 Armstrong Medical Dist. F 5.15 905 1,016 -11% 111 3,157
95  Nicolls’ (Fuel oil) Fuel dist. F 5.15 904 30,828 -97% 179 4,076
96 McKeever Hotels Hotels F 9.14 902 488 84% 189 2,267
97 Donnelly Bros Dist: vehicles F  10.14 863 83a Large inc 582 14,300
98 Camden Group PVC windows F 3.15 857 152    464% 481 10,584
99 Hunter Apparel Clothing manuf F 12.14 819a 837 -2%a 46 969a

100 North West Restaurants Restaurants F 12.14 740 660 12% 580 4,455

Top 100 Owner Managed and 
Family Businesses
We are delighted to have been a part of the team that has delivered 
this, the first ever analysis of the top 100 owner managed and family 
businesses in NI.  

When you read through this report the one resounding message is 
the critical role that these businesses play in Northern Ireland’s private 
sector. The provision of jobs, wealth and the opportunities that this 
affords for our wider society cannot be overemphasised. 

With Harbinson Mulholland being owner managed, we know what it 
takes to run a business because we do it ourselves. We share a lot in 
common with other owner managed businesses and a lot of issues our 
clients face, we have faced too. Our partner team also includes several 
whose children have set up their own businesses in recent years, giving 
us a quite interesting perspective!

The fact that 72 of the businesses on the list are mainly family 
controlled is remarkable - from Hastings Hotels to Norbrook 
Laboratories, to The SHS Group, the names are well known to us all, but 
the sheer scale of these businesses and the fact that they are family 
enterprises is something to be noted and celebrated.

As a father of 3 young children my own patience (and theirs!) has 
often been stretched to its limits as my kids develop and grow.  It often 
occurs to me that the family businesses that I work with have to face 
this dynamic in a commercial environment.  However, the advantages 
that the family unit brings are huge, in matters of culture, integrity 
and values.  

In Family Businesses, management consultants aren’t required to 
write mission statements because they are written in the hearts of 
the family members and their wider teams.  This must be a part of the 
recipe that has led to the success of these businesses in the top 100.  

This publication represents the first in a series of projects involving 
Harbinson Mullholland that aims to put the spotlight on to Owner 
Managed and Family Businesses in NI. 

May I offer our congratulations to those businesses on the list, and to 
those local businesses not yet on the list, the evidence is here of what 
can be achieved.  So it’s both a time to celebrate and a time to stretch!

Darren McDowell 
Partner, Harbinson Mulholland

Foreword
As part of a continuing review of information on the larger businesses 
operating in Northern Ireland, records have been maintained and 
monitored using data extracted mainly from the accounts registered 
with the Companies Office. 

This data bank has been evolving over the last 10+ years and has also 
been used to prepare various pieces of business research as well as 
for the Belfast Telegraph annual Top 100 series. This information is 
retained in a developing data bank. 

Because of the diverse nature of the various parts of the private 
sector in the Northern Ireland economy, there are differing interests 
in the role of multi-national companies, externally owned companies, 
and family businesses. The term ‘family businesses’ can be interpreted 
narrowly using the term ‘family’ literally. However, for the purpose 
of the current exercise, whilst the term family controlled businesses 
would be a useful proxy, the businesses included are those which 
are locally owned by individual shareholders who are together as 
individuals and usually reside in Northern Ireland. It is a broader 
concept than narrowly defined family businesses. 

The information has been used to compile a list of the locally 
controlled businesses which, in the recent past, have registered the 
largest pre-tax profits.  These have been presented in rank order to 
prepare a list of the 100 local businesses with the largest profits.  It 
includes some reporting profits of up to £30m and, at the lower end, 
profits of £700,000 and higher. 

The list excludes charities, housing associations, and subsidiaries 
whose parent company is included using consolidated results.  As far as 
possible, information is as registered up to the end of January 2016. 

Obviously, there may be local companies for whom information has 
not been collected. The list is, therefore, a best effort which, over time, 
may be up-dated as omissions are added. At present the list does not 
include any local property development companies. After the recent 
recession, that omission may not be a surprise. 

 Professor John Simpson, 
Research Principal and Visiting Professor, Ulster University

UUBS SME Centre
The SME Centre at the Ulster University Business School works with 
many small to medium-sized businesses, allowing them to move 
projects forward quickly by accessing a level of expertise that would 
otherwise be unachievable for a company their size. The Ulster 
University Business School is dedicated to providing world class 
executive leadership and management development programmes, 
informed by leading-edge research for business. Our programmes are 
designed to equip leaders and managers with the skills and experience 
they need to give their businesses a competitive edge. 

We help SMEs in a variety of ways including; bespoke management 
and leadership, business events and networking, as well as expert 
consultancy.  
 
We have been extremely fortunate to have had some world-class 
keynote speakers at our events over the past year including Andrew 
Keyt (President of the Family Business Network, North America), William 
Barnett (Chief Executive W & R Barnett) and Dr Bruce Piasecki (President 
& Founder of AHC Group, INC.) to name but a few. Of course, our work 
would not be possible without the kind support from our patrons 
Harbinson Mulholland.

a: denotes annualised results 
F: large family control, L: locally owned without large family control
Information as known at 1 March 2016 

Ulster University Business School  
Top 100 locally owned businesses

The list is not definitive. It, however, represents our best estimate based on the information available during the recent survey. There may be 
some businesses that we have missed who will be added over time and some who may be removed from the grouping, in the future. Due to the 
criteria of assessment, the compilation of a group of this nature will always reflect a process of continuing change.
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