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11 Northern Ireland Screen Crime Production and 
Strategies of Territorialisation 
 

Stefano Baschiera and Markus Schleich  
 
This contribution considers production policies and loca-
tion strategies implemented by the film commission North-
ern Ireland Screen (NIS). Through interviews with NIS’s 
head of production and one location manager, this investi-
gation reveals the challenges presented by the framing of 
cultural heritage within the national screen industries, in 
particular during the Game of Thrones era. Case studies 
are Line of Duty (2012-), The Fall (2013-2016) and A Patch 
of Fog (2015). 
 
Recent Developments of Screen Produc-
tions in Northern Ireland 
Northern Ireland is the protagonist of a recent and fast de-
velopment in the screen industry, particularly considering 
its size. This emerges clearly from the percentage of em-
ployment in film production in respect to the population 
and in its development between the two economic state-
ments on the state of Screen Industries in UK in 2005 and 
2012. In fact, while in 2005 Northern Ireland was constantly 
at the bottom of the tables, the report The Economic Im-
pact of the UK Film Industry published in 2012 by Oxford 
Economics highlights the very same region as a success 
story. 

The impact of the screen industry is particularly sig-
nificant considering that the country has only 1.8 million 
inhabitants. Another reason why special attention should 
be paid to the role of the screen industry for Northern Ire-
land is its positive effect on re-inventing the international 
reputation of a country still tainted by its problematic re-
cent past.  

To understand this rise one has to look at Northern 
Ireland as exemplary case of a screen industry whose de-
velopment is deeply intertwined (and owes so much) to a 
‘runaway’ production: Game of Thrones (2011-19). The ad-
aptation of G.R.R. Martin’s fantasy saga A Song of Ice and 
Fire deeply shaped the recent film industry in Northern Ire-
land and the work and planning of NIS. It is sufficient to 
think of how the first two seasons returned a ratio of more 
than 8:1 to the NI economy, with a local spending of 18 
million for the first season and 21 million for the second to 
understand its impact within the size of the screen industry 
in the country. Game of Thrones’ success paved the way 
for the national screen commission’s work with developing 
territorialisation policies, infrastructures, and skill sets of 
the local crew while creating a production environment for 
indigenous stories. NIS’s direct spending was estimated by 
March 2018 to be £42.8 million across all of the screen sec-
tors with a claimed expenditure on goods and services in 
the Northern Irish economy of £250.75 million (Northern 
Ireland Screen 2016: 7).  
 A pivotal element of this success story is the amount of 
work/jobs created by Game of Thrones. The impact on the 
labour market cannot be overemphasized. To put this into 
perspective: According to the most recent available data, 
Northern Ireland had 43,000 people working in the creative 
industries, most of them in screen productions, which is 
the equivalent to 5% of Northern Ireland’s total employees 
(Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure 2015: 3).  
 In the past two decades, the development of creative 
industries in Belfast has closely followed that of most other 

UK post-industrial cities (including the re-valuation of its 
waterfront) starting from the late 1990s policy change. 
Positive developments for the screen industries began in 
England in the 1980s when filmmaking started to be per-
ceived as a significant economic activity in its own right, 
as John Myerscough (1988) identified in his study The Eco-
nomic Importance of the Arts published. In contrast to 
other areas in the UK, Northern Ireland’s development was 
slowed down by the Troubles. Only in the advent of the 
peace process in the 1990s, the screen industry in and 
around Belfast fostered (Hill 2006: 180). A key text for the 
onset of this development is The Arts and the Northern 
Ireland Economy, a follow-up to his work on the cultural 
industries in Britain, Myerscough identified the economic 
benefits of increased investment in the arts and cultural 
industries within Northern Ireland and called upon the gov-
ernment to “give more strategic consideration to the cul-
tural sector” (Myerscough 1996: 180).  

In a more recent publication, Philip Drake (2014) suc-
cessfully engages with the UK changes in policy following 
the new Labour government elected in Britain in 1997. He 
states that the ‘Third Way’ agenda, for the first time, fully 
embraced the economic growth made possible by the cul-
tural industries. These developments occurred also in 
Northern Ireland with the creation of a new Department of 
Culture Arts and Leisure (DCAL) and a shift of the Northern 
Ireland Film Council towards a greater attention given to 
its “economic” role.  

 “At a time when many industries in Northern Ire-
land are in decline and with creativity being her-
alded as one of the key themes of the Northern 
Ireland Economic Strategy, the creative industries 
stand out as an opportunity for continued growth 
and increasing global recognition. Creative indus-
tries in Northern Ireland have been identified as a 
significant opportunity for wealth and job creation 
with quite considerable sector output growth at 
rates of between 5% for nondigital and 30% per 
annum for digital sectors.”  
 

(Oxford Economics 2012: 32) 

 “There are two units based out of Belfast: Dragon 
with about 150 permanent crew and Wolf with 
around 120 but these figures always increase. Last 
year there were 3 units [...] shooting for 9 weeks 
with 150 crew on each unit and on one memorable 
day in Belfast, they had a total of 5 units shooting 
simultaneously!”  
 

(Byrne as quoted in NI Screen, 2016: 20)  
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As Hill argues, The Northern Ireland Film Commission 
strategy document entitled “The most powerful industry in 
the world” made clear that the core policy objectives are 
industrial in character aiming at the creation of new jobs, 
attract investments and create a positive image for North-
ern Ireland in a way that can contribute to building confi-
dence in all sectors (Hill 2001: 182).The foundation of NIS 
in 1997 is testament of this development in regards to the 
general shift in screen industry policies.  

The assessment of the economic benefits of the films 
shot in Northern Ireland between 1997 and 2000, however, 
was quite underwhelming. The report A Development 
Strategy for the Northern Ireland Film and Broadcast Sec-
tor published by the consultancy Olsberg/SPI in 2001 ex-
plains the limitations of the region’s growth. The report 
states that these productions did not allow either a sus-
tainable indigenous industry or the creation of internation-
ally competitive skills. More importantly they did not offer 
enough flow to sustain the industrial infrastructure. And 
while the Arts Council in Northern Ireland was able to se-
cure funding worth one million pound from the EU Special 
Support Programme for Peace and Reconciliation (SSPPR) 
to establish a screen commission and a script development 
fund, very few milestones could be reached in the early 
years (Hill 2006: 176) In fact, The Paint Hall studios in Bel-
fast. which opened in 2001, were already facing an oper-
ating loss after one year due to the lack of use. Hill’s study 
on Northern Irish cinema, being published in 2006, ends on 
this grim assessment of the financial condition of the in-
dustry (2006: 188).  

Just one year after Hill’s publication, however, the 
situation dramatically changed. In 2007, the first finan-
cially significant international productions brought the fea-
ture film City of Ember to Northern Ireland. This became 
the first watershed moment in the region’s recent screen 
industry. Half a year of intense negotiations saw the Bel-
fast location see off alternative sites in England, Romania, 
Prague and Berlin (BBC 2007). For the first time the Paint 
Hall studios in the Titanic quarter were used by an ambi-
tious film production which was particularly pleased with 
the flexibility offered by the vast space and its strategic 
location (being both close to Belfast city center and the 
airport and within one hour driving distance from a wide 
array of locations). This put Northern Ireland on the map 
for international and offered strategic marketing material 
for the NIS. City of Ember is a fantasy film mainly shot in 
studio. It needed significant manufacturer works for props 
and settings. Different from other productions which 
mainly used NI locations and relied on “imported” crew, 
City of Ember needed a significant amount of work which 
had to be done locally. As a result, the film deserves  the 
label ‘made in Belfast’ (Belfast Telegraph 2018). There is 

no hard evidence that this might not have happened with-
out City of Ember, but the immediate effects showed the 
capability of the film industry to employ contractors, car-
penters, architecture students (applied for visual effect 
CAD) etc. at the dawn of the 2008 financial crisis.  

While, in theory, all the political support for the 
screen industry was already present in the 1990s policy 
aiming to boost the economy, 2008 changed the perspec-
tive of the local government who for the first time actually 
considered film production as a possible mitigation of the 
crisis of the construction sector in Northern Ireland. While 
City of Ember neither convinced critics nor found a wider 
audience, it introduced Belfast as a veritable production 
hub and eventually landed them Game of Thrones (BBC 
2018). 2008 was also the year in which HBO and NIS first 
got in touch. In 2009, Universal Studios brought Your High-
ness to Belfast, which was not only shot in the Paint Hall 
Studios, but also required a significant amount of on loca-
tion shooting, thus turning the film into a sort of brochure 
for Northern Ireland. It returned £11.78m on a total invest-
ment of 1.15m with a ratio of over 10:1 (Northern Ireland 
Screen 2017: 6) 

In 2013, Universal (in cooperation with Legendary 
Pictures) picked Northern Ireland for Dracula Untold; this 
time with a budget of over a $100m. This film also required 
a lot of location shooting but the production needed to use 
another studio facility (the former C&C factory in Castle-
reagh) as the Paint Hall had already been booked, since 
2010, by HBO. The HBO commitment to the Titanic studios 
significantly helped to develop other facilities across 
Northern Ireland and to upgrade the Titanic studios as well 
in 2012.  

“Creative sectors (and creative cities) were seen 
as key drivers of economic renewal, with British 
culture championed as a competitive asset for ex-
port and attracting inward investment. Creativity 
was assessed less in terms of artistic quality or 
preservation of heritage or tradition (values poten-
tially at odds with New Labour’s populist ‘Third 
Way’ political agenda) but rather in terms of eco-
nomic outreach, markets, value-added outputs, 
the ‘multiplier’ and ‘spin-off’ effects on the wider 
economy, and the creation of new knowledge 
workers. A significant effect of this was that cul-
tural industries such as film, television, video 
games, and the music industries were seen by pol-
icy-makers as important—even critical—to regional 
economic development.” 

(Drake 2014: 222)  

“Other major productions to have filmed in NI in-
clude City Of Ember […]. There has been almost 
universal support among the political classes of NI 
for the growth of the screen industries, with the 
view becoming hegemonic that such a develop-
ment has benefitted wider society.”  

(Ramsey et al. 2019: 2)  

“The expansion of the former Paint Hall, which 
housed our first international production in 2007, 
was a real driver in the development of the film and 
television production industry in Northern Ireland 
and helped boost Northern Ireland's standing in the 
marketplace […]. As we move into a new phase of 
international activity, on the back of the new tax 
breaks for high-end television drama and animation, 
Northern Ireland Screen needs to be able to assure 
the global industry of our continued capability to 
house large-scale international productions.”  

(Richard Williams, CEO of NIS)  
     

“[Belfast offers] a larger package of infrastructure 
designed to deliver and develop local capacity to 
handle large-scale international productions. This 
capacity is built not only by constructing physical in-
frastructure like studio complexes but also by 
strengthening and coordinating the clustering of 
film-related companies and qualified personnel in 
preproduction, production and postproduction ser-
vices” 

(Goldsmith & O’Regan 2005: 4)  
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HBO’s repeated commitment to the Titanic studios 
(which they have rented for twelve months per year since 
2009 until today) was an important “push” to the creation 
of other facilities across Northern Ireland (such as the 
Linen Mill Studio and the Botanic Harbour Studios), but it 
also led to the upgrade of the Titanic studios in 2012 with 
the opening of two new sound stages: the “Hurst” and the 
“McQuitty”. 

The development of the facilities mentioned above is a 
further example of the ability of Northern Ireland to meet 
the high standards of international productions (Dawtrey 
2011) and can to some degree be considered “best in class” 
in terms of studios. With the current boom of films and 
television series shot in Northern Ireland, it is no wonder 
that NIS postulated in their report Opening Doors: A Strat-
egy to Transform the Screen Industries in Northern Ireland 
(2019) the economic vision to make Northern Ireland the 
strongest screen industry outside of London/South East 
England in the UK and Ireland within ten 10 years. 
 

The Role of Northern Ireland Screen 
NIS played a pivotal role in the exponential growth of the 
screen industries in Northern Ireland (Ramsey et al. 2019: 
1). NIS is a publicly funded screen development agency. As 
a public body, NIS is funded by Invest Northern Ireland (In-
vest NI) and partially financed by the European Regional 
Development Fund under the European Sustainable Com-
petitiveness Programme for Northern Ireland and the De-
partment of Culture, Arts and Leisure (DCAL); it is dele-
gated by the Arts Council of NI (ACNI) to administer Lottery 
funding for film in Northern Ireland. Just like similar bodies 
in England, Scotland, and Wales, NIS de facto acts as a film 
commission offering several pull-factors, such as location 
scouting, studios management, funding for production and 
development etc. Furthermore, it is also constitutionally 
committed to the growth of film culture and education in 
Northern Ireland. The list of financiers of this film commis-
sion already highlights the European policy of reeling on 
creative industries in order to help the financial growth of 

Figure 11.2: Seven characteristics of top studios (Dorgan Associates 2013:6). 

Figure 11.1: Excerpt from Harcourt Developments website presenting Titanic Studios 
(https://harcourtdev.com/titanic-studios). 
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underdeveloped regions, in particular those facing the con-
sequences of a post-industrial economy.  
 From 1997 to 2013, NIS’s funding supported the pro-
duction of 61 films. The problem, was that especially early 
indigenous films had a generally poor commercial run and 
primarily meant short term employment for local crews 
and talent. The recent growth is based on changes occur-
ring between 2007 and 2010 during the initiative Building 
on Success Strategy of NIS. As emerged from the Invest NI’s 
report on the work of NIS of the period, one of the key 
premises underlying this strategy’s success was a signifi-
cant realignment of support in favour of television produc-
tion in Northern Ireland. This was based on the view that 
television production (rather than film) was more likely to 
be the primary means to build a sustainable regional screen 
industry (Northern Ireland Screen 2013). The capacity of 
accommodating new large-scale productions and the omni-
presence of Game of Thrones shows, firstly, a depth of the 
local crew unthinkable a few years before and, secondly, 
that inward investments are crucial in this twist on the 
screen industry fortune.  
 The tax-breaks for both films and television of the UK 
are actually lower than in the Republic of Ireland (which 
gives up to 32% relief compared to the British 25%), but the 
surge of productions in Northern Ireland seems to correlate 
with the 15-year high of the dollar against the pound in 
autumn 2007 (Ramsey et al. 2019: 9). That allowed NI to 
present itself able to compete in a global market as ‘best 
value for money’ for international productions. In an inter-
view with Screen Daily, Aidan Elliott of Generator Enter-
tainment explains the choice of Northern Ireland for the 
production of Microsoft’s Sepia. 
 Northern Ireland Screen has launched a series of initia-
tives to boost local talent and, hence, the region’s econ-
omy. Their last program, Opening Doors 2014-18, has been 
especially successful. Opening Doors was a 4-year strategy 
designed to make the Northern Ireland screen industry the 
strongest in the UK outside of London, “supporting vibrant 
and diverse cultural voices that will be recognised and cel-
ebrated equally at home and abroad” (Northern Ireland 
Screen 2019: 6). NIS’s target to capture £250m direct 

Northern Ireland expenditure from supported production 
worth over £500m will be achieved (Northern Ireland 
Screen 2019: 4). 
 For both 2015/16 and 2016/17, total investments ded-
icated solely to film activity in the individual nations of the 
UK was greatest in England, but per capita investment was 
highest in Northern Ireland. An independent interim eval-
uation delivered in June 2017 found that local expenditure 
associated with the screen industry had more than doubled 
from £128 million for the 4 years 2010-14 to £143 million 
for the 2 years 2014-16. The evaluation confirmed Value 
for Money ‘VFM’ and indicated very strong levels of cus-
tomer satisfaction. The evaluation measured “Additional-
ity” (an essential rationale for making public money avail-
able to an industry to stimulate activity that would not oth-
erwise occur, i.e. that the market, left to itself, would not 
engender) as extremely high at 86% and emphasised 
strongly that “Without the support minimal activity would 
be happening in NI” (Northern Ireland Screen 2017: 4).  
 Northern Ireland’s critical success is anchored in Large-
Scale by Game of Thrones’ record 38 EMMYs, but TV crime 
shows such as Line of Duty and The Fall have attracted con-
siderable attention and a different approach to sustaina-
bility. The impression is that the focus has shifted: the na-
tional prestige is not relied exclusively on the idea of “lo-
cal” stories, instead it emerges from a more general defi-
nition of Made in Belfast. Andrew Reid, head of production 
of NIS, pointed out that screen industries allow a post-in-
dustrial city to be once again internationally recognised for 
making something, and that is a matter of pride. It is some-
thing tangible, different from an economy-based services. 
Therefore, at this stage, the international image of Belfast 
focuses on “made in Belfast” more than “Belfast Stories”.  

“We looked at shooting in New Zealand, Morocco 
and South Africa but when it came down to it, the 
best value for money is actually in Northern Ire-
land, where you can get the tax credit and funding 
from regional agency Northern Ireland Screen. I 
don’t think you can beat that anywhere else in the 
world for production value and making money 
stretch” 

(Elliott in Screen Daily 2014)  

Creative Industries Tax Breaks 

– The high-end television tax relief (HTR) was intro-
duced in 2013 and applies to British scripted drama 
with budgets of more than £1m per broadcast hour 
and allows cash rebates of up to 25% through the 
Television Production Company (TPC).  
 
–The Film Tax Relief (FTR) was introduced in 2007 
and applies to British films of any budget, the Film 
Production Company (FPC) can claim a payable 
cash rebate of up to 25% on UK qualifying expendi-
ture. 

(British Film Commission 2020) 
 
 

Figure 11.3: Total investment and investment per capita across the UK (BFI 2018: 176) 
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Location and Crime  
One of the key roles played by NIS is to promote and de-
velop the location opportunities offered by the region. 
Northern Ireland is among the most compact 5,196 square 
miles of back-lot in the world, offering a variety of differ-
ent locations from coastlines to idyllic villages, mountains, 
glens and loughs, urban landscapes and cities with an at-
tractive mix of architectural styles ranging from Victorian 
red-brick buildings to 21st century glass and steel construc-
tions (Baker 2016: 180). Ian Heard, a location scout work-
ing on shows such as Marcella, The Tunnel, and Grantches-
ter, points out how Northern Ireland and Belfast are not 
only competitive for the financial benefits, but also be-
cause of their ability to stand in for many other places, 
becoming the background for different kind of genres. One 
of the main legacies of Game of Thrones is undoubtedly 
the development of the skillsets in screen productions and 
in particular of the offering pertaining to the location de-
partments. On the one hand, new professional figures and 
skills (like the ability to build a temporary road to a remote 
rural location) are now part of the Northern Ireland Screen 
Industries portfolio, offering new opportunities for global 
productions. On the other hand, the impact on the local 
economy of the HBO production (in particular in terms of 
global perception and tourism) transformed Northern Ire-
land to a “film friendly” country, welcoming screen pro-
duction in urban and rural areas. This represents a signifi-
cant shift in respect to the recent past marking an open-
ness and accessibilities of NI locations.  
 In the recent productions supported by NIS we can see 
the attempt to create a balance between national repre-
sentation and global appeal, in particular by relying on ge-
neric productions. From this perspective, crime plays an 
important role. Among the projects supported from the 
screenwriting stage to the production by the NIS develop-
ment funds are indigenous crime films such as A Patch of 
Fog and Bad Day for the Cut, both eventually set and shot 
in Northern Ireland. One must also consider how the BBC 
had an obligation to commit, by 2016, 3% of its production 
budget in Northern Ireland, focusing in particular on TV 
drama. Such focus led the region to host a series of crime 
dramas commissioned by the BBC such as Line of Duty, The 
Fall, Paula, Dublin Murders, the forthcoming Bloodlands 
and ITV’s 3rd season of Marcella.  
 

Case Study I: Line of Duty 
Ever since Line of Duty aired on BBC Two in 2012, it has 
become a massive hit in the UK and internationally. Cre-
ated by Jed Mercurio, it became the most popular crime 
series broadcast on BBC Two in the multi-channel era (The 
Guardian 2012) and has won numerous prices, i.e. the 
Royal Television Society Award and Broadcasting Press 
Guild Award for Best Drama Series. The show was included 
in a list of the Top 50 BBC Two shows and the 80 best BBC 
shows of all time (The Telegraph 2014). A poll conducted 
by The Independent ranks the show as the 8th best police 
shows of all time (2019) and it came in third in a Radio 
Times poll of the best British crime dramas of all time 
(2018). Revolving around the Anti-Corruption Unit 12 (AC-
12), the series’ setting has always been kept vague, but 

there are hints that the Line of Duty takes place in the 
midlands. The exact location is never mentioned, although 
maps of Birmingham appear on walls and telephone num-
bers use an 0121 area code, again indicating Birmingham. 
The fictional 01632 phone code is also seen. Various post-
codes are displayed on documents and have the Birming-
ham 'B' or Milton Keynes 'MK' prefix. The police forces re-
ferred to are the fictional Central Constabulary and the 
fictional East Midlands Constabulary. Season one was 
filmed in Birmingham. Seasons two, three, four, and five, 
however, were filmed in Northern Ireland by BBC Northern 
Ireland. 
 David Cooke is the location manager for the NI-filmed 
police series. In an interview with NewsLetter he said: 
“With the second series they did it pretty tightly so people 
wouldn’t know where it was shot, but these last three se-
ries, particularly the last two I’ve worked on, they’ve felt 
a bit more confident with showing a bit more of Belfast, 
even though it still is meant to be the Midlands. Obviously, 
you avoid prominent landmarks like the cranes and the Al-
bert Clock” (Newsletter 2019).  

Cooke confirmed that over 60 Belfast locations were 
featured in the six episodes of the last season: “For each 
location you might have to find about four or five possibil-
ities so that’s a lot of locations that have to be scouted to 
reach the final 60 odd” (ibid.). The fact that Line of Duty 
is a global phenomenon made his job significantly easier, 
as it is much easier approaching places to ask if you can 
film there. Belfast’s often violent past and partially run-
down state makes this city attractive for crime series. The 
gritty environment lends itself well to murder, hijacking 
scenes, and shootouts. 
 Thanks to the post-production facilities available, even 
the sunny outdoor shoots can be given a dark and menacing 
character. And the surrounding of Belfast work as a Passe-
partout even more than Belfast itself, as location scout Ian 

Northern Ireland Screen’s three overarching objectives (2019):  

1) That Northern Ireland will have the strongest screen industry outside of London in the UK and Ireland. 
2) That this industry will be supported by vibrant and diverse cultural voices that are recognised and celebrated  
    equally at home and abroad. 
3) And that the sector will be underpinned by the most successful screen and digital technologies education  
    provision in Europe ensuring that the education is within reach and of value to the most socially disadvantaged. 

(Northern Ireland Screen 2019: 5) 

 

“in the many mysteries posed by the BBC’s gripping 
and wholly addictive Line of Duty, one stands apart. 
Forget ‘The Caddy’, ignore the identity of H, never 
mind which UCO has crossed over to what OCG. The 
big question is: where are we?” 

(James Medd in CNTRAVELLER 2019) 

“I’ve been at this for about 15 years. It’s changed 
a lot in that time. There wasn’t much of an industry 
when I was coming out of school, it took me a while 
to drift into it. I was always interested in the crea-
tive side of things, I made a few short films and 
wanted to get into the business full time. Locations 
was one of the departments that was recruiting. 
For a long time, there wasn’t any BBC productions 
made here. What the industry needed was a large-
scale returning series as a catalyst. Game of 
Thrones has been incredible for this country.” 

(David Cooke in NewsLetter 2019) 

69



Heard confirms when he told us in an interview: “When you 
leave Belfast you could be in the middle of anywhere.” The 
interesting aspect of Northern Ireland’s ability to stand in 
for other places, does not mean that fans of the show can-
not debate the actual shooting locations.  
 Fans can easily make out the real-life locations within 
Belfast. The office of the AC-12 is HQ of Invest Northern 
Ireland in the centre of Belfast, almost opposite the great 
Victorian theatre Ulster Hall on Bedford Street. On Upper 
Queen Street is the Stix & Stones restaurant where one of 
the officers meets up with his estranged wife. A little to 
the north is another often featured venue, Belfast Central 
Library on Royal Avenue. This Victorian building stands in 
as Police Headquarters. And while Line of Duty uses Bel-
fast’s landmarks sparingly, as anonymity is key for this 
show to credibly take place in the midlands, both the Obel 
Tower (Belfast’s tallest building) and St. Anne’s Cathedral 
(the city’s most famous church) make appearances in the 
show. For people who are familiar with Belfast, streets like 
the area of Castlereagh to the south, at the junction of 
Rosetta Road and Mount Merrion Road, and Downhill Ave-
nue are easy to identify. So while this show falls more in 
the category of “made in Belfast” than “set in Belfast”, 
the city and its surroundings are omnipresent in this BBC 
crime show (inews.co.uk 2019). 
 

Case Study II: The Fall   
Unlike Line of Duty, The Fall is clearly not just “made in 
Belfast” but also “set in Belfast”. This gripping psycholog-
ical thriller series that forensically examines the lives of 
two hunters. One is a serial killer, Paul Spector, who stalks 
his victims at random in and around Belfast and the other 
is a talented female Detective Superintendent, Stella Gib-
son, on secondment from the MET who is brought in to 
catch him. When the show first aired to rave reviews in 

2013, reviewers hailed it as a new branch of Northern Irish 
crime fiction which tackles issues of the post-Trouble state 
of Belfast, a prime example of the genre of non-terrorist 
Northern Ireland crime fiction that has been one of the un-
expected products of peace (The Guardian 2016).  
 The first seasons of The Fall made specific reference 
to the fact that serial killers, except for paramilitaries, 
were an unknown phenomenon in Belfast and while war is 
technically over, as Gillian Anderson's DI Stella Gibson dis-
covers, “a long shadow still falls” (The Guardian 2012). For 
the The Fall’s audience, “part of the tension – a version of 
what happens in much European crime fiction after the 
Second World War – is whether or not the killings are re-
lated to the Troubles” (The Guardian 2013a).  
 According to the website of NIS, The Fall features a 
wide variety of Belfast locations: Belfast International Air-
port, The Waterfront Hall, W5 at Odyssey, New Lodge Es-
tate, Rugby Road, Botanic Gardens, Victoria Park, Malmai-
son Hotel, Ulsterville Avenue, The Merchant Hotel, Hilton 
Hotel, Belfast Metropolitan College, Stranmillis Primary 
School, The Holiday Inn, Whiteabbey Hospital, McHugh's 
Bar, Cityside Retail Park, and Victoria Square (Northern 
Ireland Screen, undated). Most of these sites are clearly 
depicted and add to the sense of place in ways that would 
be impossible for a show like Line of Duty. While the crea-
tor of the show, Allan Cubitt, admits that he didn’t know 
Belfast well enough and that his geography was quite off 
for the first season, he managed to create an image of Bel-
fast where “the sense of danger rarely lets up, be it from 
Spector getting caught on the ‘wrong side’ of Belfast in 

“some residents of Belfast would be probably quite 
offended by some of the car journeys that jump 
around the city. [For season two] I knew the city 
much better and had a greater sense of how to make 
use of it.” (Allan Cubitt on YouTube 2016) 

 

         

“With staycations proving ever-popular, BBC 2's lat-
est detective drama invites viewers to take in the 
sights of a region which isn't too far from home. The 
Fall is set in Northern Ireland; a country which, de-
spite its reportedly competitive filming rates, re-
mains remarkably underappreciated as a tourist des-
tination. This looks set to change with the arrival of 
Detective Superintendent Stella Gibson (Gillian An-
derson's acclaimed protagonist) on the scene, de-
spite the show's gritty theme. Most scenes from the 
first season of The Fall were shot in Belfast, a fitting 
locus for the psychological thriller. Age-old rolling 
landscapes, a tumultuous political history and a vi-
brant cultural present make for a somewhat mysti-
fying backdrop.” (Easy Voyage 2013) 

Figure 11.4: Central Library in Belfast 
features as the Police Headquarters in 
Line of Duty (futurebelfast.com) 

Figure 11.5: BBC Northern Ireland’s digital map of The Fall locations (Skylab by BBC 
Northern Ireland 2013) 
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anticipation of a kill, or in the flashes of sectarian violence 
that won't much please the city's tourist board” (The 
Guardian 2013b).  
 Interestingly enough, the city’s tourist board has no 
reason to worry about the show’s tourist effect. As early 
as 2012, travelblogs and commercial travel providers used 
The Fall as motivation to visit Belfast.  
 Belfast, as these websites point out, has a lot to offer, 
as it is clearly shown in the show itself. St George's Market, 
the botanical gardens, the Waterfront Hall, the Merchant 
Hotel and many other iconic destinations are clearly de-
picted in The Fall. The show that has “a keen eye for post-
Troubles politics and serial-killer creepiness” (The Guard-
ian 2013b) also steers tourists towards the “the 'bombs and 
bullets' tours, in which black cabs take visitors to the most 
significant sights related to The Troubles” (Easy Voyage 
2013). BBC Northern Ireland even created a digital map 
that maximises the effects of territorialisation (figure 
11.5). 
 
Case Study III: A Patch of Fog 

A Patch of Fog is a 2015 
thriller written by John 
Cairns and Michael McCart-
ney and directed by Michael 
Lennox who won a BAFTA 
and was Oscar nominated 
for the Belfast-based short 
film Boogaloo and Graham. 
The script was developed 
thanks to the support of NIS 
which was also involved in 
the production of the film. A 
true indigenous production 
(written and directed by lo-
cal talents, shot with mainly 
local crew) A Patch of Fog 
had his first screening at the 
2015 Toronto Film Festival 
and took advantage of the 
popularity acquired by his 

Northern Irish lead actor (Conleth Hill) for his role in Game 
of Thrones. 
 A Patch of Fog tells the story of an acclaimed Northern 
Irish novelist who is blackmailed into an unwanted friend-
ship with a security guard. The film was shot in Belfast, 
Downpatrick, and Bangor in less than a month, between 21 
November and 19 December 2014. What is interesting 
about the choice of locations is that it showcases a series 
of key landmarks in Belfast managing to mix the modern 
and “traditional” sides of the city, such as: Strand Cinema, 

Lagan Weir (with its view of the Titanic quarter develop-
ment and the docks), Botanic Gardens, Ulster Museum, the 
local store Wyse Byse, Queen's University, Victoria Square, 
Belfast Met (Springvale campus), all locations mixing an 
identifiable heritage of the city and clear post-trouble de-
velopment. The film poster offers a good example in this 
regard as it portrays the iconic glass dome of Victoria 
square shopping center, a complex opened in 2008 in the 
heart of Belfast city. Being shot in winter, the film presents 
several scenes of the city during night time and creates a 
continuity between modern houses with enormous glass 
walls and Victorian terraces, neon lighted shopping centers 
and the 19th century university campus. 
 What emerges is the versatility of the Belfast locations, 
but also the struggle in representing untainted signs of a 
modern metropolis. While some reviews (i.e. Guardian 
2016c, Hollywood Report 2015) did not fail to underline its 
strong association with the city, others (Variety, 2015) do 
not make any reference to Belfast or Northern Ireland, 
stressing instead the “universality” of the story told.  
 

Conclusion 
Belfast, like so many cities in the UK struggled with the 
post-industrial state of the economy when the screen in-
dustries became a major force in local economic transfor-
mation. Unlike the rest of the UK, Northern Ireland still 
had to cope with the aftermath of the Troubles and many 
early films produced in the country actually dealt with the 
Northern Ireland conflict. While Northern Ireland invested 
heavily in studio facilities and the grooming of local talent, 
the first international productions did not benefit the re-
gion in the way bodies such as Northern Ireland Screen and 
Invest NI had hoped for. That did change drastically with 
HBO’s Game of Thrones which meant stability and financial 
security. Belfast’s highly evolved studio landscape, highly 
skilled local crews, its ability to stand in for other cities 
and areas, attractive tax breaks, and the ambition of 
Northern Ireland Screen to attract more international pro-
ductions, Northern Ireland has become a key player for 
global media productions.  
 Crime is one genre that recently thrived in Northern 
Ireland. While crime fiction set in Belfast freed itself from 
having to deal with the Northern Ireland conflict themati-
cally, the whole region and especially Belfast retain a 
gritty atmosphere which lends itself well to the genre in 
general. This uneasy environment surely helps to attract 
other crime shows and films, which are originally set in 
other cities, to be shot and produced in Belfast. Highly ac-
claimed shows such as The Fall, Line of Duty, and films 
such as A Patch of Fog illustrate Northern Ireland’s ability 
to move away from the Troubles while capitalising on the 
territory’s troubled past. 

Key takeaways 

• Runaway productions attracted through territorialisation policies created the condition for the develop-
ment of Northern Irish Screen industries. 

• Securing +£100m films and Game of Thrones allowed for studios, sound stages and post-production units 
to be built. 

• In terms of location and facilities, Belfast is now regarded as “best in class” and is well on track to be-
come the second biggest production hub in UK outside of London.  

• Crime is taking a key role in stories showing contemporary Northern Ireland.  
• The location market is key for the competitiveness of Northern Ireland at a global scale. 
• Belfast, hosting crime series and films such The Fall, Line of Duty, The Secret, Dublin Murders, Bad Day 

for the Cut, A Patch of Fog and many others has, according to a recent article by the Guardian (2016), 
become “the capital of crime TV”. 

• Using mainly local talent, the Ulster region utilises its violent past as backdrop for post-Troubles crime 
fiction to tell stories “set in Belfast” and at the same time attracts many productions in which Belfast 
and its surroundings stand in for other locations, thus bolstering the pedigree of the “made in Belfast” 
label. 
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