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Northern Ireland has the fastest growing population of the UK countries 
 

The NI population rose markedly to just under 1.725 million in 2005, an increase of 14,100 

people (0.8%) compared to 2004, making population growth here the fastest of the UK countries. 

 

Half of the growth in the Northern Ireland population was a result of net in-migration, while the 

other half resulted from the continued excess of births over deaths. Indeed 2005 saw the lowest 

number of deaths ever registered. 

 

These are some of the findings recorded in the 84th Annual Report of the Registrar General 

published today by the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA). The annual 

report provides a wealth of further information on births, deaths, marriages and civil partnerships 

registered in Northern Ireland during the 2005 calendar year. The report also includes statistics 

on adoptions and divorces during the same period. 

 

This year the report contains an invited feature article “Fertility in Northern Ireland – a review of 

the demographic evidence” by a team led by Professor Ciaran O’Neill from The University of 

Ulster.  Commenting on the article, The Registrar General, Dr Norman Caven, said: 

 

“I would like to thank Professor O’Neill and his team on the article they have written for this 

year’s report reviewing the demographic evidence on fertility levels in Northern Ireland. 

The impact of changes in fertility are far reaching and the work he and his team have 

undertaken, which has charted the fall in fertility rates over recent decades and possible 

future trends, adds to our knowledge of this important issue.” 

 

The remainder of this statistical press notice outlines the main statistical findings in the report. 
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POPULATION – Largest increase in the Northern Ireland population due to in-migration 

 

Key findings are: 

 

• the population of Northern Ireland continues to rise – the estimate of the population of 

Northern Ireland at 30 June 2005 was 1,724,400. This figure is an increase in population 

over the preceding twelve months of 14,100 people or 0.8% of the population; 

 

• between mid-2004 to mid-2005 the number of people estimated to have come here to 

live was just under 27,000 people. This is a marked increase on previous years and a 

significant number of in-migrants (5,000) came from the Eastern European countries that 

joined the European Union in May 2004. In contrast around 20,000 people left Northern 

Ireland to live elsewhere last year – giving a net in-migration level of just under 7,000 

people. This is the largest rise in population due to migration seen in Northern Ireland; 

 

• the United Kingdom population passed the 60 million mark in mid-2005. Population 

growth in the year to mid-2005 was fastest in Northern Ireland, at 0.8%. The population 

of England grew by 0.7%, Scotland by 0.3% and Wales by 0.2%; 

 

• in absolute terms the number of children aged under 16 in Northern Ireland has fallen 

from 416,500 in 1995 to 381,200 in 2005. This decrease is also shown in the proportion 

of the population who are children – 25% in 1995, compared with 22% in 2005; and 

 

• the trend of an increasing number of pensioners in Northern Ireland continues – in 2005 it 

is estimated that 279,600 people are of pensionable age compared with 251,500 

pensioners in 1995. This increase is also shown in the proportion of the population who 

are of pensionable age – 16% in 2005 compared with 15% in 1995. 
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BIRTHS – A further small rise in the number of recorded births from the 2002 record low 

 

Key findings are: 

 

• the number of live births registered in 2005 was 22,328, a marginal increase of 10 births 

on the 2004 figure; 

 

• in 2002 there were 21,385 live births registered, this was the lowest number recorded in 

Northern Ireland in a single year. Northern Ireland currently has a fertility rate of 1.87 

children per woman of child-bearing age, a slight increase from the record low of 1.75 

children per woman of child-bearing age seen in 2000, but still well below the 2.68 

children per woman of child-bearing age seen in 1975; 

 

• in 2005, over one third of all live births in Northern Ireland occurred outside marriage 

(36%), however this varies from area to area. In Belfast Local Government District a 

majority of births (56%) were outside marriage. Whereas, in Magherafelt and Omagh 

Local Government Districts, just over one in five of births (23%) were outside marriage.  

 

DEATHS – Lowest annual number of deaths ever recorded in Northern Ireland 

 

Key findings are: 

 

• the number of deaths registered in Northern Ireland in 2005 was 14,224, the lowest 

number ever recorded in a single year. The number registered in 2005 compares with the 

14,354 deaths registered in 2004; 

 

• just under half of all deaths (45%) registered in Northern Ireland can be attributed to two 

major groups - cancer, 26% of deaths (3,735 deaths) and ischaemic heart disease, 19% 

of deaths (2,708 deaths); 

 

• deaths related to a non-natural or external cause account for a high proportion of deaths 

of younger people. Of the 313 such deaths among people aged 15-44, 122 were as a 

result of suicide and 113 were caused by transport accidents; and 
 

• in 2005 in Northern Ireland, a total of 246 people died from alcohol related deaths; 171 

males and 75 females. The number of alcohol related deaths in 2005 is more than double 
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the 120 deaths registered in Northern Ireland in 1995. This rise is consistent with similar 

rises across the United Kingdom. 

 

STILLBIRTHS AND INFANT DEATHS – Small changes in number of stillbirths and infant 

deaths registered  

 

Key findings are: 

 

• the numbers of stillbirths decreased from 113 in 2004 to 89 in 2005, while the number of 

infant deaths (deaths in the first year of life) increased from 122 in 2004 to 140 in 2005. 

Over the longer term, the number of stillbirths and infant deaths has fallen well below the 

levels seen twenty years ago. 
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MARRIAGES – Small decrease in the number of marriages in Northern Ireland in 2005 

 

Key findings are: 

 

• there were 8,140 marriages registered in Northern Ireland in 2005, a decrease of 188 

marriages or 2% on the 2004 figure of 8,328 marriages. However, the number of 

marriages registered in 2005 is still significantly higher than that recorded each year 

between 1998 and 2003; 

 

• marriage legislation underwent major change in 2004 with the enactment of the Marriage 

(Northern Ireland) Order 2003 from 1 January 2004. Under the new law residence 

requirements for marriage have been reformed allowing couples to marry in the area of 

their choice, and the changes also make it easier for people from outside Northern 

Ireland to get married here. The new legislation may partly explain changes in the 

numbers of marriages registered before and after its introduction; 

 

• people are waiting longer to get married in Northern Ireland, with the average age at first 

marriage now 28 years for females and 30 years for males, both almost 6 years older 

than their counterparts 30 years ago; 

 

• considering all weddings, including those involving widowed and divorced people, the 

average age at marriage is now just under 30 years of age for brides and just over 32 

years of age for grooms; and 

 

• the majority of marriages continue to be solemnised by religious ceremony, although the 

percentage of ceremonies taking place in Registrar’s Offices has risen over the last forty 

years. In 2005, 27% of marriages were conducted by civil ceremony compared to 12% in 

1981 and 5% in 1961. 
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CIVIL PARTNERSHIPS – New legislation introduced across the UK in 2005 

 

• the Civil Partnership Act came into force in 2005 and allowed same-sex partners to 

register their partnership. In Northern Ireland, the first civil partnership was registered on 

19 December 2005 and by the end of the year a total of 12 partnerships were registered 

in Northern Ireland. 

 

DIVORCES – Decrease in the number of divorces in 2005 

 

• the number of marriages dissolved in Northern Ireland in 2005 was 2,362. This is a 

decrease from the largest number of divorces on record (2,512 divorces) seen in 2004. In 

the decade 1993-2003 the number of divorces had stabilised with an annual average of 

around 2,300 per year; and 

 

• in 2005 there were 2,052 children, under the age of 16, who were directly affected by 

divorce. 

 

ADOPTIONS 

 

• the number of children recorded in the Adopted Children Register during 2005 was 140. 

The number of adoptions has been falling steadily since 1970 when over 500 children 

were recorded in the Adopted Children Register. 

 

RE-REGISTRATIONS OF BIRTH 

 

• since the early 1940s, the number of births authorised to be re-registered has increased 

from 165 in 1942 to 748 in 2005. The most common reason for a re-registration is to add 

the father's name to a birth entry. 
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NOTES TO EDITORS 

1. This is the Eighty-fourth Annual Report of the Registrar General for Northern Ireland. It is 

a National Statistics Publication. The report is available, at a cost of £22, from The 

Stationary Office, 16 Arthur Street, Belfast. ISBN number 0-33-708856-X and can be 

accessed on the NISRA website www.nisra.gov.uk. 

2. The 2005 report includes commentary designed to bring out the key demographic trends 

and issues. Detailed statistical tables are available as a supplement to the report on 

compact disc and on the NISRA website (www.nisra.gov.uk/demography). 

3. Over the last year NISRA have scanned and created electronic copies of each of the 

previous Annual Reports of the Registrar General back to 1922. These reports are 

available on the NISRA website (www.nisra.gov.uk/demography). 

4. Corresponding information for England and Wales is published by the Office for National 

Statistics and for Scotland by the General Register Office for Scotland. 

5. Further information can be obtained from:                                                                                     
The Press Office                                                                                                            
Department of Finance and Personnel,                                                                        
Craigantlet Buildings                                                                                                      
Stoney Road                                                                                                   
BELFAST                                                                                                                      
BT4 3SX                                                                                                             
Telephone:  (028) 9052 7374                                                                                   
Fax:   (028) 9052 7149 

6. Statistical queries should be addressed to:                                                                         
Customer Services                                                                                                        
NISRA,                                                                                                                          
2-14 Castle Street,                                                                                                        
BELFAST                                                                                                                     
BT1 1SA                                                                                                                        
Telephone:  (028) 9034 8160                                                                                  
Fax:   (028) 9034 8161                                                                                   
E-mail:  census.nisra@dfpni.gov.uk 

7. This year, Professor Ciaran O’Neill and colleagues from the School of Economics and 

Politics, University of Ulster, have written an article entitled ‘Fertility in Northern Ireland – 

A review of the demographic evidence’. A summary of his article is attached. Professor 

O’Neill can be contacted directly at:                                                                                                

Telephone: (028) 90366205    or  E-mail:   c.oneill2@ulster.ac.uk 

http://www.nisra.gov.uk/
http://www.nisra.gov.uk/demography
http://www.nisra.gov.uk/demography
mailto:c.oneill2@ulster.ac.uk
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Fertility in Northern Ireland – A review of the demographic evidence 

By Ciaran O’Neill, Pat McKee and Pat McGregor, School of Economics and Politics, 

University of Ulster 

The future size and the age structure of a population are determined by fertility, mortality and 

migration patterns. While steadily improving mortality and net migration have an effect; the 

number of births is a key factor in determining the size and age structure of Northern Ireland’s 

population. An understanding of fertility trends is vital for the projection of the future population 

and for planning future services. This article reviews recent fertility trends in Northern Ireland, 

and speculates on future trends in fertility. The main findings are: 

 

• the fall in fertility rates over the last thirty years have been substantial and remarkably 

relentless. Northern Ireland currently has a fertility rate of around 1.87 children per woman 

of child-bearing age compared to 2.78 children per woman of child-bearing age in 1974; 

 

• there were 22,328 live births registered in 2005 compared with 27,160 births in 1974 and 

the peak of 34,345 children born in 1964 during the 1960s baby boom; 

 

• a key factor driving fertility patterns overall is the drop in fertility rates of women in their 

20s. The fertility rate of women in their early twenties has fallen by nearly 60% from 1974 

to 2005. In contrast the fertility rate of women in their early and late thirties has remained 

constant over the same period; and 

 

• trends in fertility are difficult to predict. Current population projections assume future 

fertility levels at 1.80 children per woman of child-bearing age. Decisions to have children 

reflect a range of factors. For example developments in assisted reproductive 

technologies may expand potential child-bearing years. In contrast the increase in 

property values in Northern Ireland could result in delays in starting families and thus 

potentially lower fertility.  

 

 

The article looks further at a number of specific areas including multiple births, unmarried 

mothers and trends in fertility within Northern Ireland. 
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