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1. History of the Grand Opera House 

 

 
 

In 1895 the most renowned theatre architect of the Victorian era, Frank Matcham, bestowed on 

Belfast one of his most imaginative and opulent creations. Few landmark buildings incorporate the 

heritage connotations of the Grand Opera House with its continuity of operation through more than 

a century. The Theatre’s regenerative role was never more important than when, rescued from 

demolition, it re-opened in 1980 in some of Northern Ireland’s darkest days. At that point, financial 

investment ensured that its continuing contribution to Northern Ireland's heritage was sustained, via 

the restoration of its original decorative and functional order. 

 

The Grand Opera House, with its magnificent architectural and decorative scheme, has survived for 

127 years - while most of its contemporaries from that extraordinary era of theatre-building have 

long gone.  The Grand Opera House has left an indelible mark on the history and heritage of UK and 

Irish theatre. Since 1895 thousands of world-renowned artistes have appeared on its stage. 

Throughout The Troubles the Theatre remained open, except for two periods when it was damaged 

by bombs, and during the 1980s and 1990s it operated when the night-time economy in the city was 

at its infancy. The pantomime, in particular, attracted families into Belfast at a time when many 

businesses closed at night. 

 

The Theatre has recently benefited from a £12.2 million restoration and development project, the 

most extensive work undertaken since the Grand Opera House was rescued from demolition in the 

mid-1970s, restored and reopened in 1980. As well as returning the auditorium to its original and 

opulent splendour, the first-ever heritage exhibition celebrating the Theatre’s rich and colourful 

history, has also been installed as part of the restoration and development programme. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
        Photograph: Fully restored Theatre when it re-opened in October 2021 

 

2. Company Structure 

 

 

 

 

 

Wholly owned subsidiary 

 

 

The Grand Opera House Trust (‘the Trust’) is a charitable company limited by guarantee and does 

not have share capital. It is recognised as a charity by the Charity Commission for Northern Ireland 

(charity registration number NIC104605) and HM Revenue and Customs (charity number XR23794).  

 

The Trust was established to “promote, maintain, improve and advance the education of the public 

of Northern Ireland in the arts (including the art of drama, operatic arts, other performing arts and 

the visual arts)”. 

 

The Trust’s wholly owned subsidiary, The Grand Opera House (Theatre) Limited, was established to 

operate the commercial bar, front of house and conferencing facilities at the Theatre, to hire out the 

Theatre to third parties and to contract with production companies and sell tickets to customers for 

admission to the shows presented.  

 

 

 

 

 

The Grand Opera House (Theatre) Limited 

(Trading Subsidiary) 

The Grand Opera House Trust 

(Charitable Trust) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

The Grand Opera House Trust currently employs 135 staff and has a turnover of approximately £9m.  

The Trust has enjoyed a strong operating performance since the appointment of its current Chief 

Executive in 2017, and has a strong balance sheet and positive working capital and cash flow position 

due to advance ticket sales and build-up of reserves.   

 

3. Charitable Objective and Mission 

 

The charitable objective of the Trust is to promote, maintain, improve and advance the education of 

the public of Northern Ireland in the arts.  

 

The Grand Opera House aims are: 

 

• To present a world-class theatrical experience; 

• To extend and enhance the Theatre’s reputation nationally and internationally; 

• To exercise responsible stewardship of the landmark theatre building; 

• To maintain a distinctive education and outreach programme; 

• To sustain and develop a successful organisation; and 

• To provide a positive experience to people visiting and working in the Theatre. 

 

The mission of the Grand Opera House is to “create and deliver extraordinary experiences for 

everyone”. 

 

4. The Theatre for Everyone 

 

The Grand Opera House is Northern Ireland’s Premier Theatre and no other theatre in Northern 

Ireland can stage the large-scale and technically demanding shows that feature in the Grand Opera 

House’s programme. The Theatre’s high-quality performance programme encompasses the full range 

of art forms, both on the mainstage as well as smaller productions in The Studio, and includes 

musicals, plays, ballet, opera, comedy, dance, locally created work, family shows, as well as one of the 

UK's most successful pantomimes.  

 

The Trust’s performance programme is created to appeal to the broadest possible range of interests, 

tastes and ages, and consideration is always given to a range of prices to encourage attendance. The 

main auditorium has a capacity of 1,056, and The Studio a capacity of 123. The Grand Opera House is 

the only venue in Northern Ireland where local audiences can experience the work of the UK’s leading 

companies as well as shows from the West End, international ballet and opera companies, and the 

very best touring dramas. This includes the National Theatre, Northern Ballet Theatre, Birmingham 

Royal Ballet, as well as West End productions including SIX, Mamma Mia!, the London Palladium 

production of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat, The Ocean at the End of the Lane, The 

Commitments and many more. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

    

  
Photographs, Waitress (top left); Hairspray (top middle); The Rocky Horror Show (top right); Joseph and the Amazing 

Technicolor Dreamcoat (bottom left); May McFettridge as Dame May (bottom right). 

 

The Trust’s prolific Creative Learning Department delivers a busy programme of performance related 

workshops for all ages and abilities, within the Grand Opera House and beyond, school/educational 

focussed initiatives, as well as a programme of events with broad appeal to all the communities of 

Northern Ireland. In 2019, the last year of operation ahead of the start of the restoration project, the 

Trust’s Creative Learning Programme engaged with a record number of over 5,000 people. 

 

The Grand Opera House is a historic listed building and its history, heritage and key role in the life of 

the City of Belfast is shared through talks and, in the last year alone, a record number of over 160 

backstage tours.  

 

The Trust provides a range of platforms aimed at encouraging the performers of tomorrow as well as 

delivering initiatives aimed at developing performance skills and confidence, including its annual 

Summer Youth Production - the largest of its kind in Northern Ireland. This summer the Trust staged 

The Pirates of Penzance with 170 young people taking part in the production.   

 

5. Governance 

 

The Grand Opera House Trust is governed by a Board of voluntary Trustees, who meet at least six 

times per year.  The Trustees possess a range of skills and considerable experience across a number 

of disciplines: construction, finance, hospitality, legal and local authority. The Trust has three sub-

committees; Planning and Finance; Audit, Risk and Governance; and Human Resources.  

 
The voluntary Trust has a current membership of 12, four of which will be retiring, having reached 

the end of their term, before the end of 2022. Biographies for the Trustees are detailed overleaf: 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Colin Loughran (Chair of the Trust) 

Colin is an experienced Chief Executive and consultant with a demonstrated history of working in the 

construction industry. While Chief Executive at Lagan Construction Group Holdings he was 

responsible for the management of six operational business units for the Group, employing over 

1,000 people completing complex construction projects worldwide. Key projects have included 

Private Public Partnerships for the M8 in Scotland and N17 in Ireland, University of Ulster, London 

City Airport and new airport in Islamabad Pakistan. Colin also has extensive Board experience and 

currently is a member of the Chartered Institute of Civil Engineering Surveyors, the Royal Institute of 

Surveyors and the Chartered Institute of Arbitrators. He holds a degree in Quantity Surveying from 

John Moore’s University and a Law degree from the University of Law.  

 

Jon D’Arcy (Deputy Chair) 

Jon is a chartered accountant and after 23 years as a Partner in KPMG Ireland and 10 years as the 

Belfast office Chairman, he retired from the firm in February 2016. Jon’s business and financial 

experience is extensive, with more than 30 years working with some of Northern Ireland’s largest 

business organisations, covering many industry sectors including, financial services, pensions, health, 

technology, pharmaceuticals, manufacturing, retail and consumer products, education and utilities. 

 

Ann McGregor MBE (Deputy Chair) 

Ann was appointed as CEO of the Northern Ireland Chamber of Commerce and Industry in June 2008. 

Ann was formerly Chief Executive of Enterprise NI and a director with Business in the Community.  

 

In June 2012, Ann received an MBE for services to small business development and enterprise in the 

Queen’s Jubilee Birthday Honours. In December 2013 Ann was awarded an Honorary Fellowship by 

Belfast Metropolitan College for services to small business and enterprise.  

 
Alderman Sonia Copeland 

Sonia is a full-time member of Belfast City Council, representing the Titanic Electoral Ward.  She is a 

member of the Climate and City Resilience Committee and East Belfast District Policing and 

Community Safety Partnership. From June 2017 to June 2018, Sonia was Deputy Lord Mayor of 

Belfast.  

 

Bernard Fitzpatrick 

Bernard LL.B is a barrister. He was called to the Bar of NI in 1987 and specialises in personal injury 

work and media law. He is a former President of the Queen's University of Belfast Graduates' 

Association.  

 

Janette Jones 

Janette was the Head of Tax for PwC in NI and a member of the PwC NI Leadership Team. She is well 

known in the Province as an innovative and strategic tax advisor and has over 20 years’ experience 

advising private sector companies and multinational groups on a full range of UK tax issues. 

 

Liam Nellis 

Liam joined the Northern Ireland Civil Service in 1973 and established and led NI-CO (the public sector 

marketing company) in 1990. In 1997 he joined the Industrial Development Board as Executive 

Director, responsible for attracting foreign direct investment to Northern Ireland. After a brief period 

on secondment to set up the body, Liam was appointed CEO of InterTradeIreland in 2000.   

 

Rajesh Rana 

Rajesh is a Director of Andras House Ltd. Andras House is Belfast’s largest hotel group, with five 

hotels and a serviced apartment site and also has commercial property assets in the city. He is 

responsible for the operations of hotels in the portfolio as well as marketing, sales and the 

development of new projects. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Mark Thompson  

Mark is a Corporate and M&A partner in A&L Goodbody’s Belfast office. Mark is widely experienced 

in company/commercial law, with particular sectoral experience in the areas of energy and natural 

resources, healthcare, media, intellectual property and technology law. 

 

Kathryn Thomson 

Kathryn Thomson has been Chief Executive of National Museums NI since March 2016. Prior to that 

she was Chief Operating Officer at Tourism NI for 11 years. She holds a public appointment as a 

Director of the Strategic Investment Board. She is Chair of Visit Belfast, is on the Board of Tourism 

Ireland, as well as being a Director and Trustee of Culture Perth & Kinross and Open House Festival. 

 

Gordon Parkes 

Gordon is the Executive Director, People & Culture for NIE. He has over 40 years’ experience in 

Human Resources across several organisations and sectors and has been HR Director of NIE Networks 

since 2000. Since 2013 he has been a Chartered Fellow of the Chartered Institute of Personnel and 

Development (CIPD) and, in 2019, was awarded Chartered Companion status by the CIPD Board. He 

holds a Masters in Business Administration and is a member of the Institute of Directors. 

 

Patricia Corbett MBE 

Patricia was the first head of Hillsborough Castle for Historic Royal Palaces, leading a £20m 

investment programme. Patricia was recently awarded an MBE in the Queen’s Birthday Honours for 

services to the community in Belfast. She is a Deputy Lieutenant for the Borough of Belfast, a Tourism 

NI board member and representative on the Visit Britain board. 

 

6. Management Structure 

 
The current management structure is as follows: 

 

Chief Executive 

Ian Wilson 

        
        

Head of Financial Services 

Helen Speers 

 

 
Head of Marketing & Sales 

Jen Rea 

Head of Operations 

Andrew Wiggam 
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The Theatre is led by Ian Wilson, a Northern Irelander who in 2016, after a highly successful period 

in commercial theatre in the West End, returned to the Grand Opera House where earlier in his 

career he had been Head of Marketing, in the role of Chief Executive.  The Theatre’s many successes 

can be attributed to the talent and commitment of the Theatre’s highly-skilled staff, with strong 

leadership from the Trust’s Chief Executive.  

 

The Chief Executive delivers a Theatre-wide annual Business Plan which has input from all members 

of staff. The Business Plan represents an ambitious programme of strategically planned activities 

throughout all areas of the Grand Opera House so as to add to increased footfall, revenue and 

profit, enhanced customer service, and a high-profile education and outreach programme. The 

eight Headline Objectives below have been set as they underpin the commercial success of the 

Grand Opera House, and will contribute to steady business growth: 

• Theatre Revenue 

• Paid Attendance 

• Customer Service 

• Creative Learning 

• Staff Development and Engagement 

• Health, Safety and Welfare 

• Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 

• Effective Internal Service Provision 

 

The Business Plan’s Headline Objectives are rigorously applied and delivered through a series of 

actions. Progress is monitored at senior management team meetings, and reported to the Trust on 

a continuous basis. 

 

7. Job Description and Personnel Specification 

 

Purpose of Role  

 

• To serve on the governing body of the Grand Opera House – the Board of 

Trustees/Directors. 

 

• To be responsible for the governance of the Grand Opera House with particular emphasis 

on its accountability, integrity and risk management.  

 

• As a member of the Board of Trustees/Directors: 

� Provide leadership. 

� Set strategy. 

� Ensure human and financial resources are in place to achieve objectives. 

� Set values and standards. 

� Ensure the integrity of financial information and the robustness of financial controls 

and risk management. 

 

• Actively participate in an appropriate sub-committee as appointed by the Board. 

 

Working with:  the Chief Executive of the Grand Opera House and members of the Board of 

Trustees/Directors.  

 

Contract type: non-executive, voluntary.  Maximum of two terms; a term being four years. 

Approximately 50 hours per year.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Responsibilities 

 

As a member of the Board of Trustees/Directors:  

 

•••• To develop policy and provide strategic direction for the Grand Opera House Trust and its 

subsidiary trading company, ensuring prudent use and control of the Theatre’s resources. 

 

•••• To set the Theatre’s strategic aims, ensuring that the necessary financial and human 

resources are in place for the company to meet its objectives and to review management 

performance. In particular: 

� overseeing the activities of the Grand Opera House, its strategic direction and 

planning processes, financial controls and performance measures. 

� reviewing and guiding strategy. 

� reviewing and approving strategic plans, annual budgets, operational plans and 

performance objectives, and risk management strategies and plans, as developed 

by the senior management team. 

� monitoring implementation and performance, and overseeing major capital 

expenditure. 

� ensuring that the organisational structure is appropriate for achieving the Grand 

Opera House’s strategic goals, and that the necessary policies, procedures and 

controls are in place to ensure that authority may be delegated by the Board 

without loss of accountability. 

� ensuring strong relationships with key stakeholders. 

� in general approving and overseeing the maintenance of sound corporate 

governance and the accountability of the Boards.   

 

•••• Attend Board/Committee meetings, contribute to discussion matters as appropriate, and 

provide advice to promote the success of the Theatre. 

 

•••• Take decisions objectively in the interests of the Grand Opera House. 

 

•••• Uphold at all times the three fundamental values of corporate governance; accountability, 

probity and transparency.  

 

•••• Act at all times within the law and within the provisions of the charity’s and trading 

company’s Articles of Association.  

 

•••• Act collaboratively with other Board members in a spirit of mutual respect and teamwork. 

 

•••• Develop effective relationships with senior management, providing support and advice 

when required. 

 

•••• Develop strong working relationships with key stakeholders and represent the work and 

best interests of the Grand Opera House at all times.  

 

•••• Advocate for the Grand Opera House with supporters and key stakeholders, and introduce 

contacts to the Grand Opera House for its benefit. 

 

•••• Regularly attend Grand Opera House performances and events and represent the Grand 

Opera House at external events. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Personnel Specification 

 

Essential  

 

• Prior Board experience.  

• Demonstrable senior experience and a strong track record of strategic leadership in one of 

the following four key specialisms: Finance, Marketing, Governance, or Corporate 

Hospitality/Sponsorship.  

• Strong interpersonal skills; ability to work collaboratively with Board members and 

management. 

• Understanding of good governance; compliance and control requirements; and policy 

setting. 

• Excellent communication and listening skills. 

• Genuine interest in the cultural arts sector with a strategic arts and business understanding. 

• Strong personal networks in relevant sectors 

• Ability and willingness to devote the necessary time and effort to the Grand Opera House. 

 

The Grand Opera House Trust is an Equal Opportunities Employer and we welcome applications 

from all suitably qualified persons.  We do encourage applications from individuals with disabilities, 

individuals from the LGBTQIA+ community and ethnic minorities who are currently under-

represented on the Trust. 

 

8. The Appointment Process 

 

The Selection Process 

 

Applicants must clearly and fully demonstrate on their CV and covering letter how they meet the 

requirements of the role. Our client may decide to interview only those applications who appear, 

from the information they have provided, to be most suitable in terms of relevant experience and 

ability. It is essential therefore, that applicants fully describe on their CV and covering letter how they 

meet the requirements of the role. 

 

Shortlist 

 

After the closing date, the first stage in the selection process will be to conduct a shortlist of all 

returned CVs. Applicants who do not fully demonstrate that they meet each of the essential criteria 

will not be progressed until the next stage of the process. 

 

Preliminary Interviews 

 

It is expected that preliminary stage interviews will take place between Tuesday 8 November and 

Friday 25 November 2022. When the interview date has been offered, those invited should make 

every effort to attend on the specified time and date. Given the difficulties in arranging interview 

panels, flexibility may not be possible. Applicants are therefore asked to indicate if there are dates 

in November which might cause particular difficulty – for example a pre-booked holiday or period 

when they will be out of the country. 

 

First Stage Meetings 

 

Candidates successful at the preliminary interview stage will be invited to a first stage meeting with 

representatives from the Grand Opera House Trust. It is expected that these meetings will take place 

w/c 28 November 2022. Those invited should make every effort to attend on the specified date and 

time. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Final Stage Meetings 

 

Candidates successful at the first stage meetings interview stage will be invited to meet with the 

Chief Executive and Chair of the Grand Opera House Trust. It is expected that these meetings will 

take place w/c 5 December 2022. Those invited should make every effort to attend on the specified 

date and time. 

 

Monitoring Form 

 

The Grand Opera House Trust monitors applications for employment in terms of Community 

Background, Gender, Sexual Orientation, Age, Disability and Ethnicity. The use and confidentiality of 

Community Background information is protected by the Fair Employment and Treatment (Northern 

Ireland) Order 1998.  It will be used only for monitoring, investigations or proceedings under the 

requirements of the above legislation or to comply with the Theatre’s funding requirements. Please 

note that the monitoring form will be sent to you on receipt of your CV.  

Timeline 

• The deadline for return of completed CVs is 5.00pm on Monday 7 November 2022. 

• Preliminary stage interviews will be held between Tuesday 8 November and Friday 25 

November 2022. 

• First stage meetings will be held w/c 28 November 2022.  

• Final stage meetings will be held w/c 5 December 2022. 

• Role will start in January 2022. 

 

How to Apply 

 

Tailored CVs and detailed covering letter outlining how you meet the criteria for the role must be 

returned to: 

 

Gerry May 

Forde May Consulting 

Balmoral House 

77 Upper Lisburn Road 

Belfast 

BT10 0GY 

 

OR 

 

Alternatively email your tailored CV to jobs@fordemayconsulting.com.  

 

All CVs must be received at one of the above addresses by 5.00pm on Monday 7 November 2022. 

 

CVs will be acknowledged within seven days of receipt. 

 

Candidates with a disability who require assistance will be facilitated upon request. Candidates who 

wish to receive the information pack in accessible format are requested to advise Forde May 

Consulting of their requirements as promptly as possible allowing for the fact that the closing date 

for receipt remains the same for all applicants as noted above. Please contact Gerry May from Forde 

May Consulting on 028 9062 8877.  

 

 


