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Given that Munster siMMs has a ManufacturinG tradition that Goes back More 

than 200 years, one MiGht expect this northern ireland Manufacturer of Whale 

puMps to be set in its Ways and ideas... that couldn’t be further froM the truth

Turning success into a habit 

In a stubbornly uncertain global boating market 
where many leading brands that once seemed to 
be unassailable have for the past few years been 

fighting for survival, there’s one that, on the surface 
at least, appears to be coming through the world’s 
economic woes as though they 
were hardly happening. Munster 
Simms Engineering, the company 
whose name is less known in the 
recreational boating market than 
the Whale-brand pumps that it has 
been manufacturing in Bangor, 
Northern Ireland and marketing 
worldwide since the 1950s, seems 
to be doing rather well.

Buoyed by rising sales, the 
company is expanding into a second industrial unit 
about 3km from its headquarters and it’s taking on 
more staff to cope with growing demand. Regarding 
turnover, “our average run rate was £10m-£11m a 
year from the late 1990s to the mid 2000s, but our 
growth from 2009 to 2011 saw an increase from 
£10m to £14.5m,” says Patrick Hurst, managing 
director. “This year Munster Simms is in good shape. 
We have some good new contracts and we’re looking 
at sales around the £15.5m-£16m mark.”

Marine is the largest segment of Whale’s 
business, accounting for 36 per cent of turnover. 
Next comes the recreational vehicle market, at 27 
per cent. Shower drain and pump kits for stationary 

applications account for 21 per cent of the business, 
while the remainder is shared by Propex heaters and 
industrial, ground water and portable sanitation 
applications. One the marine pumps side, Hurst says: 
“Globally there are five strong brands. We’re in the 

top three.”
Overall business growth has 

generated pressure on Munster 
Simms’ present 48,000ft² (4,460m²) 
of working space, leading to the 
purchase of an additional unit that 
will add 36,000ft² (3,345m²) of 
capacity. This will be the company’s 
new Technology and Polymer 
Centre and will house its injection 
moulding facility, new product 

life and concept testing facility, along with software 
design, cold test and wind testing chambers. Opening 
is scheduled for October this year. 

increased staff levels
Back in 2008, when, as Whale’s marine international 
manager Keith Nixon says, “the world economy went 
over a cliff edge, we reduced our staff numbers from 
120 to 90, but now it’s up to 148.” That total is set to 
rise again when the new production unit comes on 
stream, adds Hurst. “We’ve been recruiting since the 
beginning of this year and anticipate reaching  
a staff complement of more than 200 over the next 
few years.”

Munster Simms 
is in good shape. 
We have some 

good new contracts and 
we’re looking at sales 
this year of 
around £15.5m 
to £16m 

 Right: The 
Gusher manual pump 

– the quintessential 
Whale marine product

Middle: Whale pump 
warehousing and 

dispatch
Left: Whale produces 

both diaphragm 
and impeller marine 

pumps
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  Activities: Whale supplies the marine, 
caravan/motorhome, shower drainage and 
industrial markets with freshwater, bilge and waste 
pumps, and water and space heating systems
  Production: 10 injection moulding machines and associated production 
equipment with the latest touch-screen CNC, full-on 3D CAD/CAM and Rapid 
Prototyping Technology (RPT)
  Facility: 48,000ft2 of working space in Bangor, Northern Ireland. Whale recently 
purchased an additional unit located around 3km from its headquarters that will add 
another 36,000ft2 of capacity

Turning success into a habit That’s not including Whale North America. 
Whale’s presence in the US was established back 
in 1976 when Whale product was distributed 
through US distributors Avon Seagull and Imtra 
Corporation. Since 2007, Whale has shared 
a sales distribution operation based in 
Manchester, Vermont in a successful 
partnership with Oceanair. The US 
Whale team manage warehousing, 
sales and technical support and deal 
directly with the OEM boatbuilder and 

World War; it had claimed to have introduced mass 
produced small pumps to the marine leisure industry; 
and it had embarked upon the mass production 
of small plastic pumps following its acquisition of 

Henderson Pumps in the Isle of Wight in 1975.
It was four years ago, however, that the 
present ownership and management took 

over the company and launched it on the 
new trajectory that we see today. In an 
MBI (Management Buy-In), Patrick Hurst 
and two fellow directors acquired Munster 

Simms from a number of external 
shareholders. As a result, it now 
has some of the most up-to-date 
production and R&D equipment 
for making highly-engineered 
plastic products.

The new board is very much 
hands-on. As Keith Nixon says, 
“The three directors are really 
involved. They are not just 
watching the figures.”

capital injection
They have injected “a substantial 
amount” of capital, says Nixon, 
into the company which now has 
10 injection moulding machines 

and associated production equipment with the 
latest touch-screen CNC (Computer Numerical 
Control), full-on 3D CAD/CAM (Computer Aided 
Control/Computer Aided Manufacturing) and – very 

importantly given the high value that the company 
puts on product innovation, quality and speed to 
market – RPT (Rapid Prototyping Technology).

Nixon explains: “Two years ago we invested in a 
rapid prototyping technology and eight months ago 
we purchased the latest machinery.” This, he says, 
enables the company to generate prototypes 
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The three 
directors are 
really involved. 
They are not  
just watching  
the figures

retail markets. The company has a long-established 
tradition of global boating market export that goes 
back more than four decades.

In today’s lean times it’s more usual for long-
established companies with working practices that 
evolved under more stable economic conditions to 
trim labour costs and outsource in order to drive costs 
down. Indeed, Munster Simms had partially gone 
down that road itself until 2007. But since then it 
has moved in the opposite direction. Now, says Keith 
Nixon, almost everything is designed, developed and 
produced in-house. There are no agency workers.

Between them, Whale’s production workers 
cover practically all of the skills involved in the 
manufacture of both impeller and diaphragm pumps, 
heaters and related equipment for boats and, indeed, 
recreational vehicles and other market sectors that 
the company targets. Other than electric motors, 
almost everything is produced in-house – right from 
design using the latest high-tech rapid prototyping 
techniques to the injection moulding of casings and 
components, wiring and electronics assembly and the 
manufacture of a wide range of connectors.

In Munster Simms’ long and varied business 
history, which goes back to 1810, the aforementioned 
year 2008 is an important watershed. Before then 
it had made petrol pumps and equipment for the 
dispensing and storage of petroleum right from the 
dawn of the automotive age; it had constructed brass 
bilge pumps for the Royal Navy ahead of the Second 
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of new models and components straight from 
CAD and STEP computer files. These are not 
only dimensionally accurate, but they can also 
be produced in materials with different physical 
characteristics from soft rubber to hard plastics. 
And, as the RPT nomenclature 
suggests, it can shorten product 
development times considerably. 
“Depending on the complexity of 
the end product, it used to take 
three weeks for prototypes to come 
back when we did this out of house. 
Now we can get from CAD files to 
prototypes in two days.”

This has had a marked effect 
on product development lead 
times and its ability to introduce 
innovation quickly, which is key 
to the company’s management 
philosophy. A recent example is 
Whale’s Supersub Smart Range bilge pumps with 
integrated IC (Intelligent Control), which senses 
when bilge waste needs to be pumped away so that 
there’s no need for separate switch components or 
extra wiring. This is claimed to be a market first. 

“We have done big drive around technology, 
with IC and mini-systems for OEMs. We supply 
the ‘boat in a box’ so that builders don’t need to 
worry about the wiring,” Keith Nixon says. And 
with the plumbing connections, he adds, “Everyone 

wants something different. We are one of the few 
companies that supply everything for individual 
plumbing requirements. ‘Vendor consolidation’ is 
one of our strengths. We’re unique with this.” 

Once designs have been signed off and new 
injection moulding tools have come back from the 
tool makers it can take Whale five or six months to 
go from new model concept to production. Before, 
this process could take at least eight months.

Managing director Patrick Hurst points out 
that none of the recent investment in design and 
manufacturing processes at Whale would have 
happened without his and his fellow directors’ 
strong belief in the workforce. 

“The quality of our workforce is 
fundamental to our success,” he says. 
“There’s a good work ethic here in 
Northern Ireland. We have a good 
educational system and a skilled 
pool of labour.” So as the economic 
downturn bit deeper, Munster Simms 
coincidentally benefited. “Some 
leading companies have closed here, 
so we have picked up some excellent 
people,” he adds.

While most companies like to pay 
lip service to how much they value 
the contribution from their staff 
to the success of their businesses, 

at Whale this sentiment is palpable. It goes well 
beyond light-hearted manager/employee banter 
on the shop floor. “The overall thing about Whale 
is the people,” says Patrick Hurst. “Our employees 
and their attitude and loyalty are what defines the 
business and is core to its continued commercial 
success. The Whale team are a credit to the company 
and themselves. They have all worked hard together 
to continually maintain the quality and introduce 
innovative, market leading products... To have their 
support ensures the company’s continued success.”

high staff retention
Unsurprisingly, the company has high staff 
retention. At below one per cent per year, staff 
turnover is low. “We have fun here. It’s a good 
environment to work in. It’s not programmed. 
It’s part of our culture. With our broad family of 
products we offer flexible working for everybody 
and that’s unique in all Ireland.”

Everyone, it seems, is motivated towards driving 
forward product design, quality and service. That 
might sound trite were it not for the fact that the 
company has recently received a Sunday Times 
award for the third year running as one of the UK’s 
‘Best 100 Small Companies to Work For’.

This accreditation by the UK’s biggest national 
Sunday newspaper, in which employees are 
independently canvassed for their views, can 
be seen as a resounding vote of confidence by 
the workforce. This year Whale was particularly 
commended for looking after the wellbeing of its 
staff, and an overall ranking of 8th reflects their 
faith in the “sound capabilities” of the leadership.

Meanwhile, Patrick Hurst says, “We continually 
challenge ideas. At the end of the day our technical 
ability is only as good as the workforce.” 

 Left: Keith 
Nixon, Whale 
marine international 
manager Right: 
Patrick Hurst, 
managing director 
of Munster Simms 
Engineering (Whale)
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rapid prototyping 
technology and 
eight months ago 
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latest machinery




