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BELFAST START UP COAL BUNKER EXPANDS INTO NEW MARKETS AND CELEBRATES INTERNATIONAL 

SALES 

 

An innovative start up storage bunker which is designed to make storage and access to materials including coal, grit, 

wood pellets and animal feed easier has expanded into new markets and gone on to enjoy international success. 

 

The Smart Bunker, created by Niall Greenan in 2012 after securing a £6,000 loan from The Start Up Loans Company, 

levers materials from its storage bunker via a spring-loaded side level without using a shovel. The business has secured 

sales in Australia, Germany and France and now plans to expand its international footprint by launching in the UAE 

market. 

 

The business currently turns over £40,000 in sales, and sells its products online through retailers including The Fireside 

Shop UK and Grafton Group. 

 

Niall had the idea of creating a convenient storage bunker after his mother’s arthritis prevented her from lifting coal from 

tool-shed to fireplace. The product eases the process of moving heavy products out of the storage bunker. It is 

waterproof, easy to refill and airtight to prevent dampness, and it can be fixed to the ground for security. In addition to 

lifting heavy materials, The Smart Bunker keeps animal feed fresh by extracting from the bottom upwards. 

 

After initially struggling to get the business off the ground due to a lack of access to finance, Niall approached The 

Start Up Loans Company for funding to support its cash flow. Giving the business this access to capital also enabled 

him to attend trade shows to help raise product awareness.  

 

Since launching in 2012, the scheme has lent almost £4,000,000 to Northern Ireland microbusinesses, providing over 

600 loans to recipients across the country. The programme has backed over 200 people in Northern Ireland who were 

unemployed and economically inactive.  

 

Niall Greenan, founder of The Smart Bunker, said: “Launching The Smart Bunker has taught me that providing a 

simple solution to an everyday problem can lead to a profitable business. We have received a great deal of 

international interest, and breaking into new markets highlights the wider demand for a convenient solution to storing 

coal, grit and wood. 

 

“The Start Up Loans Company was essential in putting The Smart Bunker on track for success. My mentor at The 

Start Up Loans Company was a great sounding board, who helped me ask the right questions in the initial stages. It’s 
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great to see how my product helps my mum’s arthritis, especially since lifting heavy loads is usually an impossible 

task for her. 

 

Tim Sawyer, CEO of Start Up Loans Company, said: “It’s great to see the popularity of The Smart Bunker rising. 

Chances are, if you’ve experienced a problem, then someone else has too. Niall is a great example of someone who 

has recognised this, and turned a smart idea into a profitable business.  

 

“For many, determination is often the main catalyst behind turning a simple idea into a tangible business. Combining 

the two often helps ordinary people like Niall take the leap of faith needed to start out alone. Although starting up is no 

task for the faint-hearted, there’s plenty of support out there to ensure your business idea starts off on the right foot. 

We encourage anyone who’s considering launching their own business to make the most of the help available.” 
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Notes to editors  
 
About SULCo:  
 
The Start Up Loans Company (SULCo) was formed in June 2012 on behalf of the Department for Business, Energy 
and Industrial Strategy (BEIS), formerly the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS). SULCo provides 
personal loans for business purposes of up to £25,000 at 6% fixed rate per annum, and offers free dedicated 
mentoring and support to each business.    
 
The primary aim is to ensure that viable start-ups and early stage businesses have access to the finance and support 
they need in order to thrive. A network of delivery partner organisations support applicants in all regions and industries 
throughout the UK.  
 
The funding for SULCo is provided by BEIS and administered by the 100% government-owned British Business Bank. 
The British Business Bank makes finance markets for smaller businesses work better, enabling the sector to prosper, 
grow and build economic activity.  
 
In November 2015, the Chancellor committed an additional £108m of funding through to 2020 on top of the £131m 
already invested.  
 
The Start Up Loans scheme is not designed to generate a commercial profit.   
 
Key statistics  
 
* Since 2012, Start Up Loans has delivered over 44,000 loans, providing more than £276m of funding and helping to 
back 25 businesses a day.  
 
* In the financial year 2015/2016, the scheme provided 9,141 loans with a total value exceeding £64.1m - helping start 
around 28 businesses every day of the year   
 
* 19,000 loans have been provided to individuals formerly unemployed or economically inactive and 46% of loans to 
young people are helping those who were formerly NEET (not in employment, education or training)  
 
* Approximately one in five loans go to residents in the UK's most deprived communities 
 
* The overall return on investment of the scheme is at least £3 per £1  
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* Loan recipients report estimated average turnover of £49,000 in the first year. For more information about Start Up 
Loans, please visit: https://www.startuploans.co.uk/   
 
*All of these statistics are gross estimates, with the exception of the return on investment numbers, and are based 
upon Start Up Loans CRM and externally commissioned research from two major surveys undertaken by Qa 
Research.  
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