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SUMMARY OF REPRESENTATION 

AIRTO represents the UK's Innovation, Research and Technology (IRT) sector, which collaborates with industry, 

government, and academia to promote innovation and provide technical solutions to challenges  

AIRTO calls for a clear, consistent, innovation-led strategy to address the UK's economic and societal challenges and 

lead to a strong, energy-secure Net Zero economy. The IRT sector includes government-owned, not-for-profit, and 

private research organisations, all crucial to the nation's science and technology infrastructure. The sector has 

potential for increased support for industry and government, contributing to economic growth and the exploitation 

of technology. 

Our representation to this Inquiry seeks to highlight some of the most pertinent issues for optimal financing and 

scaling of UK Science and Technology, rather than providing an exhaustive analysis of every topic. Re-balancing 

public funding for research, development, and innovation to provide more mid-technology readiness level support is 

critical, including investment in RD&I infrastructure and skills. 

Innovation-focused businesses face considerable challenges to succeed in spinning-out or scaling-up, such as 

accessing venture capital, infrastructure and intellectual property rights. As stated in AIRTO’s submission to the 

representation to the House of Commons Science, Innovation & Technology Select Committee Inquiry in January 

2025,  these factors are all concerns for new and expanding companies, and advisory support offered at a national or 

regional level can be hugely beneficial. Newer companies which tend to be smaller, may not have in-house expertise 

that they are able to draw upon in areas such as intellectual property, public procurement etc. They often will not 

have some of the technical infrastructure that they require and are in particular need of being able to access the 

right support in an efficient and affordable way. Support is available through IRT sector organisations which may 

offer opportunities for advice or partnership to boost a company’s productivity, growth or competitiveness by 

helping to solve technical challenges affecting existing processes, or development of products and/or services. 

Our conclusion is that the UK government must tackle barriers to improve the nation’s ability to: 

• attract talent and develop the skills required for translation of R&D to commercially adopted innovation 

• incubate start-ups and SMEs while they demonstrate markets for their innovations 

• reduce the cost and complexity for start-ups and SMEs to navigate and comply with UK regulations and 

quality requirements 

Such an approach will help create an improved environment for businesses to attract investment and scale-up, and 

thereby contribute to economic growth and secure the UK’s position as a leading nation for technology development 

and adoption. 

INTRODUCTION 

AIRTO, the Association of Innovation, Research & Technology Organisations, on behalf of its members, has prepared 

this written response to the call for evidence from the Science and Technology Select Committee (House of Lords 

Select Committee) Inquiry: Financing and Scaling UK Science and Technology: Innovation, Investment, Industry. 

 

AIRTO represents the UK’s extensive Innovation, Research and Technology (IRT) sector, which employs 57,000 highly 

skilled people, has a combined annual turnover of £6.9Bn and contributes £34Bn to UK GDP. Organisations in this 

critical sector work with industry, government and academia to promote and support the introduction of innovation 

to the full range of industrial sectors, and to provide technical solutions to new challenges and crises. The IRT sector 

is a key partner for industry in delivering the support needed for innovation driven economic growth. 

https://www.airto.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/AIRTO-representation-to-SIT-Select-Committee-Inquiry-January-2025.pdf
https://www.airto.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/AIRTO-representation-to-SIT-Select-Committee-Inquiry-January-2025.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/call-for-evidence/3628/
https://www.airto.co.uk/oe-report/
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Via our recent representation to HM Treasury for the Spending Review 2025 and our recent response to the 

Industrial Strategy Green Paper, AIRTO has been calling for a clear, consistent, innovation-led strategy that will boost 

growth to address the UK’s immediate economic and societal challenges, and in the long-term lead to a strong, 

growing energy-secure Net Zero economy. This representation proposes both strategic actions to secure the UK’s 

exploitation of its R&D strengths, and immediate actions that will provide support for industry to further innovate in 

its products and processes resulting in short- and medium-term growth in turnover and productivity. 

THE ROLE OF THE IRT SECTOR 

The UK has a range of world-leading organisations that comprise the IRT sector. These are independent and trusted 

agents for driving innovation in industry. Some of these organisations are government owned, some are not-for-

profit entities, and others are private research organisations. All are a key part of the nation’s science and 

technology infrastructure, working closely with industry, and collaborating with academia. 

The sector has huge potential for significantly increasing its support for industry and government. In the short- and 

medium-term this will be a key part of the plan for stronger economic growth. In the longer term it will be an 

increasing, integral part of the country’s science and innovation infrastructure and strategy, aimed at achieving the 

goal of raising the level of GDP invested in RD&I and working with industry to effectively exploit the resulting 

technology. 

A major area of activity for the IRT sector operations is research, development, innovation and demonstration in the 

mid Technology Readiness Level (TRL), where public investment has a ‘multiplier effect’ due to the generic nature of 

the activity and its relevance across whole sectors and industries. Appropriate public funding is also significantly 

multiplied by industrial investment both directly and through the IRT sector. This is reinforced by the IRT sector’s 

commitment to the transfer of knowledge to industry and its deployment for innovative activity. As discussed above, 

AIRTO advocates to re-balance public funding for research, development and innovation to provide more mid-

technology readiness level support (e.g., demonstrators) for key sectors and industries, and reduce the cost and time 

to translate technologies to market (as discussed in AIRTO’s Position Paper ‘More D!’). 

The IRT sector can play a crucial role in ensuring the nation reaps the full benefit from increased investment in RD&I. 

To achieve this, there are changes needed in the government’s support for the IRT sector, as recommended in Sir 

Paul Nurse’s Independent review of the research, development and innovation (RDI) organisational landscape. This 

will involve investment in the RD&I physical and digital infrastructure and skills, providing the necessary resources 

and capabilities to create a catalytic effect that further attracts private industrial funding, with its associated 

economic benefits. 

Therefore, it is recommended that the government create a recapitalisation fund for the non-profit distributing IRT 

organisations which do not have recourse to shareholder funding (because of their ownership and commitment to 

mission-driven support). This will allow a significant increase in their support of and benefit to UK plc and will 

complement existing government investment in Catapult Centres and Public Sector Research Organisations (PSREs). 

A key feature of this resource allocation, for it to be effective, is longevity. Supporting longevity is equally vital for 

the current funding mechanisms for Catapult Centres and PSREs. 

At the end of 2023, the Research and Innovation Organisation (RIO) Infrastructure Fund was opened to non-profit 

distributing IRT organisations in addition to Public Sector Research Establishments. This was very welcome as a first 

step. However, with a comparatively modest budget (£25m) and a very short timescale to develop proposals, it is a 

scheme that should be further developed and expanded to fulfil IRT Organisation’s needs if they are to play their full 

part in supporting UK industry. 

Lastly, the sector’s members are well placed to help develop optimised standards and regulation for key areas of 

emerging technology and to offer facilities for independent assessment of compliance, for safety critical applications.    

https://www.airto.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/AIRTO-representation-to-HMT-Spending-Review-February-2025.pdf
https://www.airto.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/AIRTO-response-to-Industrial-Strategy-Green-Paper-November-2024.pdf
https://www.airto.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/AIRTO-response-to-Industrial-Strategy-Green-Paper-November-2024.pdf
https://www.airto.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/AIRTO-More-D-Position-Statement-31-MARCH-2020-web.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1141484/rdi-landscape-review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/research-and-innovation-organisations-infrastructure-fund/research-and-innovation-organisations-infrastructure-fund-guidance-for-research-and-innovation-organisations-in-the-uk
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RESPONSE TO THE INQUIRY 

For optimising financing and scale-up, looking beyond the issues associated with availability of investment capital 

etc. for innovation, additional areas of focus which are pivotal to ensuring the success of the UK’s Industrial Strategy, 

include: 

• attracting talent and developing skills 

• bringing market knowledge to bear for start-ups and SMEs 

• improving the ‘system’ for SMEs and startups to navigate 

Attracting talent and developing skills 

Recognising that people form the bridge that transfers ideas and translate technologies through all the different 

stages of development through to commercial markets, employing the right mix of qualified scientists, engineers and 

innovative business leaders is critical in driving productivity and growth. 

Generally, the UK is considered attractive so talented people who want to work here may be deterred by a range of 

factors with our Visa system. These include:  

The complexity of the ‘system’ for obtaining a visa frequently being cited as a barrier by employers and needing 

simplification. 

Costs being considerable for individuals or employers. 

Opportunities to remain in the UK longer-term being limited, especially if short-term funding cycles prevail. In 

addition, promotion requires further visa applications for those on skilled worker visas. 

The system requires simplification and the message that the UK is ‘open and accessible to those who have the talent’ 

needs to be re-enforced, so that prospective scientists/engineers/innovators have confidence that working in the UK 

will be affordable and that they have good future career prospects once they choose to locate here. The Industrial 

Strategy is an important opportunity for attracting talent - to signal priority areas where the UK is committed to 

building strengths.  

Enhancing and optimising the base across the nation is critical for the success of the UK's Industrial Strategy, both 

nationally and regionally. IRT sector organisations and other entities in the ecosystem, including academia, play a 

critical role in driving the development of the available skills for companies seeking to grow. Availability of the right 

skills is crucial for attracting and anchoring companies, forming clusters (either organically or internationally), and 

ultimately creating opportunities and jobs. Supporting the IRT sector in to take forward further initiatives to continue 

develop skills is a positive way for the government to drive job creation, prosperity, and growth.  

Successful innovation requires more than just technical prowess; it demands a visionary mindset and an 

understanding of commercial and customer needs. The ability to combine technical knowledge with business 

strategy is vital for driving productivity and innovation. Therefore, the availability of ‘commercial technocrats’ - 

scientists and engineers who possess both deep technical expertise and strong business acumen, should be 

considered. These individuals play a crucial role in translating technologies from the laboratory to the marketplace.  

Having the right level of business and technical skills signals confidence and credibility to markets, as it confers the 

capabilities required to translate technologies through to adoption.  

Bringing market knowledge to bear for start-ups and SMEs 

Bridging the gap between technological innovation and market success is critical when businesses are scaling up to 

grow. IRT organisations can play a crucial role in bringing the necessary market knowledge to bear for start-ups and 

SMEs. They help ensure that emerging technologies are not only technically viable but also commercially relevant 

through: 
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• Market Knowledge Integration: IRT organisations gather and analyse market data to align technology 

development with industry needs, ensuring innovations meet real-world demands. 

• Technology Translation: They facilitate the transformation of research breakthroughs into practical 

applications by providing frameworks for market placement, sizing, and competitive positioning, and thereby 

stimulate technology adoption. 

• Commercialisation Strategy: These organisations assist in structuring launch plans, managing market entry 

risks, and ensuring competitive differentiation. 

• Intermediary Role: Acting as a bridge between research institutions and industries, they support technology 

transfer, intellectual property protection, and risk management. 

By leveraging market insights, IRT organisations help innovators navigate the complexities of technology adoption, 

increasing the likelihood of successful commercialisation. Nurturing this role, and supporting organisations to do 

more to serve the needs of SMEs and start-ups in this regard, with benefit their drive to scale-up – to the wider 

benefit of the UK economy as a whole.  

Improving the ‘system’ for SMEs and startups to navigate 

AIRTO has consistently advocated for simplifying the landscape for SMEs and startups in the UK, particularly in areas 

such as regulation, government support, public funding, and procurement. 

Applying relevant lessons from comparators nations such as Germany which has strong support for SMEs, could 

benefit the UK. 

To achieve an enhanced system, the government should build on recent initiatives aimed at reducing barriers for 

innovative businesses to go further to: 

• cut administrative costs of regulation on businesses and continue simplifying processes to encourage 

investment and innovation 

• better utilise public procurement to help fledgling businesses win contracts, positioning the government as a 

‘first customer’ to drive growth. 

• continue striving to improve and simplify the system of R&D tax relief to provide more certainty for 

businesses.  

Continuing to make improvements of this kind will ensure SMEs and startups can access funding, navigate 

regulations, and leverage public procurement opportunities more effectively.  

CONCLUSIONS 

The UK government must continue to tackle barriers to improve the nation’s ability to: 

• attract talent and develop the skills required to sustain growth 

• bring market knowledge to bear for the benefit of start-ups and SMEs 

• improve the ‘system’ for SMEs and startups to navigate 

This will help create an improved environment for businesses to attract investment and scale-up, and thereby 

contribute to economic growth and secure the UK’s position as a leading nation for technology development and 

adoption. 

 

 

For further information, please contact:  

Dr Jane Gate, Executive Director, AIRTO Ltd: enquiries@airto.co.uk 

mailto:enquiries@airto.co.uk

