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INTRODUCTION 

AIRTO, the Association of Innovation, Research & Technology Organisations, 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. AIRTO has approximately 60 organisations in 
membership. 
 
Organisations in this critical sector work with government, academia and industry, (from construction to industrial 

machinery and personal protective equipment to food and space technology) 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.  
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RESPONSES TO RELEVANT QUESTIONS 

1. What is the name of your business? 

AIRTO – Association for Innovation, Research and Technology Organisations 

 

2. What’s your email address?  

enquiries@airto.co.uk  

 

3. Which science/technology sector(s) does your business operate in?  

AIRTO consists of around 60 member organisations spanning sectors from construction and industrial machinery to 

personal protective equipment, food and space technology. 

 

4. What type of business are you? 

• Angel investor 

• Venture capital or private equity investor 

• Accelerator in incubator 

• Early stage start-up (pre-seed to series A) 

• Scale-up (series B to series C) 

• Mature (post series C, exit & or IPO) 

• None of the above 

 

Describe your business type  

Not-for-profit representative body for the UK’s Innovation, Research and Technology sector. 

 

5. What does your business do? 

AIRTO represents the UK’s Innovation, Research and Technology (IRT) sector. Our members employ around 57,000 

highly skilled people, generate £6.9bn in annual turnover, and contribute £34bn to UK GDP. AIRTO works with 

government, academia and industry to accelerate innovation and address complex challenges. As part of this, 

AIRTO/AIRTO members support the commercialisation and scale-up of innovation, including by facilitating access to 

partnerships, expertise and opportunities. AIRTO also contributes to the formation of government policy and 

facilitates the sharing of best practice across the innovation ecosystem. 

 

6. Which regulator are you facing a challenge with? 

AIRTO members do not face challenges with just a single regulator; rather, they operate within a highly fragmented 

regulatory landscape, where responsibilities are distributed across multiple bodies, making it difficult to identify and 

engage with the appropriate regulator. AIRTO often acts as a key part of the interface supporting members in 

navigating this complexity through guidance interpretation, product testing and certification, and advice to industrial 

partners and client companies. Some regulators our members deal with include, but are not limited to: 
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• Health and Safety Executive (HSE) 

• Environment Agency (EA) 

• Building Safety Regulator (BSR) 

• Office for Product Safety and Standards (OPSS) 

• Food Standards Agency (FSA) 

• Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA) 

• Intellectual Property Office (IPO) 

• National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) 

• Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) 

• Office for Gas and Electricity Markets (Ofgem) 

• Office for Communications (Ofcom) 

• Civil Aviation Authority (CAA) 

Some of our members also engage with UKAS and BSI, due to their important roles in accreditation and standards-

setting within the wider regulatory system. They also engage with the Department for Business and Trade, given its 

role in shaping the broader policy framework within which regulation operates. 

 

7. Describe your regulatory challenge. 

AIRTO members experience challenges arising from the lack of clarity in regulatory guidance, particularly in 

understanding how published guidance should be interpreted and applied in practice. This is evident in AIRTO 

member National Physical Laboratory’s (NPL) case study on Xampla1 coatings, where the absence of a universally 

accepted method for verifying whether a material is “plastic-free” created uncertainty despite increasing regulatory 

pressure to reduce single-use plastics. AIRTO member Innovate UK Business Connect2 also highlights challenges in 

microbiome innovation, where unclear classification, underdeveloped standards and limited product-specific 

guidance can make it difficult to identify the applicable regulatory route and evidential requirements. 

There are also concerns regarding the speed of regulatory engagement, including both response times to queries 

and the pace at which regulatory frameworks are updated. These timelines do not always align with the needs of 

organisations operating in fast-moving, innovation-led environments, where timely decisions are critical. In 

particular, there is often uncertainty regarding which regulator holds responsibility in specific areas, reflecting the 

extent to which regulatory functions are delegated across different bodies. This can result in delays and inefficiencies 

in engaging with the correct authority. 

Furthermore, emerging cyber security regulatory requirements are becoming a growing challenge for 

innovation-active organisations, particularly in the context of legislation such as the Cyber Security & Resilience Bill. 

A key issue is the blurred boundary between research, innovation, and live operational services, as AIRTO members 

frequently operate across all three. This creates uncertainty as to when regulatory requirements should apply, and 

risks experimental environments and pilot-scale activities being subject to frameworks designed for fully operational 

systems. 

A further challenge arises from the lack of clear and comprehensive guidance on construction products, particularly 

in the context of post-Grenfell regulatory changes and the post-Brexit divergence in requirements. This has created 

additional uncertainty for organisations involved in testing, certification and product development, making it more 

difficult to identify applicable requirements, understand the roles of different bodies, and support innovation 

 
1 https://www.npl.co.uk/case-studies/xampla-s-paper-coatings-have-the-functionality-of-plastics-without-the-environmental-
harm  
2 https://iuk-business-connect.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Microbiome_Strategic_Roadmap_FINAL.pdf  

https://www.npl.co.uk/case-studies/xampla-s-paper-coatings-have-the-functionality-of-plastics-without-the-environmental-harm
https://www.npl.co.uk/case-studies/xampla-s-paper-coatings-have-the-functionality-of-plastics-without-the-environmental-harm
https://iuk-business-connect.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Microbiome_Strategic_Roadmap_FINAL.pdf
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efficiently. These difficulties are compounded where testing and compliance activities are energy-intensive, adding 

further cost pressures for organisations operating specialist facilities and pilot-scale environments. 

 

8. How is this challenge affecting your business? Select all that apply 

• Investors are reluctant to invest because of this regulatory issues 

• We want to invest in this sector but are hesitant because of this issue 

• We cannot scale our UK operations or it has reduced our revenue 

• We cannot test or launch our product in the UK 

• We can launch our product but it will be significantly delayed 

• None of the above 

 

9. Tell us more about the impact on your business (optional) 

The challenges outlined above increase the time, cost and complexity of bringing innovation to market. This is 

illustrated both by the need for organisations such as Xampla to work with specialist institutions to develop bespoke 

validation methods, and in microbiome innovation, where uncertainty over classification, standards and evidence 

requirements can delay regulatory decision-making and make investment and product development more difficult to 

plan with confidence. 

Cyber security regulatory developments are likely to increase the cost and complexity of compliance across the 

innovation lifecycle, particularly where their scope extends to organisations engaged in both research and service 

provision. The absence of a clear transition between experimental environments and fully regulated operations 

creates a risk of a cliff edge, where organisations move abruptly from low‑regulation research into full compliance 

obligations, with limited intermediate steps. This may slow innovation, delay market entry, and discourage 

investment - especially for SMEs - while creating practical challenges in meeting requirements such as incident 

reporting within rapidly evolving systems.  

The Energy Regulator’s approach to gas and electricity pricing, including exemptions for eligible organisations under 

the British Industrial Competitiveness Scheme (BICS), does not adequately reflect the energy cost profile of R&D 

organisations. These organisations incur high energy costs when operating experimental and pilot processes to 

support innovation in UK foundation industry manufacturing. As a result, UK research and technology innovation 

support businesses have become less cost-competitive internationally, leading to the loss of innovation activity and 

innovation support business to overseas alternatives or not taken at all. 

For example, AIRTO member Glass Futures informs that energy prices in the UK, which are multiple times higher 

than in some competing regions, are undermining the value of major investment in its pilot-scale facility and limiting 

access to key assets as operating periods have had to be reduced. Although alternative approaches such as digital 

twins and AI-enabled research can help mitigate some of these pressures, physical pilot-scale assets remain essential 

to commercialisation and to supporting innovation and decarbonisation in a critical foundation industry sector. 

From AIRTO’s perspective, these challenges constrain our ability to support members in navigating regulatory 

requirements and accelerating innovation to market. Where the regulatory environment is unclear or difficult to 

access, the effectiveness of support provided by trade associations is correspondingly reduced. 

 

10. What role if any, could the RIO play in helping you address this challenge? 

• AIRTO recommends that the RIO develops a clear, comprehensive and user‑focused guide to the UK 

regulatory landscape, alongside improvements to the clarity, consistency and practical usability of regulatory 
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guidance. This should clearly distinguish between policy, enforcement, accreditation and standards‑setting 

functions, provide businesses with straightforward routes to the appropriate regulators and support, and 

include more consistent definitions and approaches to demonstrating compliance. 

 

• The RIO should promote a more responsive regulatory system, including faster engagement with businesses 

and more agile updating of regulatory frameworks to reflect technological developments. 

 

• The RIO should support a more joined-up and coordinated approach across regulators, government 

departments and arm’s-length bodies, including stronger alignment with Innovate UK, ARIA and other key 

organisations, This should include establishing a clear and proportionate framework across the innovation 

lifecycle in an effort to reduce fragmentation. 

 

• Consideration should be given to more flexible, innovation-supportive regulatory approaches, such as 

sandboxes and demonstrators, to enable proportionate oversight while encouraging innovation. 

 

• The RIO should ensure that its staffing model and access to expertise reflect the practical needs of industry, 

including knowledge of how innovation processes operate and how businesses develop and scale new 

technologies. 

 

11. Is there anything else you’d like to tell us?  

AIRTO welcomes further engagement with the RIO. Our members operate across the innovation lifecycle and are 

well‑placed to provide practical evidence on how regulatory frameworks function in practice. AIRTO would be keen 

to support ongoing dialogue, including workshops and/or case study development, to help ensure that emerging 

regulatory approaches are effective and grounded in industry experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For further information, please contact:  

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