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AIRTO - the Association of Innovation, Research & Technology Organisations -
welcomes the publication of UK Research and Innovation’s (UKRI) new five-year
Strategy and Delivery Plan. AIRTO supports the intention to use the Government’s
record £38.6 billion R&D investment to strengthen the UK’s research and innovation
system, support regional economic growth and improve public services across the UK.

For the Innovation, Research & Technology (IRT) sector, the strategy’s mission-led
framework represents an important step towards aligning public funding with the UK’s
modern Industrial Strategy. AIRTO particularly welcomes the focus on targeted Priority
Programmes in areas such as artificial intelligence, quantum technologies and clean
energy, where the IRT sector can provide the applied capability, facilities and industry-
facing expertise needed to support delivery. AIRTO would also encourage UKRI to
ensure that the Delivery Plan supports a broad and balanced programme portfolio
beyond Al and quantum technologies, including areas that strengthen UK resilience in
priority domains such as economic security, supply chain security and national
defence.

Where the Strategy Successfully Supports Innovation

e Commercialisation and Scalability:
The strategy’s focus on helping innovative businesses to “start, scale, and stay” in
the UK is welcome. AIRTO has consistently highlighted the need to strengthen the
pathway from discovery to commercial deployment, ensuring that public R&D
investment is supported by practical mechanisms that help organisations translate
ideas into products, services and wider economic value.

e Aggregated Sector Budgeting:
Moving towards a more coordinated budget for high-growth industrial sectorsis a
positive development. It should enable more strategic, cross-disciplinary
investment and help reduce unnecessary complexity for businesses seeking to
engage with public innovation support.

e Regional Growth and Clusters:
The emphasis on place-based partnerships and research and innovation clusters is
also welcome. AIRTO members are embedded in regional and national innovation
ecosystems and can help ensure that these capabilities are mobilised to support
business growth, technology adoption and local economic impact.
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Where the Strategy Must Go Further
To fully realise the potential of the IRT sector and translate this public investment into
economic and societal benefit, AIRTO encourages UKRI and the wider government to

give further attention to five priority areas:

1. Skills & Innovation Management

While support for world-leading researchers is essential, the strategy would benefit
from a clearer and more integrated workforce plan for innovation. This should include
technical skills, applied engineering capability, innovation management and the
practical expertise required to manufacture, deploy and scale emerging technologies.

2. Infrastructure & Public Sector Research Establishments (PSRESs)

AIRTO welcomes the recognition of critical national infrastructure, Catapults and
Research Institutes. However, delivery should also ensure that independent RTOs,
PSREs, National Laboratories and specialist research facilities are accessible, visible
and sustainably supported as part of this infrastructure. Such organisations (including
AIRTO’s members) provide essential applied capability for industry, while also
partnering with academia to provide the knowledge, facilities, development expertise
and networks needed to turn research into innovation, commercial exploitation and
wider economic value. They should be fully recognised within the UK’s innovation
infrastructure.

3. Agile Regulation

Breakthroughs in areas such as medical technology, artificial intelligence and other
frontier technologies require a regulatory environment that enables responsible
innovation. UKRI should work closely with the Regulatory Innovation Office (RIO) and
relevant departments to align funding with regulatory sandboxes, testbeds and
demonstrators. This coordination is necessary to make the UK the fastest global market
to commercialise new products safely, and to provide a regulatory example for other
countries to follow.

4. Procurement as an Innovation Driver

Government and other relevant bodies have identified public procurement as an
important mechanism for supporting innovation, providing direction for research at an
early stage and supporting later development, deployment and commercial
exploitation. As such, it should be reflected within UKRI’s remit and its five-year
strategy. AIRTO encourages greater use of strategic public procurement to support early
adoption of UK innovation. Used effectively, government can act as a credible first
customer, helping to de-risk investment, support scale-up, and accelerate the
deployment of new technologies.
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5. Operating Environment and Business Costs

UKRI should also work closely with wider government departments to ensure that the
operating environment supports business investment in innovation. Alongside funding
and programme design, issues such as supply chain resilience, energy costs and wider
input costs can influence private sector decisions on inward investment, scale-up and
long-term activity in the UK. The Delivery Plan should recognise that direct UKRI
investment alone will not be sufficient to drive scale-up at the pace and breadth
required, particularly where grant conditions may unintentionally discourage private
investment. A more joined-up approach across government will be needed to ensure
that the regulatory, tax and business environment actively supports commercialisation,
scale-up and long-term private sector confidence in the UK. Appropriate cross-
government interventions will be important to ensure that the UK remains an attractive
and resilient location for research, development and commercial exploitation.

6. Strategic International Collaboration

To ensure that the UK remains internationally connected and commercially competitive,
the delivery framework should include clear mechanisms for global collaboration.
AIRTO calls for explicit, non-transactional international pathways within the Delivery
Plan, recognising that international collaboration is essential to attracting top talent,
strengthening the global competitiveness of the IRT sector and ensuring that innovative
UK products and services can access routes to market internationally. These pathways
should actively help the IRT sector export British innovation globally on a commercial
basis to benefit the UK economy and tap into cross-border technology supply chains.

Looking Ahead
AIRTO members stand ready to collaborate with Professor Sir lan Chapman and UKRI’s

leadership team. This engagement will be important to ensure that the strategy’s five-
year ambitions are supported by robust governance, practical market-led support and
delivery mechanisms that benefit the whole of UK society.

ABOUT AIRTO

AIRTO is the Association of Innovation, Research and Technology Organisations. Its
membership comprises fifty of the principal organisations operating in the UK’s
innovation, research and technology (IRT) sector. The IRT sector has a combined
turnover of £6.9Bn, employing over 57,000 scientific and technical staff (equivalent to
the academic staff of the Russell Group of universities) and, for comparison, it is larger
than the network of Fraunhofer Institutes in Germany in size and scope of activities. The
sector contributes £34Bn to UK GDP. AIRTO’s members work at the interface between
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academia and industry, for both private and public sector clients in the UK and
overseas. Members cover a very wide range of industries and technologies. These
include agriculture and food, pharma and bio, energy generation and distribution,
manufacturing and the built environment. They may be industry specific or have cross-
sectorial technology and expertise. Members include Independent Research and
Technology Organisations, Catapult Centres, Public Research Establishments, National
Laboratories or and privately owned innovation organisations.

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION

Please contact: enquiries@airto.co.uk
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