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SOUTH EAST ENGLAND DEVELOPMENT AGENCY

BOARD MEETING ON WEDNESDAY 16 JULY 2003 

ITEM 6

SCIENCE ENGINEERING & TECHNOLOGY

Recommendation

· The Board to note this interim report as the progress made on the Science Agenda.

· The Board to note the South East Science and Technology Advisory Council Proposals to: 

1. Develop and launch a regional science and innovation strategy to be informed by the DTI innovation review.

2. Work with the research councils and sector skills councils to promote collaboration between business and academia.

· The Board should note and review the initial challenges and opportunities that have been identified for review and development.

Background

1. A strong Science Engineering and Technology base is essential to developing and maintaining a healthy, dynamic and sustainable economy through the five statutory objectives in the RDA Act (1998). SEEDA has taken the lead role for science and innovation with the DTI, and has a key role to play. In recent months the lead role has included the House of Lords Science and Technology Sub-Committee Inquiry into Science and the RDAs, RDA- Research Council links, the Lambert Review and the DTI Innovation review.

2. In the early years of the RDAs, regeneration and infrastructure inherited projects initially accounted for the bulk of the expenditure committed.  While the Single Pot provides flexibility and headroom, given the relatively small South-East budget the region is not able to make the same funding available to support the SET base as in many other regions. SEEDA’s corporate plan avails approximately £8 – £10m pa of its £110 million budget to direct and indirect expenditure on Science, Engineering and Technology, (including most of the expenditure on Enterprise Hubs, Sector and Clusters) Some other regions however are able to use up to £30 to £60 million pa to support the SET base. (West Midlands & North East).

3. In reviewing the region’s science base and in seeing how this can be protected, enhanced and used to  improve the region’s productivity and competitiveness, we need to:

· Enable a step increase in the level of collaboration between industry/private sector and the science base in the region.

· Access the substantial science research capabilities in our universities and the research councils.

· Enable universities and knowledge intensive businesses in the South East to access and more effectively interface with world class science around the world and 

· identify and understand the other key challenges and opportunities which hold back our SET.

House of Lords Science and Technology Sub-Committee

4. The final report is awaited; however it is likely that reference will be made to:

· The progress made by RDAs in supporting knowledge transfer and skills development.

· The extent to which major scientific initiatives (e.g. nano-technology) should be supported at national and/or regional level.

· The level of bureaucracy and inappropriateness of government targets for SET, while acknowledging that the government needs some form of measures to justify considerably increased investment in the science base.

· The developing role of science and industry councils.

· The proposed enhanced role (and capacity) of RDAs e.g. for the allocation of Higher Education Innovation Funds.

Science and Industry

5. “Where these have been formed they are already bearing fruit in providing advice at the highest level, generating an increased sense of regional identity and greater collaboration between industry – HE and inter-university collaboration.” 

RDA submission to the House of Lords Inquiry into Science and the RDAs – Overview, p.3.

6. SESTAC (the South East Science and Technology Advisory Council) was the third such council to be inaugurated in response to encouragement from the government, as a high level strategic body, with membership of senior industrialists from the private and public sectors, and vice-chancellors, together with representation from the DTI and Government Office. At its first meeting the Council provided a steer to SEEDA on:

· The science and innovation policy for the region.

· Responses to government initiatives and inquiries.

· The evolving global regions strategy.

· The RDA – Research Councils UK meeting.

· Areas where research is needed to support the work of the Council.

7. SESTAC has already had a major influence on SEEDA’s strategy for Science Engineering and Technology, to provide guidance and support on the development of SEEDA’s enhanced role, as indicated in the White Paper on HE, in Higher Education Innovation Funding (HEIF II), and to provide feedback to the government on relevant initiatives. The second meeting of SESTAC was held on7th July.

Research Councils UK

8. When SEEDA took over the lead RDA science role this year we assumed the responsibility to co-chair the meeting of the eight research councils and the nine English RDAs. Outcomes so far include:

· The formation of a Joint RDA-RCUK steering group to work on issues such as knowledge transfer, combining the strengths the RDAs have developed in this area, to facilitate ways of progressing potentially useful ideas from basic research funded by the Research Councils.

· The secondment of two research council staff (from PPARC and CLRC) to SEEDA to work on this agenda.

· Potential joint developments include using RDA expertise to enhance knowledge transfer from basic research, perhaps by extending the Joint Research Councils Proof of Concept funds and Business Plan Competition. A young entrepreneurs scheme is also being piloted (in Yorkshire) and the potential for working with Enterprise Hubs will be evaluated.

· The EPSRC sector briefs cover many relevant SEEDA sectors2. It is proposed to use these as a catalyst for the development of academics’ and industrialists networks in the SE.

Global Regions Academic Network

9. Early discussions and work with partners in our emerging Global Region network have indicated a strong desire to work closely together and enhance the collaborative working between industry and academia in our globally competitive market sectors. The Global Regions concept has been discussed with SESTAC who advised that we focus on a smaller number of regions. We therefore intend to fast track our academic links with those global regions where we feel we can make the most immediate progress, ie those regions with a similar economy, a similar culture and similar evolutionary progress.  In particular we plan to focus on our links with the three regions of Sydney, Washington DC, and San Diego/Southern California.

10. At the same time we will continue to support our universities as they seek to develop their links with other regions to evolve a wider network. We need to seek to lever the extensive research contacts and Alumni linkages that our universities have across the globe.

Challenges and Actions:

11. The UK is remarkably imaginative in terms of Scientific and Engineering ideas but much less clever at bringing those ideas into the market. The Lambert Review, which is presently considering the relationship between Higher Education and business, has recognised this problem and identified that the science base in the UK Universities operates in a funding environment where there is little or no incentive to change. The funding that is provided by Government for outreach and links with business is dwarfed by funding for research activity rewarded through the Research Assessment Exercise.

12. Unless there is a paradigm shift from this present position, the number of spin outs from Universities will remain depressingly small. There is a need to shift this paradigm towards the business/education interface by altering the funding structure. This would have additional benefits: 

· greater involvement between Business and the Universities

· more applied and near market research

· better engagement between schools and Universities

· vocational signposting so that the best science and  numerate graduates are not tempted either into the city or to remain inside the University confines.


13.  The SEEDA Enterprise concept has proved that there are entrepreneurs in the market place in the South East. The increasing importance of high technology entrepreneurial SMEs in our regional and global economy highlights the importance of support for these businesses.  


14. SEEDA is proposing to develop a new International Centre for Entrepreneurship offering courses in entrepreneurship, project management and leadership.  The input from key academics, entrepreneurs and development agencies in the four global regions will be essential to the success of the project, and the centre would also form an important node for international academic development and networking. It is hoped that this concept can be worked up to present to the board in the early autumn, following a residential brainstorming workshop where key champions of entrepreneurship from the four regions will be invited to provide the intellectual impetus for the project.

15. Additionally, we intend to progress the global regions network in a number of ways, through:

· developing and supporting a network of key academics and entrepreneurial champions in partner regions and in the SEEDA region,

· supporting collaborative research into best international practice, e.g. in optimising the performance of Enterprise Hubs and their equivalents, and

· supporting the development of R&D links in key sectors.

16. These measures are aimed at contributing to the major challenge that faces a South East Science Policy:  maintaining the level of the science base in the region in both the public and private sectors. The emerging science policy will also need to find ways, including funding, to enable academics to protect their work through patents and to provide incentives for spin out companies.
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