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The Government has committed to levelling up the country and implementing a new place-based
Research and Development Strategy, as well as an Innovation Strategy later this year.
Governments around the world have sought to support local clusters of innovation in specific
fields to support competitiveness and drive high value innovation.

The life sciences sector in the UK enjoys a comparative advantage as a top three global hub and
the number one recipient for foreign direct life sciences investment in Europe. In addition to this,
the industry is a major employer in the UK with over 250,000 people working in the sector across
the country. This event, as part of Onward’s LEVEL UP series, focused the discussion around a
number of key questions. The panel consisted of Lord Bethell, Minister for Innovation, Prof.
Louise Kenny, Executive Pro Vice Chancellor at the University of Liverpool, Dr Séamus O’Neill,
Chief Executive of the Northern Health Science Alliance, and Neelam Patel, Chief Executive of
MedCity.

The panel discussed how the comparative advantage in the life sciences sector can be used to
build up more regional clusters in line with the Government's ambitions to level up. In addition,
the panel discussed the lessons that can be learned from the success of clusters of excellence
and innovation in other industries and countries, along with the ways in which these could be
applied to other technology domains. There was agreement that a cluster-based approach that
focuses on the “triple helix” of industry, academia and government working together - crucial to
driving innovation. There was also agreement that the life sciences sector during the pandemic
demonstrates the effectiveness of such an approach, especially in regards to the development of
vaccines, and the UK’s contribution to global diagnostics and therapeutics relating to COVID-19.

Key points of the discussion:

1. Geography plays a significant role in technological development, as is evidenced by the
confluence of academia, human skills, financial capital and commerce in Silicon Valley.
The Innovation Minister discussed how this is also evidenced by the life sciences sector in
the UK, which contains many internationally competitive clusters. The sector provides a
good example of what levelling up can look like in practice, with a 10% increase in
employment since 2010 with two-thirds of new jobs located outside of the capital. The
Minister also described how the R&D roadmap lays a groundwork which will be built on
with the publication of a R&D places strategy later this year. He described the importance
of a “triple helix” of industry, academia and government. Dr O’Neill noted this helix is not
exclusive however, and other important ingredients for a successful cluster require
entrepreneurs, capital, and, in the case of life sciences, the clinical environment. He



described how all of these elements have come together successfully in Israel to foster a
culture of start-ups within the life sciences field.

2. There was agreement that the response of the life sciences sector in the UK to the
COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated the effectiveness of cluster-based approaches.
Prof. Kenny discussed the need to leverage the “unique assets” of regions, which have
not been exploited to their full potential in the past and have perpetuated social and
health inequalities in the past. She outlined how the Combined Intelligence for Population
Health Action (CIPHA) platform was set up in response to the pandemic, to position
Liverpool as a “command centre” to partner with central government and set up a pilot
city-wide voluntary testing scheme. CIPHA was used by the University to research how
best to use lateral flow testing and inform policy decisions at a local, national and
international level.  Neelam Patel also added that cluster development can provide
various levels and does not always need to be on a large scale. For example,
development at a micro level may simply involve growing research across regions, or
involving smaller organisations in the running of clinical trials, yet these still bring benefits
by boosting cross-collaboration.

3. There was also discussion amongst the panel about the decision-making process with
regards to the development and formation of new clusters. The Minister for Innovation
noted that the Government is likely to take a measured approach in this regard, and
would need to be persuaded to set up clusters from scratch in greenfield areas. It was
also noted by Neelam Patel that clusters are difficult and expensive to manufacture
through public policy and funding alone, as evidenced by clusters in China and Singapore
which required significant government investing. Instead, there was agreement that
clusters should be formed in regions which already possess excellence and expertise
within a certain field, by connecting organisations and institutions within these areas to
allow them to leverage their best practices. It was also noted by the Minister that, when
choosing which industries to focus on building clusters around, it is important to pick
those which build resilience and social capital, rather than just picking those which are
likely to be winners.

4. The panel agreed that a cluster-based approach can bring numerous benefits that are
synonymous with levelling up. Clusters which are successfully developed incentivise
investment, whilst also developing new skills and capabilities within the region in which
they are based. Dr O’Neill discussed how clusters embed economic activities within social
issues, thus bringing both economic and social benefits from their success. He also
described how a long-term social infrastructure is crucial to fostering development. The
panel agreed that all regions can benefit from the development of clusters by joining up
existing infrastructure and utilising distinctive local strengths. This strategy will help
regions to become leaders within various industries, leading to the creation of new jobs,
higher wages and increased investment into new infrastructure.



Finally, there was a broader discussion in which the panel discussed how best to develop
clusters in new areas and the role of wider policy instruments in achieving this:

1. The panel were broadly in favour of Life Sciences Opportunity Zones (LSOZs) which were
introduced in the second Life Sciences Sector Deal in 2018. These are examples of
designated clusters in which the government engagement is used to promote
opportunities, links with academia and achievements to potential investors. A similar
model could be rolled out for other industries. The panel discussed the location of the
existing LSOZs, with the Minister noting that their location responded to factors such as
vacant lab space or planning permission, while Wales and Scotland have their own life
sciences strategies. The panel agreed that cluster organisations have a role to play in this
process too by providing a neutral ground to engage and convene with academia,
government and industry all together, especially where there is sensitivity around
programmes. The panel also agreed that government involvement in clusters such as
LSOZs provides transparency of the strengths and capabilities within clusters and regions,
which is especially beneficial where there is excellence that receives less visibility.

2. The panel again stressed that clusters are difficult and expensive to create from public
policy alone, and require large amounts of government investment to do so. Instead of
creating clusters, the Government's role is to develop them. For this to occur, the panel
noted that various wider policy instruments should be employed to ensure that the right
foundations are present in which clusters can develop. These include major public
infrastructure for large clusters, such as airports, railways, motorways and ports, along
with suitable “intellectual infrastructure” such as Universities and Further Education
colleges which can provide the necessary human capital and expertise. The importance
of knowing how specific expertise is distributed across our Universities is also key, along
with close engagement with academia and industry to ensure graduates are suitably
prepared to meet the needs of emerging technologies in industries that are in very
earliest stages of development.

3. Lastly, the panel discussed how the introduction of Integrated Care Systems (ICSs)
represents a time-sensitive opportunity to embed a cluster-based approach at their heart.
To date, only seven of the published Memorandums Of Understanding (MOUs) mention
clusters, however this should be prioritised for future ICSs. The Minister added that he
hopes to enable the NHS to do more research itself and drive innovation, and that ICSs
can be a key mechanism towards this by bringing together all aspects of the healthcare
system fostering the spirit of collaboration. Dr O’Neill added that this would have the
further benefit of helping to de-risk investment by companies, by identifying the needs
and requirements of the NHS through a place-based approach. This will also synergise
with commitments the Government has made in its manifesto on innovation, such as to
increase the number and sophistication of clinical trials and digitise health records.


