
Phased funding must not 
delay UKCMRI, warn partners
The government must ensure that by spreading its 
£250 million contribution to the UK Centre for Medical 
Research and Innovation over six years it does not 
hinder the project, its funding partners have said. 

The Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 
has committed to £17m this year, through the Medical 
Research Council. The rest will be given “as required” 
and in parallel with construction, says BIS. 

The previous government promised the money up 
front, and the MRC has already spent £47m in buying the 
site near St Pancras, London. Phasing the funding is part 
of the department’s plans to cut £836m this year.

The government says the move will not affect the 
scope or the ambition of the project. But the chief exec-
utive of Cancer Research UK, a £160m partner in the 
project, says it is essential the change does not cause 
delays. “We don’t anticipate the proposed phased fund-
ing will affect our plans,” Harpal Kumar told Research 
Fortnight. “But it’s important that it’s done in a way that 
doesn’t cause unnecessary delay.”

This was echoed by the Wellcome Trust, which is 
contributing £120m. “Lengthening the time for imple-
mentation of a capital programme is a guaranteed way to 

increase its costs,” said the trust’s director, Mark Walport.
Walport also warned that the trust requires a stable 

partnership with the government in order to continue 
to fund research in the UK, where it has spent nearly 
£1.5bn on joint projects over the last 10 years.

All partners say they are happy the coalition is com-
mitted to the initiative. However, the funding remains 
subject to a business case, which will be carried out by 
the end of the year, says a UKCMRI spokesman. 

A BIS spokeswoman says the phased funding should 
not affect MRC grant money. “Funding for UKCMRI will 
be from the capital budget. By contrast, grants awarded 
by the MRC are generally Resource spending, which is a 
different pot of money,” she says.

The MRC’s chief operating officer, John Jeans, says it 
is likely to come from the Large Facilities Capital Fund, 
income from MRC patents and the council’s capital budg-
et. Exact details of cash flow, and when money will be 
needed, will become clearer once a contractor is hired, 
he adds. The UKCMRI will apply for planning permission 
this summer, with the centre scheduled to open in 2015.

Co-leadership crucial to collaborations

4  news Research Fortnight, 2 June 2010

n e w s

Universities must be more aware of how their business 
partners make use of research, a report by the Council for 
Industry and Higher Education says.

Instead of the usual system in which universities 
lead a project and businesses make use of the results, 
both partners must develop a culture of co-leadership in 
research, the report states. 

“Our findings debunk the impression that universi-
ties are the drivers of innovation,” says Keith Herrman, 
the deputy chief executive of the CIHE and author of 
the report. “Universities have a distinctive contribution 
to make in supporting company innovation processes. 
Companies value the fact that they bring in new ideas. 
Therefore co-leading should be the new way of thinking 
about university-business collaboration.”

The report, published on 20 May, says that while busi-
nesses have to solve problems here and now, universities 
can provide a longer time-frame for research, which is a 
great benefit for companies.

With universities facing extensive funding cuts, col-
laboration with business partners could soon become a 
lifeline, the report states, and it is therefore crucial that 

universities prepare themselves to meet the needs of 
businesses.

“Indeed, many large companies are looking to out-
source their R&D capabilities to universities, through 
an open innovation relationship,” says Ceri Jones, the 
deputy head of the research and innovation department 
at Swansea University. “Such collaborations simply could 
not work without the university partner being fully aware 
of the research absorption point of the company.”

Apart from the long-term perspective, businesses 
value the specialisation, techniques and networks uni-
versities can bring to a collaboration, according to the 
report. However, universities should understand that 
companies cannot measure research impact as accurately 
as they can. Business research is more diverse and easily 
influenced by the market, making it difficult to distin-
guish the impact of single projects, the report says.

The report is the result of a series of projects and 
workshops carried out by the CIHE in the UK, the United 
States, Canada and Japan.
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