STRENGTHS AND SUCCESSES
FROM 2021

®

INTRODUCTION

2021 has been a year of adjustment,
change, reflection and real opportunity.
Across the partnership individuals and institutions
continued to adapt to new ways of working and
students have been welcomed back on campus for
face-to-face teaching.
I believe that COVID-19 reinforced collaborations
within the partnership as institutions shared best
practice and offered support to colleagues; it really
focussed us all on shared ambitions within research
and innovation to help us tackle global challenges
together.
As a result, our academic community continues to
collaborate with industry and regional stakeholders
to deliver real-world solutions to improve health,
sustainability, and economic growth. This year has
seen real advances in these areas of work.
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What’s Next

The Energy Research Accelerator (ERA) played a critical
role in supporting the Midlands 10 Point Plan for Green
Growth; we supported the UK’s first Net Zero Week,
launched MI Planet - a showcase of 5200 researchers’
collective effort to help fight climate change – and
many of our partners attended COP26.

It also outlines the strengths and successes within our
research themes Health, Inclusive Transformation,
Space, Transport and how our ever-evolving research
infrastructure continues to support our region’s worldclass research and innovation ecosystem.

We’re creating more opportunities to upskill early
career researchers, PhD students and technicians and
we continue to strengthen our research infrastructure
and equipment catalogue to facilitate shared access
and enable competitive research.

I want to thank all our partners for their continued
effort to engage with Midlands Innovation during an
incredibly busy and turbulent time. It’s the individuals
within the partnership and the relationships which
makes our collaboration what it is – stronger together.

This review outlines some of the achievements and
impacts from our flagship projects ERA, C-DICE,
TALENT and MICRA.

Professor Trevor McMillan
Chair of Midlands Innovation and
Vice Chancellor, Keele University
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Website: www.midlandsinnovation.org.uk
Email: info@midlandsinnovation.org.uk
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A NEW STRATEGY
Our attention this year has focused on delivering our flagship projects; to enhance the
reputation of Midlands Innovation and deliver positive impact to our partners.
A key milestone during 2021 was the publication of
the UK Government's Innovation Strategy, which
emphasises the importance of a collective approach
in delivering research which enables an innovationled economy. The national strategy encourages all
organisations to make innovation central to everything
they do.
Within Midlands Innovation we already have a rich
research and innovation ecosystem supported by a
strong community of multiple partners. However, a
considerable amount has changed since Midlands
Innovation was established in 2015 and it’s now timely
that we reflect and review where we are now and where
our focus should be in the coming years.
We’re gathering insight and feedback which will
allow us to develop a new strategy with a clear focus
on research themes that will benefit communities
regionally, nationally and globally. We are co-creating
our new strategy with our partners and will publish it
in 2022.
Successful research bids will be the ones which
evidence real-world impact and value for money; this
can only be achieved through true collaboration.
We also want to celebrate some of the successes we
have had this year; Midlands Innovation is delivering
some outstanding projects.
C-DICE launched in January 2021 and has already
started to make significant impact engaging with
postdoctoral researchers through a world-class
postdoctoral development programme which leverages
the capabilities of all eight Midlands Innovation
institutions alongside 10 other universities.

Kelly Vere MBE, TALENT Project Lead, was invited to be
part of the formal launch event hosted by Department
of Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, sharing
her experiences in the technical workforce and findings
from the programme.
Midlands Innovation has a strong track record of
building relationships, fostering ideas and delivering
projects that matter. I am really proud of what our
partnership has achieved, and I'm excited about the
opportunities for the future. I look forward to working
with you throughout 2022.
Dr Helen Turner,
Director of Midlands Innovation

The TALENT programme which nationally champions
the role of technicians in HE and research, has
continued to deliver outstanding training to more
than 2100 technicians working across our partnership
whilst delivering a number of sector firsts. A report was
launched examining the role that technicians play in
Knowledge Exchange and TALENT insights informed
the development of the UK's first R&D People and
Culture Strategy.
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THE ENERGY RESEARCH
ACCELERATOR / C-DICE

Transforming Energy Innovation
The Energy Research Accelerator has
contributed to several major initiatives
in 2021, working with industry, academia
and the public sector to help deliver
energy innovation across the Midlands.

Working with industry partners Arcola Energy,
Toyota, Intelligent Energy and ITM Motive, as well
as universities and councils, the partnership is now
preparing the groundwork for a green-hydrogen
fuelled 44-tonne truck demonstration programme
in the Midlands.

Big Ideas For Net Zero
ERA launched its vision for the future; ‘Big Ideas for a
Net Zero Future’, which will help to create 4400 jobs,
help unlock £1.5 billion of private sector investment
and deliver £800 million GVA to the region.

At the start of 2021, ERA worked closely with the
Midlands Engine and partners across the region to
help develop the Engine’s 10 Point Plan for Green
Growth. ERA was heavily involved in the work
developing the energy elements of the plan which will
accelerate our region’s and the UK’s path to net zero.

C-DICE is a £4 million, Research England funded
programme that will:
• enhance the development of postdoctoral
researchers
• provide access to funding and world-class facilities
• create an exclusive collaborative network
• support the realisation of net zero.
Since launching in January 2021 the programme has:

The Big Ideas include six proposed programmes:

• engaged with more than 80 postdoctoral researchers

• National Facility for Energy Storage Scale Up
and Demonstration

• engaged with industry partners

• National Centre for the Decarbonisation of Heat

• created exclusive collaboration opportunities to
access seed-corn funding

• Midlands City Scale Digital Twins

• launched a brand-new fellowship programme

• National Centre for Low Carbon Alternative Fuels

The H2GVMids project involves:

• Midlands Hydrogen Innovation Support Platform

• identifying the necessary infrastructure (including
hydrogen refuelling stations)

• Midlands Hydrogen Freight and Public Transport
Systems

• developing the business case and delivery system

The Big Ideas are enhanced by cross-cutting themes,
programmes which will provide business support,
skills and policy development, and knowledge
exchange. ERA is currently in discussions with
government and UKRI, regarding future funding
for the Big Ideas.

H2GVMids
ERA secured funding from Department for Transport’s
Zero Emission Road Freight programme to undertake
the groundwork for hydrogen fuelled heavy goods
vehicles (HGVs) in the Midlands.
H2GVMids was developed by the Energy Research
Accelerator, with support from EDF, the Midlands
Engine, and Cenex.
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10-Point Plan For Green Growth

• establishing a trial lease system for truck operators.

“Hydrogen is a key technology for
decarbonising heavy-duty transport
and EDF is delighted to have joined
with partners from across the Midlands
to deliver this exciting project. As EDF’s
coal generation stations in the region
reach the ends of their lives, we are
excited to work to develop the zero
carbon technologies of the future in
the region.”
Rebecca Rosling
Head of R&D Smart Customers, EDF

• established a new EDI working group.

ERA Vision
The ERA Vision conference at the University of
Birmingham brought together leading experts from
across the country, including Sir David King, Chair of
the Climate Crisis Advisory Group, Professor Sarah
Sharples, Chief Scientific Adviser to the Department
for Transport and Andy Davey, Future Energy Systems
Director, Equans (Engie).
For more information about ERA visit www.era.ac.uk

ERA Skills Academy and C-DICE
ERA is a key partner in C-DICE, the postdoctoral
development centre led by Loughborough University.
We are building a community dedicated to
researching, developing and accelerating real-world
net zero solutions.
The programme has already engaged with over 140
PhD students from Midlands Innovation universities
who are benefiting from training and development
opportunities; fast-tracking talent to become a
world-class workforce. The programme secured
50 new members during 2021.

The Net Zero Futures Conference in Birmingham
brought together more than 100 delegates and
celebrated the work of postdoctoral researchers.

“Working with C-DICE has been very
beneficial in terms of networking. It has
helped me understand how to develop
proposals and how to approach
problems from different perspectives.
I am now applying for other
opportunities, and the experience of
being involved in the C-DICE sandpit
has been extremely useful in helping
me prepare these.”
Dr Yesmeen Khalifa, postdoctoral researcher
at Keele University
For more information about C-DICE visit
www.cdice.ac.uk
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TALENT

Higher Education
Technicians Summit 2021
Almost 500 technicians attended HETS
2021 which brought together four
high-profile speakers with 16 varied
workshops addressing topics impacting
the technical community.
In a first for the technician community, Professor
Dame Ottoline Leyser, Chief Executive of UKRI,
delivered a personal message to the audience.
Other speakers included Professor Andy Long, Deputy
Vice Chancellor & Provost, University of Nottingham,
Dr Helen Pain, Chair of Technician Commitment
Steering Board and Fran Scott, engineering presenter,
pyrotechnician and well-known public figure on TV
and stage.
It’s the only national conference dedicated entirely
to technicians in higher education and research.
The event concluded with the acclaimed Papin Prize
awards ceremony; 61 technicians were shortlisted for
an award and 13 winners picked up trophies.
The biennial summit is delivered in partnership with
Midlands Innovation, Science Council and Technician
Commitment.

Influencing Policy, Changing Culture
and Empowering Technicians
The TALENT programme, which aims to advance status
and opportunity for technicians in higher education
and research, has progressed considerably across
three areas.

Influencing Policy Through Research
- The TALENT Commission
Our research team has generated new knowledge
and insights about the technical community to better
understand the culture, environment, challenges and
opportunities impacting the technical community
through a range of in-depth research activities.

The impact of TALENT

As part of this work Funding Technical Staff in
Research was published in September 2021, it
provides clarification around the variety of funding
routes and mechanisms within the research and
innovation sector, ahead of the TALENT Commission
recommendations which will be published in
February 2022.

Technicians as Partners
The Role of Technicians in Knowledge Exchange
– An Explorative Study brings together evidence and
case studies of technicians across the UK who have
played a critical role in enabling Knowledge Exchange
(KE). This is the first-time technicians’ impact on KE
has been documented and will act as a catalyst for
future technician recognition in the sector. The report
was launched in London to an audience of Knowledge
Exchange champions, senior leaders in higher
education and research and technicians.
The report was compiled in partnership with MI
TALENT, Research England, Technician Commitment
and Research Consulting.

“This valuable report demonstrates
how technicians support KE through
involvement in developing intellectual
property (IP), working with industry
and the community, providing analysis
and access to research infrastructure
and delivering training to students and
researchers. A sector-wide approach
to improving visibility, recognition,
career development and sustainability
of technicians will strengthen the
infrastructure behind the UK’s research
and innovation ecosystem.”

Technician-Led Equipment Sharing
The Midlands Innovation partnership is founded on
equipment sharing, having established the UK's first
regional equipment sharing database. The technical
community plays a critical role in this and is the
driving force behind 71 facilities accessible with
technical support through a shared network, which
is a national sector-leading pilot.
TALENT covers the costs of initial analysis through a
seedcorn fund. 21 successful fund applications have
helped to enable new research collaborations and
create resilience in the research network.
Technicians who have benefited from this
scheme said:

“To get this pilot analysis done (both
answering our research question, but
also demonstrating the suitability
of the technique for our rather
'challenging' samples) has been
fantastic.”
“The equipment sharing allowed me
to gain data that I otherwise wouldn't
have had access to.”

The Herschel Programme for Women in
Technical Leadership
TALENT has launched the first national leadership
programme of its kind for technicians who identify
as women. Currently only 32% of technician
management and leadership roles are filled by
women. The Herschel Programme for Women in
Technical Leadership has been curated to empower
technicians across the UK and address this imbalance;
it commences in January 2022.

“This programme aligns with the vision
set out in the R&D People and Culture
Strategy to put people at the heart
of the UK’s research and innovation
ecosystem.”
Kelly Vere MBE, Director of Technical Skills
& Strategy, University of Nottingham and
TALENT project lead

Technical Training and Empowerment
The TALENT Career and Training Team continues
to work in collaboration with MI partners to design
tailor-made courses for the MI technician community,
provide opportunities to network and strengthen the
region’s research infrastructure.
The first technician mentoring scheme launched and
ten participants from Midlands Innovation members
are taking part.
More than 700 individual training sessions have
been delivered on career development, personal
development and technical skills.
For more information about TALENT visit
www.mitalent.ac.uk

Alice Frost, Director of Knowledge
Exchange, Research England

The voices and experiences of hundreds of technicians
have been listened to and more than 30 different
institutions have been spoken to. This valuable data
has informed recommendations that will address
key questions relevant to the higher education and
research sector.
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MICRA
The Midlands Innovation Commercialisation of Research Accelerator (MICRA) is the
largest collaboration of university research, knowledge and technology transfer offices
(TTOs) in the UK.
The strength and success of the MICRA programme is highlighted through the following achievements.

Records of invention

1762

Total of
against a target of
1501. An uplift on the
partnerships baseline
of

+66%

Training academics
on all aspects of
commercialisation

Interoffice collaboration
(two offices or more
working on one piece of IP)

Total of
against a target of
2078. An uplift of

Total of
against a target of
152

6582

171%
vs the baseline

Joint Express Licensing Website
A new digital tool has been developed which has
accelerated the distribution of a newly-developed
software for 3D modelling of textile fibres. The
joint express licensing website has enabled more
technologies to be monetised and distributed globally.
Investment Opportunities in the Midlands, a report
published by Beauhurst and MICRA during 2021,
showed that the region secured 5% of the £13.5 billion
invested in private UK businesses last year, suggesting
the region is undercapitalised.

264

“Testament to MICRA’s success
and ongoing work in this area, a
new investment steering group
for a regional investment fund
is in development to further
enhance enterprise and innovation
opportunities in our region.”
Jerel Whittingham, Head of MICRA Steering
Group, University of Birmingham

The report also demonstrated that the region’s most
research-intensive universities are integral to local
growth and regeneration.
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HEALTH

Showcasing the region’s efforts to
fight COVID-19
This year partners in the Midlands
continued to apply our wealth of capability
and facilities within our hospitals,
universities and businesses to support
the global COVID-19 effort.
99 COVID-19 research programmes were launched by
Midlands Innovation partners in the year May 2020 –
May 2021 which are shaping how the UK recovers
from the pandemic by:
• informing our understanding of the virus
• helping prevent future spread
• providing support to people with long COVID
symptoms remotely
• improving indoor environments to reduce the
spread of airborne viruses
• safeguarding the most vulnerable people and
communities from the impact of COVID-19.
MI Health worked with regional partners to develop
the report Mobilising Research Excellence in the
Midlands to Tackle COVID-19 which was launched
to an invited audience of regional MPs, government
departments and leading figures from the Midlands’
healthcare sector, industry, and academic experts.

Promotion of Regional Strengths
In 2021, MI Health has and will continue to champion
critical programmes within the region, including:
• The National Rehabilitation Centre
• The UK Centre for Excellence for Regulatory Science
and Innovation
• The National Facility for Ultra High Field (11.7T)
Magnetic Resonance Imaging
This work includes partnering closely with Midlands
Engine Health and the UK Life Science Cluster to
enable maximum visibility and opportunities to
collaborate.
MI Health also continues to support the regional
networks’ ambitions, including two virtual Midlands
Innovation Immunology Network COVID-19 Research
Showcases and two Midlands Mass Spectrometry
Seminars.

Celebrating Health and Life Science
Strengths
The Midlands Health and Life Science Symposium
demonstrated the breadth and commitment of
regional partners to collaborating to solve global
health challenges.
It brought together more than 40 speakers and almost
200 attendees to celebrate research strength and
clinical expertise within the region.

Tackling Health Inequalities – Levelling-up
the Region

This included an impressive keynote speaker line-up:

To further address the critical challenges our
communities now face, MI Health has launched the
Midlands Health Inequalities Policy Commission.

• Professor Dame Anne Johnson - President of the
Academy of Medical Sciences

Lord Victor Adebowale CBE has been appointed as the
Chair, with a team of 15 senior commissioners. It will
draw upon previously identified recommendations
and will work with practitioners and communities
to explore lived experience, outline known good
practice, identify barriers and set practical actions
for overcoming them to accelerate change.
The outcomes from the policy commission will be
published in summer 2022.

• Sir John Peace - Chairman of the Midlands Engine

“MI Health is committed to driving
forward the country’s cutting-edge
health industry and power-up the
NHS to deliver the country’s health
needs. There is extensive work taking
place to advance health and medicine
through research and clinical trials,
train future medical staff and improve
patient care.”
Pauline Walsh, MI Health Convenor and
Executive Dean of Medicine and Health
Sciences, Keele University

• Professor Andrew Morris - Director of Health Data
Research UK
• Dr Louise Wood CBE - Director of Science, Research
& Evidence at the DHSC and Co-lead of NIHR
The Midlands Health and Life Sciences sector is worth
£26 billion a year in GVA and researchers, clinicians
and industry bodies in the region continue to address
immediate public health challenges, build the future
of clinical research and realise better patient outcomes
through health data science.
Find out more about MI Health https://mihealth.org.uk
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INCLUSIVE TRANSFORMATION

The diverse research theme Inclusive
Transformation has created inter-disciplinary
relationships within our partnership.
The focus of this unique research approach aims
to rescue, renew and revive our economy
and communities.
We are bringing together nationally recognised
academics from across the disciplines of social
sciences, the arts and humanities to help shape the
region’s economic and social response to the many
social challenges facing it, not least the response
to the COVID-19 pandemic over the next decade.
Inclusive Transformation is elevating the
presence of social sciences within the Midlands
Innovation collaborative portfolio.
The programme is bringing together the 8000-strong
research community from social sciences, arts and
humanities to develop collaborative projects that
relate directly to economic renewal, wellbeing and
prosperity, and social diversity and inclusion.
We have seen the development of creative and
innovative projects that prioritise the ideas of
environmental resilience and the regions digital future.

“We’re excited about strengthening
the interdisciplinary connections
and further developing ideas that
support the Midland’s economic
and social transformation.”
Professor Simon Green, Pro Vice Chancellor
Research, Aston University

Rescue, Renew, Revive
Collaborations with academics and early career
researchers are evolving to generate high-quality
research proposals. These will draw communities out
of poverty, improve education outcomes and help us
to better understand the impact of financial exclusion
and access to finance. Ultimately the research theme
intends to make a tangible and powerful difference.

New Collaborations
Future thinking of water
Cranfield University (in collaboration with
Loughborough and Keele universities) are looking
at ways to innovate the water sector. Through
this collaboration, the project is working with
academics, customers and suppliers to find
a more progressive way to contribute to the
environmental challenges we’re facing and
support with economic recovery of the region.

“We want to think about the role of
water in COVID-19 recovery. We’re
looking at the possibility of rethinking
the current tariff model, what inclusive
representation looks like and how
that impacts customer engagement
and governance.”
Dr Heather Smith, Senior Lecturer in Water
Governance, and Dr Alison Parker, Senior
Lecturer in International Water and Sanitation,
Cranfield University

How place impacts net zero transitions
Keele University (in collaboration with the universities
of Birmingham and Nottingham) are leading on a
project which is examining how local leaders are
engaging with community networks to support
the transition toward net zero. In particular, how
involved deprived areas are in digital inclusion.

“Energy retrofits in people’s homes
is an area we are keen to explore
more to learn how collaborative
governance is working, how are local
leaders linking to activities in civil
society and charities to reach hard
to reach groups.”
Dr Phil Catney, Senior Lecturer in Politics,
Keele University
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SPACE

More than 900 researchers and technical staff in our partnership are dedicated to the full
breadth of space research including, satellite applications and space-enabled businesses.
The UK aims to develop a £40 billion sector and create
100,000 new jobs by 2030. Our collective expertise
continues to support research and development and
training opportunities in industry and academia,
upskilling future talent and building a significant share
of global activity.
We have a strong research base which offers
opportunities for innovative engagement across the
whole space-related landscape, especially for research
students where capacity and resources are needed
to meet the projected short-fall in a highly-skilled
workforce. The Midlands is now home to a new tier 2
High Performance Computer (HPC) facility ideal for
enhancing research capabilities within observational
astronomy and allowing academics to deliver more
competitive world-class research.
Our strength in this sector is further highlighted in the
Space Group Summary of our Expertise Report. The
space sector continues to grow, and the Midlands is at
the heart of its evolution as our region is set to open
Space Park Leicester in March 2022., the pioneering
£100 million research, innovation and teaching hub for
space-related high-tech companies.

This expertise within our partnership enabled The
Midlands Innovation Space Group to submit evidence to
the House of Commons Select Committee inquiry into
UK Space Strategy and UK Satellite Infrastructure. Next
year the group will seize on opportunities to collaborate
further in this sector.

“The Midlands has such a strong
breadth of expertise in this
sector which presents significant
opportunities to collaborate and
leverage investment in space-related
industries. Next year will be a pivotal
one as the flagship Space Park opens,
we can foster more global prospects
and international partnerships.”
Professor Martin Barstow Chair, Midlands
Innovation Space Group, University of Leicester

TRANSPORT
We have a powerful alliance of transport and
mobility experts within Midlands Innovation.
The transport group has developed four specific crosscutting, multi-modal areas that include the combined
partner strengths of:
• clean growth and transitioning to net zero
• whole-systems thinking
• innovative digital-solutions
• society and transport innovation.
The group has been working in partnership with
Midlands Connect to share data and insights to inform
its strategy and align our activity with transformational
transport solutions which bring economic, social and
environmental benefits.
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“Our strengths lie in decarbonisation,
freight and logistics and technology
solutions. Our group is sharing
knowledge and turning theory,
through experimentation, into
real-world applications, which
will develop the technologies and
infrastructure needed to decarbonise
the energy and transport sectors.”
Professor Clive Roberts, University of
Birmingham
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COMING UP IN 2022
As well as launching a new strategy for Midlands Innovation,
next year features some significant milestones.

Influencing National Policy

Driving Enterprise and Innovation

We will be publishing national recommendations on key
programmes next year which we hope will influence policy
and decision makers.

Midlands Innovation will continue to provide high-quality,
enterprise training for our partners, share best practice within
partnership technology transfer offices, and facilitate the
growth of innovation, start-ups and new business ventures.

Our three policy commissions include:
• February 2022 - Technical TALENT of the Future
• Spring 2022 - Pathways for Local Heat Delivery
• Summer 2022 – Health Inequalities Policy Commission

Developing A Stronger Research
Infrastructure
Midlands Innovation has secured funding for a new
remote-controlled microscope that will be used for remote
training in automated cell handling and ultrafast 4D
microscopy. Funds will also enhance core microscopy
facilities in Birmingham, Leicester, Nottingham and Warwick.
Sulis the new Tier 2 High Performance Computer (HPC)
facility at University of Warwick is creating more opportunities
for ground-breaking competitive research across multiple
disciplines.

Stronger Research Collaborations
Further collaborative research developments across
our research themes and development of high-quality
research projects.
To keep up to date with our latest research developments,
events and activities Click here.

