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Summary of this submission 

• The UK has a thriving life sciences sector, which provides jobs and contributes to the economy, and 

delivers health and social benefits, such as new medicines for patients and technologies to support clean 

growth 

• In response to COVID-19, there has been unprecedented action and collaboration between businesses, 

research institutions, charities and government to develop effective diagnostics, vaccines and therapies, 

and prepare for their large-scale manufacture. Post-pandemic, there is great opportunity to build on this 

to drive the economic and social recovery 

• For more than five years, there has been cross-party support for policies to substantially increase public 

and private R&D investment, which we hope the new Labour Party leadership will maintain 

• A strong and vibrant UK life sciences sector is essential to national security against future public health 

threats as well as the delivery of innovative new medicines for the NHS, creating rewarding and well-paid 

jobs across the UK and driving a new era of clean economic growth 

• Labour’s industrial strategy for life sciences should focus on investing in jobs and skills, ensuring the 

ecosystem works together, creating the right environment for private investment, and support for 

investment in medicines manufacturing capacity 

• The BIA sees this submission as the beginning of the conversation and would welcome more in-depth 

discussions with members of the commission and the Labour Party leadership 

Overview of the UK’s life sciences sector and its contribution to Labour’s priorities  

The UK life sciences sector shares the ambition of the Labour Party to see more investment, more research, 

and more high-skilled jobs in the British economy.  The sector consists of almost 5,900 companies, 80% of 

which are SMEs1, it consistently invests more in R&D than any other sector (£4.5bn in 2018), and supports 

almost half a million jobs, with the average GVA per employee over twice the UK average at £104,000.2  Two-

thirds of these jobs are outside London and the South East.3 Private investment in the UK’s life sciences 

start-ups and scale-ups has increased 400% since 2012, signalling a bright and innovative future.4 

The sector is not only a strong contributor to the UK economy but also improves the health of the nation 

and enables clean growth. From improving patients’ lives through new treatments and early diagnosis, to 

the development of environmentally sustainable technologies, such as biodegradable bioplastics and the 

cleaning of polluted waters, our deep understanding of biology is helping the UK address humankind’s 

greatest challenges, both at home and around the world. We have provided case studies in appendix one to 

illustrate the value being created by UK life science companies.  

 
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/bioscience-and-health-technology-database-annual-report-2017 
2 https://www.abpi.org.uk/media/1371/the_economic_contribution_of_the_uk_life_sciences_industry.pdf  
3 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/bioscience-and-health-technology-database-annual-report-2017 
4 https://www.bioindustry.org/resource-listing/global-and-growing---uk-biotech-financing-in-2019.html  
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These benefits are the result of a continuous and supportive industrial strategy delivered by successive 

governments, through the creation of R&D tax credits by the Labour Government in 2000, the Biomedical 

Catalyst by the Coalition Government in 2012, and the new R&D Roadmap published in July 2020.5 The UK is 

not alone in recognising life sciences as an industry of the future; both the United States and China, among 

many others, are committing considerable public investment to support their life sciences sectors. The next 

Labour Government will have the opportunity to continue this success and work with life sciences 

businesses to establish resilience to future pandemics and other threats to public health, generate further 

jobs, deliver new medicines and promote environmentally sustainable long-term economic growth to 

address the climate emergency. 

 

 

The UK life sciences sector’s contribution to the global pandemic response 

Through the BIA and individually, UK life science companies have worked in concert with the Government 

to establish national testing facilities, scale-up vaccine manufacturing capacity, test existing medicines for 

their effectiveness against COVID-19 and begin work on developing new therapies based on cutting-edge 

science. Examples of this include: 

• BIA members and universities provided Thermo Fisher PCR machines to the Lighthouse Laboratories 

established in Milton Keynes, Alderley Park and Glasgow 

• BIA member and small biotech Vaccitech and the University of Oxford have partnered with 

AstraZeneca and other global vaccine manufacturers to ensure rapid distribution of their COVID-19 

 
5 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-research-and-development-roadmap 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-research-and-development-roadmap
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vaccine around the world if clinical trials prove its effectiveness, and have waived their rights to any 

royalties during the pandemic.6  

• Imperial College London has established a social enterprise and will waive royalties and charge only 

modest cost-plus prices when supplying the UK and developing world with its vaccine if it proves 

effective in clinical trials.7 

• The BIA Antibody Taskforce, led by Alchemab, Kymab, and Abcam, has brought together companies, 

academics and the public sector across the UK in a pre-competitive consortium to rapidly develop 

and produce therapeutic antibodies against COVID-19.8  

This response, characterised by innovation and collaboration, has shown the value of a vibrant life sciences 

ecosystem based in the UK. It has allowed the UK to not only look after its own citizens but also be a good 

global citizen itself, including establishing agreements and supply chains to provide global access to 

vaccines and therapies, as Vaccitech, AstraZeneca and Oxford University have jointly done. 

There is clear need and public support for strengthening the UK life sciences sector as a matter of national 

security and great opportunity for this to be done collaboratively with government and industry working 

together. This will help create new rewarding and well-paid jobs across the UK, not only in R&D but also in 

manufacturing, which are accessible through apprenticeships and other vocational training routes. A 

Labour industrial strategy for life sciences can ensure the UK is protected from future public health 

emergencies and contribute to the economic and social recovery. 

The issues that a Labour industrial strategy for life sciences should address 

The Labour Party has pursued a vision of creating “an innovation nation”, including an ambition for 3% of 

GDP spent on research by 2030 and for the UK to have the highest proportion of high skilled jobs in the 

developed world. These are very welcome ambitions and shared by our industry. We hope the new Labour 

administration continues to hold this vision.  

For the reasons set out above, an industrial strategy for the life sciences sector should be central to 

Labour’s wider approach to the economy, business and trade.  The life sciences sector is well positioned to 

help deliver Labour’s goals. The rest of this submission shares our thoughts on what Labour’s strategy for 

life sciences could involve and how we can work together to achieve it.   

Investing in jobs and skills 

Like many high-tech industries, the life sciences sector faces skills shortages as too few students study 

STEM subjects. These shortages risk R&D moving overseas. Labour’s focus on investing in skills is welcome 

and will need an urgent focus on the skills the life sciences sector needs – not just to ensure these high 

skills, high-wage jobs stay in the UK, but to ensure the best possible care for patients in the NHS. A multi-

disciplinary workforce is needed for the UK to remain at the leading edge of scientific and medical progress. 

Individuals will need knowledge and skills in the traditional sciences, social science and data sciences, as 

R&D and new treatments and technologies span these disciplines.  

The UK also needs people who will translate public investment in R&D and skills into successful businesses 

paying tax and manufacturing new products in the UK. This is why the BIA is working with the largest 

 
6  https://www.vaccitech.co.uk/vaccitech-and-oxford-university-announce-landmark-partnership-with-astrazeneca-for-the-development-and-

large-scale-distribution-of-the-covid-19-vaccine-candidate/  
7  https://www.imperial.ac.uk/news/198053/imperial-social-enterprise-accelerate-low-cost-covid-19/ 
8  https://www.biacovid19.org/developing-solutions.html 

https://www.vaccitech.co.uk/vaccitech-and-oxford-university-announce-landmark-partnership-with-astrazeneca-for-the-development-and-large-scale-distribution-of-the-covid-19-vaccine-candidate/
https://www.vaccitech.co.uk/vaccitech-and-oxford-university-announce-landmark-partnership-with-astrazeneca-for-the-development-and-large-scale-distribution-of-the-covid-19-vaccine-candidate/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/news/198053/imperial-social-enterprise-accelerate-low-cost-covid-19/
https://www.biacovid19.org/developing-solutions.html
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publicly funded research institute in Europe, the Francis Crick Institute, to deliver training to young 

entrepreneurs and researchers to help them start and grow their own innovative businesses. In addition, in 

collaboration with the Cell and Gene Therapy Catapult, the BIA is helping to deliver an apprenticeships 

programme to ensure the UK has the capacity to manufacture the next generation of medicines. The 

programme is in its first year but, to date, 32 apprentices have already been enrolled in 11 companies and 

this will rise to upwards of 65-70 apprentices in 26 companies by September 2019. Labour’s support to 

expand programmes like these is needed to ensure the life sciences sector continues to provide well-paying 

jobs across the country.  

Ensuring the ecosystem works together 

The UK is renowned worldwide for its excellent science base – it is home to some of the most prestigious 

universities in the world and responsible for more than 15% of the world’s most highly cited scientific 

articles. Public funding of R&D within universities and public research institutes provides a vital bedrock on 

which spin-outs, start-ups, SMEs and larger companies can build. The public’s early investment in the 

science base is followed by a much greater investment downstream by the private sector to drive products 

through the costly R&D and regulatory processes, and ultimately delivering to patients and end-users. 

But the public and private R&D sectors interaction goes far beyond this. As COVID-19 has shown, 

collaborative R&D is highly effective as delivering innovation. Each party brings unique capabilities and 

resources to address the challenge. Any Labour industrial strategy must focus on ensuring these unique 

strengths are brought together.  

Regulators, guided by government, are also an essential part of the ecosystem and drivers of innovation in 

their own right. Key to growing and capitalising on the UK’s life sciences sector and attracting foreign R&D 

investment is ensuring that the UK retains the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency’s 

(MHRA) international standing and its regulatory science expertise in the eyes of global companies and 

investors. The UK is respected around the world for its robust and science-led regulatory regime for the R&D 

of innovative medicines and other life science-related products. The MHRA forms an integral part of the UK 

life sciences ecosystem and should be embedded in the science base, fostering innovation and attracting 

global companies to conduct clinical trials in the UK. 

The MHRA is valued by industry and recognised for its expertise and competence in the European 

regulatory system, as well as relevant in global R&D. The UK’s future participation in the European 

Regulatory Network and the European Medicines Agency  is highly unliekly due to Brexit, meaning 

investment will be needed to maintain the MHRA’s expert staff and enable the agency to perform its 

mission to protect public health and patient safety. Moreover, a high degree of cooperation and alignment 

with the European regulatory system must be a priority to protect patient safety and ensure NHS patients 

do not have to wait longer for access to innovative medicines than they do presently.  

Creating the right environment for private investment 

Key to growing the UK’s life sciences sector, with the jobs and social benefits that brings, is ensuring that 

the UK has the right environment for business investment.  

The R&D Tax Credit schemes are enormously valuable to life sciences SMEs. They provide a minimal-

bureaucracy system that rewards and amplifies companies’ own investment in R&D, stimulating further 

investment. R&D tax credits are particularly critical for young companies yet to generate revenue. Loss of 

this support would be extremely detrimental to the UK’s SMEs, their R&D investment and the jobs that they 

provide. The Patent Box is another valuable fiscal driver of R&D investment and commercialisation. It 
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incentivises companies to maintain their operations in the UK, ensuring public and private R&D investment 

translates into long-term jobs and tax revenues.  

An SME developing a new medicine or technology requires an investment of many hundreds of millions of 

pounds to bring their product to market. Securing this private investment is a challenge and a lack of scale-

up capital has historically been – and continues to be – a drag on the growth of British high-tech businesses. 

As the 2017 Patient Capital Review demonstrated, this problem is particularly acute in life sciences and 

there is a reliance on overseas private capital; the City of London is too risk-averse and does not invest 

enough in early-stage innovative businesses. Addressing this through regulatory reform and co-investment 

funds could change this behaviour and unlock fresh private capital to support innovation and job creation. 

We propose the government and private sector invest on equal terms, meaning the tax payer would also 

see a return on co-investment programmes.  

Support for investment in medicines manufacturing capacity 

Anchoring medicines manufacturing in the UK is critical to our resilience against future public health 

threats and ensuring the UK’s investment in research and innovation leads to high-quality jobs in 

downstream industries. Due to their large costs, regulatory hurdles and long timelines, medicines 

manufacturing investments are long-term commitments by life sciences companies so the benefit of 

policies that anchor them will be felt for many years. 

The UK should focus on securing the next wave of medicines manufacturing, both the traditional pharma 

capacity and particularly that associated with the next generation of medicines such as the emerging cell 

and gene therapies. In the current environment with global reticence arising from Brexit, more needs to be 

done to attract these investments. 

A government fund that could deploy grants to incentivise investments in the UK would help increase our 

international competitiveness as a location for manufacturing. These would contribute to a small 

proportion (say 10%) of the overall capital investment but would greatly influence the global decision 

makers within the life sciences sector when scouting for manufacturing sites. It should also be made 

available to UK life science companies, to stop the loss of these valuable employers to overseas life science 

hubs.     

This top-level submission is the start of a conversation with the Labour Policy Commission. We would 

welcome further discussions to provide more detail.  

Dr Martin Turner 

Head of Policy and Public Affairs, BIA  

mturner@bioindustry.org  

mailto:mturner@bioindustry.org
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About the BIA 

The BIA is the trade association for innovative life sciences in the UK. Our goal is to secure the UK's position 

as a global hub and as the best location for innovative research and commercialisation, enabling our world-

leading research base to deliver healthcare solutions that can truly make a difference to people's lives. 

Our members include: 

• Start-ups, biotechnology and innovative life science companies  

• Pharmaceutical and technological companies 

• Universities, research centres, tech transfer offices, incubators and accelerators 

• A wide range of life science service providers: investors; lawyers; IP consultants; and investor relations 
agencies 

We promote an ecosystem that enables innovative life science companies to start and grow successfully 

and sustainably. 
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Appendix 1 – life science SME case studies 
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