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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 

• Labour’s 2017 manifesto set out a vision of “an innovation nation” with 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, shared by our industry, and we are keen to be a partner with the next Labour 

government to achieve them 

• Labour’s focus on investing in skills is welcome. 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. Industry is already working to increase entrepreneurial and manufacturing skills, and 

Labour can support this activity  

• The BIA has developed five principles for public funding streams to support a strong partnership between 

state and industry and leverage private investment most efficiently to achieve Labour’s target to raise 

overall R&D investment. 

• Government has an important role in creating the right conditions for business investment. For life 

sciences SMEs, R&D tax credits and the Patent Box are proven catalysts for investment and job creation 

• Frictionless and tariff-free trade is essential to ensure that patients in the NHS and around the world can 

have access to medicines 

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

discussions with members of the commission 

Overview of the UK’s life sciences sector 

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 consistently invests more in R&D than any 

other, supports almost half a million jobs – two-thirds of which are outside London and the South East – 

and consists of almost 5,900 companies, 80% of which are SMEs. Private investment in the UK’s life sciences 

start-ups and scale-ups doubled between 2017 and 2018, signalling a bright and innovative future. 

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 patient 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.  

These benefits are the result of a continuous and supportive industrial strategy delivered by successive 

governments. The next Labour Government will have the opportunity to continue this success and work 
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with life sciences businesses to generate further jobs, deliver new medicines and promote environmentally 

sustainable long-term economic growth. 

 

How the life sciences sector can help deliver Labour’s innovation nation 

Labour’s 2017 manifesto set out a vision of “an innovation nation” with 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. Currently, two-thirds of the UK’s R&D investment 

comes from the private sector, totalling about £20bn per annum. To achieve Labour’s 3% target, industry 

investment must rise; this will require partnership between state and industry to create the right 

conditions.   

Almost half a million people are employed in our mainly high-skill, higher-wage sector, with jobs ranging 

from high-tech manufacturing technicians, to scientists and doctors. Analysis suggests that workforce 

productivity in our sector is twice that of the UK average and the sector also invests more in R&D than any 

other part of the economy – over £4 billion a year – driving further innovation and job creation. The life 

sciences sector is therefor well positioned to help deliver Labour’s vision. The rest of this submission 

explores 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-
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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 

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.  

Achieving value for money from public R&D funding 

The state is a partner in innovation with industry and both the state and the life sciences industry are long-

term investors in R&D; for example, it takes over 10 years and over £1bn to get a medicine from discovery to 

patients. The majority of this investment is in large-scale clinical trials funded by the company. However, 

early-stage public R&D funding for universities and SMEs plays an important role in the first steps of 

innovation and it is essential that taxpayers get value for money. The BIA has therefore looked at what 

makes public funding of R&D successful and developed five principles, detailed below. Labour should adopt 

these to ensure that public funding streams support a strong partnership between state and industry and 

leverage private investment most efficiently to achieve Labour’s target to raise overall R&D investment. 

1. Balance responsive and challenge-led programmes - to allow all types of innovation to thrive  

2. Sector-specific - to provide long-term consistency and assurance to researchers and investors 

3. Grants, not loans - to ensure it pays to start and grow innovative companies  

4. Maintain a variety of funding streams - to support the varied needs of life science SMEs 

5. Unbureaucratic and informed by the needs of the sector - to ensure SMEs are consulted, the 

right areas are funded, and the Industrial Strategy priorities are delivered 

Creating the right environment for investment 

Key to achieving Labour’s vision of an innovation nation and 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 

incentivises companies to maintain their operations in the UK, ensuring public and private R&D investment 

translates into long-term jobs and tax revenues.  
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Delivering medicines to NHS and global patients through frictionless trade  

Whilst efficient borders and frictionless trade is a key issue for industry sectors beyond the life sciences, it is 

especially vital for medicines, given that patients are at the end of complex supply-chains that span Europe. 

The UK’s medicines supply-chain is intertwined with Europe and has grown around a European supply and 

regulatory hub. Medicines manufactured in the UK require ingredients from different specialist overseas 

sources that cannot be easily duplicated. During its manufacturing process, a medicine may cross between 

several European countries for parts of the production process before it is a final medicine. Frictionless 

trade is therefore essential, especially for medicines with short shelf-lives. 

Our submission to the Labour International Policy Commission provides more detail on our sector’s trade 

needs.  

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

welcome further discussions to provide more detail.  
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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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