The Biotechnology Sector in the South West

Sector Characteristics

The biotechnology industry is one of the smaller sectors in the South West of England but it is a growing sector. In 1997 the industry:

· employed around 7,000 people - less than 1% of total employment in the  region

· contributed £220 million to regional output.

The industry is currently small and fragmented.  It consists of:

· one large research establishment, DERA, in Wiltshire undertaking biotechnology and applied scientific research

· biotechnology research in academia in bioremediation, environmental microbiology, agricultural biotechnology and plant biotechnology

· a large SME sector, particularly around Plymouth and Exeter, with strengths in medical devices and instrumentation and protein engineering.

The biotechnology sector is underrepresented in the South West compared to Great Britain as a whole.  However, biotechnology is more important to certain parts of the SW than others:

· the share of total employment accounted for by  the sector is 40% lower in the South West than in Britain as a whole (see Figure 1).

· Wiltshire and Swindon is currently he only sub-region to have a specialism in biotechnology with the total share of employment accounted for by biotechnology more than 60% higher than in Britain as a whole

Despite its currently small size, biotechnology is a growing sector in the South West:

· Between 1991 and 1997 700 additional jobs were created in the sector (+11%) in the South West.  

· The fastest growth has been in Wiltshire and Swindon and Bristol, with Devon experiencing more modest growth.  

Future Prospects
· the current focus of biotechnology activity centres around research and development activities.  As firms engaged in this activity begin to move into the manufacturing phase there is significant potential for growth of the sector in the South West.

· However, there is also the risk that the intellectual property generated by firms in the South West will be sold on to others to be manufactured outside the region.
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Location quotients express the % of employment in a sector in one area (the SW) relative to a benchmark area (GB).  At LQ score of 2, means that the % share of total employment accounted for by the sector is twice the national (GB) average.  Scores of above 1 indicate a regional specialisation.
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Location quotients express the % of employment in a sector in one area (the SW) relative to a benchmark area (GB).  At LQ score of 2, means that the % share of total employment accounted for by the sector is twice the national (GB) average.  Scores of above 1 indicate a regional specialisation.

Key Issues

· Public acceptance of biotechnology products is a key issue.  Consumer demand is an important factor in the demand for biotechnology products, as recent decisions by food retailers and manufacturers to abandon the use of genetically modified foods demonstrates.

· The funding of biotechnology start-ups is important as substantial funds are required to establish a new company and support research activities until such time as the firm begins to generate revenue.

· Lack of suitable accommodation can hinder the development of biotechnology firms.  Ideally premises with suitable facilities (such as laboratories) are required, ideally located close to existing research institutions to encourage synergy.

Skills Issues

· The region has a number of skills gaps, particularly for staff with skills in combining their academic knowledge with commercial expertise.

Specific actions to which the RDA could make an important contribution are:

· Providing clear leadership for the sector and taking the lead role in promoting the sector.

· Supporting the attraction of high profile biotechnology inward investment to the region to boost the sector and act as an attractant to other investors

· Encouraging networking between training providers with the industry to ensure the region's skills needs are being addressed.

· Supporting the creation of business support facilities specifically targeted to the biotechnology sector.

Competitive Positioning



Well Structured Local Firms with Robust Strategies & Strong Rivalry



Resources or Factor Strengths, Physical and Human

· Highly fragmented industry

· Management skills are a weakness

· Limited competition between existing players

· The SW has a significant strength in the form of the DERA research facility

Sophisticated, Demanding Customers in Easy Reach with Increasing Requirements and Funds to Satisfy Them

· Weaknesses in management skills and the skills required to successfully commercialise applied research.

· Currently lacks a critical mass of companies.

· The region offers an attractive place for scientists to work and live



· Biotechnology is a growing sector in the UK and globally.

· Biotechnology is also a global industry and therefore the issue of local markets is not really an issue.

 









Internationally Competitive: Supporting and Related Industries and Institutions





· Strong base of research institutions undertaking primary research and producing graduates

· The region has a number of initiatives to support biotechnology development in the region, but these could not be said to be internationally competitive    







Summary:  While biotechnology is currently a small sector in the region it has significant potential to grow into one of the region's strengths.  This requires the industry to be nurtured at a regional level to provide it with a clear identity, a focus, and the necessary resources to enable the sector to grow.

