
Investing in a Culture of Opportunity

The UK produces about half of Europe’s optical
components, but rapidly increasing opportunity
has sparked an entrepreneurial spirit in an indus-
try of change: groups of optical researchers are
forming start-up companies, and universities 
are leading the charge. A spin-off company from
the Optoelectronics Research Center (ORC) at
Southampton University made history in 2000 —
collecting the largest-ever investment for a uni-
versity start-up. The venture, Southampton
Photonics, received $74 million of capital to
design and manufacture fiber-optic components
with the promise to create more than 200 
skilled jobs in the UK. 

The momentum continues. The physics depart-
ment at St. Andrews University in Scotland
established a collaboration that earned a grant of
more than $20 million — working in partnership
with five other universities and eight companies
to research the application of ultra short optical
pulses. The group focuses its studies on novel
materials, including organic compounds and
small-scale structures in semiconductors. Today,
St. Andrews University’s Photonics Innovation
Center is among the most advanced in the 
UK in the field of optics research. 

Just this year, the UK Engineering and Physical
Sciences Research Council awarded a three-year
grant valued at $470,000 to scientists at Oxford
University to develop a single-camera simultaneous
localization and mapping system. Not only does
the work make an impact in the field of robotics,
but also has potential in broadcast entertainment
— where computer-generated image effects
could be integrated with a live video feed to 
create virtual sets. That’s evidence that even
broader applications are just on the horizon.

Collaboration at the Root of Research.

The pervasiveness of optoelectronic technologies
makes the collaborations between those who
study optics and those who apply it of paramount
importance. The UK has cultivated, and continues
to, a community of intra-industry collaboration,
while it seeks to continue building relationships
between universities and industrial associations.
A host of organizations, institutes and university
research programs are advancing discoveries in
optical technologies across the UK.

The convergence of optics and electronics is 
a growing part of our daily lives — thanks to the ubiquity of familiar technology like
televisions, compact disc players, fiber optic communications systems, barcode
scanners in both retail and municipal applications and mobile telephones. But our
every day uses for these technologies are just the beginning. Using light as a
means of transmitting information promises to expand beyond telecommunications
to applications in transportation, medicine, environmental monitoring, computers
and construction. Over the past two decades, the UK has cultivated a reputation
for building a strong science and technology base in optics, with good inward
investment. Today, the UK is underscoring its commitment to investing in research
— bolstering the link between universities and industry to grow a thriving optics
industry for a new world. 

Advancing Optoelectronics in the UK



UK Consortium for Photonics and Optics
(UKCPO) — The voice of the UK's photonics
community, the UKCPO seeks to identify and
make information available about companies who
develop products that use optical technology,
research groups working on devices or applications,
or users putting the technology to work.

The Photonics Cluster (UK) — Headquartered 
in Birmingham, with a satellite office in Stevenage,
the cluster aims to create a positive environment
for industry-based training, seminars, workshops,
exhibitions, technology transfer and related 
international networks.

Scottish Optoelectronics Association —
Launched in 1994 to stimulate economic growth
in Scotland through the knowledge, manufacture
and application of Optoelectronics, the
Association now counts more than 85 companies,
universities and research organizations among its
members.

South East Photonics Network (SEPNET) —
A group of businesses, research institutes, 
universities and support organizations in South
East England dedicated to developing the 
commercial application of photonics, opto-
electronics, laser machining and microsystems.
Target markets include the telecommunications,
aerospace, defense, transport, marine, processing
industries, oil and gas and healthcare industries.

Fiber Optics Industry Association — An 
organization made up of manufacturers, suppliers,
installers and users, the Association promotes
high standards of service within the fiber optic
industry and represents its members at a national
and international level.

Photonics Research Group, University 
of Essex — Addresses all facets of photonic 
network infrastructure from optical routing in
trans-national core telecommunications networks
to novel photonics devices and high-speed
optical switching.

Photonics Research Group, Aston University —
One of the largest photonics research groups 
in the UK, the Group maintains a record of
achievement in experimental and theoretical
research of high speed optical systems, fiber
grating technology, fiber sensors, microwave
photonics, biophotonics and all-optical networks.

Photonics Innovation Center — The University
of St. Andrews, School of Physics and Astronomy.
Offers a state-of-the-art facility for application-
oriented development of photonic and quasi-
optical (mm-Wave) devices.

Focus on Photon

Photon, considered UK’s premier event in 
optics and phonics, is a biennial applied optics
conference, sponsored by the Optics and
Photonics Division of the Institute of Physics.
Supported by the Department of Trade and
Industry, the Engineering and Physical Sciences
Research Council (EPSRC) and the UK
Consortium for Photonics and Optics (UKCPO),
the conference hosts industry-leading seminars
on a host of topics. Last year (Photon 04), 
participants convened at Glasgow Caledonian
University to discuss diverse applications: optics
and imaging in biomedicine and life sciences;
optical techniques for materials characterization;
and advanced imaging, microscopy and adaptive
optics, among others. Every two years, Photon
gives researchers and industry leaders a dynamic
opportunity to network, highlight innovations and
discoveries, and share thought leadership on 
the direction of the discipline.

www.uksciencetech.com

“The UK has 
a world-class
reputation in optical
technologies and
(will do) much 
to ensure that
research is
exploited by UK-
based companies
for the benefit of
the UK economy.”

– Lord Sainsbury, 
UK Minister 
for Science 
and Innovation


