
Governments and businesses around the world
have started to invest substantially in the field’s
development. And the UK is no exception. The
UK boasts excellent research in nanoscience 
conducted at world-leading universities by more
than 1500 researchers. Markedly increased 
government support for nanotechnology research
has encouraged the creation of the new
University Innovation Center in Microsystems
and Nanotechnologies at the Universities of
Newcastle and Durham, as well as the establish-
ment of two Interdisciplinary Research
Collaborations (IRCs). Indeed, with a focus on
research and backed by significant financial
investment, the UK continues its leadership
as a global science and technology pioneer —
advancing nanotechnology to help make positive
contributions to our lives in a new world.

A Discipline of Detail and Influence 

With its goal of producing new materials, devices
and systems to meet the needs of a growing
range of applications, nanotechnology influences
nearly every industry. Global activity in nanotech-
nology is growing rapidly, driven by strong 
interest and investment from the commercial 
and public worlds. Researchers are progressively
finding out more about the nanoscale world and
aim to use nanotechnologies to create new
devices that are faster, lighter, stronger and 
more efficient. They aim to safely address drug
delivery challenges and enable tissue-engineered
products, grafts and implants. And they seek to
engineer new materials to be applied by the 
aerospace, biomedical and defense industries.
The field has already seen short-term returns 
in areas ranging from:

• new high performance materials for aircraft
and automotive applications 

• improved molecular sieves and catalysts for
environmental clean up 

• various biomedical and genetics advancements
— making strides toward realizing “laboratories
on a chip” 

With such a range of applications, nanotechnology
is a discipline with the potential for universal impact. 

The UK government investigated exactly how
much of an impact in June 2003. The government
commissioned the Royal Society and the Royal
Academy of Engineering to conduct an independ-
ent study to investigate the potential benefits and
problems associated with nanotechnology — as
well as the need for regulation of the discipline. 

The results underscored the importance of this
emerging field, but urged public debate on devel-
oping the discipline. The report also illuminated
an immediate need for researchers to address
uncertainties about the effects — both health-
related and environmental — of nanoparticles. 
As such, the report recommends regulations 
to control exposure to the particles. The UK 
government made an important commitment 
to a public dialogue on nanotechnologies, which
will inform both the direction of research and
development and progress on regulation. 

Funding Research, Growing Expertise.

The Engineering and Physical Sciences Research
Council (EPSRC) is the foremost UK government
agency for funding research and training in engi-
neering and the physical sciences, investing around
$920 million a year in a broad range of subjects —
from mathematics to materials science, and from
information technology to structural engineering. In
2003, the EPSRC spent approximately $66 million
to support nanotechnology research alone. 

The EPSRC is actively supporting an established
— and growing — discipline in the United Kingdom.
The UK got its start in nanotechnology by estab-
lishing a National Initiative on Nanotechnology 
in 1986, which was followed by a knowledge 
transfer program in the discipline. In 2001, a
Bionanotechnology Interdisciplinary Research
Collaboration (IRC) was established to link
researchers across disciplines, departments and
institutions to investigate new areas of science
and technology in the field of nanotechnology. 

The UK is accomplishing big things 
in small science. Nanotechnology, that is. Nanotechnology reduces science to the
atomic level — studying and manipulating materials on an incredibly small scale. 
It’s a discipline that is of interest to the technical, commercial and investment 
communities alike as a key to unlocking the future — promising applications within
pharmaceuticals, biotech, engineering and computing. 

Nanotechnology in the UK

The London
Center for
Nanotechnology:
At the Intersection
of Research and
Commerce

Located right in the
heart of town, the
London Center for
Nanotechnology
emerged as the only
facility of its kind 
located in the middle 
of a major world city —
granting it equal access
to the researchers who
advance its discipline
and the corporate part-
ners who seek to put it
to use. A joint venture
between University
College London and
Imperial College
London, the Center
offers eight levels of
lab and office space 
for professionals from
physical and life 
sciences, medicine 
and engineering. At 
the heart of the facility
is a 200 cubic meter
clean room. The center
will serve as a hub 
for the biomedical, 
physical, chemical and
engineering sciences —
crossing the chip-to-cell
interface.



A year later, the Interdisciplinary Research
Collaboration (IRC) in Nanotechnology was 
funded with a $22 million investment by the
Engineering and Physical Sciences Research
Council (EPSRC), the Biotechnology and
Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC),
the Medical Research Council (MRC) and the
Ministry of Defense as a collaboration between
the University of Cambridge, University College
London and the University of Bristol. The goal is
to establish the IRC as an internationally-leading
center for nanotechnology advancing research in: 

• Fabrication of complex 3-dimensional 
structures with molecular precision 

• Growth of soft layers by directed self-assembly
on patterned substrates 

• Determining mechanical and electronic 
properties of nanoscale interfaces 

• Evolving architectures for devices in 
biomedicine and information technology 

• Spinning out several projects into the 
commercial sector.

• Training of personnel in interdisciplinary
research. 

Recently, the UK’s Department for Trade and
Industry earmarked more than $164 million for 
a Micro and Nanotechnology Manufacturing
Initiative — which aims to help industry harness
the opportunities offered by advances in micro
and nanotechnologies. The associated grants give
nanotechnology projects throughout the country
a significant boost. In August, 25 projects were
awarded funding for research ranging from 
anti-corrosion coating and electronics to water
purification and printing. Additional grants will 
be awarded over the next five years to help 
fund research. In addition, $73.4 million has been
allocated to help develop facilities for a Micro and
Nanotechnology Network and $91.8 million has
been dedicated to grants under an Applied
Research Program of collaborative R&D. 

Those investments promise to yield considerable
returns. In fact, the UK government expects its
investment will secure additional industry and
regional spending that will exceed $370 million.

Seeing Research in Action

Effectively advancing nanotechnology as a 
discipline requires a consistent commitment 
to research and innovation. A host of programs
and institutes are leading the way:  

The Institute of Nanotechnology — Originally
the Centre for Nanotechnology founded by Ottilia
Saxl in 1994, the Institute was one of the world's
first nanotechnology information providers. Now
it’s a global leader, working closely with govern-
ments, universities, researchers, and companies
worldwide on developing and promoting all
aspects of nanotechnology.

London Centre for Nanotechnology —
Designed to act as a focus for current interdisci-
plinary nanoscale materials and device research.
A joint enterprise with Imperial College London,
the Centre will bridge the biomedical, physical,
chemical and engineering sciences the Centre,
crossing the “chip-to-cell interface” — underscoring
the UK’s international presence in biotechnology. 

Nanotechnology Research Institute, University
of Ulster — The first institute of its kind in the 
UK to bring nanotechnology together with life
sciences and cell biology under the same roof,
the Institute will research bio-sensing, tissue
engineering, drug delivery, plasma technology
and others. 

The UK MNT Network — Established in January
2004 by the Department of Trade and Industry
along with twelve UK National and Regional
Development Agencies to facilitate the 
growth of Microsystems and nanotechnology
applications in the UK. 

Institute of Bioelectronic & Molecular
Microsystems, University of Wales —
Focuses on micro and nanotechnology, 
interacting with other organizations and 
industry to support economic growth and 
technology transfer.

www.uksciencetech.com

“The commercial
exploitation of
nanotechnologies
presents a great
opportunity for 
UK business. 
A well-funded 
and supported 
nanotechnology
sector means
more high quality
research, more
sustainable jobs
and increased
wealth creation.” 

– Dr. Hugh Clare,
Chairman, 
UK Micro and
Nanotechnology
Network


