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1. Summary 

In the Queen’s speech of December 2019 the government commitment to an ARPA-style agency was described as ‘a 
new approach to funding emerging fields of research and technology. It will provide long term funding to support 
visionary high-risk, high-pay off scientific, engineering, and technology ideas, and will complement the UK’s existing 
world class research system’1. 
 
The Royal Society of Chemistry (RSC) welcomes the government’s interest in ensuring a thriving UK research and 
innovation system. However care will need to be taken in order to set up an agency of this type in the right way. In 
this written submission we aim to present some of the learnings from current analogous models in the US, and 
address some of the committee’s wider questions using these insights.  
 
We cannot assume an exact replica of the US analogues would be beneficial if simply transplanted into the UK 
system as is. The agency should complement the existing research landscape, with any new model needing to take 
account of the inherent systemic differences between the UK and US research systems, and wider cultural 
differences. The consultation and process of developing this new agency must show that the government 
understands and takes into account these wider differences. 
 

Summary of Recommendations  
Taking the above into consideration, and based on the evidence we have collected on the working of analogous 
agencies in the US, we recommend: 

1.  allows the Principal Investigator (PI) time to do the 
science 

4. Mission areas that should be decided via discussion with the community, to draw in a broad range of expertise 
5. In order to be impactful, grants should be large and long-term 

 
Further, more detailed recommendations are covered in the relevant sections. 
 

Evidence 
As part of our evidence gathering to inform this work we interviewed 5 experienced researchers within our 
community based in the USA. They had received grants from ARPA-E, DARPA or both, and in one case they had been 
a Programme Manager for ARPA-E. Insights from these interviews has been used to inform and illustrate our 
recommendations. However the voice of these researchers does not necessarily represent the views of the RSC, or 
of our community as a whole. 

                                                      
1 The Queens Speech, Background Briefing Notes, December 2019  
2 We define diversity 



https://www.darpa.mil/about-us/budget
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‘When we were interviewed [to be a Programme Manager at ARPA-E] part of the interview was … so the first 
hour where you talk about what you have done, technically, and the second hour, you have to pitch to the 
agency what you will do if you've been given the money. And it is highly recommended that you pitch an 
idea that's completely outside of your own technical expertise. That you have not worked on, to show that 
you can think outside what you normally do.’ 

 
The combination of these factors can make a unique experience, and ideally a wide pool of applicants would allow 
for the best candidates. 
 
The position should be made attractive enough to get the best candidates from across the world. 

 
5. How the programmes work 

‘The DARPA and the ARPA-E models are purely milestone driven. Because the end goal is not a paper. The end goal is 
a specific technology, and the most of the time the deliverable is hardware, it's not a bunch of reports.’ 
 
Summary: The flexibility of the ARPA model allows certain parts of the process to be highly collaborative within 
the research community. The milestone focus when running programmes is necessary, but if not properly 
managed can have negative effects. 
 
Recommendations:  

• Inclusion of the community in direction setting for programme calls  
• Highly rigorous internal processes for setting up calls and awarding funding 
• Incentivisation of researcher collaboration, especially across sectors 
• Clear communication during milestone setti ng, with a balance between ambition and flexibility 
• Further work is needed to investigate if UK ARPA should use stop/go milestones  
• The bureaucratic management also needs to be excellent 
• Diversity and inclusion should be built into the agency from the beginning 

 

Setting up the call 
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‘Well what ARPA-E did, which I thought was quite good, is that they actually allowed t
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Contact  
The Royal Society of Chemistry would be happy to discuss any of the issues raised in our written evidence in more 
detail. Any questions should be directed to policy@rsc.org.  
 
About us  
With about 50,000 members in over 100 countries and a knowledge business that spans the globe, the Royal Society 
of Chemistry is the UK’s professional body for chemical scientists, supporting and representing our members and 
bringing together chemical scientists from all over the world. 
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6. Annex 1 – UK Research funding landscape 

 Innovate 
UK 

ISCF ERC grants QR funding EPSRC  ARPA type 
model12 

Target 
recipient  

Companies 
mainly 

3 pillars – 
academic led, 
collaborative 
R&D, and 
industry 
demonstration 

Individual 
academics 

Universities 
and institutions 

Academics 
mainly, but 
depending on 
grant could 
include 
companies 

Academia and 
companies 

Size of 
recipient 
group 

Single, or 
small groups 
of businesses 

Dependent on 
challenge 

Single 
person/group 

Whole 
institutions 

Varies, could be 
individual 
research groups 
or institutions, or 
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