
 

Agenda Item 5a. Innovation Martlesham Regional Cluster 

Purpose: To seek support from the Board to proceed to procure a contract for an organisation to 
operate Innovation Martlesham, to re-invigorate the market offering in support of the Suffolk 
Economic Strategy.  The cost of the contract will be £270k for 3 years. 

The board is invited to:  

• Note the development of the proposals and support for the investment. 

• Provide review and challenge to the proposals. 

Background 

Innovation Martlesham is an established ecosystem of high-tech ICT/digital companies located 
at Adastral Park, Martlesham.  The cluster was launched by BT in the year 2000, with 
predominantly businesses that wanted to work with BT. Over the years, the initiative has been 
managed by BT, providing office space, access to facilities and business networking/support 
opportunities.  

However, in recent years the growth has flatlined and membership is now in decline, particularly 
since 2022 when the BT support team was disbanded.  

With the new Suffolk Economic Strategy and a focus on building and scaling clusters 
underpinned by tech convergence, there is an opportunity for public sector intervention to 
safeguard the cluster and create a new delivery model which will not only stabilise the 
Innovation Martlesham cluster but enable it to scale up and grow as a regional tech cluster.   

The businesses in the cluster provide a mix of enabling technologies that are key to future 
economic growth and Suffolk’s focus on tech convergence. These include AI, ICT, quantum, 
cyber-security, 5G, and Non-Terrestrial Networks (ie satellite), which underpin Suffolk’s priority 
sectors, and are aligned to the UK government’s industrial strategy. 

There is an opportunity to evolve the Innovation Martlesham cluster to build on this platform 
and deliver further cluster growth across Suffolk and beyond, building on the physical and 
digital infrastructure present, providing business support functions, collaboration 
opportunities, corporate partnerships and links to other innovation ecosystems and networks.  

The Challenge 

Innovation Martlesham is in decline which includes business club members (approx. 40) and 
business tenants physically on-site.  The current total Innovation Martlesham cluster represents 
86 businesses overall, down from over 150 at its’ peak in 2021.  



 

Opportunity and Vision – ‘Innovation Martlesham Plus’ (IM+) 

Vision: To reinvigorate Innovation Martlesham, creating a new delivery model, to grow and 
sustain a regional innovation cluster focused on tech convergence, supporting innovative start-
ups, spinouts and scale-ups and attracting investment to maximise economic impact.  

We propose that this ‘step-change’ approach (working title of IM+), has several elements;  

• Develop a 3-year business plan to scale-up the Innovation Martlesham cluster via an 
enhanced and sustainable delivery model with added-value services to support 
business growth 

• Pivot from a BT-centric asset into a Suffolk led tech convergence cluster to enhance 
resilience, leverage wider activity and extract greater value for economic impact  

• Put in place a motivated and knowledgeable management and business support team 
to manage the cluster independently but under new governance arrangements 

• Develop a regional business accelerator programme that would support the growth of 
start-up businesses and introduce scale-up businesses to commercial opportunities. 

• Focus and increase opportunities for investment attraction via public & private sector 
• Leverage existing regional programme activity to maximise opportunities for business 

growth and investment e.g. Growth Hub, IGMP, North Star High Growth, The Future etc 
• Leverage existing industry and innovation networks to maximise supply chain and 

innovation opportunities e.g. NAAME, Space East, Connected Innovation, EEEGR etc. 
via a ‘hub and spoke’ model. 

• Work with the BT Research commercialisation team to support the incubation of 
intellectual property produced at Adastral park, creating new spin-out businesses. 

• Identify opportunities to build a dedicated investment fund via a partnership with 
business angels, institutional investors, MCCA, Government etc. 

• Build stronger collaborations with universities and research institutions to unlock 
commercialisation and knowledge transfer opportunities 

• Collaborate with Space East to secure a business case for future investment to build a 
national capability recognising the unique strengths around space and ACT 

• Leverage the specialist facilities, research institutes and expertise* at Adastral Park, 
providing scope for test beds plus business spin-out and scale-up opportunities.    
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*Initial potential examples include UoS Digitech Centre, Quantum Optical Discovery Lab and 
Gemini network testing facility. 

Outputs and Impact 

Adastral Park has facilities that benefit IM businesses where more value could be extracted: 

• Excellent convening and collaboration spaces: a newly refurbished and updated 
campus hub, including flexible workstations, bookable meeting rooms, and large-scale 
event spaces all available to cluster members. BT’s capital investment in this space 
totals £740K. 

• Industry events: technology festivals and events covering topics such as AI, robotics, 
cyber-security, space and satellite communications as well as telco-related innovation 
promotions. These take place in the upgraded events space in the hub or the main 
exhibition hall.  

• Digitech centre: The University of Suffolk’s mini-campus, a source of graduate and post-
grad talent, and professional training and new Quantum Optical Discovery Lab, 
following recent investment by the UK Space Agency.  

• Space Enterprise Lab: A collaboration space hosted by BT and led by Space East and the 
Satellite Applications Catapult.  

• Track record of investment: successful public-private partnerships, and grant-funding 
through UKRI, Horizon EU and the UK Space Agency.  

IM+ Key Delivery Metrics 

• Grow the IM business club membership by 160% over 3 years (additional 60 businesses) 
• Increase the take up of commercial property space at Adastral Park increasing capital 

investment (tenants/inward investment) 
• Increase the size of the digital tech cluster in Suffolk to over 6,100 active businesses and 

increase employment 
• Increase the business start-ups success rate 
• Increase the levels of innovation funding and investment into Suffolk, from existing and 

new programme activity.  
• Increase levels of SME/industry/university/research engagements and collaborations 
• Identify and attract businesses with potential to scale-up, in the digital tech sector* and 

other growth sectors driven by tech convergence and applications e.g. agri-tech, 
logistics, advanced manufacturing and clean energy.    

*Growth Flag data system indicates 6,039 active businesses in the digital and technologies sector in 
Suffolk including 454 highlighted as likely/very likely to grow by 20%. 
 

Wider Strategic Opportunities 

The IM+ delivery model not only unlocks direct benefit for scaling up the Suffolk tech cluster but 
also leverages wider strategic and indirect benefit and opportunity in the medium-long term; 

• Opportunity to leverage Government Local Innovation Partnerships Funding (if 
successful) with Adastral Park a major regional hub for Advanced Connectivity 
Technologies (ACT) 



• Opportunity to advance and attract investment in the existing Showcase Facility at 
Adastral Park and scale up as a regional demonstrator tech hub to showcase the wider 
region (subject to further funding) 

• Potential to create specific investment funds and vehicles to attract and drive 
investment to support start-ups and scale-ups 

• Potential to support the development of a Space Hub on site, leveraging Space East and 
recent investment in the Quantum Optical Discovery Lab.  

• Opportunity to attract and increase commercial tenants to Adastral Park, enhancing 
investment, diversity and resilience 

• Opportunity to progress commercial development and site redevelopment at Adastral 
Park in the longer term as well as attracting inward investment 

Strategic Context 

Suffolk Economy Strategy 

This proposal for an enhanced regional tech cluster not only leverages the existing unique 
strengths of Adastral Park but repositions the opportunity in alignment with the strategic 
clusters and overarching missions under the new Suffolk Economy Strategy and recent clusters 
work with Plexal and Tech East.  

This project aligns with the core enabler within the Suffolk Economy Strategy – Driving 
Enterprise and Attracting Investment.  The activity fundamentally supports and drives tech 
convergence through promoting diverse technologies including AI, robotics, satellite 
applications, 4G/5G, immersive tech, clean tech etc to underpin a range of growth sectors. 

Modern Industrial Strategy 

The UK's Modern Industrial Strategy identifies Advanced Connectivity Technologies (ACT), 
including full-fibre, 5G SA, 6G, and satellite communications, as foundational to the nation's 
future.  Adastral Park and the Suffolk ACT cluster has an exciting opportunity to position itself as 
the national leader in ACT for the UK and investment in IM+ will strengthen and accelerate this.   

Advanced Connectivity Technologies (ACT) and Space have been identified as foundational 
to the UK’s industrial and economic future, underpinning the country’s ambitions for innovation, 
national security and digital transformation.  With Adastral Park being the existing base for 
Space East, the Space Enterprise Lab and Quantum Optical Discovery Lab and with a wider 
ambition to progress a space hub for the site, investment in IM+ strategically aligns with and 
adds value to this unique opportunity.  

Proposed IM+ Funding Model 

The proposed funding model has the following assumptions; 

• BT committed capital investment of £740K into the main hub space (including business 
co-working area for IM+ businesses) 

• Average annual costs of delivering the IM+ business club cluster programme of £190K 
(based on 1xFTE Senior Programme Manager and 1xFTE marketing/events/support role 
and annual budget for business support/events activity) 



• Additional 20 business club members signed up per year (equating to an additional 
£30K p.a. with Business Club members paying £125 per month). 

• Assumes existing baseline of 40 business club members 
• Model will be financially self-sustaining after Year 3 with no further public funding 
• Total public funding (Suffolk Economy) of £270K provided on a tapered model reducing 

in years 2 and 3. (Year 1 - £120K / Year 2 - £90K / Year 3 - £60K)   
• 1:4 public/private investment ratio achieved. 
• Transfer of assets including current membership list and existing Innovation Martlesham 

website.    

 

Summary of income model illustrated above. 

 

Delivery Model - Options 

1. Appointment of an Independent Delivery Organisation via an open external procurement 
process 
 

2. Internal hosting of function/team within the Suffolk Economy Team, SCC (with 
additional resourcing appointed) 

Other options were considered including direct partnership or direct engagement of an external 
organisation, however, considering the value of the contract, likely number of interested parties 
and new procurement laws, and it was deemed this was not a realistic option.   

The recommended approach would be to progress an open external procurement process to 
appoint an independent organisation that has direct experience in growing/managing tech 
clusters and delivering specialist business support and innovation programmes.   

To minimise the risk of any delays in the procurement process (as could take up to 6 months), 
Suffolk CC would be committed to working with BT and partners, to put in place some short-
term resource to progress activity in Q3/Q4 to ensure delivery of business networking events 
and communications activity.  
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