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Given the inexorable rise in global population and the expectation of improved standard of living, we
are presented with pressing technical challenges simply to meet the need for clean water, adequate
food and reasonably priced energy. Add in the threat of climate change and the demands on
engineering, and the opportunities for engineers, look more interesting than they have for many
decades.
From a national perspective we are in a good position to contribute some of the solutions, but we also
have to help secure the health our own economy. The migration of traditional businesses to countries
offering a lower cost base requires their replacement with new, high value, products and services.
This explains the constant reference to the need for more ‘creativity’, ‘innovation’ and
‘entrepreneurship’ in UK business over the last 20 years and also the encouragement (and
expectation) of a greater contribution from the universities.
Despite worldwide recognition for the excellence of UK research, we have found it frustratingly difficult
to convert this into profitable enterprise. Dr Hermann Hauser’s proposals to establish a national string
of ‘Technology and Innovation Centres’ (TIC’s), based on successful practice in Germany and
elsewhere, have been designed to help and there are good grounds for believing they will do so. But
there have been many other initiatives with similar objectives in recent times that have achieved
limited results, and it is useful to remember that impressive innovations are sometimes achieved in
spite of, rather than because of, ‘the system’. After all, the role of government is not the only
determinant of success.
The opportunities are unmistakeable, but exploiting them will take foresight and good leadership. This
lecture will consider the implications for academic engineering in the UK, and discuss some of the
practical steps that can be taken.
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