
Harvesting innovation
Incrops

· ERDF funded e-hub stimulates commercial activity in biorenewables

· Collaborative partnership draws on wealth of expertise 

· Expert support for existing and new businesses, and strategic direction on key issues

· Project already cited by European Commission as an exemplar 

Led by the University of East Anglia, InCrops is a virtual enterprise hub designed to stimulate commercial activity in biorenewables, that is, the use of plants as a source of chemicals, materials and energy. The project is delivered via a collaborative partnership which draws on a wealth of expertise from a wide range of organisations in the East of England (see below).

Biorenewables are essential for the realisation of a low carbon economy , and to mitigate the possible effects of climate change. A five year project, set up in June 2008, InCrops received funding worth £1.5m from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and £1.05m from EEDA. The funding is being used to support the development of biorenewable options by providing specialist support for existing and start up businesses, and by encouraging innovation, primarily in the East of England but also outside the region as demand grows for support of this type.

Two years into the project, the InCrops team is now in place. Director, Dr John French, is supported by five Business Innovation Managers, an Agri-Business Officer, Project Administrator and Events Co-ordinator with additional support from consultants.  The team covers all key areas within the biorenewables sectors, including the green built environment, functional food and health products, bioenergy and biofuels, biopharmaceuticals, and crop improvement.  In addition, InCrops is leading on strategy development in areas such as biofuels, biocomposites, bioenergy, phytochemicals and health. 'So far, InCrops has been very successful in delivering its ambitious and far reaching objectives,' comments Dr French: 'We are now effectively providing specialist business support across the East of England and across the full range of biorenewable sectors.' Such has been the project's success that the team was recently invited to Brussels, where InCrops was named an exemplar project in a seminar on 'Employment and Growth in rural areas: stimulating the green economy', organized by the European Commission Directorate General for Regional Policy.

So why has InCrops attracted such positive attention? 'As the first networked virtual enterprise hub, we have been successful in meeting a range of strategic achievements,' explains Dr French. 'Our activities span a large geographical area, and we field a specialist team which covers a wide range of biorenewable sectors, as well as working with both world-class project partners in plant science and the most innovative regional businesses. InCrops has a series of low carbon milestones and has already impacted on the achievement of regional targets for carbon reduction by working across biorenewables sectors, thereby helping deliver the EU carbon emissions target of a 20% reduction by 2010.'

The funding awarded to InCrops and used in conjunction with a range of other grants, has played a critical role in the project's consolidation and development. 'A combination of positive previous experience of working with ERDF funding, and knowledge of its benefit, were instrumental in our decision to pursue funding from the 2007-2013 ERDF programme,' explains Dr French. 'Given the EU context, ERDF funding has enabled our collaboration with European partners.  It has also provided a valuable degree of financial stability – this long-term intervention is vital if InCrops is to meet its strategic objectives.'

The ERDF funding has been used to put in place the staff team and infrastructure necessary to deliver high quality specialist business support, and the remainder of the funding will be used to continue this work.

'The project’s success is measured against agreed milestones and output targets which include jobs created, leveraged funding and successful innovation in products and processes,' concludes Dr French, 'and a particularly significant measure of success would be a step change in the number of new business start-ups in the region. However, our innovative organizational structure and huge range of collaborative working, is already benefiting the economy.  The investment in ‘soft’ infrastructure has led to significant additionality (in terms of improved carbon reduction) and has added value to regional business. We are also looking forward to the opportunity to roll out InCrops and expand our services outside the East of England region to meet the demand already in evidence.'
In addition to UEA, CRed and the School of Biological Sciences the core partnership of the project includes the following organizations: Institute of Food and Research, John Innes Centre, Norwich Research Park, Rothamsted Research, BRE, the National Institute for Agricultural Botany, University of Essex, University of Cambridge (Dept of Plant Sciences), Renewables East, Easton College, Forestry Commission and the Low Carbon Innovation Centre.
www.incropsproject.co.uk
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