
Space is one of The Open University’s priority research 
areas, and the OU has been involved in many high-profile 
space missions. With growing interest and investment in 
space in the UK, including space ports and the Space Growth 
Partnership, there are great opportunities for collaboration in 
the space sector.

Changing landscape of the space sector

For some time, large companies have dominated 
the space sector, with smaller companies having 
to secure their place in the supply chain with 
little opportunity to influence the sector. The 
growth of  ‘New Space’ over the last couple 
of  decades has changed this, and now space start-ups are 
becoming commonplace. Smaller cheaper satellites are 
being developed, and machine learning is opening up new 
opportunities for the use of  Earth Observation data. The 
barriers to entry for smaller companies have been lowered 
because it is easier and cheaper to gain access to space. 
There is also a growing amount of  space data available, some 
of  which is free, leading to new applications and generating a 
diverse set of  customers.

Another important factor is the focus on private sector 
funding, with venture capitalists looking for companies to 
back, and business incubation centres investing in space 
start-ups. The increasing investment by the private sector 
means that there is less of  a reliance on government 
involvement. Small to Medium size Enterprises (SMEs) can 
now play a more strategic part in the space sector, driving 
new applications for space data and providing faster lower-
cost access to space.

The SPRINT programme

UK universities offer a breadth and depth of  expertise in 
the space sector, as well as facilities and laboratories, and 
so helping SMEs (who often lack all the expertise or 
facilities they need) clearly makes sense. Universities 
benefit from real-world applications and data, while 
SMEs can access world-class expertise or facilities 
on a bespoke basis. University-Industry collaboration 
has the potential to unlock innovation for economic 
benefit and it can also build new areas of  research. 
When academic expertise is applied in the commercial 
arena, it can often be the missing piece of  the jigsaw 
that allows a breakthrough in product development 
or a significant reduction in costs. It is exactly for 
these reasons that the SPace Research and Innovation 
Network for Technology (SPRINT, sprintnetwork.space) 
came about. The three-year programme aims to speed 
up the development of  space-related technology in 
the UK by funding access to university expertise and 
facilities.

The £4.8 million SPRINT programme engages SMEs 
in the UK and provides support. SPRINT will allow 
UK SMEs to access a university knowledge-base and 
work with SPRINT partners to innovate, accelerate 
technologies and develop novel products and 
services. The programme also supports space and 
space-enabled businesses to scale up through the 
development of  links with funders and investors.

The SPRINT funding is part of  an investment of  £67 million 
through Research England’s Connecting Capability Fund 
in new collaborative projects to drive forward world-class 
university commercialisation. The five SPRINT core partners 
are the Universities of  Edinburgh, Leicester, Southampton, 

Surrey and The Open University. SPRINT is 
supported by funders, government, investors 
and innovation companies such as UK Space 
Agency, Seraphim Space Camp, UK Space Tech 
Angels, and the Satellite Applications Catapult.

The Open University’s part in SPRINT

The Open University is enthusiastic about being 
part of  the SPRINT programme, and the opportunity to use 
decades of  expertise involved in space research to help SMEs 
improve their products and services.

The Open University has had significant impact on space 
research, with involvement in high-profile programmes such 
as the Rosetta Mission, where they developed the Ptolemy 
space instrument that determined that the building blocks 
of  life are present on a comet. Space research includes the 
remote use of  telescopes for Situational Awareness, fluid-rock 
interactions, characterisation and optimisation of  sensors for 
space imaging and microgravity. The engineering research 
groups also have an important part to play in the SPRINT 
programme, by using their expertise in 
Diffusion Bonding, Engineering Design, 
Materials Characterisation, and 
Stress Measurements.

Two SPRINT projects have already 
been awarded to The Open 
University, and there will be many 
more SPRINT projects to come 
as new SMEs come onto the 
programme.
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“There are great 
opportunities for 
collaboration in 
the space sector.”


