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TESTING 
TESTING!
Annie Iakovaki reveals how testbeds are transforming the UK Defence supply chain 

The UK’s Defence innovation landscape is 
undergoing a profound transformation, 
driven by the rapid convergence of deep 

tech innovation and the pressing need for 
greater agility across the supply chain. With a 
world-class industrial base, the UK stands at a 
pivotal moment, balancing the reliability of 
legacy systems with the disruptive potential  
of deep tech innovation. Solutions that are 
enabled by artificial intelligence, digital  
twins, quantum computing and more are 
redefining what is possible. Harnessing their 
full value however requires new models of 
collaboration between government, industry 
and innovators. We have been bridging the gap 
between industry, academia and government 
for over a decade, and one of the ways we 

continue to do this is through the development 
and deployment of independent testbeds on 
our programmes that drive industrial supply 
chain resilience.

Testbeds are becoming crucial assets for the defence 
supply chain, providing secure, neutral environments 
where new solutions can be trialled, validated and 
scaled with confidence. By fostering openness and 
reducing barriers to experimentation, these testbeds are 
helping to modernise the UK’s Defence supply chain 
and strengthen its position as a global leader in Defence 
and Security innovation. 

The UK’s Defence industry is underpinned by world-
class research institutions, globally recognised Defence 
primes and a highly skilled workforce that spans 
engineering, deep tech and advanced manufacturing. In 
fact, universities play an important role in developing 

cutting-edge capabilities, while industry leaders such 
as BAE Systems, Rolls-Royce and QinetiQ continue 
to invest heavily in R&D. This strong foundation 
has ensured that the UK remains a trusted partner 
in international defence collaboration and a key 
contributor to NATO’s technological edge, with the 
broader aerospace, Defence and Security sectors 
adding £42.2-billion to the UK economy last year.

The path from innovation to adoption in defence 
remains fragmented, with startups often hindered 
by long lead times, rigid requirements and limited 
demand visibility. As a result, breakthrough 
technologies like AI tends to struggle to move  
beyond prototypes or access real-world testing.  
The recently published Defence Industrial Strategy 2025 
aims to address these barriers by fostering greater 
agility, transparency, and collaboration across the 
innovation pipeline. 

Global pressures are also intensifying the need 
for change. Rising geopolitical tensions and the 
accelerating pace of technological disruption are 
redefining what modern defence requires. Adversaries 
are investing in agile, data-driven systems that can 
adapt rapidly to emerging threats, while commercial 
innovation cycles outpace traditional Defence 
procurement processes. Further to this, supply chains 
are increasingly targeted by adversaries, disrupting 
global economies, markets and value chains. To 
remain competitive and resilient, the UK must 
bring innovation to market faster, foster dynamic 
partnerships across the supply chain and ensure that its 
defence strategy keeps pace with deep tech innovation.  

As the challenges facing national Security grow 
more complex, no single organisation, whether a 
government body, defence prime or emerging startup, 
can deliver the necessary solutions alone. The UK’s 
Defence sector must enable meaningful partnerships 
that draw on the unique strengths of the UK, from  
the scale and experience of established industry  
leaders to the speed and creativity of startups and 
SMEs. As it stands the sector employs 443,000  
people, which speaks to the diversity of talent  
that sits within the sector.  

In delivering interventions that support the Defence 
and Security space, and partnering with Defence 
primes and organisations including Thales UK, BAE 
Systems and the Ministry of Defence, it’s clear that 
cross-sector collaboration brings tangible benefits. 
Startups for example excel at rapid experimentation, 
agile development and risk-taking, while defence 
primes offer the deep domain knowledge, systems 
integration expertise and global supply chains needed 
to enable deep tech startups to scale successfully. When 
these entities work together through open, structured 
frameworks, they accelerate technology readiness and 
strengthen the UK’s overall defence capabilities. 

Achieving this, however, requires a fundamental 
mindset shift, from competition to co-creation. 
Traditional procurement and siloed innovation models 
have often limited the flow of ideas and resources 
across the sector. Independent testbeds, challenge-led 
programmes and joint experimentation environments 
can provide the safe spaces where meaningful 
knowledge sharing, and collaboration can take place in 
a safe, secure and independent environment. Defence 
testbeds are controlled, real-world environments 

where deep tech solutions can be developed, 
integrated and validated before being deployed into 
operational settings. They allow innovators to test 
performance, resilience and interoperability under 
realistic conditions, without exposing national 
infrastructure or security-sensitive systems to risk. 
Independence is a defining feature of effective 
testbeds, and by operating outside the commercial 
interests of individual companies or defence primes, 
they provide a neutral ground where government, 
industry and academia can collaborate transparently 
and on equal terms. 

Without such spaces, developing and validating 
new technology becomes significantly harder. 
Startups and SMEs often lack access to secure 
environments that meet defence standards, 
while larger organisations may be constrained by 
proprietary systems or contractual obligations. This 
can result in slow progress and missed opportunities 
to bring promising innovations to market. 
Independent testbeds bridge this gap by providing 
shared access to infrastructure, data and expertise 
without compromising on security.  

Testbeds enable safe experimentation and rapid 
iteration, supporting early identification of technical 
challenges and interoperability issues, which are 
necessary to enable deep tech companies to scale 
successfully and commercialise their solutions  
with partners. They serve as critical grounds to  
prove the viability of new solutions that range 
from digital twins, AI-driven tools, advanced 
communications and more.  

By simulating complex defence environments, 
testbeds help de-risk innovation, ensuring that 
technologies are mature, compliant and mission-
ready before formal procurement begins, which also 
shortens the path from R&D to deployment. They do 
this by encouraging openness, building confidence 
among stakeholders and reducing the uncertainty 
that often stalls adoption in the defence and security 
sector. As the UK seeks to modernise its defence 
supply chain and enhance its technological advantage, 
investing in independent testbeds offers a practical 
and powerful mechanism to accelerate innovation 
while maintaining the highest standards of security 
and assurance. 

Digital Catapult in collaboration with the 
Ministry of Defence and partners across the 
Catapult Network, has launched the Defence Testbed 
Accelerator, an initiative designed to strengthen 
the resilience, security and agility of the UK’s 
defence supply chain. By harnessing digital thread 
technologies and Additive Manufacturing as a service, 
the accelerator will create a secure, distributed 
ecosystem where technical data can be seamlessly 
shared across the MoD, defence OEMs, SMEs and 
the wider industry. This strategic testbed forms part 
of Digital Catapult’s work bridging the gap between 

INDEPENDENT TESTBEDS 
ALLOW ALL ENTITIES 
TO LEARN, TEST AND 
VALIDATE NEW SOLUTIONS

The UK requires a 
defence supply chain 
that is resilient, agile 
and able to adapt


