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The Energy Innovation Challenge Programme 
The North East region excels in innovating, demonstrating and 
delivering new solutions which can help drive economic growth in the 
region while solving global energy challenges. 

The Energy Innovation Challenge Programme was designed to build on 
our region’s skills and expertise to address global energy challenges. 

Expertise and insight from the North East Energy Catalyst – a 
partnership which united the region’s leading energy innovation, 
demonstration and delivery capabilities - and other industry partners, 
was used to design three energy-focused challenges, cutting across 
heat, power, transport and whole energy systems.

Each challenge aimed to identify solutions to energy issues which can 
be scaled up nationally or globally, leveraging the strengths of North 
East businesses.

So far, the programme has supported 35 SMEs to bring forward new 
products or services which have the potential to help solve energy 
challenges on a global scale. 

The programme is coordinated by the North East Local Enterprise 
Partnership (LEP), supported by the Innovation SuperNetwork, on 
behalf of the North East Energy Catalyst. 

Who can enter the Energy Innovation Challenge?
The programme is designed for North East SMEs which have a great idea for an innovative 
product or service.

What does the programme provide to SMEs? 
SMEs which are accepted onto the programme receive:

• One-to-one business support from the North East Growth Hub

• A series of cohort-style business support workshops facilitated by the Innovation 
SuperNetwork

• One-to-one identification of collaborative opportunities with regional energy experts, leaders 
and facilities through the North East Energy Catalyst

• The opportunity to apply for £20,000 investment from the North East Innovation Fund, 
supported by the European Regional Development Fund, and managed by Northstar Ventures 
to cover some of your development costs; and/or a Local Growth Funding matched grant of 
up to £20,000 to help bring ideas to market.

This support is designed to help SMEs establish a successful, commercially viable product or 
service which can help address global energy challenges. 
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The Energy Innovation Challenge round one:  
decentralised, decarbonised energy 
The challenge launched in March 2020 and SMEs were tasked with developing ways of 
decentralising and decarbonising energy at the following scales:

1.  Micro-scale: ditching diesel generators - diesel generators are commonly used by industry 
to provide mobile and reactive power supply for various uses, with hundreds of off-grid 
homes in the North East also relying on generators for power. What innovative alternative 
solutions may be available for domestic or commercial premises or vehicles?

2.  Community-scale: power to the people - an emerging solution to bring power generation 
or charging infrastructure to communities is to utilise incumbent local utility infrastructure 
such as community buildings, sub-stations, or water/sewage pumping facilities as a hub. 
What innovative concepts and solutions centred around this infrastructure could provide 
decarbonised and decentralised energy for community use?

3.  Macro-scale: commercial energy productivity - key employment sites like business parks, 
and development sites such as enterprise zones, can be energy-intensive and suffer from 
grid-constraints. What innovative, decentralised solutions could help ensure secure, 
affordable and sustainable energy to attract businesses, reduce their costs, and improve 
energy productivity?

Five SMEs put forward solutions which were successful 
and they were awarded a total of £100,000 in funding to 
help bring the new ideas to market.

Otaski Energy Solutions
Otaskies’ AI software can be used to dim streetlights when 
not in use, resulting in savings in energy which can then be 
used to power the EV network. 

The Energy Workshop
The Energy Workshop is carrying out a study into the 
potential use of hydrogen to power fleet vehicles, and 
for community energy projects which are held back by 
grid constraints. 

DLAW Contractors
DLAW Contractors are planning to manufacture 
photovoltaic-powered water filtration systems for use in 
rural communities. The new product has the potential to be 
exported worldwide, with manufacturing and supply chain 
based in the North East.

Power Roll 
Sunderland-based Power Roll was awarded funding 
to develop and test a new type of ultra-thin, flexible 
photovoltaic film which can be used on buildings 
and vehicles.

Solar Capture Technologies
stepping up production of its lightweight SolarFace modules, 
which can generate energy in low light levels and in a range 
of locations.

“It’s been an interesting journey for us because we have 
literally unlocked an entire market opportunity that 
would have taken us years to access, and that’s largely 
because we are standing on the shoulders of giants. 
I would recommend the Energy Innovation Challenge 
programme to any and every SME in this space.”

Philip Inegbedion, Otaski Energy Solutions

“We saw the call-out for businesses to enter the North 
East Energy Catalyst’s Energy Innovation Challenge 
and the theme of the challenge – which was all about 
reducing carbon emissions – fitted well with our 
business and the new technology we’re developing. 
We’ve met other SMEs operating in the energy sector 
and made some interesting connections. We’re also 
now applying for funding through the North East 
LEP’s Energy for Growth programme and working with 
David Lynch, the North East LEP’s Energy Innovation 
Partnership Manager, to make connections with 
organisations in the social housing and transport world, 
which will help us to secure sites to demonstrate 
SolarFace’s capabilities.” 

Lewis Casely, Solar Capture Technologies. 
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The Energy Innovation Challenge round two:  
digital and data solutions to energy challenges
SMEs were invited to put forward solutions to energy challenges which aligned with the 
use of digital and data, with a particular emphasis on the following areas: 

1.   Companies find it difficult to track and understand the energy and carbon intensity through 
their supply chains, so we were looking for digital and data solutions for baseline energy 
consumption supply chain management and monitoring.

2.   ‘Data’ is available to utility and infrastructure operators, but few cost-effective solutions 
exist to turn this data into valuable information to optimise performance across their 
business. So, we were looking for digital and data solutions to aid management of energy 
and carbon savings, across utility assets (electricity, gas, water) or to assist with utilities 
workforce management reporting and safety.

3.   Macro data (e.g. satellite geospatial, thermal, weather prediction, marine, and radar data), 
isn’t fully exploited. So, we were looking for interoperable digital and data solutions which 
optimise location, performance and management of energy assets and programmes.

Three SMEs put forward solutions which were successful and they were awarded a total of 
£60,000 in funding to help bring the new ideas to market. 

Smartcarbon
This carbon calculating and reporting tool has been developed to meet the needs of 
multinational businesses and their entire supply chain. Its intuitive operation and robust 
technical architecture makes it suitable for a wide range of sectors and environments. 

Jumping Rivers
This Newcastle-based team is recognised internationally for helping global businesses, 
governments and SMEs to harness untapped value from their data. Interventions such as leak 
detection and predictive maintenance lead to improved efficiency and reduced costs. 

Capability North East
Capability North East’s Investors in the Environment (IiE) system helps businesses, NGOs 
and public sector organisations to plan their Net Zero journey, monitoring and recording their 
sustainability progress over time. iiE has proven to be an effective way to engage staff, reduce 
resource use, understand profit risks associated with natural resources and climate change, 
and gain environmental accreditation.  
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The Energy Innovation Challenge round three:  
innovation in energy materials 
The final round of the challenge asked for solutions focusing on materials used in any 
aspect of our electricity, gas and water infrastructure. 11 applications were received for 
this round. Areas of particular interest were: 

1.  Innovative materials used in generation and storage of energy. This may include composites, 
substrates, metals, polymers and coatings.

2.  Application of materials to improve performance, resilience and/or security of energy 
infrastructure. This may include corrosion resistance, density, fracture toughness, hardness 
and theft deterrents.

3.  IMaterials, techniques and solutions which lead to a reduction in cost and/or raw materials 
required to package, transport, install, maintain and recycle existing energy infrastructure.

This final round of the Energy Innovation Challenge is currently underway. 

Find out more
If you’d like to know more about the Energy Innovation 
Challenge Programme and the solutions that it’s helped 
bring forward, get in touch:

David Lynch 
Energy Innovation Partnership Manager

07584 154 506
northeastlep.co.uk   
david.lynch@nelep.co.uk

Two SMEs put forward solutions which were successful, and they were awarded a total of 
£40,000 in funding to help bring new ideas to market.

MARINATEX
MARINATEX Ltd is developing an organic material made from red algae and proteins extracted 
from fish waste.  The flexible, translucent material can biodegrade within 4-6 weeks making it very 
sustainable and is designed as an alternative to single use plastic film.  Product is initially targeting 
the energy sector collaborating with North East Energy Catalyst partners Northumbrian Water and 
Northern Gas Networks as part of a programme to trial and test this innovative material. 

Dragonfly Insulation Ltd
Silica aerogels have been manufactured for several decades using a capital intensive, high pressure, 
high temperature process using environmentally damaging organic solvents. Due to high cost of 
manufacture the commercial uses of silica aerogels have been limited to high value applications. 
Working with Newcastle University, the Company has developed a novel process for manufacturing 
silica aerogels at ambient temperature and pressure using primarily water-based solutions thus 
significantly reducing the manufacturing and environmental costs. Dragonfly have identified a niece 
demand for their product for use in multiple sectors including electric car batteries, space, thermal 
energy storage, vaccine and organ transportation and armed forces logistics.
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