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Introduction
This memoir has been written as a record of the founding of the  
ERA Foundation and its origins in the Electrical Research Association (ERA) 
and ERA Technology Ltd, an independent Research and Technology organ-
isation. 

It provides a brief outline of the emergence of the ERA Foundation from  
its two forebears based upon my 46 years of association with all three 
organisations.

About Sir Alan Rudge
Sir Alan Rudge is President of the ERA Foundation and Chairman of the Board of Trustees of Civitas. 
He has served as a Director on more than twenty company Boards including Deputy Chairman of 
Experian Plc; Deputy Chief Executive and Main Board Director of BritishTelecom Plc; Chairman of WS 
Atkins Plc; Chief Executive and Chairman of ERA Technology Ltd; Chief Executive and President of 
Celtel International BV and a special advisor to General Atlantic Partners.

Sir Alan is an Honorary Fellow and past President of the IEE (IET) and a Life Fellow of the IEEE (USA). 
He is a former Chairman of the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council, the Engineering 
Council and the Royal Commission for the Exhibition of 1851.  He has served as Pro-Chancellor of the 
University of Surrey and on a number of national committees including the UK Advisory Committee 
on Science and Technology. Sir Alan is a Fellow the Royal Academy of Engineering and the Royal 
Society and has been awarded honorary doctorates from nine UK universities.
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Figure 1. 

Original ERA logo
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A brief outline of the history of the ERA 

In 1918, at the end of World War I, the UK Government was concerned that the scale of research and 
development in British Industry was not sufficient to remain internationally competitive.  A co-opera-
tive research scheme was introduced by the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research (DSIR) 
to encourage more R&D while reducing the costs to the individual companies. Eventually more than 
forty Research Associations (RA’s) were created to serve a wide variety of industrial sectors 

In 1920, after much background work by the Institution of Electrical Engineers and the British Electri-
cal and Allied Industries Trade Association, a cooperative research initiative for the electrical sector 
was brought to a successful conclusion with the incorporation of the British Electrical and Allied 
Industries Research Association (Figure 1). This rather cumbersome title was soon abbreviated to the 
Electrical Research Association, or simply “the ERA”.  

ERA was formed as a ‘company limited by guarantee’ with each member company providing a guar-
antee of five pounds. The company was non-profit distributing and its members were unable to own 
any of the association’s assets. Initially, the work of the association was funded by membership sub-
scriptions matched pound for pound by a UK Government grant. The Government involvement was 
initially intended to end after five years but this shared funding scheme proved to be successful and 
continued in place for the next fifty years.

Over the years ERA’s fields of research widened progressively from electrical power equipment and 
materials to light current applications, responding to its members needs and the development of rel-
evant new technologies. The electrical supply industry was a major customer throughout these early 
years. Industrial committees governed each research topic area and at the height of its cooperative 
operations ERA had some 22 committees involved in its work. 

During World War II ERA was involved in “essential” war work and undertook a wide range of projects.  
Amongst them a means of degaussing shipping to foil magnetic mines and the design of the first 
system to detect buried unexploded bombs.  An example of the magnetometer bomb detector is on 
display at the Royal Engineers Museum at Chatham.  This is noteworthy given the ERA’s much later 
work on plastic mine detection that commenced in 1982 at the end of the Falklands War and contin-
ued for 25 years thereafter. During this period the ERA began to develop its expertise in electromag-
netic interference and electromagnetic compatibility. These important areas were to become a core 
capability of the organisation.

In the 1950’s ERA moved from Perivale, Middlesex, where it had been based since 1935, to a large 
campus site at Leatherhead, Surrey (Figure 2). For the next 35 years it continued its operations at 
Leatherhead, primarily in the cooperative research mode but with some individual projects for indi-
vidual companies. In the early 1960’s the now nationalised supply industry decided to create its own 
research laboratories and chose to do so on land adjacent to the ERA campus. This was a serious loss 
of a key customer and new competitor for staff and research funds. Throughout the 1960’s the ERA 
was hard pressed but managed to hold its own.  However, in 1969 the Government initiated a review 
of its R&D spending led by Lord Rothschild. The outcome was the Rothschild Report and the decision 
to end the RA grant system and free Government to buy research on a project basis rather than to 
support institutions. The RA’s were given notice of the termination of grant support, after which they 
would have to revert to total industrial subscription funding, or become completely independent 
assisted by a three year rundown of Government grants. 

ERA chose the independence route, with a complete departure from its research association roots 
and subscription funding.  This was a bold move but the new organisation soon encountered finan-
cial difficulties. The competition from the Central Electricity Research Laboratories had continued to 
grow, the UK industrial base was already shrinking; companies in the electrical sector were  
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becoming more competitive and their interest in cooperative research was declining.  Although the ERA 
staff included many competent scientists and engineers, the organisation was not well prepared organ-
isationally and culturally for life as an independent research organisation. These issues were recognised 
by the management, led by Dr Bryan Lindley, but the necessary transition was to take a considerable 
time to achieve. 

To raise investment capital the ERA signed a complex deal with a property company to mortgage the 
Leatherhead campus and lease back the occupied area of the site.  The lease rent was to be offset by 
rents received from the development of the unoccupied part of the site. However the developer was in 
no hurry to proceed and the five-year rent reviews were to create an additional financial burden for ERA. 

Figure 2. 

Campus site at Leatherhead, Surrey
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The IITRI Radio Frequency Technology Centre

My own relationship with ERA began in 1974 when, as a young academic from Birmingham University, 
I arrived at the Leatherhead site with a proposition. Having previously spent some years working in a 
large independent research institute in the USA, I had found that British Universities at that time were 
not very receptive to progressive ideas on the organisation and management of research.  Stimulated 
by this frustration, my proposition was to found an independent commercial contract R&D organisa-
tion in the UK on the lines of those existing in the USA.  The initiative was to be based initially upon 
radio-frequency technology and in particular antennas and microwaves.  With its large underutilised 
campus and some particularly appropriate buildings, the Leatherhead site was very well suited for 
this purpose.  (Figure 2).

The proposition included an outline business plan, but was lacking in customers, staff or available 
capital, or even a suitable location.  There is little doubt that a prosperous ERA would have almost 
certainly dismissed the proposition out of hand.  But ERA was not prospering and their new finance 
director, Keith Sedgewick, was sufficiently intrigued to give the proposition serious consideration 
and to persuade Dr Lindley to do likewise.  ERA was not in a financial position to make capital invest-
ments, but after some discussion a contract for accommodation and administrative services was 
offered, with some start-up secretarial support. This was to be set against the successful delivery of 
an agreed business plan. 

Encouraged, I took a flight to Chicago Illinois and presented the concept to the senior management 
at the Illinois Institute of Technology Research Institute.  IITRI was a major US independent research 
institution and my previous employer in the USA.  Somewhat to my surprise, their initial response was 
very positive.  They were interested in the project, but only on certain specific terms. IITRI would own 
the business. They would provide some start-up capital for equipment, with the free loan of micro-
wave components from their laboratories in Chicago, plus my salary on a one-year contract.  If break-
even was not achieved within the year then I would return to the USA as an employee of IITRI.  (It was 
many years later that I learned that IIITRI had little ambition for a UK-based operation. They regarded 
the venture as a not too expensive recruitment project).

It was a rather slender opportunity but enough.  Owning the business was not my prime objective; I 
was merely seeking somewhere to do research and development in the UK on an independent basis. 
That is outside of academia and underpinned financially by the commercial practices of the inde-
pendent sector in the USA.  

I resigned from Birmingham University, moved my family to the Leatherhead area and in 1975 the IITRI 
Radio Frequency Technology Centre commenced operations. As its sole employee I was assigned an 
office and the temporary, part-time, secretarial support of one of the director’s secretaries (Ms Helen 
Stanley).  Helen was then a long time ERA employee and soon discovered that the “part-time work” 
with the RFTC left no time for the ERA Director. Helen’s association with the ERA and ERA Foundation 
has now extended to more than half a century.

Research and Development proposals were prepared and submitted to various agencies and con-
tracts were won from the European Space Agency, Ministry of Defence and UK Government and In-
dustry. To the surprise of the IITRI management, the twelve-month financial break-even was achieved.  
A core group of PhD engineers and supporting technicians were recruited and laboratory, workshop 
and antenna range capabilities were constructed. This initial success continued and over the next 
four years the RFTC grew steadily while the ERA as a whole continued to struggle financially. 

The RFTC had become something of a cuckoo in the nest, continuously renting more space at Leath-
erhead to house staff and construct antenna ranges across the site. This began to cause difficulties 
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with the ERA management and the pressure was eased for a while by making the ERA a full partner 
with IITRI in the ownership of the centre.  However, the cultural differences between the two organisa-
tions were impossible to reconcile for long and in 1979 matters came to a head. Despite many flights 
between London and Chicago the disagreement could only be resolved by persuading the Americans 
to sell their interest in the RFTC and merging it with the ERA. 

As the Director of the newly titled RF Technology Division, I joined the ERA Board.  Later that year the 
Managing Director of ERA, Dr Bryan Lindley, departed to join Dunlop Plc. and, after a Board initiative 
led by Mr Stanley Steward, I was invited to become his successor as Managing Director and Chief 
Executive with Keith Sedgewick as Finance Director and Deputy MD and Dr Norman Parkman as Chief 
Scientist. The ERA formally transitioned into ERA Technology Ltd, an independent research and tech-
nology organisation.

ERA as an independent Research and Technology organisation 

For the next seven years ERA Technology flourished under its new management team. With good sup-
port from the ERA Technology Board, chaired first by Mr Joseph Hinde (Figure 3) and then Mr Denys 
Johnson. A new organisation and project-management structure was introduced and staff members 
were encouraged to better understand the contract research business and the culture appropriate to 
an independent research and technology organisation. The 1980”s were not easy times for UK indus-
try, but with a sustained effort on the part of management and staff alike, ERA Technology expanded 
its technology base, became profitable and grew to 400 staff.  The property deal was unwound and 

Figure 3.

The ERA Technology Board in 1979.   
From the left Dr Alan Rudge, Mr John Lane, Mr Joseph Hinde (Chairman) Sir 

Max Brown, Dr Norman Parkman, Mr Keith Sedgewick
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ownership of the occupied site restored to ERA.  A new main building was then constructed and the 
older properties refurbished. In 1984 ERA Technology was honoured with a royal visitor. His Royal 
Highness the Duke of Edinburgh toured the laboratories and was apparently well pleased with his visit 
(Figure 4).

During this period ERA Technology had established a strong reputation and a leading presence 
among the UK’s research and technology community.  At this time the voice of the independent 
research sector was very muted and often lacked clarity when providing inputs to Government policy. 
To resolve this problem ERA Technology led an initiative to unify the sector with the objective of per-
suading the forty or so RA’s to come together with a dozen independents to form a common associa-
tion, able to share knowledge and to speak with one voice to Government.  This was achieved and the 
Association of Independent Research and Technology Organisations (AIRTO) was founded and I was 
appointed as its first President.

In 1987 I was recruited by the newly privatised British Telecom as Director of Research and Technol-
ogy and for the next decade ERA Technology was led by Michael Withers as Managing Director and 
Chief Executive with Keith Sedgewick as Deputy MD and Finance Director. A general trend during this 
period was for more development and manufacturing activity based upon past R&D rather than new 
areas of research. Nevertheless, ERA continued to flourish and remained profitable. Towards the end 
of this decade however, Keith Sedgewick had retired and Michael Wither’s was approaching retire-
ment and the organisation began a slow decline in staff numbers with an increasing financial depend-
ence upon the manufacture of optical amplifiers. 

Founding of The ERA Foundation and its Endowment

In 1997, on my retirement from BT I was approached by the then ERA Chairman, Sir Lindsay Bryson, 
to take over the Chair at ERA. I had already taken on a number of non-executive roles but Lindsay was 
persuasive and I took up the baton.  Fortunately the ERA Board had some very experienced non-ex-
ecutive directors, including Mr David Ball, Sir David Davies and Professor Michael Wright. All three 
gentlemen had known the ERA and the research business for many years and were not blind to the 
trends. Profitability was falling and the means of remedying this were not clear.  It was apparent that 
fresh leadership of the company had to be found, but finding the right individual with a combination 
of entrepreneurial technical and commercial skills was proving to be difficult. 

At this time engineers or scientists with good management skills were not short of opportunities and 
could expect to be offered shares in a business to supplement their salaries and provide hope for 
greater rewards from the growth of the company.  ERA, structured as a company limited by guaran-
tee, could not match these attractions.  In 1999, on Michael Withers retirement and after an exten-
sive search, the Board appointed Ann Garrett as Managing Director to partner Christopher Perks the 
Finance Director.  Ann’s excellent administrative skills soon produced improved efficiency, but this of 
itself was not sufficient to stimulate the organisation to find new fields of endeavour and to achieve 
further growth. 

Faced with this problem, I proposed to the Board that we undertake a radical restructuring of ERA in 
which the operating company would be separated out and owned jointly and equally by an ERA Foun-
dation and an Employee Benefit Trust. The former would take on the objectives and responsibilities 
of the ERA’s Articles and the constraints of a company limited by guarantee, while the latter, could 
provide share options to the management and staff of ERA Technology Ltd, the operating business.  
After seeking legal advice and much detailed discussion the Board agreed the proposition and the 
legal process was initiated.  At the close of 2000 the old ERA Technology Ltd ceased operations and 
Ann Garrett resigned. The ERA Technology Board became the ERA Foundation Board and in 2001, 
making use of the share option benefits, a new Managing Director (Mr Fred Cahill) was appointed to 
ERA Technology Ltd, the new operating company. 
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Figure 4.

Visit of His Royal Highness Prince Philip the Duke of Edinburgh to ERA Technology 
Ltd. Here debating the applications of ERA’s dual-polarised antenna research
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After only two full years operation of this new structure an offer was received from a UK engineering 
group, Cobham Plc., to acquire ERA Technology as a central research and technology capability for 
the group.  In considering the offer the Board felt that the unusual ownership of ERA Technology gave 
the staff the right to an opinion on the future of the company.  With this in mind the offer was put to 
the management and staff and they were permitted to vote on the issue – to stay independent; or 
join Cobham.  The Board stood back and did not offer an opinion, although there were some mixed 
feelings on the subject.  The ERA Technology management and staff voted 80:20 to accept, a very 
clear majority. The offer was accepted and, after a further period of negotiations this included the 
sale of the Leatherhead property. The staff options were then paid out by the Employee Trust; the ERA 
Pension Fund was topped up; and the ERA Foundation inherited the residue as its endowment.

The first duty of the Foundation Board was to decide on two large gifts to optimise the Foundation’s 
tax position. A very substantial gift was made to the Royal Academy of Engineering and another to 
the Royal Commission for the Exhibition of 1851.  In both cases the gifts were aimed at funding long-
term educational programmes for the benefit of engineering and UK industry in general. The Royal 
Academy gift was particularly timely in that it provided the organisation with the financial freedom 
necessary to acquire their new home alongside the Royal Society in Carlton House Terrace. The re-
maining balance formed the endowment of the ERA Foundation going forward.

The ERA Foundation Board initially offered to devote this sum entirely to finance research in the UK, 
providing that the Foundation could be included in a Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) scheme 
with known parameters that offered a tax-free status for the organisation. After two years of paper-
work and meetings in which the Foundation agreed to every constraint of the scheme, the DTI reject-
ed the offer.  With hindsight this was very much in the interest of the Foundation and its wider goals 
and activities.

The Foundation Board then referred back to the original articles of the ERA and formally adopted 
them to guide the work of the Foundation going forward.  Essentially the objectives would be to sup-
port UK-based Industry, by promoting innovation in electro-technology; by encouraging bright young 
people to consider engineering careers; and generally raising the profile of industry and engineering 
with Government and the public at large.  Engineering, electro-technology and the industries they 
support are key contributors to the UK’s economic well-being and must be recognised as such. In the 
event five of the members of the ERA Technology Board transitioned to the ERA Foundation Board, 
Sir David Davies, Mr David Ball, Professor Michael Wright and Mr Christopher Hibbert and myself as 
Chairman with Mr Joe Fewtrell as Board Secretary.  Professor Wright and Mr Hibbert retired in 2002 
and two new Board members were recruited, Sir Richard Brook and Dr Tom Rowbotham. (Figure 5).

For the past 20 years the ERA Foundation has found many ways of making good use of the endow-
ment, within the broad terms of the original ERA articles.  This has been achieved while judicious 
investment has maintained the endowment fund close to its initial level. As the Foundation’s first 
Chairman and now President, I have been followed in turn by three excellent Chairmen, Sir Richard 
Brook, Sir John O’Reilly and currently Sir Christopher Snowden. 

In addition, we have been very fortunate in our Board members, both the current directors, Sir John 
O’Reilly, Dr Joanna Kennedy, Dr Paul Golby, Dr Michael Carr, Mr Andrew Churchill and Mr Tom Gor-
don; and those who have served over the period, Sir David Davies, Mr David Ball, Mr Bernard Taylor, 
Professor Peter Denyer, Mr Christopher Hibbert and Mr David Wilson, all of whom have made signif-
icant contributions during their term of office. Similarly, our Executive Secretaries, Mr Philip Secker, 
Dr David Clark, Mr Atti Emecz and now Mr Keith Robson, with their supporting staff, have all been 
exemplary and the ERA Foundation has established an excellent reputation with its beneficiaries and 
among its peers. Our underlying theme has been “to make a difference” and I feel sure that this will 
continue to motivate all of those involved with the ERA Foundation in the future.
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Figure 5.

The Founder Board of the ERA Foundation in 2002.

From the left, Sir David Davies, Dr Tom Rowbotham,  
Sir Alan Rudge (Chairman) Sir Richard Brook, Mr David Ball.


