Advancing Atmospheric and Aerial Autonomy FAQs

REMIT

Q: What types of projects are in scope?
A: The purpose of this funding opportunity is to support a portfolio of projects that help demonstrate what future environmental observing capability could look like.
We are seeking projects that:
· develop promising capability and prepare it for practical use
· integrate technologies, data and expertise into a usable system
· deploy capability in realistic or operationally relevant environments
· demonstrate what that capability can achieve in practice
Projects should create and demonstrate autonomous environmental observing capability that can generate environmental observations, measurements or data and provide value beyond the lifetime of the project. We are particularly interested in capabilities that could subsequently be adopted, used, expanded or built upon by the environmental science community and its partners.
See the published funding opportunity for further details.

Q: What is the difference between Atmospheric Autonomy and Aerial Autonomy?
A: The funding opportunity contains two complementary themes.

Atmospheric Autonomy: We are interested in projects that strengthen atmospheric observing capability through new sensing technologies, instrumentation, measurement systems, observing networks, software, data systems and autonomous or remotely operated systems. Projects in this theme do not need to use aerial platforms. They may include land-, water- or air-based observing approaches where these contribute to atmospheric science capability.

Aerial Autonomy: We are interested in projects that use autonomous aerial systems (UAS) to strengthen environmental observations and monitoring.

Projects in this theme must have UAS as a central component of the proposed capability. UAS projects may address any environmental domain, including atmospheric science, terrestrial environments, freshwater, coastal and marine environments.

Projects may include hardware, software, sensors, instrumentation, data systems, communications systems or analysis approaches where these contribute to aerial environmental observing capability.

Q: What does autonomy mean for the purposes of this funding opportunity?
A: For the purposes of this funding opportunity, autonomy refers to technologies and systems that reduce the need for direct human intervention in environmental observing, monitoring and measurement activities.

Autonomy may be embedded within:

· platforms
· sensors
· instrumentation
· observing networks
· software
· data systems

Projects do not need to be fully autonomous to be eligible. For example, remotely piloted UAS and partially autonomous systems are in scope where they contribute to autonomous environmental observing capability.

Q: Can a project demonstrating both aerial sensing of environmental parameters and atmosphere be funded or it has to be either of the two? 
A: Projects may contribute to one or both areas and are not required to align exclusively with a single category. The funding opportunity is not divided into separate funding streams. We welcome proposals that combine atmospheric observations with wider environmental applications where there is a clear rationale and the combination strengthens the overall capability being demonstrated. The 50:50 balance applies to the portfolio as a whole and not to individual projects.

Q: What does a strong project look like?
A: The strongest projects are likely to:

· address an important environmental observing challenge
· build on existing technologies or capability
· integrate sensing, instrumentation, software, platforms or measurement systems where appropriate
· deliver a deployable demonstrator
· generate useful environmental observations, measurements or data
· create capability that can be used, adopted or built upon beyond the project

The funding opportunity is intended to support the development, integration, deployment and demonstration of autonomous environmental observing capability. Applicants should clearly explain the capability that will exist at the end of the project and how it contributes to environmental observations, measurements or monitoring. Projects focused primarily on generating knowledge, algorithms or analytical methods, without creating or demonstrating a meaningful capability, may be less well aligned with the objectives of the funding opportunity.


Q: Does the project need to create a capability?
A: The funding opportunity is intended to support the development, integration, deployment and demonstration of autonomous environmental observing capability. Applicants should clearly explain the capability that will exist at the end of the project and how it contributes to environmental observations, measurements or monitoring. Projects focused primarily on generating knowledge, algorithms or analytical methods, without creating or demonstrating a meaningful capability, may be less well aligned with the objectives of the funding opportunity.

Q: Are projects that adapt or deploy existing capability in new environments in scope? 
A: The funding opportunity is particularly interested in projects that take promising existing capability and move it towards integration, deployment and demonstration. This may include adapting sensing technologies, instrumentation or measurement systems so that they can be deployed in new observing environments, including autonomous or remotely operated systems. Projects should clearly explain the capability being developed and demonstrated, rather than focusing solely on technology development.


Q: Is there an expected Technology Readiness Level (TRL) for projects?
A: There is no specific Technology Readiness Level (TRL) requirement for this funding opportunity. What matters is whether a project is sufficiently mature to achieve integration, deployment and demonstration within the project timescale. We are looking for projects that can move beyond proof-of-principle and generate evidence of capability in realistic operating environments

Q: Is environmental sustainability relevant to assessment?
A: Applicants are encouraged to consider the environmental implications of their proposed capability, including operational use, delivery, maintenance and end-of-life considerations where relevant. While sustainability is not a standalone assessment criterion, the panel will be interested in how proposed capabilities contribute to efficient and sustainable environmental observing approaches.

Q: Does the project need to be focused on UK environmental challenges?
A: Projects do not need to be exclusively focused on the UK. However, applicants should clearly explain how the proposed capability contributes to the objectives of the funding opportunity and how the outcomes will deliver benefit to UK environmental science capability.

Activities outside the UK may be appropriate where they provide access to relevant environments, datasets, infrastructure, observing challenges or opportunities that strengthen the proposed capability.

Q: Can software, AI or data-focused projects be supported?
A: Software, AI and data-system development are in scope where they contribute to the creation, integration, deployment or demonstration of autonomous environmental observing capability. Projects focused solely on software or algorithm development, without creating or demonstrating meaningful observing capability, may be less well aligned with the objectives of the funding opportunity. Applicants should clearly explain the capability that will exist at the end of the project and how it contributes to environmental observations, measurements or monitoring.

Q: Can smaller projects be supported, or are you primarily looking for large collaborations?
A: Projects of varying scale are welcomed. Collaboration is encouraged where it strengthens the proposed capability, but large collaborations are not a requirement. Strong proposals may involve a single organisation or a broad consortium, provided the project can demonstrate the expertise, capability and partnerships required to deliver the proposed objectives.

The emphasis is on the quality, capability and deliverability of the proposal rather than the size of the consortium.

PARTNERSHIPS

Q: Can engineers, technicians or research technical professionals lead projects?
A: Yes, provided they meet the normal UKRI and NERC eligibility requirements. We welcome participation from researchers, engineers, technicians, research technical professionals and other specialists where they have the expertise required to lead the proposed work.

Q: What types of collaboration are encouraged?
A: We strongly encourage collaboration with industry and other non-academic stakeholders, including government agencies where this strengthens project delivery, deployment, adoption or future impact. The appropriate partnership will depend on the proposed capability and the expertise required to deliver it.

Q: Can spin-out companies participate?
A: Yes. Spin-out companies may participate where they add value to the collaboration. The maturity or legal status of a company is not itself an assessment criterion. What matters is the value the organisation brings to delivery, deployment, adoption or future use of the proposed capability.

Q: Do I need an industry partner?
A: Industry participation is encouraged where it strengthens delivery, deployment, adoption or future application of the proposed capability, but it is not a requirement. Applications will be assessed against the published criteria rather than the type of organisation involved. Project partners letters are not required at the submission stage. 

Q: Can SMEs participate?
A: SMEs may participate as project partners or subcontractors where this is appropriate to the proposed work and consistent with UKRI and NERC funding rules. Applicants should clearly explain the role of any SME involved and how it strengthens the proposed capability, delivery plan, deployment pathway or future adoption. There is no fixed limit on the proportion of project activity involving an SME, although all costs must be appropriately justified and represent good value for money. 
Q: How can I find potential project partners or collaborators?
A: Organisations looking for potential project partners are encouraged to use the Advancing Atmospheric and Aerial Autonomy Networking Platform on B2Match. The platform provides a dedicated space for organisations to highlight their capabilities and interests, identify potential collaborators and connect with organisations across the research and innovation community.
Advancing Atmospheric and Aerial Autonomy Networking Platform

Q: What if I do not have access to the facilities or infrastructure needed to demonstrate the proposed capability?
A: Applicants do not necessarily need to have all the facilities or infrastructure required for demonstration within their own organisation. Where specialist facilities, infrastructure, operational expertise or deployment capability are required, applicants may work with appropriate partners, subcontractors or third-party facilities. Applicants should demonstrate that the necessary facilities, expertise and access can be secured within the project timescale.

Some examples of the facilities that may be of interest\use to those considering responding to this funding opportunity are provided below: 
· The Satellite Applications Catapult 
UAS test & engineering facilities 
· NERC Field Spectroscopy Facility (FSF)
Sensor calibration capabilities
Instrumentation 
· NERC Atmospheric Measurement and Observation Facility (AMOF)
Sensor calibration capabilities
Instrumentation
· NERC Geophysical Equipment Facility
Sensor calibration capabilities
Instrumentation
· NERC National Marine Equipment Pool (NMEP)
Sensor calibration capabilities
Instrumentation

These third party facilities provide, for example, instrument calibration capabilities, world-leading field and laboratory instrumentation for use in comparisons, secure sites for ground and air activities. All of these capabilities are supported by experienced and expert staff who are available to assist a user.

There may be costs associated with any access and the third party capability will be able to advise you on this. Where access will incur a cost, this should be included and justified in the application. Applicants are encouraged to provide appropriate evidence of the facilities or services to be provided and the associated costs.


Q: Can projects undertake demonstrations outside the UK?
A: Yes, where there is a clear justification and the proposed activity supports the objectives of the funding opportunity.

The capability being developed does not need to be demonstrated solely within the UK. However, applicants should clearly explain:

· why the proposed environment is appropriate
· how the activity contributes to the objectives of the funding opportunity
· how the outcomes will deliver value to UK environmental science capability

International collaborators are generally expected to fund their own participation, but eligible project costs associated with delivery of the project may be included where they comply with UKRI and NERC funding rules.


ELIGIBILITY

Q: Who is eligible to apply?
A: This funding opportunity is open to organisations with standard UKRI eligibility. Check if your organisation is eligible.
Q: Is there a limit on the number of applications an individual can be involved in?
A: No. Eligible individuals may be involved in more than one application, including in different roles as Project Lead or Project Co-Lead.

Q: Is there a limit on the number of applications that can be submitted by a research organisation?
A: No.

Q: Can subcontractors be based outside of the UK? 
A: NERC considers eligible institutions to be best placed to determine how their work is undertaken. If this involves subcontracting aspects of the work to other organisations due to, for example, the lack of appropriate expertise or facilities in the collaborating organisations, this is acceptable. Subcontractors may be based outside the UK where there is a clear justification and the subcontracted work is necessary for delivery of the project. As with any subcontractor, applicants should explain why the capability, expertise, product or service is required and why subcontracting represents the most appropriate route for obtaining it. All costs must comply with UKRI and NERC funding rules.

COSTS, EXPENDITURE PROFILE AND PROJECT MATURITY


Q: The funding opportunity states that NERC will fund 100% of the full economic cost (FEC). Is institutional matched funding required?
A: NERC will fund 100% of the FEC and no Institutional matched funding is required.

Q: What are we looking for in expenditure profiles and delivery plans?
A: Given the accelerated nature of this funding opportunity, projects must be capable of mobilising rapidly following award and commencing activity immediately upon project start. We expect most projects to be structured so that major procurement or investment activity occurs shortly after project start. In practice, this means that projects should be sufficiently mature that capability requirements, key partnerships, procurement routes and delivery plans are already well understood.

Outcomes are expected to be communicated in the second half of December. For expenditure to be recognised in FY2026/27, we would normally expect applicants to enter into a binding commitment before 31 March 2027. Examples may include:

· signed supplier contracts
· accepted purchase orders
· equivalent evidence demonstrating a commitment to procure capability

Delivery, installation, integration, testing, validation and demonstration activities may legitimately continue beyond that point. The key consideration is not simply how quickly money is spent, but whether the project can move rapidly from funding into capability delivery. Projects that require lengthy lead-in periods before meaningful activity can begin are unlikely to be well aligned with the aims of this funding opportunity.

Q: What costs can I include in my application?
A: Not all cost categories listed in the “Resources and cost justification” application question may be relevant. See the “Capital expenditure and asset development” section of the funding opportunity for the costs that can be included.

Q: How should industry involvement be included in project costs?
A: Industry organisations may participate as project partners where appropriate. Where an organisation is undertaking a defined piece of work directly associated with capability development or delivery, this may be included through an appropriate subcontracting arrangement.
Applicants should clearly explain and justify the role, delivery arrangement and associated costs. See the published funding opportunity and criteria for capital funding for further details. All costs must be costed as capital costs - See the  criteria for capital funding for further details. 

Q: What is the project duration, and can staff costs be included?
A: Projects may be between three and 12 months in duration. All costs including technical staff efforts that are directly associated with creating the capability are eligible as capital costs may be costed into the proposal. See the published funding opportunity and criteria for capital funding for further details.

Q: What reporting will successful projects be expected to provide?
A: Successful projects will be expected to provide evidence of mobilisation, progress and delivery against agreed milestones.

Specific reporting arrangements will be confirmed at the point of award. Reporting requirements will be proportionate to the scale and duration of the project and are expected to focus on delivery of the proposed capability, project progress and achievement of agreed milestones.

Q: Where do I enter the project costs in The Funding Service application?
A: Costs requested from NERC should be included in the Exceptions Equipment Cost Heading only. No other cost lines are to be used for this funding opportunity. 

Q: How should in-kind contributions from the applicant organisation, such as existing data, equipment, facilities or other resources, be shown in the application?
A: In kind contributions should be listed within the ‘Justification of resources’ section. 


ASSESSMENT AND DEMAND MANAGEMENT

How will demand management be applied should the level of interest exceed what can be managed within the assessment process?
If the number of applications received is significantly higher than anticipated and exceeds the capacity of the assessment process, NERC reserves the right to apply a shortlisting stage prior to full assessment. Any such changes will be applied consistently and in accordance with the published requirements within the ‘Scope’ section.

What criteria will be used for shortlisting, should the number of applications received is significantly higher than anticipated and exceeds the capacity of the assessment process
Criteria outlined in the “What we are looking for” section will be used for shortlisting, particularly those around rapid mobilisation and partnerships. Shortlisting decisions will be conducted by a NERC internal group and overseen by an independent chair. Any shortlisting will be applied in accordance with the published requirements within the “Scope” section.

Q: How will applications be assessed by the panel and who will make the final funding decision?
A: Applications will be assessed by an expert panel against the published assessment criteria within vision, approach, applicant and team capability to deliver, ethics and responsible research and innovation (RRI), and project partners. The assessment panel chair will oversee the assessment process and support consistency across applications and assessment areas. The panel will make funding recommendations to UKRI. The final funding decision for this funding opportunity will adopt a portfolio approach to select a diverse range of projects in accordance with How we make decisions, balancing in such a way that is appropriate to the funding opportunity aims, including the desire to support a balanced portfolio across atmospheric science capability and wider environmental applications.


