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Dr James R. Cowan is a senior public‑sector executive with more than 30 years’ experience leading major national programmes across science, defence, security and infrastructure. A specialist in enterprise‑level programme and portfolio leadership, he is recognised for strengthening delivery systems, improving governance, and enabling confident decision‑making in complex, high‑risk environments.
James is currently Interim Chief Programme Officer for UK Fusion Energy Ltd and Programme Director for STEP, the UK’s flagship programme to design and build a prototype fusion power plant. He has established end‑to‑end delivery capability for a multi‑hundred‑million‑pound portfolio, leading regulatory engagement, site strategy and the development of a growing professional programme community.
Before joining UKFE, James held senior leadership roles within the Ministry of Defence and the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office. His work has included directing the UK’s cross‑government cyber capability portfolio, securing approval for a £1.5bn investment phase, and chairing the Executive Board that brought together multiple agencies and delivery bodies. He has also led major elements of the UK’s submarine enterprise, including future capability development, Dreadnought First‑of‑Class arrangements, and multi‑billion‑pound acquisition programmes.
A Chartered Project Professional, Chartered Engineer and Fellow of the Association for Project Management, James is also a graduate of the Major Projects Leadership Academy at the University of Oxford. He serves as an Independent Assurance Review Team Leader for UK Government and has board‑level experience as a regional trustee for Rethink Mental Illness.
James brings to the Nuclear South West Board a rare combination of nuclear defence expertise, fusion programme leadership and deep experience in major programme delivery, strengthening the region’s ability to support the next generation of nuclear innovation and infrastructure.
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