UK-US trade and investment flourish amid strategic shift and political uncertainty
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UK businesses have experienced a marked boost in trade with the United States, capitalising on new deals and a strategic shift towards selling services rather than traditional goods, according to recent research from HSBC. This surge in activity comes despite concerns around the impact of increased US tariffs under President Donald Trump’s administration. The data highlights a 23% rise in payments from UK businesses to their US counterparts in the year to June, while payments flowing back to the UK from US firms grew by 13% over the same period. This trend underscores a resilient and dynamic transatlantic commercial relationship as Mr Trump prepares for his state visit to the UK.
Beyond payments, HSBC's data reveals a significant expansion in direct investment activities between the two economies. UK firms have notably increased their acquisitions of US businesses and have been setting up subsidiaries at a rate 45% higher in the first half of 2024 compared to the previous year. This growth indicates that UK companies are not just trading more but are also embedding themselves deeper into the US market. Conversely, US firms acquiring UK companies or launching subsidiaries in the UK surged by 71%, signalling a reciprocal confidence in the bilateral economic ties. Analysts attribute this mutual expansion to businesses recognising opportunities in the recovery phase from the Covid-19 pandemic and navigating ongoing challenges such as the energy crisis.
The uptick in trade and investment comes amid heightened political and economic uncertainty, particularly with the forthcoming US presidential election. Businesses appear to be moving decisively to expand and entrench transatlantic operations, perhaps seeking to mitigate risks linked to political fluctuations. The shift towards services over goods may also reflect a strategic adaptation to tariff pressures, as services traditionally face fewer trade barriers. Industry experts suggest that the ongoing deepening of UK-US business integration bodes well for future cooperation, notwithstanding the complex geopolitical landscape.
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