UK Autumn Budget 2024 sparks calls for long-term strategy in AI, cybersecurity, and manufacturing
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The UK's Autumn Budget 2024 has elicited a spectrum of responses from technology and manufacturing sector leaders, who commend certain measures while urging more sustained and long-term strategies in critical areas such as cybersecurity, artificial intelligence (AI), and manufacturing resilience.
In the realm of cybersecurity, industry voices like Mike Maddison, CEO of NCC Group, highlight the budget as a missed opportunity. Maddison underscored the growing importance of cybersecurity to the nation's economic resilience, cautioning that despite positive initiatives such as the £1 billion commitment in the June Spending Review and progress on the Cyber Security and Resilience Bill, a lack of further, consistent investment may hamper the UK’s ability to keep pace amid escalating cyber threats. His remarks reflect broader concerns about protecting critical infrastructure and supply chains in an increasingly digitised economy.
Regarding AI, the UK government has signalled its recognition of the technology's practical impact and growth potential, with a £2 billion AI investment planned from 2026 to 2030 aimed at vastly expanding research resources and supporting AI company growth. However, Richard Thompson, CEO of ANS, stresses that responsible AI adoption must be underpinned by strong data foundations, cybersecurity enhancements, and robust governance frameworks. He calls for government incentives to promote transparent and safe AI development, which are essential not only for innovation but also for maintaining public trust and unlocking the transformative economic benefits the UK seeks.
The Budget’s support for the FinTech sector has been broadly welcomed. Janine Hirt, CEO of Innovate Finance, praised the government for measures that include a three-year stamp duty holiday for newly listed companies and expanded tax reliefs through Enterprise Investment Scheme (EIS), Enterprise Management Incentives (EMI), and Venture Capital Trusts (VCTs). These efforts are designed to stimulate investment in startups and scaleups, cementing the UK's status as a global FinTech hub and bolstering job creation, productivity, and financial inclusion. The government also launched a call for evidence on improving tax incentives to better support founders and scaling firms, reflecting a proactive approach to supporting entrepreneurship.
Manufacturers, while relieved by reductions in energy costs, remain cautious. Claire Hu Weber, Vice President at Fluke, asserts that short-term energy relief, while welcome, is insufficient without a credible, long-term industrial strategy. Concerns centre on the UK’s progress towards net zero targets, grid constraints, and infrastructure readiness for electric vehicle (EV) adoption. Weber emphasises that the budget’s mileage-based charge on EVs, although controversial, buys valuable time for the UK to invest in vital infrastructure such as grid upgrades and expanded charging networks, key to accelerating electrification and sustaining competitiveness.
Supply chain complexity and costs remain significant challenges. Simon Bowes of Blue Yonder highlights persistent pressures from tariffs, rising business rates, and National Living Wage increases, which collectively squeeze manufacturers’ margins despite some relief in retail sectors. Energy costs, though partially mitigated by government subsidies for energy-intensive industries, continue to pose risks. Bowes advocates for investment in digital technologies that improve supply chain visibility, streamline operations, and foster agility as essential measures for businesses to weather economic uncertainties and drive operational efficiency.
The government’s broader fiscal and innovation strategies complement these sector-specific measures. The Autumn Budget commits £20.4 billion to research and development in 2025-26, including major funding for core research and a new R&D Missions Programme focused on targeted challenges. Aligning with industrial strategy objectives, these investments aim to enhance the UK’s global competitiveness and attract private sector engagement. Alongside this, initiatives such as AI sector champions and AI Adoption Funds are intended to further stimulate technology integration across industries, supporting both growth and national renewal.
Notwithstanding these positive steps, experts and industry bodies like the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) urge the government to deliver comprehensive technology adoption support and regulatory reforms to strengthen the UK’s attractiveness for business investment. PwC UK echoes this need for alignment between budgetary measures and long-term growth priorities, highlighting the importance of unlocking public-private investment collaborations.
In summary, while the Autumn Budget 2024 introduces welcomed incentives and funding that could catalyse innovation and competitiveness across FinTech, AI, and manufacturing sectors, stakeholders broadly call for a more explicit, long-term roadmap, particularly around cybersecurity and infrastructure, to ensure sustainable economic resilience and technology leadership in a rapidly evolving global landscape.
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