UK's cautious stance on AI copyright sparks ongoing debate over future growth
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The UK government’s retreat from its earlier AI copyright plan has calmed some nerves in the creative industries, but it has done little to settle the wider argument over how Britain wants its AI sector to grow. In March, technology secretary Liz Kendall said ministers no longer had a “preferred option” on copyright reform, after facing backlash over a proposal that would have let AI companies train on copyrighted works unless rights holders opted out. The reversal was greeted as a win for writers, musicians and actors, though it left the basic policy question unresolved. 
That uncertainty matters because the government has not ruled out some form of exception for text and data mining, while also offering limited guidance on how AI developers should operate within the law. Industry groups warning against over-regulation argue that Britain risks making itself a less attractive place to build and train frontier models if it does not create a workable commercial route to large-scale data. Tech UK has said the country needs a broader text and data mining exception, while the Tony Blair Institute has argued that using publicly available material for model training is both economically rational and difficult to police in practice. 
Creators, by contrast, say the government’s change of tone is welcome but far from enough. The Society of Authors has called for consent before work is used in AI systems, greater transparency over training data and fair compensation where content is licensed. Anna Ganley, the union’s chief executive, said the government had dropped its favoured opt-out model, but had not explained what would replace it or ruled out future exceptions that could make training on protected work easier. 
The stakes are not purely theoretical. The Society of Authors has said a survey of 10,000 creatives found 86% of authors reporting reduced earnings and 32% of illustrators losing commissions as some clients turned to AI. That has strengthened the case, among rightsholders, for a consent-first licensing model rather than a system in which content can be scraped by default and challenged later. Supporters of a more permissive regime argue that without easier access to training data, the UK could end up importing AI built elsewhere rather than developing it at home. 
For now, the country is left in a holding pattern. The government says it wants a settlement that works for both the creative sector and AI developers, but it has yet to define the practical rules. Until it does, rightsholders will keep worrying that an exception may return by another route, while developers face the opposite problem: they cannot be sure what material they may lawfully use to train their systems. 
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