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Al and government

Power for the
people

From parking tickets to planning,
the state is under siege by AI

THE POTENTIAL of AI to slash the cost
of the state has left the British govern-
ment giddy. Last year officials identified
over 140 possible uses, from sifting dip-
lomatic cables to culling call centres. Top
civil servants were given a box of labour-
saving tools, called “Humphrey”. Peter
Kyle, then technology secretary, foresaw a
“£45bn jackpot” in annual savings ($61bn,
as much as 7% of public-sector spending).

In reality, the savings may be more
modest—or perhaps wiped out entirely.
That is not only because Whitehall may
fail to live up to Mr Kyle’s heroic rhetoric.
The bigger challenge is that the public are
adopting Al rapidly too. They are using AI
tools to handle their daily interactions with
the state, and place growing demands on
it. In effect, an AT arms race has begun be-
tween the state and citizens, and it is not
clear that the state will win.

Take planning. Officials have devel-
oped tools to speed up housing approvals
by giving an initial verdict on whether a
plan is compliant with the law. Yet local au-
thorities report a surge in Al-generated ob-
jections to proposed developments. They
are often more effective: Al-aided submis-
sions will cite planning codes and legal
precedents chapter and verse. For £45, Ob-
jector Al a platform, will scan a wodge of
planning documents, draw up the legal
grounds for opposition and write a speech
to read out at a public meeting.

Or consider benefits. The Department
for Work and Pensions uses AI to process
claims and detect fraud. But claimants,

too, are turning to Al chatbots to draft their
demands, and maximise their prospects of
success. It could get costly: Britons ask for
less than they are entitled to in benefits,
perhaps more than £20bn a year (0.7% of
GDP), according to some estimates.

The impact is felt in humdrum corners
of the state. Al is behind a growth in more
complex freedom-of-information requests,
says the Information Commissioner’s Of-
fice, a regulator. Platforms such as Pelp will
draft letters appealing against parking
fines. The new Renters’ Rights Act, which
enables tenants to challenge rent hikes in
court, is a prime target for AI. Complaints
to state regulators about lawyers, financial
advisers and estate agents are climbing, ac-
cording to data compiled by Chris
Schmitz, of the Hertie School in Berlin,
who has coined the term “agentic flood-
ing”. Britain may be particularly exposed to
such inundation because government ser-
vices often accept open-text submissions,
which Al is good at drafting, he suggests.

But the trend is also found beyond Brit-
ain. In a forthcoming paper Mr Schmitz
counts 93 examples across 11 countries.
The EU Ombudsman, a complaints watch-
dog, the Canadian privacy regulator and
Australia’s work tribunals all attribute a
sharp rise in claims to Al One Dutch mu-
nicipality reported that objections to prop-
erty-tax valuations increased by 400% after
a commercial Al platform was launched to
appeal against them.

Things will only accelerate with the
adoption of AI agents that can execute
tasks on a user’s behalf. They may, for ex-
ample, check if a property is in the wrong
tax band, and then set about fixing it,
notes Tom Loosemore of Public Digital, a
consultancy. Al agents are particularly well
suited to navigating bureaucratic barbed
wire. They are good at digesting small-
print, adept at form-filling—and when it
comes to a mind-numbing appeals pro-
cess, they never give up the ghost. B

Farming

Grain drain

As the climate hurts Britain’s
wheat farmers, it’s time to adapt

¢ I CAN'T REMEMBER ever finishing a

harvest in July,” says Mark Weekes,
a farmer who grows 700 acres of winter
wheat, barley and oats near Exeter.
Usually Mr Weekes cuts his crop about
three weeks later. But hot, dry weather
has ripened his grain faster and left it
in a worse state. His fields have yielded
a third less wheat and nearly two-fifths
less barley than normal. “A lot has just
shrivelled,” he says.

British crops have been bred to
grow in a moderately wet and mild
climate. This year’s weather has been
anything but. A very wet winter sapped
nutrients from soils. A very dry summer
sapped moisture. In July Britain had
just 10% of the typical rainfall for the
month. The Environment Agency
declared half of England in drought.

Across Britain winter wheat has
been cut early—its earliest harvest
since 1976. Over half had been harvest-
ed by July 26th, compared with 11% a
year earlier, according to the Agricul-
ture and Horticulture Development
Board. Wheat yields are down by near-
ly 16% on average, compared with the
country’s ten-year mean. In the east of
England, where soils are light, farmers
have reported yields down by half.

Shoppers are unlikely to see short-
ages, though. About half of the wheat
grown in Britain is used for animal
feed. Much of the rest is milled for
bread and biscuits. Britain already
imports about 15% of its milling wheat,
and can import more. The real cost will
be borne by farmers. Last year’s
drought cost arable farmers over
£80om ($1.1bn) in lost earnings, for
example—nearly a quarter of the cereal
sector’s annual value, according to the
Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit.

“Our current situation is analogous
to when British settlers landed in Aus-
tralia in 1788 and saw their crops floun-
der in the heat,” says Gail Taylor of
University College London. Wheat was
then bred to withstand dry conditions;
it is now Australia’s most valuable crop.
British farmers can adapt, too. They
can plant varieties more resilient to
drought. And rather than relying on
rain they could use irrigation tech-
nology, as in California, typically
deemed too costly—until now.





