Devon weighs risks and rewards of AI revolution
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Devon, with its diverse economy spanning tourism, agriculture, healthcare, pharmaceuticals, manufacturing and public services, stands at a critical juncture as AI and automation rapidly reshape local industries. The technology’s potential offers opportunities to boost productivity, tackle deprivation and address longstanding challenges linked to Devon’s economic remoteness and connectivity gaps. Yet alongside these prospects lies a pressing threat: up to half of white-collar employment in the region could be displaced within three to four years, reflecting the scale of social and economic upheaval underway.
The pace of technological change is striking. Recent breakthroughs in quantum computing, led by firms such as Google and IBM, have shattered expectations about when the technology would become mainstream. Google’s “Willow” quantum computer reportedly completed in five minutes computations that would take a classical supercomputer longer than the age of the universe—showcasing leaps that could underpin the next generation of AI. IBM is developing its own quantum systems capable of executing millions of operations with hundreds of quantum bits within a few years. These advances fuel speculation that AI systems could soon display forms of independent thought, making simple disconnection ineffective.
Such technologies promise practical benefits, including non-invasive brain scanners for Alzheimer’s, enhanced breast cancer screening and optimised transport through improved navigation. However, they also raise concerns around cybersecurity, as existing encryption could fail against quantum-powered attacks. The UK, home to the world’s second-largest cluster of quantum technology firms, is well placed to capitalise—but the benefits risk being unevenly spread. Devon currently attracts only a small share of AI investment compared with London and the South East, which together account for two-thirds of national tech funding.
Recent reports highlight a troubling pattern. Rural economies like Devon’s face greater risks of job displacement without corresponding investment in skills and infrastructure. While larger cities can develop tailored AI strategies, rural areas may be left behind unless local efforts intervene. National data paints a complex picture: 47% of firms report some job losses due to AI and robotics, but 67% have seen net job creation through new, higher-quality roles. However, forecasts warn that without swift policy action, millions of UK workers could face displacement, with administrative, finance and public sector jobs particularly exposed. For Devon’s businesses, the challenge is to embrace AI-driven tools such as predictive maintenance in aerospace and manufacturing, AI-powered public services in traffic safety and social care, and training programmes that equip job seekers with digital and AI skills. Public investment in the region includes £1 million for AI-enabled road safety cameras and workshops for SMEs and public sector staff. The efficiency gains could be considerable—McKinsey & Co estimates generative AI could save more than 100 hours of work annually per employee. Sectors such as care, highways and public services in Devon are well positioned to benefit, freeing staff for more creative and empathetic tasks.
Demand for AI skills is rising sharply across the UK, with job postings for AI roles up 21% since 2018 and AI-literate workers commanding salary premiums of 14% to 60%. Employers increasingly value demonstrable AI skills over formal degrees, with digital literacy, teamwork and ethical judgment now essential. This shift opens fresh opportunities for small local businesses, enabling them to produce competitive content and reach wider markets.
Yet serious barriers remain. Around 60% of Devon’s workers lack basic digital training, hampering AI adoption. A disconnect also persists between university AI curricula and employers’ practical needs in mathematics, data science and digital fields. These gaps highlight the urgency of coordinated local strategies to pool public and private resources, boost digital infrastructure and develop AI expertise.
Nationally, the UK government is accelerating its AI ambitions, including plans to build a supercomputer with 100,000 GPUs by 2030. A £1 billion funding boost announced at London Tech Week aims to expand computing power and position the UK as a global AI leader. Partnerships with firms such as Nvidia, BAE Systems and BT are supporting new AI hubs and sovereign industry forums, though UK AI investment still trails the US and China.
Economic projections underline the stakes. A Microsoft-commissioned study predicts AI could add more than £550 billion to UK GDP by 2035, with every £1 invested potentially generating £5 in growth. Conversely, delays in adoption could cost the UK £150 billion by the same year. These figures reinforce the need for strong planning, agile regulation and infrastructure upgrades to unlock AI’s full potential.
For Devon, seizing the AI opportunity demands bold local action. Proposals include establishing an AI task force, seeking designation as an AI growth zone, completing broadband upgrades, scaling up training and fostering stronger university ties. Tracking clear metrics—such as job creation, wage growth and business performance—will be essential to measure progress.
Devon could become a model for tech-driven rural innovation—showing how AI can boost productivity, create high-skilled jobs and reduce regional inequalities. The task ahead is formidable, but with focused investment and partnerships, Devon has the chance to shift from AI beneficiary to AI pioneer, harnessing the technology’s promise while managing its risks with care and foresight.
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