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Spring Budget 2024: The Blueprint for the Conservative Party Manifesto




Sonia Khan, Director and former Treasury Adviser




While the Spring Budget of 2024 wonâ€™t be winning awards for brevity, it does give us a peek inside the Conservative Partyâ€™s manifesto as it approaches a General Election.




Chancellor Jeremy Hunt delivered a comprehensive hour-long speech, unveiling a slew of measures aimed at appeasing Conservative MPs, enticing voters with pre-local election treats, and thwarting any potential leadership challenges. Among the headline announcements was a 2p reduction in National Insurance Contributions, coupled with an array of tax reliefs for theatres and orchestras, alongside plans to deploy drones to police emergency scenes.




Hunt’s address strategically catered to various audiences, opening with measures tailored for working individuals, including assistance on debt relief and an extension of pandemic loan packages for Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs). The Chancellor also outlined additional regional devolution plans and proposed reforms to child benefit, signalling a shift toward a household-based tax system by April 2026, potentially reshaping the tax landscape significantly.




Reflecting the government’s focus on technological innovation, the Budget emphasised policies such as reversing angel investor rules, injecting funds into the prestigious Turing Institute, and a substantial Â£360 million Research and Development (R&D) package. While education received scant attention, a nod to skills was made through the introduction of a Â£7.4 million AI upskilling fund aimed at SMEs.




However, the piÃ¨ce de rÃ©sistance of the Budget was the much-anticipated cut in national insurance contributions, complemented by a pledge to freeze fuel and alcohol duties â€” a boost for motorists and pub-goers alike. Despite the familiar tone for seasoned Budget observers, including to me as a former Treasury special adviser, the emphasis lay in maintaining stability amidst political turbulence. The joint appearance of the Chancellor and Prime Minister in pre-budget preparation photos underscored a concerted effort to present a unified front, vital for navigating the precarious political landscape.




While the Budget addressed several pressing issues, questions linger around plans for housing reform and escalating demands for increased defence spending amid geopolitical tensions. This may be tactical, as it’s widely believed that the “real” Budget, with potentially more impactful measures, will be reserved for closer to the speculated election date, later in the year. So, while the Spring Budget may not have drastically shifted the political landscape, its significance lies in setting the stage for the political manoeuvring yet to come.




The Labour response: Time for change




Alice Perry, Director â€“ UK Public Affairs and former NEC Chair




Keir Starmerâ€™s budget response highlighted some of Labourâ€™s General Election attack lines. Starmer talked about the 8 million people on NHS waiting lists, the UKâ€™s rivers and seas being full of sewage, crumbling schools and the UK being on a path of managed decline. Starmer wants to paint Rishi Sunak and the Government as â€œout of touchâ€� and â€œout of ideasâ€� with working people paying the price for the Government’s economic failure. The question for voters is whether after 14 years they feel better off or that itâ€™s time for change.  




Starmer also used his response to showcase the different policy priorities between the Opposition and Government. Starmer noted the absence of a plan for housing building, investment in critical infrastructure, industrial strategy and a plan to address climate change. Expect these to feature in election material.  




The 2024 Budget takes place against a backdrop of intense speculation about the date of the next General Election. The earlier timing and tax giveaways further added to the rumours. Keir Starmer ramped up the pressure on Rishi Sunak to call the election for 2 May. Labour remembers how Gordon Brown was undermined by being labelled a â€œbottlerâ€� for not calling an early election and want to paint the Conservatives as desperately trying to cling onto power if they draw the parliament out further.   




The Governmentâ€™s decision to adopt two of Labourâ€™s key tax reforms leaves a hole in Labourâ€™s fiscal plans. Labour will need to find alternative sources of income to fund their manifesto commitments and run the risk of being accused of having â€œsecret plans to raise taxesâ€�. Their proposed windfall tax on gas and oil had been heavily criticised at Labourâ€™s recent Scottish business conference. By adopting this policy, the Conservatives risk losing support in Aberdeenshire to the SNP, which may prove helpful to Labour in the long-term.  




Investment in UK plc takes centre stage 




Simon Fitzpatrick, Director â€“ UK Public Affairs




The theme of productive finance and harnessing greater capital from pensions and savings funds into UK growth assets once again featured prominently in the Chancellorâ€™s statement. As was trailed in advance, DC pension schemes will be required to publicly disclose the breakdown of their asset allocations, including in UK equities, a move designed to hold their feet to the fire and ensure UK investments increase. The FCA will consult further on this in the near future, with the Government dangling the threat of further action if the data does not show an improvement. The Treasury is also working with the Association of British Insurers to develop a monitoring framework for the Mansion House Compact as it approaches its first year anniversary. It is clear that, although investment in UK assets is not being mandated at this stage, Government wants to maintain a watchful eye on progress.




Two new savings opportunities were also announced for the retail market. First, a new “UK ISA”, which in practical terms is an extension of existing ISA allowances by Â£5k for investment in UK-focused assets. Second, a new British Savings Bond which will be offered up by National Savings & Investments, offering savers a guaranteed rate of return for three years. Retail investors can also look forward to potentially taking a stake in NatWest as the Treasury has committed to offloading its remaining shares by 2025-26, with an offering to the retail market potentially as soon as this summer depending on market conditions.




Todayâ€™s Budget also takes forward the previously announced commitment to establishing a new market to allow private companies to trade their securities on an intermittent basis and in a controlled environment. The new Private Intermittent Securities and Capital Exchange System â€“ PISCES â€“ is intended to boost the UKâ€™s pipeline of IPOs and build on work such as the Listings Review led by Lord Hill. The Government is consulting on this with the move already warmly welcomed by the London Stock Exchange Group.




One policy on which momentum seems to have stalled a little is the “lifetime provider” model for DC pensions. While the Chancellor announced that he remains â€œcommitted to exploringâ€� the lifetime provider proposal, the Red Book suggests that this is a â€œlong termâ€� aspiration, and that further analysis is required to ensure it would improve outcomes for savers and align with existing reforms such as the Value for Money framework (which is itself being strengthened with new powers for the regulators). This sounds rather like a policy being kicked into the long grass and the Government may have had second thoughts after receiving a lukewarm response in the initial consultation.









Get in touch with a member of the teamÂ to discuss further.




And sign up to our monthly UK Public Affairs newsletter here for regular updates.
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Labourâ€™s approach to financial services




We’re delighted to welcome members of the Shadow Cabinet to our offices at Havas Village London on Monday 18 March for a joint event with Labour in the City about the Labour Party and financial services.








Tulip Siddiq is the Member of Parliament for Hampstead and Kilburn and Shadow Economic Secretary to the Treasury (City Minister). She spoke at our event at the Labour Party Conference in October.




James Murray is the Member of Parliament for Ealing North and Shadow Financial Secretary to the Treasury.









Details will be confirmed in due course. If you have any question please email alice.perry@h-advisors.global.
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Iain Anderson, Mark Twigg and Sonia Khan listed amongst the most influential PR professionals in the UK. 




PRWeek has produced its annual report into powerful individuals in the industry and three Cicero employees feature in this year’s list.




To see the full list visit the PRWeek Power Book home, or click below to read each individual’s entry.










Iain Anderson, Executive Chairman




Iain’s Power Book entry is here








Mark Twigg, CEO




Mark’s Power Book entry is here








Sonia Khan, Director – UK Public Affairs




Sonia’s Power Book entry is here
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Not Optional campaign nominated for Multi-Country Programme category













Our EU team has been shortlisted for this year’s SABRE Awards, celebrating superior achievement in branding, reputation and engagement.




Our submission was the ‘Not Optional’ campaign with Index Ventures on the critical issue of employee share ownership regimes. It focused on improving employee share ownership regimes domestically (across the UK and EU member states) and at EU level to allow for start-ups and scale-ups to compete in the battle to attract and retain talent globally.




We’ve been shortlisted among 4 other campaigns in our category and the results will be announced at the awards ceremony on 17 April in London.
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Cicero at the ABI Conference 2024




Three consultants walk into a conference. â€œDo you know anything about our industry?â€� â€œNo, but we are the best in the business.â€�




The old joke no longer holds. Itâ€™s not enough any more for a consultant to merely understand the client they support, or for their expertise to be limited to the media, political or investor sphere. A consultancy must be plugged into the entire ecosystem of the industry it serves.




Thatâ€™s why, last week, three consultants from H/Advisors Cicero did indeed walk into a conference, the ABIâ€™s set-piece annual get-together. It came at an inflection point for the industry:




Expense ratios remain stubbornly high. 




Seemingly on the cusp of technological revolution, the promise of AI is yet to be fully realised. 




The macroeconomic environment is far from benevolent and is driving personal lines premium rationalisation. 




In human speak: insurers are ramping up premiums for households, driving many away from the market in its entirety.




Specialty insurers and reinsurers face their own challenges: a changing risk profile, with both systemic, long-term threats such as climate change and emerging threats such as Houthi attacks on global shipping.





Tulip Siddiq MP speaking at the ABI Conference



Bim Afolami MP




Adjusting the poverty premium




The industry is itself aware of the fundamental nature of the challenges: at the ABI Conference, much of the discussion centred around the â€œpoverty premiumâ€� and how growing sections of the UK populace are increasingly shut out of the market.




Per the adage, â€œitâ€™s more expensive to be poorâ€�: certain behaviours looked on favourably by insurers are increasingly the domain of the well-off. The question of the ethics of their promotion (both directly, by adjusting premiums, and indirectly, through terms, conditions and exclusions) was front and centre of speeches.




Insurance incentives are meant to act as a form of social benefit: by promoting healthier lifestyles, less risky customs or encouraging risk mitigation measures, insurance acts as a catalyst for positive social change. That is at the heart of the narrative the insurance industry tells about itself.




The â€œpoverty premiumâ€� challenges that story: if the benefits of this form of incentivisation are distributed inequitably, public confidence in insurance is eroded, policymakers develop an interest and regulators start considering their options.




Dealing with the good as well as the bad




Insurers are aware of the perils of complacency. We were struck by one panellist who frankly confessed that, as an insurer, they communicate more frequently with their bad customers while raising premiums for the good.




The confession came with a warning: too many believe that technology and automated functions can simply further reduce the time spent with â€œgoodâ€� customers, while the personal touch stays reserved for the problem clients.




Simply put, technology can be used to deepen the bad habits of the industry rather than encourage good habits among coverholders. 




So, how does an industry deal with its challenges? Technology can certainly play a part when used correctly. AI can help personalise communications or simplify claims handling for all coverholders without busting combined operating ratios.




But building understanding of what the industry is doing, to facilitate shifts to where it needs to be, and vice versa, translating public needs to the industry, is a necessity. Without dialogue, those challenges will not be resolved. And that is a systemic issue. Our role as consultants is to be the go-between, raise the alarm when needed and tell an accurate story to build understanding.  




Translating industry-speak




Creating an integrated communications strategy for a business requires understanding the environment, the network within which the client functions. It means recognising the problems and issues facing them, how the client can confront them as an organisation, but, more saliently for consultants like us, it means being able to advise on how to translate their language into the parlance of the stakeholder.  




It means a comprehensive understanding of the discussions and debates held within the industry; but it also means being able to distinguish between what the industry wants to think and say about itself and what it needs to say to others.




Last week at the 2024 ABI Conference we witnessed an industry ready to discuss fundamental challenges to its longstanding positions. As consultants, we can facilitate an interchange of ideas between it and its stakeholders, with one clear aim: of developing an improved narrative, a better justification for its existence, and thus deliver the benefits of the sector equitably.




Sometimes, there really is a win-win scenario, and it can come down to the consultant to facilitate it.




 





Louise Minchin



Tim Bailey, President of the ABI



Baroness Nicky Morgan and Mary Portas
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The Government faces a challenge with young voters. They arenâ€™t voting for the Conservative party. A recent YouGov poll revealed that only 1% of 18-24 year olds intend to support the Conservative party in the upcoming election, with slightly higher but still low levels of support among 25â€“49 year-olds. Given that those under 34 make up over two thirds of the electorate, Sunak recognises that their support is crucial for electoral success. And addressing the issue of home ownership is imperative if he is to win over their support, as housing consistently ranks as the second most pressing concern for young voters, following only the economy. 




A package for first time buyers  




Against this backdrop, the Chancellor is likely to unveil a home ownership package in the upcoming Budget. Speculation suggests amendments could be announced to the Lifetime ISA (LISA) to make it more amenable for property purchases over Â£450,000, along with the introduction of Government-backed 99% mortgage schemes. 




Timing-wise, the Government’s strategy appears astute. With young voters potentially receiving up to eight Government bonuses in their LISA accounts before the General Election, mooted for November, the investment seems relatively low-cost for the Government which hopes this sustained support will win favour where needed. 




However, concerns linger about the potential impact of widespread 99% mortgages on financial stability. Regulators at the Prudential Regulation Authority (PRA) are cautious, mindful of the lessons from 2008, and will need convincing that Government guarantees suffice to mitigate risks.  




What is more, a significant omission could undermine the effectiveness and popularity of the package. While assisting first-time buyers with deposit savings is valuable, addressing mortgage affordability is essential to tackle the housing issue comprehensively. 




Labourâ€™s proposed solution 




Rachel Reeves believes she has a solution to that problem. Labour has indicated that it would increase the availability of long-term fixed rate mortgage schemes which it anticipates would remove the requirement for mortgage affordability tests. These can often stress test applicants on their ability to repay at rates of up to 9% and shut many prospective buyers out of the market.  




Long-term fixed rate mortgages are by no means a silver bullet and come with drawbacks for mortgage holders who risk finding themselves unable to enjoy the advantage of falling interest rates in the future. But Labourâ€™s recognition of the complexity of the problem on the demand side (it would most likely maintain the upkeep of the LISA to ensure that it remains fit for the future alongside addressing mortgage affordability) and its commitment to address challenges on the supply side has allowed it to make a convincing case for itself as the party of home ownership, a message which is now beginning to be reflected in the polling. A recent Opinium survey found that 34% of voters thought Labour would do a better job managing housing and house prices compared to just 16% who put their trust in the Conservatives. 




But what has been forgotten?  




Whilst both Labour and the Conservatives have now all but set out their electoral stalls as far as housing policy and first-time buyers are concerned, there remain additional challenges in the broader housing arena that have been left without solutions. Slow progress on the Leasehold Reform Bill and the Renters Reform Bill (the latter is understood to be facing the chop after rebel amendments threatened to water down the Bill beyond recognition) leaves the future landscape for tenantsâ€™ rights uncertain.  




Elsewhere, there remains no comprehensive answer to the question of how to open up access to the housing ladder for those on low incomes for whom the LISA does not provide a solution to the challenge of saving for a deposit. And on the supply side, whilst Labour has pledged to build 1.5m new homes, a question mark hangs over the training and recruitment of sufficient skilled workers to deliver on that ambition.  




If you work in the housing sector, we would be interested to hear from you to get your views on the housing landscape and to understand the challenges that you are seeing play out. Get in touch here.Â 









Cicero is monitoring speculation in the run up to the Budget and will be providing comprehensive coverage on the day. Please get in touch with a member of the team to discuss how we can support your business to navigate the process.Â Â 
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