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Defining “Sovereign AI”: Control Over the Stack vs. Control Over Governance 

Nancy Scola opens by noting that “sovereign AI” remains an unsettled concept. 

What appears straightforward in theory—national control over AI development and 

deployment—fractures into multiple interpretations in practice. 

Kellee Wicker distinguishes between two primary meanings. First, sovereign AI can 

refer to control over the technical stack: data, compute, talent, and infrastructure. 

This includes domestic data centers subject to national law and insulated from 

foreign backdoors or geopolitical leverage. Second, it refers to governance 

sovereignty: who defines standards, measurement frameworks, and regulatory 



rules. This includes whether definitions are shaped by national values or imposed 

externally—by major powers or multilateral bodies such as the ITU or the UN. 

She emphasizes that both dimensions matter. Even determining the forum in which 

definitions are negotiated can pre-determine outcomes, as standard-setting bodies 

confer power through agenda-setting. 

Adrian Shahbaz situates the concept historically, tracing it to early 2010s Chinese 

advocacy for “Internet sovereignty” as a means of asserting control over domestic 

information spaces. He identifies four motivations behind sovereign AI movements: 

• Economic opportunity and industrial competitiveness 

• De-risking from reliance on dominant technology providers 

• Democratic oversight and enforcement of domestic laws 

• Authoritarian control over speech and dissent 

He stresses that sovereign AI can serve legitimate localization goals—such as 

building language models tailored to India’s linguistic diversity—but also facilitate 

repression where governments require alignment with “core socialist values” or 

“traditional values.” 

Trust, De-Risking, and Supply Chain Control 

Caitlin Clarke frames de-risking as rooted in concerns about espionage, disruption, 

and manipulation within globally distributed tech stacks. If core infrastructure is 

dominated by a small number of countries, questions arise about trust and 

resilience. 

She argues that the term “trust” itself lacks definitional clarity. Without shared 

definitions—covering governance, cybersecurity controls, and supply chain 

transparency—states risk speaking past one another. She references the European 

Union’s 5G Toolbox as an example of how shared standards can clarify 

expectations, and notes France’s recent cybersecurity strategy, which emphasizes 

maintaining control over “digital foundations.” 

Clarke cautions that absent common definitions, states may default to data 

localization or fragmented regulation. She draws parallels to earlier waves of data 

localization laws, which were often drafted broadly and later refined after industry 

pushback exposed unintended consequences. 



Morgan Reed underscores the central role of technical standards bodies—IEEE, 

ETSI, ANSI, and others—in shaping definitions of bias, fairness, and interoperability. 

Standards are not merely technical exercises; they embed values and confer power. 

He notes China’s extensive participation in standards bodies, often subsidized by 

the state, as a deliberate strategy to influence global rulemaking. 

He also raises the importance of standard-essential patents. With 10 percent of U.S. 

patents filed in 2025 related to AI, intellectual property embedded in standards can 

become a geopolitical lever, especially where licensing terms are contested. 

Fragmentation, Diplomacy, and Corporate Power 

The panel addresses a letter from Canadian academics urging reduced dependence 

on U.S. tech giants. Wicker attributes some allied unease to both U.S. government 

actions and decisions by American companies that do not always account for 

geopolitical implications. 

Shahbaz notes that while the U.S. historically leveraged global interdependence to 

advance human rights through sanctions and diplomacy, allies are now wary of 

similar leverage being used against democracies. He highlights Europe’s rhetoric of 

“strategic autonomy” as a response to perceived vulnerability. 

Reed offers cautious optimism. Small and midsize businesses rely on global 

markets; excessive fragmentation would constrain innovation and growth. He cites 

China’s failed attempt to mandate the WAPI wireless standard over Wi-Fi as 

evidence that consumers and markets can resist overly insular policies. 

Clarke reframes diplomacy in the 21st century as extending beyond traditional 

foreign service channels. Multinational companies function as de facto diplomats, 

and regulatory fragmentation raises compliance costs that industry is incentivized 

to reduce. She argues that private-sector engagement in standards and policy 

forums is essential to preserving interoperability. 

Infrastructure Sovereignty vs. Application Sovereignty 

Audience discussion probes whether infrastructure control and localized AI 

applications represent distinct categories. 

Clarke links infrastructure sovereignty to lessons from COVID-19 supply chain 

disruptions and AI-driven reliance on digital systems. Shahbaz adds a third driver: 



declining public trust in global platforms following harms associated with social 

media and misinformation. 

Wicker suggests convergence occurs where communities lack trust in dominant AI 

labs and seek the ability to build models tailored to their needs—such as 

Indigenous language models. In these cases, access to compute and open-source 

tools becomes a prerequisite for meaningful representation. 

AI and the Internet: Scale and Continuity 

In response to a question about whether AI is “bigger than the Internet,” panelists 

diverge slightly but emphasize continuity. Reed argues AI is an evolutionary layer 

built atop the Internet, akin to prior technological “begats.” Shahbaz warns that AI 

could eclipse the human-centered ethos of the free and open Internet if machine-

to-machine interactions displace human agency. 

Space-Based Data Centers and Jurisdiction 

An audience question about orbital data centers raises treaty and regulatory 

complexities. Reed and Clarke suggest contractual arrangements and adherence to 

standards may serve as practical governance tools even where international treaty 

coverage is ambiguous. 

Consumers, Harm, and Democratic Values 

On whether consumers are stakeholders or pawns in sovereignty debates, Reed 

stresses that trust and identifiable harm remain central. He references traditional 

unfair and deceptive practices doctrines as anchoring principles. Shahbaz cautions 

against reducing AI governance to geopolitical competition alone, arguing that 

democratic values and human rights must remain central. 

Ten-Year Outlook: Dominance or Multipolarity 

In a closing “lightning round,” panelists converge on cautious confidence in 

continued U.S. leadership, contingent on maintaining access to capital, talent, and 

infrastructure. Shahbaz predicts a multipolar AI ecosystem, with the United States 

remaining influential but not singularly dominant. 

The discussion concludes with agreement that sovereign AI debates sit at the 

intersection of standards, geopolitics, supply chains, corporate power, and human 

rights. Whether framed as sovereignty, trust, or solidarity, the choices made now 



will shape not only competitive outcomes but the normative foundations of the 

global digital order. 

 

TRANSCRIPT 

Nancy Scola - Journalist: My name is Nancy Scola. I'm a journalist based here in 

Washington, DC. I write about technology, politics, policy for a variety of 

publications. So we are here today to dive into a great topic. The panel is called 

Sovereign AI and the New Internet Order: Governing Intelligence Across Borders. So 

sovereign AI, in theory at least, is the idea that countries might have more control 

over the development and deployment of AI within their borders. 

In practice, though, as became clear on our planning call, what it actually means on 

the ground is something we're all still trying to work out. So one of the things I 

wanted to do today was just flesh out what do we actually mean by sovereign AI. 

Put some meat on the bone there and then we'll aim to answer the question, what 

does sovereign AI, this push towards sovereign AI, mean for the future of the 

Internet and the development of technology more generally? 

So we have a great set of panelists to discuss that today. We have Kellee Wicker, 

Kellee's down on the end. She's the Vice President of Technology, Innovation, and 

Space at Meridian International Center. We have Adrian Shahbaz. He's Vice 

President of Research and Analysis at the nonprofit organization Freedom House. 

Caitlin Clarke is a Senior Director for Cybersecurity at the law firm Venable and was 

previously Senior Director of National Security on the National Security Council. 

And we have Morgan Reed, who's the President of ACT, that is a trade association 

for small and midsize tech companies. So as for logistics, I'm going to get it going, 

ask a couple questions of our panelists. 

We talked in our prep call about keeping this pretty conversational. We want to 

keep this lively. I'm going to ask a couple questions, talk amongst ourselves, and 

then we'll open it up for audience. So really, please be thinking about what you 

might want to talk about with the panelists and with the rest of the folks gathered 

today. 

So with that, Kellee, I'm going to start with you. Part of what you do at Meridian is to 

get people smarter on technology so they can make better decisions, policy 



decisions, both domestically and also through diplomatic channels. So can you get 

us smarter, just to lay some groundwork, get us smarter on what is sovereign AI as 

you see it. 

Kellee Wicker - Meridian International Center: Oh man, you can ask me the hard 

one. 

Nancy Scola: No pressure. 

Kellee Wicker: So, and it's funny, we talked about this on our prep call. One of the 

biggest problems with having conversations about sovereign AI is that everybody 

means a different thing when they say sovereign AI. And so I think what really 

seemed like we were coalescing around was two different concepts. 

Sovereign AI first in the understanding of a country's ability to control the data, the 

compute, the talent, every aspect of the tech stack. And especially this comes into 

play with data centers. Do you have a data center that is yours in your borders, that 

is subject to your laws? 

And this is, I think, what we see a lot of discussions with the Global South coming 

up with, this is wanting the control of every aspect of the AI model and stack. The 

other side of it, we talk about sovereign AI is often we're talking about the 

governance of it internationally. So the standards, the measurements, the 

definitions, who is determining those and how much independence do you have in 

your laws to set that based on your principles and values within your country 

versus how much of that is getting imposed on you from outside, whether that's 

from an actor like the US or China, or that's the ITU, the UN, what have you. And I 

think it's important to talk about both of those definitions of sovereign AI. I'd say 

there's other things you can talk about with that, but let's stick with just those 

maybe. 

Nancy Scola: Excellent. And when as a lay person I hear sovereign AI, am I 

supposed to take from that this sort of separation from the United States or 

separation from China? What is the sort of noun in... 

Morgan Reed - ACT | The App Association: Both? 

Caitlin Clarke - Venable LLP: Both. 



Kellee Wicker: Both. And so I think that's also where, back to data centers, so 

you're going to build a data center using somebody else's tech. It's unlikely that if 

you are Rwanda, you're going to build with Rwandan chips and Rwandan people 

and that's just not going to happen. But they want to be able to have a data center 

in Rwanda that they have full control over. And there was a lot of fear that the US or 

China could somehow backdoor itself into your systems, and then they would be 

able to restrict your access to those models. 

So usually sovereign means that no one can do that to you. You can maintain 

control of how your systems are available and how they're used. 

Nancy Scola: Excellent. Thank you. Adrian, you and Freedom House focus a lot on 

human rights. It's the gist of the organization, right? There's some people who 

actually like this idea of AI customized for our local population's needs. You hear 

talk about sovereign LLMs, large language models, that might be customized to 

meet the needs of a particular population. 

Is that, other people see it, I think more commonly might be the sense that it's a 

tool for authoritarians to exert even more control over the population. Where does 

Freedom House come down on that, or where do you come down on that? 

Adrian Shahbaz - Freedom House: That's a great question. So hello everybody 

and welcome to this. I think this is the most Star Wars-y title for a panel. So I think 

we win that award. So I think this gets back to what is sovereign AI and what are the 

reasons that we're seeing this push. 

And I might break it down into four different reasons. I think on the one hand there 

are a lot of governments and business people around the world who are looking at 

the economic opportunity that AI brings and they want to make sure that they are 

in on the train in the way that maybe they might have missed it with Web 2.0 or an 

earlier set of technologies. 

And that, I think, is generally a good faith approach to this. The second is this 

question of de-risking, and I think it was initially from China but more and more 

from the United States, and particularly as this narrative has evolved in Europe. The 

third, and that's where the European narrative is really interesting here, is some 

people are justifying this as we need to be able to enforce our own laws. 

And so this is no more than, let's say, democratic oversight over technology in a 

way where whatever laws apply offline must be applied online. And then there's 



also this bad faith approach, which is actually about control. And this is part of it's 

really interesting, even the term sovereignty. 

I mean, this stems from 2010 remarks from Chinese Communist Party officials who 

are talking about why China should have the right to control its own information 

space and disconnect from the global Internet. And so very early on, they were the 

ones at international bodies trying to move Internet governance away from a 

multistakeholder model. 

And towards one where governments have a lot of controls, and now the Russian 

government has adopted that. The Iranian government has adopted that. And now 

it's really interesting to see this move towards democracies picking up this 

narrative. And that's where I think it's going to really depend on which country is it 

that is adopting sovereign AI and for what purposes. 

And so if it is actually about localization, if it's about, I mean there was a great 

example of a nonprofit in India, for example, that's using local LLMs in order to 

make government services more accessible to people in a country where there's so 

much linguistic diversity, so that's a great application of it. 

There's also applications though, and this is written into laws in China, in Russia, 

and Belarus and other places, where the AI companies must agree to, let's say, 

aligning themselves with core socialist values. In the case of Belarus and Russia, it's 

traditional values, whatever that might be. And we actually, we know what that is, 

that a lot of times it's censorship towards and control of minorities, of ethnic and 

religious minorities as well as dissent. 

And that's something that we've been tracking a long time at Freedom House, is 

this idea of authoritarian governments essentially wanting to disconnect from the 

global Internet in order to be able to control and run their own repressive enclaves. 

Nancy Scola: Excellent. And we will get into domestic politics, I imagine, in a little 

bit, but this push towards an AI space that's in line with Belarusian values or 

whatever, is that, we've also seen the Trump administration, they've pushed 

forward an anti-woke AI approach to things. Did that predate, which came first? 

What's the chicken and the egg there? Did the US sort of act first on that or did 

other countries act first? 

Adrian Shahbaz: Well, we are certainly seeing this has been the case for a long 

time around the world. And so it's been the case that the Chinese government, 



even when they were talking about Internet sovereignty, this is what they were 

talking about, was we need to be able to uphold our own values and interests. 

And that's going back to the founding of the international human rights system. It's 

to say that human rights itself goes against the national interests or a particular 

culture, whatever it might be. And so that's really the purpose of Freedom House, is 

to show the universality of human rights and the fact that this is not about one 

country or culture, it's actually just core fundamental freedoms, freedom of 

expression, privacy, that need to be upheld whatever the technology is. 

Nancy Scola: Thank you. Caitlin, Adrian talked about the idea of de-risking. You 

hear about it a lot in this space, we're taking an approach to technology that 

minimizes a country's risks in the world. What is the actual risk? You've been in the 

rooms where these conversations have been had, what are people so worried 

about with the more global approach to an AI ecosystem? 

Caitlin Clarke: I think it goes back to what Kellee talked about upfront about the 

idea of potential back doors or accesses into tech stacks from certain countries and 

what that might do to either manipulate data or actually just to take data, for both 

disruption and espionage purposes. And I think that there is concern in some 

countries around those ideas if the vast majority of the technology underpinning 

artificial intelligence is from, let's just say, the US or China. 

Then some of these questions come up around how do we have some trust in the 

technology that we're using, and we talked about at the top of this conversation 

about the definition for what is sovereign AI. I think we can have a similar 

conversation around what is trust in technology. 

Everybody has a different view of what that may be. Now, in other technologies like 

5G there were communities of practice and countries that came together to define 

what they meant by trust in that technology. The European Union's 5G Toolbox 

being a good example of this, where they defined what they meant with 

governance and cybersecurity and controls in the technical controls, not controls 

over the populace. And I think that's one of the things that is missing right now in 

the conversation around sovereign AI, is if we're going to talk about trust in a 

technology stack, what does that actually mean? Because I might have a view of 

that. I'm looking at the folks in the room. 

My guess is we don't have the exact same view because we haven't talked about it. 

We use these buzzwords a lot without definition. And God knows, I'm a mother of 



three tween children, and I can tell you every day I am questioning what the heck 

does that word mean that you just said. I could be using the exact same word as my 

child and I clearly have a different definition of what an uncle is, an uncle versus I'm 

unc. I'm learning these things. 

And I think what we need to do is start opening up the dialogue and start defining 

what some of these terms mean. Now we're seeing interesting moves in this space. 

A couple weeks ago France put out its national cybersecurity strategy, and I couldn't 

help but notice. Pillar number four in the strategy, and I'm going to read this 

specifically, pillar number four of the French National Cybersecurity Strategy says, 

maintaining control over the security of our digital foundations. 

To me that sounds a little bit like what we're talking about here with sovereign AI, 

the control over the tech stack, the control over the models, the control over the 

output. What does that actually, how does this technology underpin our society? 

And as we're talking about AI really driving everything from transportation to 

healthcare to electricity, having conversations around what this means is really 

important before we get so far down the road that we start pointing at each other 

and saying, well, you're not trustworthy, or you can't be here, without laying the 

ground rules upfront. 

I think in some other technologies like 5G we got to the table late in defining what 

we meant by trust and security, and I think, I would like to be Pollyanna here. That 

is a reference my children don't understand, but Pollyanna, looking glass half full 

and thinking we still have the opportunity to define trust in security in AI as 

countries are building out their strategies and their approach so that we can have a 

common definition and lexicon. Please, for the love of God. 

Nancy Scola: Is defining trust in AI going to be easier or harder than defining trust 

in 5G? 

Caitlin Clarke: I think it's going to be harder because the tech stack is so 

diversified. We're talking about everything from data centers to cloud hyperscalers 

to the models themselves. And every, I think every part of the stack needs to have a 

conversation around what does this mean. 

And this gets to, I'm talking about a common lexicon. What's another way to say 

that? Standards. Standards. Standards. 

Nancy Scola: You stole my question. 



Caitlin Clarke: Sorry. 

Nancy Scola: I can't resist it. Just very briefly follow up. Who defines trust then? 

What's the forum? What's the process? 

Caitlin Clarke: I would like to think that we could get to an international forum to 

do that. You see some places where this is starting to pop up. The State 

Department stood up Pax Silica in the last month to talk about trusted supply chain 

and ecosystem around artificial intelligence. I think that's a place where some of 

these definitions and concepts could be defined. 

Right now there's eight countries in that conversation. It's an interesting swath of 

countries. It's the US, the UK, Israel, Greece, UAE, Japan, South Korea, Singapore, 

Australia. I think I got that right. If anybody's counting, I may have missed 

somebody. I apologize. But I think having some of these fora stood up to talk about 

this and to set the standards, set those definitions where we could all point to that 

and say, this is what I mean, is extremely important. 

Before we end up in, how many of you guys lived through the data localization era 

of like five to ten years ago? So I was in finance at that time in an international 

company doing cybersecurity compliance. My experience of it was the loudest voice 

in the room, as those laws were being stood up and people didn't really understand 

yet what the outcomes of those laws would mean. And you started to see them 

shift. Oh, well we didn't mean that, we didn't mean that you couldn't actually move 

any data for a financial transaction across borders. We didn't mean that part. 

And then you saw this kind of the loudest voice up first. You saw some people 

pulling back, and then you got to really, in the end, just having to be able to 

demonstrate that you had control. And by control, cybersecurity controls, data 

protection controls around your operations. And I don't think we've really defined 

even that part yet for artificial intelligence as we think about what this means in the 

US, in Japan, in Rwanda. 

Kellee Wicker: Can I jump in on that actually? Because this, I think it's something 

where sometimes people outside of these technical and very nerdy fields don't 

necessarily understand the significance of some of the things that are at stake here. 

Even determining where we will make this definition, that is a struggle because that 

will determine who leads it. 



So right now, China very much wants this conversation be held in the ITU because 

they have a lot more influence in that. We want it to be somewhere else, although 

not anymore because we've pulled back from some of the bodies where we would 

have had it, where we had more influence. And so even just deciding where will we 

have this conversation already has determined, predetermined the pool of who can 

be the winner that comes out of it. 

And that's why there's all this wrangling over the semantics and the forum and the 

people at the table, is because that's where we actually get the work done. And 

then we sit down and we hammer out some very vague definition. The definition 

itself, also who's in charge of it matters. 

I think one of the clearest examples of this is the definition of lethal autonomous 

weapons systems, LAWS. China was very upfront and proactive about forming a 

definition for this and wanting there to be legislation around it. And everyone was 

saying, wow, look, they want to be so responsible. 

Well, they crafted the definition to essentially exclude most of the lethal 

autonomous weapons systems that they would produce. And so they could have 

this very, oh look, we're leading on ethics and safety. But in reality they were setting 

up a system where they would be privileged over all other nations. 

That's what's at stake here. It's these boring measurements and standards and 

definitions. There's a reason NIST has such a boring name and is so important. It's 

because standards are actually where we determine power. And everything that 

comes after that is just flowing from what we've already decided by the standard. 

And it gets very complicated very quickly. 

Nancy Scola: Excellent. So, Morgan, I hope you didn't take offense to Kellee calling 

standards boring. 

Morgan Reed: Thanks. Thanks. 

Nancy Scola: No, you, your organization spends a lot of time thinking through 

technology standards. What is, what are the roles standards play, sort of nuts and 

bolts, in very simple terms for some of us who are new to this topic? What role is it 

going to play in AI development, sovereignty? 

Morgan Reed: The basic way, and you've heard it from my three excellent 

panelists, the reality is almost everything in your life that you do today is governed 



by standards. When you plugged your toaster in this morning, the shape of the plug 

you used is a standard. The wire that you plugged is a standard. When you use an 

ethernet cable, it's got a little word on it, tells you the standards. 

But that also applies in software and hardware and in technology stacks. And they 

are set up by an acronym soup of standards agencies. IEEE, I serve on the board of 

another one, LESSDO. There's ETSI that does Europe. There's IEEE. We're all 

overseen by ANSI. There is this huge panoply of standards bodies that are in theory 

technical. They come together with a bunch of nerds to talk about definitions and 

rules and scope. And inside of that space we make essentially glossaries of terms of 

what these things mean and that dictates the next steps forward. 

What's become super interesting in AI is that while we have 1,200 pieces of 

legislation introduced in America on AI, you also have Europe with an AI law. And 

the one common thing between Europe's AI law, Brazil's attempts, the United 

States' laws is nobody has any idea what AI is. And what's happening, especially 

with Europe's AI Act, is they passed it. 

And now we're all sitting around in meetings and saying, what did you mean? And 

increasingly what's happening is they're saying, well, what do the standards bodies 

say? What definitions is ETSI, which is the primary European standards body, what 

are they talking about when they talk about AI? 

And by the way, these standards include things like at IEEE, the 7,000 stack includes 

a standard for what bias means. Now we think of bias as a negative, but it's actually 

also can be a positive meaning when we're talking about, they're talking about 

cultural norming with sovereign AI. Part of that is increasing the bias of how you 

train it to match your culture. 

So what you write doesn't look the same, but as Freedom House was pointing out, 

that can be horribly misused to essentially mistreat minorities or characterize 

minorities in a country in a horrible way. So IEEE 7,000 block determining the 

definition of bias might sound really boring, but it's actually really critical to how 

this all works. 

And there's a second factor that gets into the big geopolitics of all this. For a long 

time countries have been playing in the standards bodies. It's not just engineers. 

For example, if you go to an IEEE meeting there may be 50 or 60 engineers from the 

United States. There will be 500 from China. 



That's not an exaggeration of scale. They have taken a forward approach to it and 

said, we need to make sure that our country is well represented on all these 

standards bodies. The United States takes an approach with standards bodies, is 

that it's just done by companies and the companies have to, from their budget, 

choose how many engineers that they send. 

China has taken the policy that standards are important, so we are going to 

underwrite the participation in standards by multiple companies. So you'll have this 

huge imbalance of number of people and engineers at the table. And by the way, I 

don't think China's being dumb to do that. It's probably a good idea. 

But they've essentially underwritten the engineering staff that are there. And 

there's one other part of this that even gets more complex and even more nerdy, is 

last year the United States Patent and Trademark Office, 10% of all patents that 

were filed were on AI. Now you may say, what does that have to do with it? 

Well, pretty much every standard that exists in the world includes a section on what 

are called standard essential patents. And so if the patents that are included in that 

standard are owned by a company in a country and that company's government 

has said, we would like companies from these other countries not to have access to 

that international standard, then the patent can become a weapon to exclude. 

Now, technically, they're supposed to be granted on what are called fair and 

reasonable and non-discriminatory terms. But in the wild, wild west of international 

relations, what we're seeing is I can exclude. If I don't like your country, I'll say, you 

can't use that international standard. Or if you want to sell that product into this 

country, you're going to have to abide by my rules and I can use the patent as a 

cudgel to prevent your use. 

And so when I say 10% of all patents filed last year were in AI, those are all moving 

into the standard space to dictate. So three things. We have got to think about 

definitions, as she said. Where do we do the meeting? Is it at ETSI? Is it IEEE? Is it 

ANSI? Is it LESSDO? We have got to think about who's at the table from what 

countries, from what companies, and from what industries. 

And third, we have to think about what intellectual property are they pushing into 

the table and how do they plan to use that in the future? 

Nancy Scola: So I want to read a small bit of a letter that a group of academics and 

civil society groups in Canada sent to Prime Minister Carney this fall pretty much 



saying we need to decouple from the United States. There was a line saying, we will 

be hard pressed to build Canada strong, let alone avoid becoming the 51st state, if 

we surrender more of our digital sovereignty to American tech giants. 

Is it even possible to have, has the ship sailed on international consensus? Am I too 

cynical? The ship has sailed on international consensus on the way we used to think 

of, let's get together in a room and actually come up with standards and definitions 

of trust and that sort of thing. Is the world just sort of moved on that it's not 

possible to have those agreements? 

Kellee Wicker: This is so hard. One thing is, we have a lot of vacancies in our 

diplomatic apparatus. It's really hard for us to have conversations when half of our 

ambassador seats are empty. And so that's one thing. We talk a lot about 

technologists taking their roles as diplomats seriously, because some of Canada's 

uncertainty in that letter is expressed as a result of actions our government has 

taken. 

Some of it's being expressed as a result of actions that companies headquartered 

in the US have taken, and those companies haven't really thought about their 

geopolitical power when they decide things. Just because they're headquartered 

here doesn't mean we have any control over them either. They almost exert more 

influence than many nations do around the world. So I think this is a classic 

question of diplomacy. Are people misunderstanding what's happening? The 

intentions of the parties at play. 

I don't think that consensus is dead. I don't think that the right people view 

themselves as needing to be at the table to have the conversation. We should fix 

that. 

Nancy Scola: I'm going to actually bounce to Adrian and then we'll go back. 

Adrian Shahbaz: Sure. Well, I think it gets to this particular moment that we're in 

and some of these broader geopolitical trends about why are we seeing this. For a 

long time the US has been, let's say leveraging, or some would say weaponizing, the 

interdependence of the global system in order to fight for rights. In some cases, for 

sanctions, for example, against bad actors in the international system. 

That's an incredible power that the US has always had. And we have seen the likes 

of China, Russia, Iran, and others find ways to build up their own resilience against 

the United States leveraging the system to, in some cases, defend human rights. 



What I think a lot of people did not expect was the US government to be 

weaponizing that interdependence against other democracies. 

And so it's really interesting to see what is going to happen and are the likes of 

Canada or the European Union going to go in the same direction that China, Russia, 

or Iran went in terms of creating their own, let's say, self-sustainable systems. 

Nobody has done it perhaps better than China, but I would say Iran is the sort of 

sneaky one, and you see this recently with the protests that happened in Iran 

where they shut off the Internet in order to prevent information from going out and 

also prevent information from being spread around the country. So it has this 

impact on human rights locally. 

What is going to be interesting is whether that's even possible. Right now so much 

of the AI stack is centralized, whether you're looking at semiconductors, whether 

you're looking at compute capacity, or the location of rare earths. 

And so I hope at least that this current moment is temporary, where the likes of 

Canada, I think it's totally fair and we can understand why Europeans, for example, 

are insisting on this term strategic autonomy, which is essentially fighting for self-

determination. And ultimately that's what the international system is built for, is the 

respecting the right of self-determination that every people has. 

But I'm hopeful that at least, to answer your question, that this is just a temporary 

moment. That what we need to do and what people are going to realize is that 

there isn't actually total self-sufficiency. We can't go back to a world of complete 

autarky where you are totally self-reliant economically or whatever it might be. I 

think we're going through a disruption right now. 

I do hope that in the coming years things will settle and we will continue to 

appreciate why alliances are important, why strategic collaboration is important. 

There's no coincidence that a couple of years ago when the White House released 

its own cyberspace policy, it was called Digital Solidarity. 

That was the way to counter the narratives that were coming from authoritarian 

countries around digital sovereignty. So I think we need to get back to that. We 

need to get back to the type of thinking about trust, thinking about collaboration, 

because ultimately this is an interconnected world. 

What happens in other countries is going to impact us here. And so that's why I 

think it's really important that we are not, let's say, burning all bridges and making 



sure that we actually do have partners and we can work with them to counter a lot 

of the challenges that are transnational in nature. 

Morgan Reed: I want to actually be the one to have good news and I'm going to 

hand it to you. I actually think that there is hope for international cooperation, in 

large part because of small businesses, and the reason I say this is, if I have a 

thousand potential customers, I have a hobby. If I have a hundred thousand 

potential customers, I have a business. 

And so a lot of small businesses need an international scope to actually be relevant. 

And so if digital sovereignty gets so tight that I can only serve the audience in my 

country or my neighborhood, my product is more about, I don't have any chance 

for growth. 

So my ability to fill a need that has users around the world, or at least in large 

areas, becomes very powerful. And so for me, the hope of getting along will be 

because people will want those products. And there is a pretty interesting example 

of that, back to standards, is China actually played around with this idea from a 

national security perspective with something called WAPI. 

So we all use Wi-Fi, but there was a time that China proposed a different standard 

and mandated that all products sold within China had WAPI in it, as apart from Wi-

Fi, 802.11b for those who play at home. And it failed. Why? Because the Chinese 

audience liked the products that were coming out from around the world that had 

Wi-Fi in it, 802.11b. 

And by the way, they're being made in China as well. And so there was access to 

them. They were better quality, they had a bigger audience, and they helped drive a 

lot of small businesses to be successful. And I know that gets into the national 

security parts of how that works. 

Caitlin Clarke: I think combining what you just said about businesses really helping 

to shape some of these conversations and the consumer helping to shape the 

conversation, I'm going to go back to what Kellee said here. I think we can look at 

diplomats in the international community a little bit differently than we have in the 

past and recognize that companies play a big role in those conversations. 

If I'm a big transnational organization, a company, the compliance complexity of 

having to do business in however many countries around the world, each with its 

own approach to AI rules and regulations, it is going to, one, stifle innovation 



because I can't train my models cross border. Would I even train a language model 

in multiple languages? Trying to think through all of these things. 

It doesn't make a lot of sense for the business community for this to be a 

conversation of we need to have multiple different standards. You cannot grow, 

you cannot sustain a business in that way. So I would say in the conversation 

around can we get to consensus, I would say the business and the private sector 

plays a huge role in how we can get there. 

I am jokingly saying that maybe every company that has an AI enterprise roadmap 

also needs to have a national security planner with them. But I'm not actually 

joking. I think you should have folks who understand the geopolitical aspects and 

help have those conversations with the C-suite as you're developing your strategies 

so that you can identify where are those areas of friction that you should engage in, 

things like standards bodies. 

They're not just for nerds, they're for all of us too. And where really, where should 

they use the power of their purse. We talk a lot about, at least in the previous 

administration, we talked a lot about the power of the government purse to shape 

technology through the government purchasing power. 

But I, with again those three tweens at home, purchase a lot of technology. And I 

think that I should have some say in this too. And I think when we talk about what 

diplomacy looks like in the 21st century, it doesn't look like it did 20, 25 years ago. 

Diplomats look different. They're not necessarily all going through the foreign 

service, they are in your boardrooms. They really are. And I think that's where I 

have some optimism that we can get to consensus and some approach to how this 

works because it really affects all of us. 

Nancy Scola: We're going to do questions, conversation. If we could keep 

questions crisp and answers crisp so we can get through a bunch. If you want to 

obviously continue conversations after that. 

Brooke Tanner: Hi, I am Brooke Tanner with the Brookings Institution. I will 

shamelessly plug our "Is AI Sovereignty Possible?" report coming out next week. But 

I love what you said about the definitional clarity, Caitlin, and in the spirit of that, 

I'm wondering, it seems like there are two concepts, broad categories brought up. 

The defensive resilience conversation on the physical infrastructure, like we need to 

reduce reliance on China, maybe the US. And then the second, which Adrian maybe 



you brought in, of countries building representative applications, maybe even 

models like India, to increase access or representation or deployment in their 

countries. And these seem like different motivations and different answers to 

different problems, but we're all looping them in this term of AI sovereignty, which 

maybe is just because it's a fun buzzword, but I'm wondering if you see those as 

two distinct buckets or if there are ways we can splice AI sovereignty to make it a 

more tractable policy challenge. 

Caitlin Clarke: To be honest and maybe this is just the way my brain is wired, I see 

them as two different things. When it comes to the digital, when we talked about 

the infrastructure sovereignty, I think a lot of that goes back to COVID-19 and the 

realization of what our supply chains actually look like and the fact when they were 

not moving, what that meant to economies. 

And I think that it's not just AI shaping this conversation about de-risking and about 

having some control over the digital infrastructure that drives everyday life in 

communities. I think COVID-19 was the first kind of aha moment on that, and I think 

artificial intelligence was the second. 

And so we're seeing a confluence of that and people realizing, if there's a potential 

for disruption, I need to have a little bit more control over that. And how do I do 

that? I do that by trying to insource my supply chains and have more control over 

them. And so that's the way I think about the infrastructure of the conversation 

around sovereign AI. 

Adrian Shahbaz: I'll even take it a little bit further. And thanks for the question. I'm 

looking forward to the report. I would bring it back even to 2013 and even to 2016 

and beyond, where I think around the world a lot of people have lost faith in the 

technology that they use, the different platforms that they use, and their ability to 

control some of the negative externalities that have come from those platforms. 

When you look at the ways that they have contributed to offline harms in a number 

of cases, and in some cases even genocide, I think that's where a lot of the drive 

towards, a lot of the skepticism towards some of these governance structures 

comes from. 

And so I think there, it's interesting to add a third element to it, which is about these 

good faith efforts to actually solve real problems coming from technology and 

technology policies. But I do think it's important to separate these things because, 

as we were alluding to with data localization, it's not necessarily where the data is 



stored physically, it's actually about what are the protections and how the data is 

stored. 

And so a lot of these issues, you're absolutely right, that if it's about building 

applications that are more tailored to solving local problems, that's really a great 

thing. But then the question becomes, do you need to have physical control in 

order to accomplish that or not? 

Morgan Reed: I'm going to just say so we can create some difference. I'm going to 

disagree with her just a little bit. In this idea of insourcing, I actually think building 

greater resiliency is better. I think what we learned in the supply chain was you can 

cut it too close to the bone. And so what worries me about if we have public policy 

that aims towards insourcing, it gets very insular. 

And again, from a small business perspective, my perspective is I want more 

customers in more places that have more access to my products. So I want to be 

very careful that our public policy doesn't say, well, insourcing is the only answer. I 

think it needs to be greater resiliency, which means build your domestic... 

Caitlin Clarke: Multiple vendors. Sorry, I was not clear. I'm not necessarily for 

insourcing. 

Morgan Reed: Okay, good. 

Caitlin Clarke: I'm a former emergency manager who fully believes in having more 

than one supplier. And because when that is cut off, what do you back up to? If 

you've got your primary, what's your fallback? And I, but I think what happened in a 

lot of places is people didn't have that fallback. Too close. 

Morgan Reed: I was trying to create controversy. 

Caitlin Clarke: Yes. Sorry. 

Nancy Scola: Actually I'll poke at that. Morgan, we did see Tim Cook in the Oval 

Office in the summer talking about building an end-to-end silicon supply chain 

complete within the United States. Was that misguided? 

Morgan Reed: I think when you run a multi-trillion dollar company, it's possible to 

build an end-to-end supply chain. 

Nancy Scola: The rest of us are... 



Morgan Reed: However, well, not just the rest of us. I actually think that what's 

important is that we have an end-to-end supply chain that has access points for 

small businesses to build products on top of it. I don't want just one end-to-end 

supply chain. I like there being more than one. 

Kellee Wicker: Can I do a quick hit on one part of the question? You asked can we 

merge these two questions? I think where the infrastructure question merges with 

this representative technology question is on the layer of, can you build something 

or do you have to have your access to something, for you, be mediated by a large 

lab. 

And so I think that's when the question is important. Do you have the compute and 

the open source model and the data management to be able to build an Indic 

language LLM or a tribal language LLM? There's not a lot of trust among Native 

American tribes in the US in the big labs, they're not willing to work with them, but 

they deserve to have an AI model that's tailored to their needs. I think that is the 

point where that does become one single conversation. 

Morgan Reed: That's hard though, from the perspective as an Alaskan, I will tell 

you that there are cultural problems with that. 

Kellee Wicker: Yes. 

Morgan Reed: Inuit culture, their version of sharing information is not one that is 

highly compatible with the idea of just spilling everything to an LLM. There are 

cultural components to how that works. 

Charles Sung: Charles Sung, Washingtonian. And also inventor of Universal 

Computing Interface Architecture and Founder and CEO of Alliance for Universal 

Computing, among many other titles. But that's enough for me. But a very quick 

question for every member of the panel. I hope you can answer this question very 

clearly. I was trying to ask that one earlier, the keynote did not get a chance. 

Very simple question. This is a, I'm a veteran of this conference, a new one. So we're 

talking about the Internet now. We're talking about AI. Very simple question for 

each one of you. Is AI bigger than the Internet? If so, why? 

Nancy Scola: Is AI bigger than the Internet? 



Charles Sung: Which is a claim made by many bigwigs from the West Coast, 

including some bigwigs from Google, among many others. 

Nancy Scola: Bigger in significance, world changing. 

Charles Sung: Well, they made a claim saying that AI is bigger than the Internet. So 

I want every member of the panel to answer that question. 

Nancy Scola: Kellee, you're up first. 

Kellee Wicker: Oh man, you guys always going to be the hard ones first. I think in 

terms of changing the way that we engage with information in the world, I guess I 

would say they're about on par, but we're in such a bubble and I don't use that 

word lightly, but in terms of we're trying to throw AI at everything right now, and 

we're going to find out where it actually fits in our lives. 

But I do think it'll fundamentally be a version shift of I used to do my work this way, 

now I do it this way. And that bears very little resemblance, the same as I used to do 

research in the library, now I do it on a computer. So I guess I would equate them. 

That's maybe a cop out. 

Morgan Reed: So I'll say no, because I think we have almost a biblical begat 

problem. It would be saying is the printing press bigger than the Internet? Well, you 

don't have the Internet without the printing press. You don't have AI without the 

Internet. All of these are begats. It's like reading the Old Testament. We have to go 

through the begats to get to AI. 

Do I think its impact on society is going to be as big? I think that's an open question, 

but I don't think it's bigger because you can't do one without the other. And I would 

say today's AI is as reliant on the decision to invent a printing press as it is on the 

first Cat 5 cable. 

Caitlin Clarke: Ditto. What he said there. I was being, you asked for a quick answer. 

Agreed. 

Adrian Shahbaz: All I heard was somebody said baguettes. And so I'm looking for 

where the baguettes are. But I'm going to answer that question in this way. I worry 

that AI is bigger than the free and open Internet. 

And so what we're going to see is that our problems or our concerns around AI are 

going to consume how we think about the global Internet. And if we think about the 



Internet as connecting people all around the world, we might get to a time where 

we don't actually need the Internet because it's just machines talking to each other. 

And so what are they working for? And then how, where does that leave all of us? 

Charles Sung: Alright, well, Morgan gets an A-plus. 

Participant: My name is Abha and I'm an engineer and a lawyer. So there has been 

some recent news that some companies are going to put data centers into space. 

So my question is... 

Caitlin Clarke: Yeah. We're putting them on the moon, I think. 

Participant: So what kind of privacy concerns or regulatory concerns are there? If 

the data center is registered in a country which is not signatory to the Outer Space 

Treaty or the Space Liability Convention. 

Nancy Scola: These would be satellite data centers, like... 

Participant: Yes. 

Nancy Scola: Orbiting satellite. 

Caitlin Clarke: Well, there was satellite and then there was somebody... 

Adrian Shahbaz: On the moon. 

Caitlin Clarke: On the moon was also suggested using solar energy to power. 

Nancy Scola: All right. I have got to write a story about this. 

Morgan Reed: We have standards on some of that stuff that exists. There are 

standards around treaties on data and data transportation, in which layer, so yeah. 

Nancy Scola: And which entities have talked about this so far, just for those of us 

who have... 

Participant: My question was specifically about if the data center is registered in a 

country which is not signatory to the Outer Space Treaty or the Space Liability 

Convention. 



Morgan Reed: So that's a place where you can actually use standards. Meaning 

that if there's an ANSI-approved standard that says what are the rules by which you 

are governing your privacy terms, then vendors can basically say, it doesn't matter 

if you subscribe to the space treaty. If you say I will buy products that don't comply 

with IEEE's standard policy, then you don't buy a product. So you can actually use 

standards to kind of circumvent that. 

Caitlin Clarke: To drive where... 

Morgan Reed: Yeah. 

Caitlin Clarke: What you expect your partners... 

Morgan Reed: That's exactly the right word, expect. 

Caitlin Clarke: To do. And so that's where, again, I'm going to talk about companies 

as... 

Morgan Reed: Diplomats. 

Caitlin Clarke: Diplomats, but in this case, really contractual arrangements is 

where some of this comes into place. So you're in a country that hasn't signed onto 

a treaty. Well, you're another company. I'm going to tell you in my terms and 

conditions of my contract with you what I expect of you and how you handle data 

and how you handle... 

Morgan Reed: Bias. 

Caitlin Clarke: Bias, everything that we've been talking about. I can put that in my 

terms in contract. I'm not a lawyer. I want to be very clear. I'm not a lawyer, but I 

can tell you the lawyers at my company could write that. 

Silas James: So my name's Silas James. I'm a student at American. And my question 

concerns something you touched on earlier with American state power through the 

Internet companies. I know that for a long time American companies relied on a 

narrative of Internet freedom, and that's changed a lot recently with both politicians 

and companies talking about American AI dominance. 

I spoke with an employee at an AI firm earlier that said that that rhetoric is hurting 

American companies' market shares abroad. I would imagine that if it's hurting 

their market shares, that's also hurting the internationalized state power of 



America. So I'm curious if you all think that statement is true and how companies 

are navigating that. 

Nancy Scola: What rhetoric exactly? 

Caitlin Clarke: American dominance. And so I guess this is where you would 

probably have noticed I didn't talk about dominance at all while I was up here. I 

talked about trust. And the fact that we really need to define what that means. 

That's the way I look at things, is probably because I worked in issues around 5G 

and telecom and the parties to that were not US companies. Some of the leaders in 

that space were European companies. And so I purposely use terms like trust. I 

can't speak for this administration because I'm not in this administration. 

But this is one of those reasons why I think we have to, I'm going to go back to, 

words have meaning. And we need to make sure that when we're having 

conversations with countries around the world that the words, I mean, even if you 

look at Pax Silica, the recent US-led approach to security and supply chain, I don't 

think you see the word dominance in the charter of that. I see the word trust, and 

so that's what I go back to. 

Nancy Scola: They do present it as winning the AI race. 

Caitlin Clarke: They do, but through trust. You hear the winning the race a lot from 

a lot of different administrations. You hear winning. Military. 

Nancy Scola: I'm curious what you think about the intersection of US dominance 

and... 

Adrian Shahbaz: Yeah. Well, I think that, listen, even from the early days of the 

global Internet, you had a lot of examples of American tech giants who were 

working in authoritarian countries, who were building up their surveillance capacity, 

their censorship capacity. A lot of great investigative reporting on that. 

And if the question is sort of, does AI sovereignty harm US companies? I'm not 

really worried about that, because, well, also because the companies are going to 

be fine. Right now what you see is a lot of companies selling sovereignty as a 

service. And so they're going to, the largest US companies are going to Europe and 

to other countries and saying, oh, you want sovereign AI? We can build that for you 

as a US company. So that sort of shows the hypocrisy of the term AI sovereignty. If 



it is all just US companies who are building something for you, it gets really 

complicated. 

Participant: Hi, I'm Lanka, a student at Georgetown Law. My question is simply, 

when we're talking about sovereignty and governance, are consumers a legitimate 

interest or are they just a pawn in the greater war between business interests and 

state power and dominance? 

Morgan Reed: Well, as the business guy here, I would say without consumers, 

we're not in business. So consumers are ultimately the major player. To her use of 

the word trust, that's the thing. If my customer doesn't trust me, they don't buy my 

product. And so within the bounds of the scope that we have available, the 

consumer is a major part of the equation. 

I think the area where governments are going to have to get on top of it, it isn't 

things like DMA and AI Act in Europe, or similar ones in Japan and around the 

world. It's actually getting back to a harms theory, which is, is somebody being 

unfair? Are they being deceptive? Are they lying? Are they cheating? 

Are they doing acts that have a harm? And it can be reputational harm as well to a 

consumer, because I think that leads to a visceral feeling of saying, I'm not going to 

do business with that company. So if you detach it from the harm and the 

consumer can't see their part of it, then it feels ephemeral. 

If you are like, this guy won't let me buy a house because the way that his model is 

trained has determined that people of my skin color or my ethnic background 

don't, can't buy houses, that's an identifiable problem that you can get. And I think 

that countries have to look at how are there identifiable harms. 

The FTC used to really focus on unfair and deceptive trade practices. UDAP, Section 

Five. I think that's the way the consumer has to be part of it, because you're going 

to have to attach it to a harm. Otherwise it's too ephemeral. 

Adrian Shahbaz: I think it's a great question. One thing that I heard at a tech 

conference was a VC saying, well, we can't have tight regulations on AI because 

China's going to win. 

And so they gave the example of, if somebody's killed from a self-driving car in 

China, they're not going to stop. So why should we stop? And so we shouldn't hold 



companies accountable for that. So I think what we should be insisting on, and this 

is why I really, from my perspective, don't like the term AI sovereignty. 

It shouldn't actually be about sovereignty. It shouldn't be about an AI race and 

winning this race for whatever. What are we racing for? Ultimately, we're racing for 

democracy, prosperity, human dignity, human rights. That has to be the center of 

the race. And if we lose the plot just because, for its own sake, then I think we all 

lose. The consumer loses, the citizen loses, and the world loses. 

Nancy Scola: Lightning round. To wrap up, I know you guys are going to love this, 

but if I want to make a prediction in 10 years, 10 years, I want to sound smart and 

happy. I want to say in 10 years AI is going to be completely dominated by 

American companies, American expectations for AI. Or, the US is going to be merely 

a small player in the AI ecosystem. Which one do I say? 

Kellee Wicker: I feel like it's going to end up where it's kind of the Internet, where 

the Internet is American but not dominated by American values. It's flexible. But I 

would say that while we may not be the clear front runner forever, I think we have 

kind of shaped the stage already. 

Morgan Reed: So long as we make sure we have access to capital, access to talent, 

and access to the underpinning infrastructure, then the United States has no 

reason to fall behind. If we don't do those things, then the answer is no. 

Caitlin Clarke: I agree. I think in 10 years you'll see US leadership in this space. 

Adrian Shahbaz: I think it'll be what we're seeing in terms of geopolitically, more of 

a multipolar order. But the US still the leader. And I think that could be a good 

thing, so long as there isn't this confluence of corporate power and government 

power without bringing in voices from civil society. I think that's going to be really 

important to make sure that this technology is governed for good. 

Nancy Scola: Thank you so much. I apologize if we didn't get your questions. I'm 

sure folks would be happy to speak after the panel. We've talked about Alaska, 

space, satellites, the Bible, baguettes. So thank you, Kellee, Morgan, Adrian, and 

Caitlin. I really appreciate it and thank you all. 

Adrian Shahbaz: Thank you, Nancy. 

 


