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We are academics who have been researching and publishing on issues core to the development and
regulation of artificial intelligence since 2014. In 2023, we published The New Knowledge: Information,
Data and the Remaking of Global Power (Bloomsbury, 2023), which relates directly to the issues at play
regarding the responsible development and use of Al: the role intellectual property rights, data
governance, data and technology sovereignty, and the often-fraught dynamics between technology
companies and governments.

We are very happy to have the chance to submit to this People’s Consultation. Ideally, government
policy consultations should serve as both a means to receive meaningful input from the general public
and policy experts on the issue in question, and to educate the public on the issues at hand. This
second role is particularly important in this case, given that Al is a relatively new policy area. This
consultation is fulfilling both roles. As such, we hope that the consultation’s process itself will serve as
an example to Canadian governments, and to Canadians, about what a proper consultation should look
like.

With respect to the issues at hand, based on our research, we have the following recommendations:

1) Recognize the United States is an authoritarian country: Public discussions of Canada’s Al
strategy are not recognizing that Canada’s relationship with the United States is undeniably, perhaps
permanently, fractured because of President Donald Trump’s threats of annexation and the United
States’ descent into authoritarianism and fascism given the U.S. government’s continued attacks on the
rule of law, threats to arrest Democratic politicians, and ICE’s kidnapping and disappearing of people
from the streets. The assumption that appears to be underlying much of the Canadian government’s
public discussions, as well as the reporting in the mainstream media, is that Canada has an economic
dispute with the United States that, once addressed, will result in normalized relations with a trusted
ally. This is not the case.

Canadian policymakers need to fully recognize that U.S. companies, particularly U.S. technology firms,
are beholden to the U.S. government. Trump has made it very clear that he expects loyalty, including
from industry. For U.S. tech firms, U.S. law supersedes that of other countries, as a Microsoft executive
admitted in a Senate hearing in France on data sovereignty. U.S. companies must further the U.S.
government’s agenda, even when those priorities violate democratic norms or laws. As a result,
Canada cannot rely upon U.S. companies to obey Canadian or U.S. laws, especially when those laws
conflict with demands of the U.S. government. Like France, any Canadian “digital sovereignty” would
be at the whim of a U.S. government that has demonstrated its utter contempt for the rule of law,
meaning U.S. companies cannot commit to upholding Canadian law or even following U.S. law.

2) Build a comprehensive digital sovereignty strategy: The Canadian government has articulated a
desire for a “vision for Al and digital sovereignty.” However, what the government means by “artificial
intelligence” and “digital sovereignty” are far from clear. To date, the government’s strategy seems
focused on building data centres in Canada and incorporating Al, especially generative Al in the form of
chatbots, into government services. Data centres are the lowest end of the value chain, providing few
jobs after construction and consuming enormous amounts of water and energy (see recommendation
#5). Replacing experienced and skilled government staff with Al tools, meanwhile, is neither
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straightforward nor uncontroversial. There are procedural and legal implications for Al that provides
incorrect information to people. There are privacy and data security implications depending on how and
where these tools collect, process and store data, as well as accountability concerns if the decisions
and processes by which decisions are made are not auditable.

As we have detailed in an article for Policy Options, Canada must expand its idea of digital sovereignty
beyond data centres as Canada relies heavily on U.S. technology companies, including those in social
media, online commerce, search, cloud services, content distribution networks, mobile operating
systems, and app stores. As much of Canadian digital communications infrastructure is under the
control of U.S. companies and thus potentially the U.S. government, this raises critical economic,
political and national security concerns.

Building a digital sovereignty capacity requires a comprehensive effort like that of the European Union’s
EuroStack initiative, a blueprint crafted by a coalition of European academics for a digital-sovereign
Europe across interconnected layers of technologies from semi-conductors and artificial intelligence to
cloud computing. A good start would be to emulate the Netherlands, which has plans to reduce the
country’s dependence on U.S. software and hardware by halting the use of U.S. cloud services such as
Amazon AWS for government data, creating an independent cloud service under Dutch control and
replacing U.S. tech providers with Dutch companies to service government systems.

3) Strengthen data protection and privacy laws: A key requirement for digital sovereignty is a state’s
capacity and autonomy to set and enforce rules that serve its interests and public goals. Canada’s
approach to Al must involve more than simply laying the groundwork for the rapid commercialization of
Al. Canada needs laws to protect people who don’t want their books, artistic creations, social media
content, and personal information from being siphoned up by Al companies which also operate in
defiance of copyright law. Canada’s Al Strategy and, more broadly, its digital sovereignty strategy
requires a comprehensive set of laws governing data protection, including privacy, data localization,
taxation, competition, intellectual property, and cultural policy, as well as regulations relating to
procurement and data centre-related water and energy consumption.

Implementing the necessary legislation will not be easy. The Trump administration, along with the U.S.
tech sector, has been pressuring Canadian legislators to weaken or even abolish laws that the firms
find burdensome and costly. Under this pressure, Prime Minister Carney dumped the Digital Services
Tax, with absolutely no benefit to Canada, at least at the writing of this submission. Any future
legislation the Canadian government proposes will have to survive considerable pressure from the U.S.
government and U.S. technology firms.

4) Respect Indigenous data sovereignty: An integral component of digital sovereignty in Canada
must be Indigenous data sovereignty. Indigenous groups in Canada have long been at the forefront of
establishing Indigenous data sovereignty processes. Any Al strategy will have to respect principles of
Indigenous data sovereignty, which will include prohibiting Al tools from accessing, crawling and
claiming ownership over content related to Indigenous peoples, lands, cultures and knowledge.

5) Recognize Al’s massive water and energy consumption: A key part of the Canadian
government’s Al strategy appears to be building large data centres in Canada, including a MoU with the
Toronto-San Francisco headquartered firm Cohere and a recent announcement of a deal with the
United Arab Emirates. Unstated in these announcements are that data centres consume enormous
quantities of clean potable water and energy. A typical Al data centre uses as much electricity as
100,000 households, according to the International Energy Agency. Data centres also consume billions
of gallons of water for systems to keep computer hardware cool. Dr. Mél Hogan, Associate Professor,
Department of Film and Media at Queen’s University has published on data centres’ water
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consumption. In a time of climate crisis, when much of Canada is already facing “abnormally-dry”
drought conditions, according to the Canadian Drought Monitor at Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, it
is extremely risky to build massive data centres without considering how this will affect ongoing
droughts.

As seen in the United States and elsewhere, should Canada build Al data centres, there will be clashes
with the local communities over the centres’ massive water consumption. We should also expect
electricity prices to rise, as they have where data centres are straining energy grids, which will
dramatically decrease Canadians’ support for hosting data centres.

6) Consult broadly for expert views: In principle we welcome the government’s announcement of an
Al Strategy Task Force. However, we critique the relative narrowness of the team’s expertise with its
disproportionate focus on computer science and business leaders with little expertise in the social
science and humanities where much of the research examining the social, environmental and ethical
implications of Al is being undertaken. We agree with the assessment of Dr. Teresa Scassa, Canada
Research Chair in Information Law and Policy, in her recent blog post that the task force members lack
expertise in labour and employment issues, the ethical and social science dimensions of Al, and the
environmental issues related to Al. Further, we question the 30-day timeframe. Very little of substance
can be accomplished in thirty days, leading us to suspect that the government already has already
determined its Al priorities and the task force is little more than a public relations exercise.

7) Take public consultations seriously: Returning to our first point, the Canadian government has a
bad track record of rushed and partial public consultations on technology, including but not limited to
the government’s Fall 2025 policy consultation. In 2023, we wrote an article in The Conversation
outlining the government’s mistakes in its rushed consultation processes on issues ranging from social
media harms, Canadian culture and online news to the right-to-repair of software-connected devices,
and artificial intelligence. A key problem as we wrote then that persists now, is a superficial engagement
with the public in contrast with extensive discussions with industry groups. A one-month consultation for
the public to weigh in on the future of Al in Canada and its governance is grossly insufficient. As
inspiring as this people’s consultation is, it shouldn’t be left to civil society to do the work of government.
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