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OPEN LETTER TO THE MINISTER OF ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND DIGITAL
INNOVATION EXPRESSING SERIOUS CONCERNS ABOUT THE “NATIONAL SPRINT”
CONSULTATION ON Al STRATEGY
(For posting to the People’s Consultation on Al)

November 6, 2025

VIA EMAIL ministeraidi-ministreiain@ised-isde.qgc.ca
COPY TO ised-isde@ised-isde.qc.ca

The Honourable Evan Solomon

Minister of Artificial Intelligence and Digital Innovation
House of Commons

Ottawa, ON K1A 0A6

Government of Canada Al Strategy Task Force
Innovation, Science and Economic Development Canada (ISED)

Re: Serious Concerns about the “National Sprint” on Al Strategy
Dear Minister Solomon, and Members of the Government of Canada Al Strategy Task Force,

“Building digital sovereignty [is] the most pressing policy and democratic issue of our
time.”

You opened your speech at the All In conference on September 24 with these words, declaring
it to be a core “mission” of your government. | and other Canadians concerned with our
country’s vulnerability to US tech giants and President Trump’s aggressive attitude toward
Canada welcome this announcement.

You encouragingly called for “a meaningful Canadian sovereign [internet] backbone,” the ability
to build a future digital economy free from coercion and the strength to work with global
partners.

So far, so good. However, your first concrete step, the October 1 launch of a “30-Day National
Sprint” to refresh Canada’s Artificial Intelligence (Al) Strategy, immediately undermined the call.
The most glaring lapses of this initiative are the lack of genuine public participation, and putting
the Al cart before the digital sovereignty horse. Digital sovereignty strategy should drive Al
strategy, not the other way around.

It is difficult to regard this Al strategy ‘sprint’ as living up to the ideals of democratic policy
making, especially given its brevity. As listed on the Consulting with Canadians website the
sprint was supposed to address the following: “Copyright/Trademarks/Patents | Economy |
Economic development | Education | Foreign affairs | Human resources | Private sector | Public
safety | Science and technology | Trade | Training and careers.” Even this long list doesn’t
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adequately name the full gamut of prominent policy issues now swirling around Al, such as
human rights, civil liberties, cultural preservation, democratic expression and governance,
environmental degradation, and national security and sovereignty. How is 30 days anywhere
near enough for effective deliberation over the range of thorny questions that Al poses?

When | raised concerns about the limited time and scope of this sprint with a senior ISED official
he dismissed them in a way that implied an overly narrow conception of both the relevant
stakeholders and issues. Noting that those familiar with the Al policy issues would by now have
already worked out their position, he suggested that 30 days should be sufficient time for them
to make a submission. Certainly there are many who have been directly involved in Al policy
development over the years and are well positioned to learn about the sprint announcement and
respond promptly. However, there are many, many more who are and will be affected in their
lives by Al deployment, who have important contributions to make, but have yet to be heard
from. Some will respond to the consultation, but most will need to be actively sought out and
encouraged to make their views known, with assurances that they will be listened to for the first
time.

Reflecting this bias, the sprint’s open “consultation,” inviting Canadians to fill out an online
survey, is similarly ill-suited to reflecting the diversity of experiences and perspectives on Al.
Vital guestions are missing. Civil society responses are presumed to be confined to the narrow
category of “privacy advocate,” effectively excluding those organizations focussing on any other
of the many concerns that Al raises, such as freedom of expression, democratic governance,
workplace disruption, corporate monopolization, gender based violence and environmental
degradation, to name just a few. Furthermore, the survey creators appear uninterested in
respondents’ experiences with Al. Unlike OpenMedia’s recent Community Survey on Al, which
asks informants how often they use Al and for what purposes, ISED’s survey asks nothing of the
kind, making it impossible to systematically correlate the views Canadians express with what
may have shaped those views.

The accompanying 26 member Al Strategy Task Force is packed with accomplished individuals,
but also stacked in favour of rapid adoption and commercialization of Al technologies. Some
members are already beneficiaries of government Al funding with more standing to gain
financially from Al advancement. This raises potential conflicts of interest that have gone
unacknowledged. At the same time there were no representatives of civil society, nor any with
evident expertise in such key issue areas as employment, the environment, children’s advocacy,
human rights, and other societal implications.

Another obstacle to effective public participation is the very short notice before the sprint, just
one week, and the lack of background materials that would help Canadians not already in the Al
policy orbit to get better oriented to the issues at stake. | expect that you would respond by
saying the urgency of the situation precluded such preparations. This unfortunately is
reminiscent of the circumstances surrounding the introduction of the Al and Data Act (AIDA) in
2022. At that time, without any prior public consultation or even notice, AIDA was tacked onto
the earlier and unrelated attempt to update Canada’s private sector legislation through Bill C-27,
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the Digital Charter Implementation Act. Then ISED Minister Champagne excused this absence
of consultation on the basis that Al regulation was so urgent that the government couldn’t afford
the delay. However, the government then allowed the Bill to languish in Parliament for 14
months before the first Committee hearings. These began in turmoil with the Minister
announcing that there would be major amendments, but that he wouldn’t reveal them until a
significantly later date.

Three years later you appear to be following a similar path and thereby contributing to erratic
policymaking. One would hope that over this period ISED has learned some lessons about the
importance of genuine consultation, and had the time to prepare Canadians for a serious Al
strategy discussion.

Canadians need well-grounded background materials

When developing policy in a complex arena, good democratic deliberative practice calls for
governments to produce a ‘white paper,’ a carefully researched document that explains a
particular issue, why it is important and for whom, and sets out reasoned policy options. Not
only has ISED yet to produce a white paper, it did not prepare any other helpful background
studies. An independent evaluation of its prior Pan-Canadian Artificial Intelligence Strateqy,
launched 8 years ago, or a well-argued rationale for the $2.4B commitment to Al Sovereign
Compute, or an accessible guide to the Al strategies of comparator nations would all represent
valuable starting points. Their absence strongly suggests that ISED currently lacks the
necessary capacity to be trusted to take the lead in this policy area.

ISED celebrates selected Al ‘success’ stories, but has offered no carefully researched studies
that demonstrate the value of widespread adoption of Al applications across the Canadian
economy. Nor does it provide a more general justification for why it is so convinced that
Canada’s economic future hinges on rapid Al development and adoption. Like most other
government and industry promoters in this policy arena, the government treats the economic
benefits of Al as self-evident, the global expansion of Al as inevitable, Al supremacy as a race
with few winners and many losers, and advancement of the domestic Al industry as a national
imperative.

Few would deny that the current wave of Al innovation based on neural-network inspired
machine learning techniques represents a significant technological breakthrough, or that they
may be applied fruitfully in specific application domains. However, we need to treat the
abundant hyperbolic claims of Al's applicability for solving a wide range of pressing social and
economic problems with sober skepticism. A cluster of thorny issues needs to be confronted
before a government charged with advancing the public interest places big bets with taxpayer
funds on the long term viability of the Al project. In addition to the safety, privacy and
bias/discrimination issues that the government already acknowledges and is taking some
positive steps to address, there are additional well-known challenges that the government
needs to consider and weigh against Al’'s perceived benefits. Here are some of the prominent
concerns that deserve attention:
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The Al industry is currently experiencing a financial “bubble.” According to recent
Guardian reporting, “The Bank of England has warned there is a growing risk of a
“sudden correction” in global markets as it raises concerns about soaring valuations of
leading Al tech companies. As Governor of the Bank of Canada during the 2008
financial crisis due to the US housing bubble bursting, PM Carney will likely be especially
wary of investing further until the situation is better resolved.

Claims for significant productivity improvement across the economy are not well
substantiated. Recent research reports conducted across a range of workplaces indicate
that Al adoption seldom leads to significant productivity gains and that many managers
are investing in Al more from fear of missing out (FOMO) than from seeing positive
returns. A recent major MIT report found that 95% of companies that invested in
generative Al did not profit at all from the investment. (The paper found that enterprise
grade Al systems “fail due to brittle workflows, lack of contextual learning, and
misalignment with day-to-day operations.”) Has ISED taken this into account in making
optimistic projections of Al's salutary effects on the Canadian economy?

Even without major productivity gains overall or massive layoffs, there is still the potential
for widespread employment disruption, as Stats Can pointed out in its 2024 report
“‘Experimental Estimates of Potential Artificial Intelligence Occupational Exposure in
Canada.” StatsCan concluded that “on average, about 60% of employees in Canada
could be exposed to Al-related job transformation”.

Another economic sector where Al application is seen as potentially profitable is in
advertising, or mass persuasion more generally. But such activities are understood to
often be detrimental socially. There are clear signs that Al is amplifying the torrent of
commercial and political advertising, much of it misleading and even harmful. At the
same time the growing popularity of individualized ‘companion’ chatbots, designed
specifically to persuasively mimic caring for their human interlocutors, appears to be
undermining the mental health of young people. At the recent Attention Forum you
spoke at, you may have learned about the tragic teenager suicide allegedly induced by
the popular Companion.Al chatbot. In light of the growing recognition that the unfettered
rise of social media has had negative societal effects, greater caution, rather than
acceleration, is called for in the current Al rush.

The leading large language models (LLMs) at the core of the current Al industry are built
on a foundation of massive amounts of dodgy data, especially in legal terms. In the rush
for preeminence and venture capital, the largest Al companies have ingested most of the
digitally-encoded information in existence. This includes vast swathes of internet data of
dubious quality and legality. Most controversially, much of this data was captured without
regard to the intellectual property or privacy rights of its creators. The result has been
high profile court cases raising fundamental issues about the legitimacy of Al training
data that remain unresolved.

An inherent property of LLM generated outputs, whether they be decisions,
recommendations, predictions or synthetic content (e.g. text, images, audio or video) is
their lack of reliable veracity. Even models trained on carefully curated data have no
understanding of the meaning of their outputs, nor can they offer a precise account of
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how they were generated. This leads to incorrect results, aka ‘hallucinations’, even in
quite elementary situations, which show no sign of disappearing even with the most
advanced models, such as GPT5.

- This lack of reliability and accountability may not matter in low stakes situations, but is
highly problematic where Al models are used to make predictions or recommendations
that can affect the life chances of individuals, such as in employment hiring, granting
loans, judicial sentencing, setting parole, admitting to higher education, security
screening, and so on. The authorities making decisions in such settings are
conventionally expected to offer a reasoned account, subject to due process appeal.
While prevailing practices often do not live up to this ideal, complex, unexplainable Al
systems worsen this situation when it should be ameliorated.

- The current wave of Al implementation greatly expands the resource consumption and
carbon footprint of the tech sector. The surge in developing large-scale data centres to
support the compute requirements of generative Al is putting a strain on electricity and
water supplies in many communities. Furthermore, data centre energy consumption in
aggregate is contributing to an increase in greenhouse emissions globally and setting
back the transition to environmental sustainability.

- The elephant in the room is the outsized role that the US tech giants play in driving Al
developments as well as the public discourse. Now valued in the trillions, leading Al
companies wield inordinate political and economic power, acting unaccountably in their
self-interest, with no evident regard for the public interest. This should be of great
concern to all governments, but particularly the Canadian government. Promoting Al in
its current form risks deepening dependence on these giants while undermining
Canadian sovereignty.

- Whatever the benefits of Al may be, they come with significant financial and other costs.
Not to be overlooked are the lost opportunity costs. What other potential areas of
investment in the Canadian economy has ISED taken into consideration before
prioritizing the Al industry as much as it has?

To the extent that the government acknowledges any of these issues it regards them as
secondary to the expansionist imperative, to be mitigated through reassuring public relations
messaging or through regulation some time in the future, preferably interfering as little as
possible with private sector “innovation.” Unless Canada is much more forthcoming about why it
regards Al as so central to its economic future, taking account of the realistic benefits and
foreseeable downsides, it will fail to earn Canadians’ trust and fall far short of achieving the
Consultations’s Vision statement, “[to] be the world's leader in responsible and secure Al.”

Digital sovereignty strategy before Al strategy

Beyond its deliberative shortcomings, the Al sprint detracts from your government’s pursuit of
its “most pressing” mission - to build Canada’s digital sovereignty. While you position refreshing
Canada’s Al strategy as part of the government’s priority mission, it will not address in any
significant way Canada’s problematic over-dependence on US big tech. The Al layer of our
national digital ecosystem is being constructed on a much, much larger assemblage of existing
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services, devices, data bases, algorithms and physical infrastructure that Canadians rely on
daily which are largely governed from the U.S. Reclaiming the structural power required for
achieving sovereignty means Canadian control over data routing, storage, cloud services,
content distribution networks (CDNs), social networks, e-commerce platforms, advertising
technology (aka the adtech stack), digital identity authentication/verification and internet
services more generally.

Without control over these core elements, there will be no digital independence or effective
resistance to pressure from Google, Amazon, Microsoft, and their ilk. Even building
multi-layered “sovereign Al” capacity, including compute, data and cloud resources, is unlikely to
mitigate the threats to Canada’s much larger digital infrastructure.

The consultation on Al Strategy is framed entirely around advancing Al, with scant consideration
of these other vital components of Canada’s digital ecosystem. For instance there are no
questions addressed to such obvious issues as: how would Al investments diminish Canadian
dependence on foreign tech firms in other layers of digital infrastructure; or what are the
possible tradeoffs between investing in Al versus these other areas; or how could Al
investments avoid creating further dependence on US big tech enterprises, such as Nvidia and
Coreweave? This is because the sprint frames digital sovereignty as a secondary consideration,
when instead a well articulated digital sovereignty strategy should frame a more specific Al
strategy.

All of this suggests that this sprint exercise is mainly consultation theatre, designed to legitimize
what is already the industry ministry’s implicit strategy of letting Al insiders drive the agenda.
Furthermore it risks pre-empting other potentially competing demands for resources that might
arguably strengthen digital sovereignty more effectively or efficiently. Advancing Canada’s digital
sovereignty is a long-term undertaking that will call for well-informed policy making, major public
investment and active involvement of Canadians.

In an open letter to Prime Minister Carney and relevant ministers including yourself, Canadians
for Digital Sovereignty call for an overhaul of Canada's digital policies, prioritizing 14 action
measures. Foremost among them is initiating a genuine, inclusive national dialogue based on a
clear understanding of digital sovereignty in all its dimensions, including what it means for
Canadians, the threats they currently face, and how to overcome them.

As Alex Himelfarb, former Clerk of the Privy Council recently noted in relation to advancing
Canadian sovereignty more generally: “Transparency with and engagement of Canadians in the
big choices we are making is not nice to have. It's a moral and practical imperative” (p.122)

In this case, engaging Canadians could begin with a concise definition of digital sovereignty akin
to the one you mentioned at the All In conference, such as “the effective ability of Canadians to
shape their digital infrastructures and services in their own interests free from external
interference.”
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Anchored in a digital sovereignty framework, this dialogue should include Indigenous rights
holders and equity-deserving communities as well as bring to bear all relevant perspectives and
expertise. This will require proactive measures to enable the active participation of stakeholders
that have not been well represented in the digital policy discussions to date. Notably this means
the full range of ‘end users’ in their various roles as citizens, workers, consumers, artists,
entrepreneurs, caregivers, etc. In parallel to this sectoral approach, citizens assemblies offer a
complementary process. This could build on lessons from the successful Canadian Citizens’
Assemblies on Democratic Expression (CADE).

Given the wide range of issues raised, such a long overdue engagement should not be led by a
single ministry. Instead | hope that you will work with your cabinet colleagues on a
whole-of-government approach. The government will need to show that it has done its
homework, by providing independent, expertly researched background studies and alternative
policy directions that can help Canadians better understand the issues at stake and what a
more (digitally) sovereign Canada can mean to them.

Tackling “the most pressing policy and democratic issue of our time” in this genuinely
deliberative manner will certainly take longer than a 30 day sprint, but will be much better suited
to developing a long term digital strategy that earns the respect and trust of Canadians. The
expense of such a public dialogue pales in comparison to the billions committed to Al
investment so far and potentially still to come.

I look forward to hearing from you or your officials to continue this conversation.

Sincerely,

WW

Andrew Clement

Professor Emeritus, Faculty of Information

University of Toronto

andrew.clement@utoronto.ca
https://ischool.utoronto.ca/faculty-profile/andrew-clement/

Co-founder of Canadians for Digital Sovereianty.

Residence:
610 Annas Drive
Salt Spring Island, BC V8K 2W9
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