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Executive Summary
Artificial intelligence is emerging as a transformative technology, and is likely to
grow ever more ubiquitous in the coming years. On the immediate horizon, experts in
many fields foresee autonomous systems taking over activities that are central to daily
life, and that previously could be done only by humans--from driving cars to diagnosing
medical conditions to producing works of art and beyond.
As big data and autonomous systems become predominant, legal and political
scrutiny is ramping up as well. This paper calls for a new federal authority to build the
capacities necessary to govern these technologies. To be clear, this does not mean a
new overarching regulator that would replace existing agencies, as sector-specific
regulation of autonomous systems will almost certainly continue. Nor do we propose the
immediate creation of a sweeping new rulemaking regime. Instead, the new authority
would build and provide expertise and experience in AI for the rest of the government,
which will be essential for at least five concrete priorities:
1. Boosting Sector-Specific Regulators and Confronting Overarching Policy
Challenges Raised by AI. While sector-specific regulators will inevitably lead on
the regulation of AI in many specific industries, there are drawbacks to relying
solely on their narrow mandates, such as the risk of tunnel vision. An AI authority
would help sector-specific regulators confront major repeatable policy challenges
that cut across their domains, such as fairness, transparency, accountability,
privacy, and human autonomy. This will be especially crucial given AI’s welldocumented and inherent potential for exploitation and disempowerment. Given
the unpredictability, opacity, and power of current-generation AI, any individual
can be mistreated within a larger automated system, and many historicallyvulnerable groups face the most severe risks and harms. To ensure that the
enormous potential benefits of AI accrue broadly across our society, government
must build more capacity to protect fundamental rights at stake.
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2. Protecting Public Values in Government Procurement and Implementation of AI.
Governments are already implementing AI in all sorts of specific ways, but public
procurement of autonomous systems raises unique challenges, such as how to
effectuate public policy goals in AI design, and how to avoid unique risks of lockin with AI vendors. An AI authority would be an indispensable advisor on public
AI projects, ensuring that other parts of the government follow best practices with
public AI projects (for example, to allow for sufficient transparency to the public)
and avoid common pitfalls in their relationships with the private sector.
3. Attracting AI Practitioners to Civil Service, and Building Centralized and Durable
AI Expertise Within Government. Other federal government agencies, as well as
states and localities, do not have the resources to succeed at this on their own.
And even if they did, their expertise will often be isolated, unavailable to other
agencies. A new AI authority would build a cadre of AI experts and repeatable
experience on many different policy issues, consulting and coordinating with
other parts of the government and boosting its capacities as a whole.
4. Identifying Major Gaps in the Laws and Regulatory Frameworks that Govern AI.
An AI authority would be crucial in identifying major policy issues that do not fit
well (or at all) into existing laws and jurisdictions. For example, AI is likely to raise
overarching questions and problems for both liability and discrimination law. An
AI authority could also prepare the government for even larger, long-term policy
challenges, such as the possible economic disruption caused by AI, and the
safety concerns raised by general AI, if and when it develops.
5. Coordinating Strategies and Priorities for International AI Governance. Many
other governments, including China, are pouring resources and attention into AI.
An AI authority would assess international policy priorities in AI, and defend
American interests and values as the technology and governance of AI continues
to evolve around the world.
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Introduction
Today, artificial intelligence is used to detect heart attacks. Hire new workers.
Translate intricate texts. Drive cars. Predict crime and deploy more police to a
neighborhood. Take customer service calls. Review tax returns. Decide which news,
products and search results we see online. And much, much more.
Over the next decade, AI will become ever more intertwined with our economy,
our society, our government, and our daily lives. Top executives at the world’s biggest
technology firms describe AI in reverential terms: as the “new electricity,”1 “the most
significant development in computing in my lifetime,”2 and “one of the most important
things that humanity is working on.”3 According to one forecast, seventy percent of
companies will be operating an AI system by 2030, boosting economic output by $13
trillion.4 China, the European Union, and many other countries have announced national
strategies on artificial intelligence, investing billions in research and commercialization.
In the United States, the Defense Department just announced another $2 billion in
research funding for AI,5 and government officials from both parties have spoken about
AI’s “potential to disrupt every sector of society in both anticipated and unanticipated
ways.”6
As AI becomes ever more ubiquitous, it will inevitably demand more resources
and attention from government -- both in regulating AI in the private sector and in
implementing AI directly in the public sector. But the current generation of artificial
intelligence poses profound and novel challenges for governance. Broadly speaking, AI
is different from other information technologies in at least three crucial respects:
1. Emergence: by its very nature, AI behaves in unpredictable ways, not fully
planned or foreseen by humans. As the law professor Ryan Calo explains, this
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“can lead to solutions no human would have come to on her own,” with
“something approaching creativity.”7
2. Opacity: the emergent capabilities of today’s AI systems are based primarily on
machine learning algorithms, which draw dense webs of association,
interpretation, and inference among massive amounts of data, building models
for prediction and decision making in comparable situations. The scale and
complexity of these models are typically beyond full human comprehension. And
as algorithmic systems grow ever more complicated, and even begin to interact
with each other, the result may be software that “no one can fully understand.”8
3. Power over human behavior: while other information technologies can certainly
exert powerful influence over humans, the potential capabilities of AI are on a
different level. AI can make precise predictions about what a person will and will
not do in a given situation, and tailor its interactions accordingly. In many
instances, this could allow AI to manipulate our choices and behavior without our
full awareness.
For AI systems with these core characteristics, government may have significant trouble
applying existing legal and administrative regimes, which evolved to govern humans
instead of unpredictable and autonomous machines.
The enormous potential of artificial intelligence is hard to dispute. If it achieves
even half of what many AI optimists expect, these systems could generate enormous
wealth and productivity, supercharging human capabilities and freeing us to pursue
more rewarding lives and relationships. But along with this promise comes major risks,
especially for the most marginalized and vulnerable in our society. It is not an
exaggeration to say that AI has an inherent potential for exploitation and
disempowerment. The recent history of big data and algorithmic decision-making is full
of examples and evidence of systematic bias and discrimination. Even if unintended by
their designers, AI systems have disfavored female applicants to a medical school,
mistakenly predicted recidivism more often for black offenders than for whites, directed
resources for road repair away from poorer neighborhoods, and made it less likely that
7
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women would be shown advertisements for higher-paying jobs. Any individual can be
misjudged and mistreated by artificial intelligence, but the record to date indicates that it
is significantly more likely to happen to the less powerful, who also have less recourse
to do anything about it.
Ultimately, these questions invoke fundamental rights and values, which are far
more than just technical matters or the exclusive domain of engineers and technology
firms. As the owners and operators of dominant AI systems become more and more like
digital sovereigns, we risk ceding self-determination, both individually and as a
democracy.
Five Central Challenges in the Governance of Artificial Intelligence
that Call for a New AI Authority
1. Boosting Sector-Specific Regulators and Confronting Overarching Policy
Challenges Raised by AI
Artificial intelligence is already prevalent in many different industries, and as the
capabilities and applications of AI continue to grow, it will reach ever more broadly into
our society, our economy, and in daily life. In this way, we can compare the growth and
ubiquity of AI to the rise of the internet towards the end of the last century. In the latter
case, what began as an obscure network for a few government departments and
academics steadily evolved over time, to the point today that it is scarcely possible to
think of a part of life that it has not transformed in some major way. Although the precise
timeline and milestones may vary in unpredictable ways, we should expect the same
transformation and ubiquity from autonomous systems.
As AI reaches new fields and activities, it will reach into the domains of an evergreater number of existing, “sector-specific” government agencies and jurisdictions. This
has long been the model for much of the administrative state. While there are many
important laws of general application, the twentieth century saw enormous growth in the
number and importance sector-specific regulators, which were necessary to confront
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the increasingly complicated and specialized policymaking questions raised by an
advanced economy.
We should expect the primacy of sector-specific regulation to continue in the age
of AI. Concepts such as big data, algorithmic decision-making, and artificial intelligence
encompass a multitude of technologies and applications, defying easy categorization or
broad policy unity. As Andrew Burt argues, “regulating an assemblage of technology we
can’t clearly define is a recipe for poor laws and even worse technology.”9 Furthermore,
many of the policy concerns and priorities will vary from field to field--indeed, they may
not even be predictable until autonomous applications are brought to market. For
example, self-driving cars may raise one set of concerns focused on traffic safety, while
the use of AI by financial institutions may raise entirely different questions focused on
market stability and fairness. Many of these situations would be best addressed--and in
any case, will be addressed--by the existing sector-specific regulators. As the Office of
Science and Technology Policy reported after soliciting public comments on AI policy,
“the general consensus … was that broad regulation of AI research or practice would be
inadvisable at this time,” and instead supported the “adaptation” of existing regulation
“to account for the effects of AI.”10
However, even if sector-specific regulation of AI is both necessary and inevitable,
it also has significant shortcomings. First, as described above, individual agencies may
lack the technical capacities necessary to work with complex technologies and do their
jobs. Second, many sector-specific regulators will be prone to “tunnel vision”--becoming
“unduly focused on carrying out their narrow mission without attention to broader side
effects of regulatory choices.”11 For example, as is evident from its name, the primary
mission of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration is to make cars safer and
less crash-prone. We shouldn’t expect NHTSA to give equal weight to other priorities,
such as environmental impact and competition in the automotive industry--indeed, we
would probably object if it did. Tunnel vision becomes especially relevant when a
specialized agency takes the lead on a multifaceted problem, without other agencies to
9
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represent competing views and priorities. Regulators will often need to strike the right
balance between competing legitimate priorities--for example, protecting privacy versus
enabling competition through more open data. There are strong reasons to doubt that
many sector-specific regulators will excel at this on their own.
Although AI policy questions will vary by sector and application, there are also
core problems that are endemic to autonomous systems, and that will pop up in many
different contexts. Sector-specific regulators will often be at a disadvantage when
confronting these overarching issues. They may be unable to access the relevant
knowledge and experience accumulated elsewhere in the government, and may not
preserve or translate the lessons to be learned from their own work.12 As a matter of
efficiency, disparate agencies may spend more time and money working out different
solutions to a common problem, compared to what a single agency would formulate as
a repeatable approach. Furthermore, piecemeal regulation of the same essential issue
could create a “thicket” of inconsistent judgments and mandates, creating more
difficulties for the developers of autonomous systems.13
This is where a new AI authority would come in. To be clear, this paper is not
calling for an overarching regulator and/or vast new legal authority over AI to supplant
existing sector-specific agencies. Instead of regulating on its own, the new body would
primarily consult with and advise existing regulators when they confront AI applications
within their domains. This assistance could be crucial both for industry-specific
regulators (e.g., NHTSA for transportation or the FAA for Aviation) as well as for
agencies that focus on particular policy concerns across multiple sectors (such as DHS
for cybersecurity or USPTO for intellectual property). As an example of the latter, take
the Federal Trade Commission, which enforces consumer protection laws of general
applicability. There are strong reasons to expect that the FTC should continue to lead
on many consumer protection issues raised by AI, both now and in the future.14 But just
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as the FTC already coordinates with and relies upon the specialized expertise of many
other agencies,15 it would do the same with an AI authority.16
Such coordination and advice could be especially crucial for common challenges
in AI governance that arise across sector-specific boundaries. We should expect these
sorts of transcendent issues to predominate with AI, in part because the emergent
behavior in autonomous systems often will not be easily analogous to human behavior
and decision-making, adding novelty and uncertainty to policy questions.17 Even if we
put aside the future challenges that may be raised by general artificial intelligence, and
focus only on the immediate issues raised by machine learning and other AI
technologies already in use today, there is a wide range of common questions that will
emerge across different sectors, in which the expertise and coordination of an AI
authority will be paramount. Here are several of the most important.
Fairness. Foremost among public concerns about AI are fears of “bias” in its
formulation, implementation and outcomes. These worries are not hypothetical. The
recent history of big data and machine learning is full of discriminatory predictions and
disparate impacts, often mirroring historical patterns of marginalization (based on race,
gender, income, geography, and so on). For example:
•

An algorithm for medical school admissions “screened out qualified female and
minority applicants because it was trained on the decisions made previously by a
biased admissions board.”18

•

Facial recognition software made errors in less than 1 percent of cases when
identifying the gender of white men, but was wrong about dark-skinned women
up to 34 percent of the time.19
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•

A smartphone application in Boston identified potholes for repairs based on the
accelerometers in residents’ smartphones, but overlooked the likelihood that
“systematic differences in smartphone ownership” would result in undercounting
of road problems in poorer neighborhoods.20

•

An employee recruiting system developed by Amazon taught itself to “downgrade
resumes with the word ‘women’s’ in them, and to assign lower scores to
graduates of two women-only colleges.”21

•

An image recognition system labeled photographs of women in typical American
wedding dresses as “bride” and “wedding” while labeling photographs of
traditionally-dressed Indian brides as “performance art” and “costume.”22

•

A risk assessment system for criminal cases wrongly predicted that black
defendants would commit another offense “at almost twice the rate as white
defendants,” who were “mislabeled as low risk more often than black
defendants.”23
Harmful and unfair biases in AI will vary tremendously in practice, and can arise

from many different sources. For example, in some situations, bias will primarily come in
the form of unintended or neglected flaws in the technology and/or inputs of AI, such as
when a machine learning system relies on data is inaccurate or misleading for a
minority population.24 Such concerns have already emerged in many existing systems
that rely on big data to make decisions. “Training data can be incomplete, biased or
otherwise skewed, often drawing on limited and non-representative samples that are
poorly defined before use.”25 For example, multiple investigations of the risk
assessment systems used in both pre-trial and post-trial criminal proceedings have
found that they are based on data in which defendants “with different demographic
characteristics have systematically different likelihoods of apprehension and different
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sentencing intensities.”26 As Carol Rose of the ACLU of Massachusetts explains:
“Disfavored communities and people of color who historically have been targeted for
government scrutiny too often bear the brunt of dangers posed by these new
technologies.”27
In other situations, harmful bias may be more a matter of AI giving improper
weight to certain factors, or ignoring larger rights and values. Even when an
autonomous system myopically selects an “accurate” way to measure or maximize
some narrow goal programmed into it, it may ignore or undervalue fundamental rights or
ethical principles, rendering both its processes and its outcomes illegitimate. For
example, in the context of criminal risk assessments, a machine learning system trying
to predict recidivism might begin to weigh many attributes that would normally be out of
bounds, such as “unemployment, marital status, age, education, finances,
neighborhood, and family background, including family members’ criminal history.” Even
if the system might find some of these factors as predictive and therefore useful to its
programmed goal, this does not mean that it is fair or wise use them in sentencing an
individual defendant, especially if they reflect and reinforce structural inequities that
made that person more vulnerable to begin with.28
An AI authority could build crucial expertise in the various manifestations of bias,
helping other regulators to clarify which specific forms of bias are most at play in their
particular industries and decisions, and apply the most appropriate corrections and
safeguards. Many sector-specific regulators may struggle with such questions on their
own, especially because issues of AI bias have major technical dimensions. For
instance, in some machine learning systems, hidden bias may primarily come from
tainted training data, whereas in other instances harmful discrimination may derive from
a system’s logical processes of “feature selection” (determining which variables are at
play in a given decision, and what weight to give them).29 In other instances, bias may
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be a problem of “masking,” in which the humans who design or implement a system use
its complexities to both accomplish and hide some discriminatory purpose.30
Privacy. In recent years, digital privacy has soared in the public consciousness
and on the agendas of many policymakers and regulators, both in the United States and
around the world. Artificial intelligence will only bring more scrutiny. Recent
breakthroughs in machine learning technologies are in large part a story of data
collection.31 As the types and quantities of training data grow exponentially, the
capabilities of machine learning expand into more and more industries and walks of life.
Because current-generation AI depends upon and is often inseparable from
underlying and ongoing data collection, it raises a core set of privacy risks that will cut
across many different contexts and applications:
● AI drives demand for data. As companies, governments, and other critical
institutions implement AI, they will have powerful incentives to collect more and
more data, as a system’s success will often depend on “ingesting as much
training data as possible.”32 For example, from the many emerging applications
of AI in medicine, it is easy to foresee “a world in which we’re constantly under
diagnostic surveillance” from sensors in our smartphones, furniture, cars, and
clothes. Growing demand will also make many types of data more financially
valuable to sell,33 instigating even more collection by a wide variety of
commercial entities.
● AI boosts the supply of data. As connected devices become more useful and
widely adopted with AI, data collection also expands. For example, as the AI in
digital assistants, smart speakers, and smart cameras gain more capabilities,
they will inevitably be bought by more consumers and collect data from more
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places.34 Even more importantly, AI can extract and process much more useable
data from raw sources of information—such as automating the recognition and
categorization of human faces in surveillance videos.35 And as more data is
collected, most privacy risks will multiply.36
● AI can make personal data far more revealing and insightful. Traditionally,
privacy laws and protections have distinguished more-sensitive and lesssensitive categories of personal data—such as a person’s health history and tax
records versus the car model she drives and what sports teams she roots for—
reasoning that disclosures of the former will be more harmful and thus require
tighter restrictions on collection, use, and dissemination. However, with big data
and AI, these distinctions are increasingly antiquated. As Ryan Calo explains, AI
“is increasingly able to derive the intimate from the available,” meaning that
“freely shared information of seeming innocence – where you ate lunch, for
example, or what you bought at the grocery store – can lead to insights of a
deeply sensitive nature.”37 For example, one AI system learned to predict
household income, race, education, and voting behavior based on the car
models parked at an address on Google Street View.38 Such insights deepen
further when AI can draw on multiple sources of useful data, making connections
and inferences on a scale well beyond any humans capabilities.
● AI can exercise powerful influence over human behavior. Through empirical
insights into our decisions and actions, autonomous systems can change how
they interact with us to favor one outcome over another—typically without our full
knowledge or understanding. In many cases, it is not an exaggeration to say that
34
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AI may come to know us better than we know ourselves by predicting our
behavior more accurately, and finding ways to influence it that we may neither
know nor understand. The proliferation of machine learning could add up to a
world of “exquisite and hyper-targeted control”39 – for example, in workplace
systems that monitor and manage employees40 – reshaping many of the power
dynamics that govern our daily lives. This power to influence and control may be
especially harmful and intrusive if it accrues mostly to large firms and
bureaucracies, who may prioritize their own interests over the rights and agency
of those individuals who are the objects of an AI system’s predictions and
actions. Ultimately, these concerns go beyond conventional notions of privacy,
reaching fundamental questions about whether and how individual autonomy will
endure within centralized, AI-equipped systems.
An AI authority would help sector-specific regulators and other parts of
government confront these profound privacy challenges. In some instances, this will be
a matter of sharing experience with the common problems raised by particular
technologies and/or the best practices for addressing them. For example, what are the
most pressing privacy risks from natural language processing, across the many settings
in which it may be deployed (education, law enforcement, medicine, at home, etc.)?
What computational methods for minimizing privacy risks (such as techniques for
“differential privacy”41) are effective in which situations?
Beyond the technical realm, sector-specific agencies may also struggle with the
delicate balances between privacy and other competing objectives, such as:
● Making more government data available for AI. As industry and other experts call
for the government to help advance AI development by making more and better
public data available, more agencies will have to decide whether and how to
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share the data under their custody and control, and perhaps whether to collect
even more of it.42
● Requiring sufficient and useful transparency into the data inputs and/or outputs of
AI systems, and deciding who (the public, outside researchers, confidential
investigators, etc.) should get access to what information.43
● Promoting competition among AI providers in specific fields, such as through
regulations on data sharing and interoperability between different proprietary
systems — which may be necessary to prevent a dominant firm from locking in
its customers, but may also come with significant privacy and security risks.44
An AI authority could offer vital expertise and experience on these overarching privacy
questions, as they continue to emerge in different sectors and agency jurisdictions. This
will be especially important for the most vulnerable communities, which sector-specific
regulators may often misunderstand or neglect even when their privacy interests are the
most endangered.45 An AI authority should be best positioned to ring alarm bells about
major potential harms that are going unaddressed — whether from AI privacy risks,
excessive control over individual choices and opportunities, or discriminatory impacts on
discrete populations.
Overall, given that much of the near-term development of AI is focused on how it
interacts and collaborates with people, problems of privacy and self-determination will
be unavoidable.46 Rather than leaving privacy regulation in AI solely to fragmented
agencies and reactive policymaking, an AI authority could build capacity and
consistency throughout government — to identify and protect the most essential privacy
and autonomy interests at stake in AI, while also fostering its development and
successful adoption.
42
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Explainability. One of the unique and fundamental challenges raised by AI
involves how to understand what it “decides” and why. In other words, how can humans
explain and usefully understand what autonomous systems do? This is already a major
question for existing deep learning technologies, which often cannot provide meaningful
causal explanations beyond mere correlation--in other words, telling us only “what will
happen but not why.”47 Some experts have gone as far as saying that it might be
impossible to make machine learning truly explainable to humans,48 because the ways
in which they learn are “almost entirely alien.”49 Even if these predictions are overstated,
at a minimum there is significant technical difficulty in making AI explainable, with
research ongoing.50
Most significant regulations of AI will depend on making a system explainable
and understandable--in other words, accountable--in at least some way. For example, if
an AI system is used in employment decisions, to decide hiring, firing, and promotions,
then any regulation of such decisions--for example, to prevent unlawful employment
discrimination--requires some understanding of why the system acted the way it did
towards a particular employee. Given its technical complexities and uncertainties, most
sector-specific regulators will not be in a good position to confront AI explainability. The
shared expertise and experience of an AI authority would be crucial here. It would
identify the different practical types and meanings of AI explainability, and help other
agencies to determine which ones were appropriate in different contexts. In some
cases, explainability may be primarily a matter of making a system’s outcomes
consistent and predictable, whereas in others it might be necessary to show that AI
satisfied substantive and/or legal criteria for its decision-making processes.51 Crucially,
an AI authority could also help other parts of the government to formulate the correct
technical demands for AI design and/or implementation that are necessary to make a
system understandable in a specific policy context.
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Transparency and oversight. Regardless of which industry AI may be applied in
and how it is regulated, there will always be ongoing questions of how to ensure that an
autonomous system is working properly, complying with applicable laws and
regulations, and not causing hidden harms or unintended consequences. There are
many different specific methods and forms of oversight for autonomous systems, from
reviewing datasets to verifying and certifying system components and processes to
ongoing outcome testing.52 The oversight methods that are appropriate will depend
upon the technical details of a particular autonomous system along with the policy goals
at play. For example, as medical applications of AI continue to expand, health care
regulators will need specific and ongoing measurements of the safety and efficacy of AIinfluenced treatments, as well as their cost effectiveness.53 Instead of each sectorspecific regulator reinventing the wheel in coming up with their separate oversight
standards for AI, an AI authority would identify various needs and best practices, and
then assist other agencies in selecting the right tools for a given context.
Furthermore, an AI authority could also help decide the appropriate level of
public and/or stakeholder transparency for a given AI system. There are many different
dimensions of possible transparency for AI, ranging from who receives information
(public vs. some limited monitors) to the timing of disclosure (before or after AI
deployment, how frequent) to the depth and content of what information is actually
disclosed. While maximizing transparency will often be crucial to protecting the public
interest in AI behavior--for example, by allowing the humans affected by an AI system to
know that it is safe and legitimate, and how they may need to adjust their own behavior
in response--there will almost always be countervailing costs and considerations that
will weigh against full and unlimited transparency. For example, disclosure of source
code may be appropriate in some limited cases but useless and/or harmful in many
others.54 As with fairness and explainability, similar transparency and oversight
problems are likely to arise repeatedly across different sectors. An AI authority would
provide other regulators and officials with expert guidance about the extent and nature
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of transparency that is appropriate for a given situation, versus what may not be. As part
of this, the authority could help other agencies correctly assess the merits of specific
objections to transparency measures from regulated entities, which may reflect
legitimate interests but may also be a smokescreen to hobble regulators.
2. Protecting Public Values in Government Procurement and Implementation of AI
As in the private sector, applications of artificial intelligence are multiplying at all
levels of government. Today, federal, state, and local government already use machine
learning algorithms in a variety of different ways:
Types of Public

Examples

Applications
Resource Allocation

● Predictive policing systems that allocate patrol
officers to different areas within a jurisdiction
based on expected rates, types, and timing of
crimes (used in Chicago, Los Angeles, and many
other cities)55
● Flint, MI system that prioritized certain city water
pipes for replacement based on risk of lead
contamination56

Investigation

● IRS “risk-based collection model” to predict most
likely cases of tax evasion that warrant further
investigation57
● EPA ToXCast program predicts toxicity of
chemicals, identifying priorities for further testing58
● Chicago system that identifies restaurants as
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priorities for food safety inspections, based on
wide range of data including online reviews
Adjudication

● Recidivism and public safety assessment tools
used in pre-trial and sentencing decisions in
criminal cases
● Medical billing systems used to approve and deny
Medicaid claims

Infrastructure
Management

● Systems that adjust stoplight times based on
predicted traffic flows59

As autonomous systems handle a wider range of routine bureaucratic and
administrative tasks, public executives and budget committees will likely find the
productivity gains and cost-cutting possibilities irresistible. For example, automated bots
may soon take over much of the public’s direct interactions with government offices,
answering phone calls and processing applications for permits and licenses. But cost
and efficiency are not the only potential benefits of government AI. If implemented
correctly, automated analysis may improve the quality and rigor of government
decisions, unearthing antiquated assumptions, ineffective habits, and entrenched
human biases.60 And other emerging applications of AI may improve public services
and make them more widely available--for example, if autonomous driving technologies
allows buses and trains to run more frequently and reliably, or if robot tutors help
students learn more outside the classroom.61
However, the benefits of public-sector AI are far from assured, as it also brings
significant risks. As AI technologies advance, we should expect the emergent behavior
of autonomous systems to further evolve, likely in both sophistication and
unpredictability. As a result, it may be increasingly untenable to understand these
59

Id.
See Brauneis & Goodman, supra note 52, at 116.
61
See Nat’l Sci. & Tech. Council, supra note 10, at 15.
60

19

systems in terms of the conventional human processes they are replacing or
supplementing. Much of the previous managerial experience of government officials
may be irrelevant or even misleading when trying to implement AI. And similar to the
common questions that cut across sector-specific regulators in the private sector, most
public implementations of AI will confront a core set of challenges that will repeat across
different contexts. The experience and expertise of an AI authority could be
indispensable to the rest of the public sector in confronting each of the following.
Writing Public Policies and Values into Autonomous Systems. Executing public
policy and government services through autonomous systems is rarely straightforward.
To begin with, there is the threshold question of whether AI is appropriate for a
particular public function. Just because the technology may allow for AI to be used does
not necessarily mean that a government should actually use it in a given context. For
example, inherent limitations in explainability and accountability may rule out significant
reliance on AI to perform high-stakes adjudications.62 In other contexts, it may be
impossible to build enough trust in the fairness of its outcomes to achieve legitimacy
with stakeholders and the public.63
The involvement of private vendors in algorithmic design leads to another set of
dangers, including opacity, public disempowerment, and loss of accountability. Public
officials who have ceded the development of predictive algorithms to private vendors
may not participate in and may be unaware of the policy decisions that are incorporated
into those algorithms. Public employees who use the output of a predictive algorithm to
inform their decisions may not understand the design and limitations. Private
participation in public administration through algorithmic governance raises concerns
that data will be used to hurt citizens and weaken public authority. The risk is that the
corporation controlling the data and analytics occupies the command center of day-today governance while the democratically accountable officials, unable to control the
data, move to the periphery.
An AI authority would serve as an expert guardian of public prerogatives as
governments implement their own autonomous systems. One way to do this would be to
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formulate and administer rigorous review procedures that would precede major public
implementations of AI, such as the “algorithmic impact assessments” proposed by
researchers at AI Now.64
Managing Private-Sector AI Providers. A related concern is that private vendors
come to lock governments into proprietary systems. Some commentators warn that
“smart” projects are simply vehicles to sell municipalities comprehensive data
management systems owned and managed by the vendor. Service contracts can make
governments dependent on the technology provider for upgrades and ongoing
development, locking the government into proprietary technologies whose costs and
pace of innovation they cannot control. Lock-in may extend beyond technical systems to
the physical infrastructure in which they are embedded.
An AI authority could counsel other government customers about how to
minimize the risks of lock-in and other risks in their relationships with private AI vendors.
For example, if a contractor is providing a custom algorithm for a jurisdiction, then it
could be appropriate for that jurisdiction to insist on ownership, or at least on a license
for its own use and use by other jurisdictions. In all cases, government agencies should
assert ownership over reports that assess risks in that jurisdiction based on data
provided by that jurisdiction.
An AI authority should also review proposed contracts and other business
arrangements to ensure that they do not create undue barriers to a government
customer safeguarding important public values, such as transparency and due process.
Instead, governments should use their contracting powers to insist on appropriate
record creation, provision, and disclosure.
Public Accountability and Legitimacy. Accountability is a crucial issue with any
autonomous system, but it takes on particular significance in the public sector. An
algorithmic process is accountable when its stakeholders, empowered by meaningful
transparency, can intervene to effect change in the algorithm, or in its use or
implementation. In the public sphere, this entails that government actually be held
accountable by the voting public for the algorithms it deploys.65 Such accountability
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requires not perfect transparency—complete knowledge of an algorithm’s rules of
operation and process of creation and validation—but the lower standard of meaningful
transparency—knowledge sufficient to approve or disapprove of the algorithm’s
performance. Records short of the underlying computer code may suffice to provide the
necessary input. Of course, accountability in practice could well require public education
and political processes that are beyond what we can address here. But meaningful
transparency will be the necessary first step. An AI authority could prioritize
accountability in public implementations of AI, setting standards to guarantee it and
specific practices and procedures to accomplish it.
3. Building Durable and Centralized AI Expertise Within Government
Regardless of whatever policy challenges AI may bring in either the private or
public sectors, the government will need significant expertise and deliberative capacities
to handle them. This is true whether the government is implementing its own AI
systems, regulating the private sector, or negotiating with other governments on
international matters. Both technical proficiency and practical policymaking experience
will be vital. As the Office of Science and Technology Policy explained in 2016,
“[e]ffective regulation of technologies such as AI requires agencies to have in-house
technical expertise to help guide regulatory decision-making.”66 This is a matter of broad
consensus: the government needs more expertise on AI. As the IEEE argues, “the U.S.
Government does not yet have sufficient technical expertise to effectively regulate AI,”
creating a serious danger that policymaking will “fail to support innovation, adhere to
American principles, and protect public safety.”67
Unfortunately, there are many reasons to doubt that the government’s existing
structure will build enough of this capacity:
● Difficulty attracting and retaining technical experts in government service:
This is primarily a result of real-world constraints. As Ryan Calo notes,
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“[g]overnment bodies are slow to hire up and face steep competition from
industry.”68 This is a particular problem in the fields of artificial intelligence and
big data, where experts are in high demand, with many large companies
complaining of a shortage of talent.69 Nor should we expect that sector-specific
agencies with many other mandates will have the foresight or resources to hire
dedicated experts in autonomous systems.
● The inefficiencies of fragmented expertise: In the face of increasingly complex
AI systems, individual agencies may lack the technical capacities necessary to
understand the technology and do their jobs. But even if a sector-specific agency
can survive a learning curve on some particular issue, the expertise and
experience it gains will often be unavailable in practice to the rest of the
government.
● The risks of private-sector advice and influence: while AI policymaking will
necessarily rely on the input of experts and stakeholders from industry,
academia, and civil society, there are inherent risks if the government grows too
reliant on outside advice. For-profit AI firms, especially those with entrenched
connections in Washington, will often lobby the government primarily to advance
their own narrow interests, which may skew presentation of the relevant facts
and have little-to-no regard for the long-term.70 Without substantial expertise of
its own, government agencies and legislators will rarely be able to sort through
the cacophony of arguments and advice.
● The limitations of state and local governments: all of the above problems are
compounded at the state and local levels. States and localities will face many of
the same complexities and common issues as their federal counterparts in
dealing with an economy that increasingly relies on AI, while also implementing
systems of their own. But compared to the federal government, states and
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localities have even fewer resources and smaller budgets, worse prospects for
hiring experts of their own, and even higher risks of fragmented capacities.71
A new AI authority could address all of these shortcomings. As Ryan Calo
proposed for a Federal Robotics Commission, its staff should consist of “engineers and
others with backgrounds in mechanical and electrical engineering, computer science,
and human-computer interaction, right alongside experts in law and policy.”72 Such an
“interdisciplinary” agency could focus on attracting the “best and brightest” in several
different ways. It could identify the compensation levels necessary to be competitive in
recruiting qualified AI experts, and make full use of existing mechanisms for the hiring of
“specialized talent outside of the traditional government pay scale.”73 An AI authority
should also explore other ways to attract the right staff, such as pipeline training
programs similar to what DARPA has attempted within the military,74 or limited-time
fellowships within the government for academic and private-sector experts.75 The
authority’s mission and prestige may be just as important. Whereas AI specialists may
be skeptical about joining a sector-specific agency and being limited to its narrow field,
the prospects of serving in an office dedicated to AI and helping to chart the future of AI
policymaking across all levels of government could be far more attractive.76
One of the AI authority’s primary mandates should be to consult with, coordinate,
and make its expertise available to the rest of the federal government--Congress, other
agencies, and even the courts where appropriate. Here, the authority would build a
repository of knowledge, experience, and relationships, helping other policymakers and
regulators to be far more efficient and effective than if they tried to confront AI issues in
isolation. It is also important this expertise is available not only to other federal agencies
but also to state and local governments.
4. Identifying Major Gaps and Neglected Problems in the Laws and Regulatory
Frameworks that Will Govern AI
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AI is likely to require significant adjustments to a variety of existing legal and
regulatory frameworks, especially those built on assumptions about governing human
behavior that many not work for autonomous machines. An AI authority could identify
the most urgent gaps as they emerge, and help advise legislators and regulators at all
levels of government about how to address them. The following discusses possible
examples, including legal liability, discrimination law, AI’s economic impact, and general
AI safety.
Liability for AI decisions. The common law system in the United States for
apportioning fault and compensating injury evolved over several centuries. Even in
situations where it has been supplanted by statutes, core doctrines such as negligence
and strict liability regulate individuals and businesses of all stripes, determining who is
responsible for what risks, what they must do to mitigate them, and how much they
must pay when they fail to act responsibly. However, autonomous systems may unsettle
many of these liability rules, which are premised on assumptions about human behavior
and judgment that often do not apply to artificial intelligence. For example:
● Where an AI system makes an error and causes an injury, it will often be
complicated, if not functionally impossible, to determine what person or entity
was responsible for the wrongdoing, especially when the AI acts in unpredictable
ways or when multiple people and entities have supplied the code, data, and/or
physical computers on which it runs.77
● The concept of foreseeability--which is at the heart of many liability doctrines-may be either less useful or radically altered by AI, as we should often expect the
behavior of such systems to “legitimately surprise all involved,” particularly when
one autonomous system interacts with another.78
● While strict liability may be more useful and necessary with software-driven
autonomous systems, current law typically applies strict liability only in narrow
situations, and generally not to the sorts of “intangible” products like software that
are most comparable to AI.
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● In practice, judges and juries may struggle with fact-finding in cases involving
wrongdoing by autonomous systems.79
The fragmented nature of liability laws--many of which operate at the state level--may
make it even more complicated to apply them to autonomous systems. Determining the
right liability frameworks for AI is beyond the scope of this paper. But it seems likely that
an expansion of strict liability and/or other collective insurance frameworks will be
necessary. For example, some experts have suggested that AI providers should be held
liable for any of the decisions or actions of their systems, even when not foreseeable or
understandable.80 In part this is because of a “structural information asymmetry”
between AI processes and many consumers and users.81
More is at stake than just risk mitigation and injury compensation. Excessive or
poorly-calibrated liability laws could threaten other policy goals in AI, such as openness,
competition, and fostering innovation. An AI authority could be essential adapting
existing liability frameworks to AI in a coherent way, using its expertise to examine the
competing objectives at play, identifying the particular doctrines and situations that are
most unsettled, and helping Congress, state legislatures, and the courts to adjust the
law as necessary.
Unlawful discrimination by autonomous systems. AI also poses challenges for
many of the legal doctrines that have evolved to restrict discrimination on the bases of
race, gender, age, and other suspect classifications. To begin with, it is unlikely that
laws focusing on intentional discrimination--such the concept of disparate treatment82-will be of much use with AI. In limited cases, it may be possible that a plaintiff might
show that the designers or operators of an AI system acted with a discriminatory
animus--for example, in providing a certain set of training data to a machine learning
system. But this will be the exception. Otherwise, alleged discrimination by an
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autonomous system could be effectively immune from disparate treatment analysis,
because it lacks any intent comparable to a human decisionmaker.83
Instead, it will often be more realistic to show unlawful discrimination through
disparate impact, which does not rely on a determination of intent. But this concept also
has its problems and complexities when applied to AI. In most disparate impact cases,
distinguishing and striking the right balance between “legitimate” decisional factors and
illegitimate and unnecessary discrimination will be extraordinarily complicated and errorprone.84 For example, we should expect that AI systems in the employment context “will
often both predict future job performance and have some disparate impact.”85
Furthermore, if a system’s decision-making processes are largely a black box to human
observers, disparate impact may often be impossible to apply in practice.86
These challenges will likely cut across multiple specific fields of discrimination
law. An AI authority would be in the best position to consider these issues broadly, and
make recommendations to help many different lawmakers, enforcement agencies, and
adjudicators adapt anti-discrimination laws.
Adapting to AI’s Economic Impact. As they take on more and more human
activities and decisions, AI may upend broad swaths of our current economy. Already,
many economists attribute slower wage growth and other macroeconomic trends to
technological automation.87 Even if the technology does not quickly progress into realm
of general AI, the expansion of machine learning and associated systems could
displace large numbers of workers and transform major industries. For example, the
McKinsey Global Institute estimates that “60 percent of all occupations have the
potential for about a third of their activities to be automated.”88 Another forecast
predicted that 14% of workers in OECD countries would be “at a high risk of losing their
jobs to automation in the coming years … with another 32% of the workforce seeing
substantial change in how their jobs are carried out.” Predictions about the economic
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and labor effects of AI are widely debated, with optimists arguing that it will ultimately
create more jobs to replace those that are lost.89
While the precise timing and details of such disruption may be uncertain, there is
a broad consensus among economists and other experts that AI will have a systemic
economic impact, with the highest risk of harm to lower-skilled workers.90 As the Office
of Science and Technology Policy found in 2016, if the productivity gains from AI
“accrue to a select few … [i]nstead of broadly shared prosperity for workers and
consumers, this might push towards reduced competition and increased wealth
inequality.”91 For example, Spencer Overton of the Joint Center for Political and
Economic Studies argues that communities of color will be disproportionately at risk,
estimating that “27% of black workers are concentrated in just 30 jobs at high risk of
automation.”92 An AI authority could prepare government for the economic disruptions
unleashed by AI, using its expertise to identify the most pressing trends and problems,
and coordinating policy responses and long-term strategies with many other parts of the
government, “to help Americans who are disadvantaged by these changes and to
ensure that the enormous benefits of AI and automation are developed by and available
to all.”93
AI Safety. In contrast to the many of the near-term policy issues, the greatest
fears about AI safety are more contingent on the technology’s long-term progress. To
be sure, the narrow AI applications of today still give rise to plenty of safety concerns-such as whether and when autonomous vehicles will be ready for wide use. But these
safety questions tend to vary by context and application, and are typically inseparable
from whether an AI system is “doing its job” correctly. As a result, sector-specific
regulators will necessarily take the lead on the specific safety issues that come before
them.
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However, many AI experts have focused on more profound questions: whether
and how AI can be made subservient to human interests, and whether AI may ultimately
come to dominate us or even threaten our existence. These concerns are mostly about
general AI, and thus are bound up in the predictive debate over whether and when it will
emerge. Some researchers are very worried about the deeper safety risks of AI, and
expect them to become real in the coming decades. Controversially, Elon Musk has
described AI as a “fundamental existential risk for human civilization,” saying “we should
be really concerned.”94 Nick Bostrom of the University of Oxford has claimed that “we’re
like small children playing with a bomb.”95 But many other experts are far more
optimistic about, or even dismissive of, such fears. For example, the researcher
Raymond Perrault has pointed out that current AI is still “extremely limited” in terms of
general intelligence,96 and the robotics developer Rodney Brooks has predicted that
“malevolent AI … is nothing to worry about for a few hundred years at least.”97 Ryan
Calo argues that existential fears about superintelligence can distract from efforts to
address the far more real and imminent policy challenges from present-day AI.
Regardless of how well-grounded and imminent the safety risks of AI may or may
not be, an AI authority could play a vital role -- in monitoring technological progress
towards more general AI, in consulting with and learning from the many different experts
in the field, and in developing major policies on AI safety if and when they become
necessary. Like the major economic impacts of AI, the government should not delay in
building an institutional foundation to confront major safety, even if their future is
uncertain.
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5. Coordinating Strategies and Priorities for International AI Governance
Going back decades, the United States has dominated much of the computer
and information technology industries, from semiconductors starting in the 1950s to
microprocessors in the 1970s and 1980s to the search engines, social media networks,
and other internet platforms of today. Many American firms and researchers are at the
forefront of artificial intelligence development, globally. However, as AI continues to
improve and proliferate, American dominance is far from assured. Many countries have
identified AI as a central priority for their economic and technological futures, and begun
investing significant public resources to foster AI industries and capabilities within their
borders. For example, Japan, France, the United Kingdom, and Germany have all
published national strategies for the development of AI.98
More than any other, China stands out as the most significant national competitor
to the United States for hegemony over AI. Of course, China has been increasingly
successful in building other information technology industries. More consumer
electronics and computing hardware are manufactured there than in anywhere else in
the world.99 And in part due to the exclusion of foreign competitors, China has grown
major internet platform and e-commerce companies of its own, such as Baidu and
tencent. In AI, China is determined to build on this success. Going back to at least 2014,
China has poured billions of dollars and government attention into both the
technological development and concrete commercialization of AI.100 According to some
metrics, Chinese researchers now publish more papers than U.S.-based researchers on
deep learning.101 This year, China published a national plan to “become the world
leader in artificial intelligence and create an industry worth $150 billion to its
economy.”102 In part as a result of China’s sustained investment, several observers are
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predicting that China will be, at the very least, a serious competitor in AI, even if the
United States has a lead right now. According to one researcher, “it is indisputable that
Chinese authors are a significant force in A.I., and their position has been increasing
drastically in the past five years.”103 China may have a particular advantage in data
collection to fuel AI development, from both the size of its population and the absence of
constraints on surveillance and data sharing, relative to the United States and other
industrialized democracies.104
From an American perspective, China’s rise in AI may raise particular concerns,
different and more pressing than those raised by any other national competitor. First,
China has a history of building domestic industries through aggressive and often heavyhanded measures against foreign firms, such as demanding the transfer of technical
know-how and other intellectual property as a condition of market access. If China
continues these tactics in AI, it could gain substantial advantages over other countries.
Second, AI may become significant in the larger geopolitical and economic competition
between China and the United States.105 For example, artificial intelligence will likely
have major military applications, where a Chinese lead in the technology would raise
national security concerns.
Third, and most important, if the Chinese government (and/or firms closely
connected to the government) gains significant influence over how AI develops, the
technology may come to reflect starkly different values and priorities than what would
prevail in the United States. For example, it is doubtful that China will foster democratic
values in the design and governance of AI, such as transparency and accountability
mechanisms that are useful to civil society and the public at large. Furthermore, just like
China has prioritized strict government control of online communication and expression,
it is already pursuing AI applications that may enable deeper authoritarian control.106
Despite the intensifying competition over AI development, to date there have only
nascent coordinated efforts within the U.S. government to consider its strategic position,
or to identify what the government should do to defend American interests as AI
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spreads internationally.107 As James Lewis of the Center for Strategic and International
Studies puts it, “[i]t’s a race in the new generation of computing. The difference is that
China seems to think it’s a race and America doesn’t.”108 An AI authority could help fill
this gap in a number of different ways. It could formally and regularly assess the state of
American competitiveness in AI, major technological developments around the world,
and the actions of other governments to foster their own AI industries. In consultation
with other parts of the government, an AI authority could recommend policies and other
measures with this international perspective at the forefront. The authority could advise
the U.S. Trade Representative and the State Department on when and how to respond
to foreign governments that act against American AI firms and/or favor their own
industries. At the same time, the authority could also advise Congress and the rest of
the executive branch on the wisdom, necessity, and implementation of U.S. public
support for AI development--for example, by coordinating priorities with the various
agencies that award and oversee government research grants.
An AI authority could also be indispensable as international policymaking on AI
ramps up. As autonomous systems become even more capable and ubiquitous, a
variety of important technical and policy questions will likely emerge in international
and/or multi-stakeholder forums, such as:
● Setting technical standards for the design and operation of AI systems in many
different contexts, including standards that are directly tied to major policy issues,
like accountability and transparency.109
● Cross-border flows of data and other AI communications, including how much of
the infrastructure in an AI system must be localized within particular countries.
● Harmonizing sector-specific AI regulations--for example, to enable genuine
international competition.110
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The sustained expertise of an AI authority would likely be essential on such questions.
Similar to the international bureaus of existing agencies like the Federal
Communications Commission and the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office, the
government’s AI experts could participate directly in international deliberations over AI
policy. This could be especially crucial in areas when the American views of AI diverges
sharply from that of other countries. An AI authority could help coordinate with allies and
civil society, to defend American interests in international policymaking while promoting
core values that will shape the development and governance of AI over the long term.
CONCLUSION
Overall, many skeptics of AI regulation emphasize the prospect of
overregulation--arguing that it will threaten the “permissionless innovation” necessary
for beneficial AI to emerge.111 But this risk may be higher with the tunnel vision inherent
in sector-specific regulation, as specialized regulators can be prone to focusing heavily
on their established mandates--such as ensuring safety and minimizing the risk of harm-at the expense of innovation in a particular field. In contrast, an agency with broader
authority over autonomous systems, cutting across multiple sectors and applications,
will be more likely to prioritize innovation and technological development, particularly if
they are written into its founding mandate. Thus, somewhat counterintuitively, creating a
new authority may lessen this risk of over-regulation. Furthermore, even most skeptics
of AI regulation recognize that some government oversight necessary, and that the
ubiquity and transformative potential of AI will inevitably push AI regulation to the
forefront of policymakers’ agendas. A new AI authority would confront this reality head
on, helping the rest of the government adapt to autonomous technologies in the most
efficient and forward-thinking ways.
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