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Synopsis. We recently interviewed Mr Pratik Sibal, Sciences Po and 

UNESCO.  The interview proceeded with a Q&A mode. 

The Interview 

Varun: Good evening, Prateek, and welcome. Before I get on with the meat of the 

discussion. I'd like to ask you about the work that you're involved in at UNESCO, as 

well as at Sciences Po, where you work as a lecturer. Could you briefly tell us a little 

bit about the work that you're involved in?  

 

Prateek: Right, so the Sciences Po part is quick. I teach a course on digital govern-

ment. Per se, it's a course on AADHAR and it’s a case study-based module. I don't like 

to call myself a teacher, but more of a facilitator and so that's about Sciences Po, which 

is a university in Paris. At UNESCO, the range of activities is kind of wide: products 

for instance on artificial intelligence and knowledge societies from rights, openness, 

access and multi-stakeholder governance perspective. I’ve also recently co-authored 

another report which is on artificial intelligence needs in Africa. We did a survey over 

the course of 2020, and of governments in Africa, and now we have just published the 

findings last month. Other than that, there's also a lot of work regarding advocacy 

around capacity building, for instance, for law schools and the legal community. We're 

developing an online training on AI and the rule of law and a host of other activities, 

which relate to human rights. A bit of the work also revolves around standard setting 

on the ethics of AI. So, it's a full house and a lot of people work on different things and 

I play a small role there.  

 

Varun: Thank you, Pratik, for that introduction! Moving on with the discussion, most 

recently your work at UNESCO has been around the subject of AI needs, i.e., the sur-

vey assessment regarding AI in Africa. Could you shed some light on what exactly are 
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the needs, if any, of AI in developing and underdeveloped states and what may be per-

ceived, according to you, as the potential benefits and risks of AI technology in this 

context?  

 

Prateek: Right, so let me just first dive into why we did the survey. The reason why 

we did the survey was that we were looking at policies emerging across different coun-

tries and we recognized that there was a gap in information which was coming out of 

Africa. So, as facilitators of global conversations and dialogues, we wanted to under-

stand what was happening in Africa, whether there can be some lessons learned, what 

are the challenges and what kind of support can international organizations provide 

to governments in Africa. So, we set out on this survey, which was survey of govern-

ments in Africa, and this basically involved ministries, of ICTs, of communication, of 

economics and finance and so on and so forth. Some of the key issues that emerge from 

the survey, as one may guess, is economic growth and unemployment. Africa is a very 

young continent, there is a large population of young people below the age of 35 and 

unemployment is a big issue and a lot of governments are concerned about that. They 

wanted that to be the priority which they need support to address. Other than that, of 

course, there were issues around personal data protection around updating education 

systems, skills, training, research and development, around ethical implications of AI. 

Of course, one issue that I'd also like to highlight is around gender. There were a lot 

of countries which expressed concerns about issues related to gender bias and discrim-

ination that we've seen in artificial intelligence.  I think that's one major concern as 

well. 

 

Varun: Thank you so much for that answer, Prateek! On a related note, in the last 

answer, you mentioned communication and cooperation are pivotal for the work that 

you're doing and with respect to UNESCO as well. It's also critical to ensure that AI 

develops as a force for the good of society. Do you agree that communication and co-

operation are critical for this and how do you interpret the nexus between good global 

governance and international cooperation with regard to this context? 

 

Prateek: Right, I think that's a very important question which hits directly at the 

purpose of international organizations. Let's consider that we do recognize that we 

live in a globalized world where everything is interconnected. If a product is developed 

in the United States, it is going to be used also in India and elsewhere across the world. 

If a technology is embedded in it, it will be accessible to others as well. So, if we have 

different laws or different ways of governing the same thing, and I believe there are 

always some differences, but if the differences are too wide,  then it just impedes the 

process of trade or transfer of knowledge across the world, which is something which 

we don't want. So, per se, I think AI presents not only an opportunity but a necessity 
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for the world and countries across the world to cooperate and that's where the idea of 

AI principles comes in. UNESCO is developing artificial intelligence in the case of AI 

principles. There have so many other regional organizations, national governments 

who have developed their own principles. Once they have developed some kind of con-

sensus at the national level or the regional level, it goes up to the international level. 

There is some exchange of thought on whether this works or not, negotiations, and 

then the international community agrees on a certain set of principles, for instance, AI 

to be transparent, AI to be explainable, AI to be open, and another one would be AI 

responsibility, etc. So, once people agree, then there can be a downstream development 

of products; there can be a downstream development of laws once people have some 

principled agreement of where they are going and that's where the international pro-

cess is at the moment. Hopefully, they will agree on principles and there can be some 

kind of, what we call harmonization. 

 

Varun: Thank you for that, Prateek! On a related note, however, you talked about the 

need for governments to find a consensus between themselves before moving on to the 

international stage. From your perspective, what do you think are the legal and regu-

latory challenges posed to governments or domestic governments rather, let's take the 

Biden-Harris government for example, or even the Indian Modi government? What 

do you think are the footholds that they need to ensure?  

 

Prateek: I think first we need to recognize that each government in each country has 

its own context and the public policy process is going to respond to their policy objec-

tives and priorities. Of course, it is dependent on what you can do potentially. You may 

not have the possibility to do in India what you could do in France, whether it is budg-

etary constraints or it is human resource constraints or it is totally different in terms 

of need. To point out, India is actually doing great in terms of this idea of the AI stack 

which they floated. In our report, we talked about the issue of access and one of the 

aspects of ground access is, of course, access to hardware in the sense of computing 

power, and also access to knowledge and algorithms. So, with this concept of the AI 

stack, they make this more easily available, thereby reducing the entry barriers for 

players who do not have access to these resources to actually also become a part of the 

AI economy, or leverage it for whatever productivity gains or new products they want 

to develop. So, I think that is one approach which they have taken to support with 

certain kind of, what we can call, digital public goods and, and then people will build 

on that infrastructure. This was also the case we saw in Aadhaar and now we have a 

host of services built around Aadhaar and it's all anchored within this broader concept 

of government as a platform. So that's just one practical way in which one country is 

dealing with it. Of course in terms of regulation, there are different concerns. I don't 

think we are at the point where there is an agreement on how we regulate. There are 
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certain legislations which have been passed in some countries, for instance, on bias, on 

privacy, on facial recognition systems, and so on and so forth, but still the field around 

regulation is quite open and it should be till the point we have sufficiently understood 

what is it that we want to regulate. It is also my view that first you need to be very 

clear about what you want to regulate and see if people on their own without any 

regulation can come around to an optimal solution. If that does not happen if there is 

a failure in the market, then you come and intervene and say okay, we are leading to 

under-delivery of public goods or it is leading to market failure because of asymmetric 

information, so we need to come and regulate; or it is leading to concentration of power 

with a few companies so we need to regulate. In that process, one must also do some 

forms of regulatory impact assessment. So when I say about regulation, it's not a light 

thing, it needs impact assessments. To give you just a small example, the GDPR in 

Europe has led to improvements in transparency and privacy protection but to a cer-

tain extent, it has led to some kind of anti-trust issues with the major players getting 

more control. For instance, they say Google with its ad platform has captured a bigger 

share of the market just because they had a lot better systems versus a smaller firm 

offering similar advertisement services. One needs to think about all these issues when 

dealing with regulation. This is going to be very different from Namibia to Ghana to 

India to France to Finland. All we can do is agree on certain principles, agree on cer-

tain common standards which allow us to interoperate between different countries, but 

ultimately, we need to focus on what works for our country and our markets best. 

 

Varun: Perfect, thank you so much for that, Prateek!  One of the major questions I 

wanted to ask in this interview, revolves around human rights. From a sociological 

perspective, there are still lots of hurdles for AI inclusivity in Africa. Some of these 

challenges may be digital divide simply due to the poor economy of Africa or due to 

lack of regional languages in software written for Africans. There's also been cases of 

misidentification of dark faces in facial recognition technologies, illiteracy, sporadic 

accessibility, all these sorts of issues still persist. With regard to this, how can we 

envisage a bright future for AI in Africa from a grassroots level? 

 

Prateek: In moderation, which is kind of the active live debate in India right now. It's 

been going on since a very long time. We had this example of the Napalm Girl in 

Vietnam. During the war, there was a photograph of a naked girl who was escaping or 

who was on the street and running away, and Facebook kind of removed that image 

but that image has some historical value so the whole process of content moderation 

has at the first step algorithms which decide what is permitted or not and then in in 

most cases, I believe, should have human oversight and then it leads to some form of 

decision, whether it should be shown or not shown and this has great implications for 

freedom of expression. I gave you just one example but in situations of war for instance 
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a lot of people are documenting war crimes and uploading those on YouTube and this 

is actually the only source which will remain after for people to verify actually what 

happened. If YouTube takes down those videos, that evidence is gone. So, one must 

think about all these aspects when we talk about human rights. This is freedom of 

expression and, of course there is right to privacy which can be affected because there 

can be anonymization. There is a constant stream of data which is being collected 

about me which is being shared with third parties which can put two three four differ-

ent datasets together and can figure out basically everything about me. Just as an ex-

ample, if you go to the Google ad preferences page, they will have a complete detailed 

profile of me - this person is within the age group of 25 to 30, is a male, is living in 

India or is living in France, and so there's all kinds of granular information. How is 

that information protected because I have a right to privacy? So these are some of the 

implications of AI on human rights, but there are more of course, on discrimination, 

also on decent work, etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




