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	Introduction

	Every few weeks brings a fresh reason to be frightened of artificial intelligence. A warning from a researcher whose title you cannot quite place. A headline promising this is the year the machines take over. If you have read one of those, felt a small drop in the stomach, then gone back to the crossword because you had no idea what else to do, this book was written for you. You are not alone. In October 2025 the pollster Roy Morgan asked 3,543 Australians about it. One in four said artificial intelligence carries a risk of human extinction within 20 years. Two years earlier it was one in five. That fear is not foolish, and it does not deserve a slogan or a meme in reply. It deserves testing against evidence.

	I want to be exact about what is being tested. The question is not whether AI will change the world. It plainly already has. The claim under test is the catastrophic one: that a machine intelligence takes broad and unchecked control of human affairs, and that nobody, not you, not your government, not even the companies building it, can stop it. That is the fear this book set out to weigh against the facts of 2026, sector by sector, fight by fight.

	Optimism about artificial intelligence is now almost as unfashionable as blind faith in it once was. Say something hopeful about our chances against the machines and you risk sounding naive, or like a person with something to sell. I do not accept that hope and evidence must be enemies. What follows will not ask you to feel better because feeling better is pleasant. It asks you to look at where the fight is being fought, who is fighting it, and how it is going. Then make up your own mind.

	This is not a book arguing that AI is harmless. It isn't. Later chapters take documented harm seriously: biased algorithms, work disappearing, misinformation, the strain on power and water, and the unresolved risks of more capable systems still being built. Nor is it a book with clean hands. AI research tools were used in preparing it, as the copyright page states.

	Two of the fights examined here come out badly, and you should know that before you start. International treaty-making has spent more than a decade failing to agree a binding rule on the one AI question with the broadest global support behind it. The ordinary business of telling a real video from a fabricated one is losing its race in plain sight. Both are set out in full.

	This book is an attempt to weigh the most catastrophic scenario against ordinary, unglamorous evidence. Compute limits and power grids. Court judgements and union agreements. Local planning fights and government regulation, most of it dated 2025 and 2026. Ten reasons for optimism open the book. They are a thesis to be tested, and the conclusion tests each one against what turned up in between.

	Every factual claim ahead carries a numbered note at the end of its chapter, naming the organisation, the document and the date. Please check them. A book asking you to distrust confident claims has no business making its own claims without receipts. Any figure that could not be traced back to the body that published it was cut, not hedged. After this introduction I step out of the way and let the evidence talk. I come back once, at the end, to answer the question on the cover myself.

	Eleven parts, fifty-three chapters. Part 1 lays out the ten-point case for optimism the rest exists to test. Part 2 covers the physical limits: data centres, electricity, water, and the communities objecting to all three. Part 3 turns to the safety researchers working on these systems from the inside. Part 4 covers governments and regulators, Part 5 ordinary people and cultural pushback, Part 6 unions, wages and work. Part 7 takes courts, copyright and liability, Part 8 what the companies promise about themselves, and Part 9 news, misinformation and what schools are teaching. Part 10 confronts the longest-range question, existential risk, and the campaigns working on it.

	Part 11 returns to the ten opening points and grades each one. That honest scorecard is Chapter 52. The answer to the cover question is Chapter 53, and it is mine. You can only push humans so far before the pushback turns serious, and the fight against AI will probably get ugly. Humans will take some hits, as any country does when attacked. But humans are very adaptable, so relax a little. Don't count us out. That is the argument. The rest is the evidence offered in its defence.
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	26 years inside national institutions taught me how large organisations respond to change. The answer: not fast enough. Now I write about the gap, and how individuals can cross it. 

	I have spent my career watching how large organisations respond to technological disruption. The pattern is always the same: leadership acknowledges the change, commissions a review, and adapts at the speed of bureaucracy. Meanwhile, the technology moves at the speed of compounding.

	When frontier AI arrived in late 2022, I recognised this pattern immediately, but at a scale that makes previous disruptions look gentle. AI capability is doubling on a sub-130 day cycle. Institutions adapt on 12 to 18 month cycles. That mismatch is not a policy problem. It is a structural threat. The people who understand this early will have time to prepare. The people who don't, won't.

	Armed with a Masters in Strategic People Management and a daily AI practice that started in late 2022 and has not stopped, I now split my time between three things: teaching individuals how to master frontier AI, warning institutions about the structural risks of inaction, and demonstrating what becomes possible when one person takes this seriously.

	The website and book, the investigation series (Outpaced), the tools, the newsletter: they are all expressions of the same thesis. The future belongs to individuals who learn faster than their institutions can adapt.

	 

	“In times of change, learners inherit the earth, while the learned find themselves beautifully equipped to deal with a world that no longer exists.”   Eric Hoffer
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	Matthew is the son of this books author, Maxwell A. Jefferies. Max’s profile is at the end of this book.


PART 1: Don't Count Humans Out
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	Demis Hassabis, chief executive of Google DeepMind, in a Substack essay, mid-July 2026:

	"I've always believed in the power of human ingenuity and creativity to solve any problem. I'm confident that mitigating the technical risks related to AI is a challenge we can collectively address, but only if we give ourselves the time and space to get this next crucial step right."
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Chapter 1: Narrow Use Will Remain the Norm

	When people picture an AI takeover, they picture a single godlike mind. One intelligence that understands everything, controls everything and answers to no one. It is a powerful image. It is not how artificial intelligence works, and it is not likely to be how it works for a long time, if ever.

	The reality is far less cinematic. Walk into any hospital, bank, warehouse or call centre today. You will not find one all-powerful machine running the show but dozens of separate, narrow systems, each built to do one job and nothing else. A radiology program that spots tumours in a chest scan has no idea how to approve a mortgage. A fraud detector at a bank cannot drive a forklift. A chatbot answering customer complaints has no access to a factory floor. These systems are formidable inside their lane, in some cases better than any human. Outside it they are blind, deaf and useless. 

	That distinction matters enormously for how the risk should be judged.

	There is a simple economic reason. A tool that does one thing exceptionally well is cheaper to build, easier to test and more profitable to sell than a sprawling general intelligence that has to be trusted to behave. A company chasing credit card fraud wants a system trained on transaction data, tuned to flag the odd ones out, and left alone to do that. It has no use for one that also writes poetry, diagnoses disease and argues philosophy.

	The numbers back this up. Gartner is the American research firm that large companies pay to forecast their own industry. It predicted that 40 per cent of business software applications would have task-specific AI agents built into them by the end of 2026. The year before, the figure was under 5 per cent.¹ An agent, in that sentence, means a small program given one defined job: routing a support ticket, pulling figures out of an invoice, checking a piece of code. The forecast describes thousands of bounded tools bolted onto bounded applications. It does not describe one mind spreading everywhere.

	Some of the most advanced systems have shown flashes of much broader ability. The same model that drafts an email can, in principle, plan a project, write working computer code or read a legal contract. The technical capability is often more general than the job it is given.

	Capability and permission are different things, and the gap between them is where most real-world safety sits. The organisations deploying these systems have strong legal, financial and reputational reasons to fence in what any one deployment may do. A bank does not want its customer service assistant freelancing. The software could do it. An out-of-scope answer is a liability, and the bank wears it. Companies deliberately narrowing their own tools is one of the least discussed brakes on the doomsday scenario. That caution shows up in the forecasts. Gartner expects more than 40 per cent of agentic AI projects to be cancelled by the end of 2027, blaming unclear value, high cost and inadequate risk controls.² Agentic is the industry word for software handed a goal and left to work out the steps itself, rather than waiting to be told each one. That is not the technology failing. Businesses are pulling on the reins the moment a deployment looks too broad, too expensive or too hard to govern.

	The same firm's wording is less convenient in another place. Gartner also forecasts that at least 15 per cent of day-to-day work decisions will be made autonomously by agentic AI by 2028, up from none at all in 2024.³ That forecast describes growth, and it cuts against the narrow-use case rather than for it. Gartner is measuring where the industry expects to arrive. Where it stands today is a separate question, and the case has to rest on what is actually deployed.

	The nightmare picture is a single system with unlimited access, unlimited authority and unlimited reach. Building it would take someone deliberately wiring a general-purpose AI into every critical system on earth, stripping the guardrails and handing over control. Nobody is doing that. The industry is going the other way, towards small, purpose-built tools that mostly cannot talk to each other, do not share access, and answer to different companies under different regulators with different reasons to keep things contained.

	None of that makes narrow AI harmless. A narrow system can do serious damage. A biased hiring filter. A faulty medical tool. A fraud detector that misfires and freezes an honest customer's account. Those are serious problems, and later chapters treat them as such. But narrow harm and a general seizure of control belong to different categories of threat. The first is a fight already being had, sector by sector, with audits, oversight and legal liability. The second is science fiction. It may be possible in some distant future. It does not match how the technology is being built, funded or sold today.

	Ask what a takeover would actually require. The hospital's scan-reading software would have to be wired to the bank's fraud system, both of them wired to the control room that balances the power grid, the lot of it under one operator with the authority to overrule the people running each. No such wiring exists. Every one of those systems is bought separately, audited separately, and switched off separately.

	The debate is not closed. Some researchers believe general-purpose systems will keep getting broader and harder to fence in, and that today's narrow deployments are a phase rather than a safeguard. Gartner describes exactly that progression, with agents expected to grow from task-specific tools into broader "agentic ecosystems" that collaborate across systems on their own.³ That view is argued seriously, and the case for it gets a full hearing of its own. 

	For now, in hospitals, banks, warehouses and call centres, the story is fragmentation rather than consolidation. It is measured, year by year, deployment by deployment. Millions of narrow tools, each doing a narrow job, each easier to understand, regulate and switch off than one unified intelligence would ever be. That fragmentation is not an accident, and it is not guaranteed to last. So far it is holding.

	Chapter Notes:

	1. Gartner, "Gartner Predicts 40% of Enterprise Apps Will Feature Task-Specific AI Agents by 2026, Up from Less Than 5% in 2025," press release, August 2025. gartner.com

	2. Gartner, "Over 40% of Agentic AI Projects Will Be Canceled by End of 2027," press release, 25 June 2025. gartner.com

	3. Gartner, press release, August 2025, as at note 1.


Chapter 2: Compute & Data Centres as a Natural Ceiling

	Software feels infinite. Once code is written it copies for nothing, which is why digital technology feels weightless in a way steel and concrete never could. Artificial intelligence is not weightless. Every large model that runs, every image made, every question answered draws on something stubbornly physical: racks of specialised chips, in enormous sheds, pulling enormous amounts of electricity and cooled by enormous amounts of water. Intelligence at this scale has a foundation poured in concrete.

	That foundation is the most under-appreciated limit on how far and how fast AI can spread. Ordinary people, local councils and power grids are already pushing back against it, whether or not any of them would call what they are doing "AI safety".

	Training and running the largest models takes vast data centres, warehouse-sized buildings packed with specialised processors that draw power on an industrial scale. The biggest of them draw as much as a mid-sized city. Unlike a software update, that capacity cannot be conjured. It has to be built: new transmission lines, new substations, sometimes whole new power stations. Each one needs permits, materials, skilled trades and years of work.

	This is the physical version of the narrow AI point. A model's theoretical ability may be vast. Its actual footprint is capped by how much power and how many chips its owners can get hold of, and both are scarce, contested, expensive and politically exposed. The fight over grid strain, water use and rezoning gets a full accounting of its own. The point here is simpler. Computing power is not unlimited, and every constraint on it is a constraint on how far AI can reach.

	Compute is the industry's word for raw processing power: the chips themselves, and the electricity and cooling they demand. Because compute is physical, governments and communities can actually restrict it. That is far harder with an idea, an algorithm or a piece of open-source code that copies in seconds. You cannot ban a mathematical concept. You can refuse a permit, knock back a rezoning application, or decline to extend a grid connection.

	Western Australia has already done it. A data centre proposed for Hazelmere, an industrial estate 15 kilometres east of the Perth central business district, was withdrawn in May 2026 after nearly 1,900 public submissions opposed it. The objections were noise, heritage, and a site next to a primary school and houses.¹ Communities in the United States and Europe have delayed or blocked projects the same way, over power prices, water tables and noise.

	That gives the public a point of leverage it has nowhere else in the AI argument. You cannot vote to ban artificial intelligence as a concept in any enforceable way. You can turn up to a council meeting. You can organise your neighbours around one proposed building. You can lean on a regulator over a price rise driven by an industrial customer. These are unglamorous, local, bureaucratic tools. They work, because the thing being restricted is a building, not an idea.

	Restricting data centres does not stop AI development, and it does not deliver safety on its own. Companies can make existing models more efficient and squeeze more out of the same hardware. They can build where the rules are looser. Multiple companies are exploring building data centres in space. Google's Project Suncatcher would put solar-powered satellites carrying its own AI chips into orbit, with a prototype mission planned for early 2027.² Starcloud put an NVIDIA H100 graphics processor, one of the chips these systems run on, into orbit in November 2025.³ They can also turn to smaller, specialised models that need less compute in the first place, which loops straight back to the narrow-use argument.

	A ceiling does not have to be airtight to matter. A gigawatt is roughly the output of one large power station. Every gigawatt that never gets built, every centre delayed by a permitting fight, every facility pushed further from a town's water supply is a physical limit on how much capability can exist at one time. Compare that with the other checks described later: regulation, corporate self-governance, technical safety research. Each depends on institutions moving fast enough, and staying honest enough, to work. The compute ceiling depends on physics and permitting. Neither is impressed by money.

	The counterargument is strong. Money moves fast, and the largest technology companies have more of it than almost any other buyer on earth. They are already signing deals for dedicated power stations, nuclear ones included, to feed their own data centres and step around the public grid fights. If the industry can buy its way past local resistance, the ceiling bends.

	That tension, between physical resistance on the ground and an industry with almost unlimited capital, is not settled here. Even allowing for it, nothing about AI's growth is frictionless. Every data centre still has to be sited somewhere, built by someone and powered by something. That friction is growing, and it is one of the most concrete forms of leverage ordinary people have.

	Chapter Notes:

	1. Information Age, Australian Computer Society, "Community backlash kills WA data centre," news article, 19 May 2026. ia.acs.org.au

	2. Travis Beals, "Exploring a space-based, scalable AI infrastructure system design," Google Research blog, 4 November 2025. research.google

	3. Starcloud, "Starcloud-1," 2025, and NVIDIA, "How Starcloud Is Bringing Data Centres to Outer Space," 2025. starcloud.com; blogs.nvidia.com


Chapter 3: Human Resourcefulness & Asymmetric Resistance

	A quiet assumption sits inside most AI doomsday scenarios: that once a machine is powerful enough, resistance is futile. The assumption is borrowed from science fiction, where the machines are clever and somehow unstoppable, immune to the scrappy, improvised, bloody-minded resistance that has repeatedly humbled far stronger human opponents.

	The unstoppable part is where history disagrees. Again and again, technologically inferior forces have outlasted, outmanoeuvred or simply outlived superior ones. They did it by refusing to fight on their opponent's terms, on ground of their own choosing.

	Military history is full of cases where raw technological superiority failed to deliver victory. Guerrilla movements through the twentieth century frustrated better-equipped, better-funded conventional armies by declining open battle. They used terrain they knew, local support, patience, and a tolerance for losses their opponents could not sustain politically or financially. Superior firepower solves the problem you point it at. It does not solve an opponent who will not stand still.

	The pattern runs well beyond warfare. Boycotts have bankrupted powerful institutions. Strikes have forced concessions out of employers with far more capital and far better lawyers than the workers organising against them. Whistleblowers with a laptop and a conscience have unravelled well-funded cover-ups. Each of them worked at a distance from the stronger side's strength. These are stories about finding the pressure point the stronger side did not defend. The asymmetry is usually one of cost rather than courage. Disrupting something is far cheaper than building it and defending it, and that arithmetic favours whoever has less to lose.

	An AI system, however capable, still depends on physical infrastructure that people build, maintain and supply. It runs on electricity from human-run utilities. It runs on chips made in a small handful of human-run factories. It runs on cooling water through human-run pipes. It rests on a supply chain and a legal and economic order made and sustained by people, all of whom can slow down, withhold, or simply stop cooperating.

	Every layer of dependency is a point of friction, and friction is the raw material of resistance. A workforce that will not maintain a facility. A community that blocks a supply route. A regulator who freezes a permit. One well-placed legal challenge that halts construction for months. None of that requires beating an AI in some dramatic confrontation. It requires making the system's continued operation more expensive, more difficult or more legally precarious than its owners will wear. That is how most real resistance movements have actually won. None of it has to be organised, either. It needs no movement, no manifesto and no leader. It needs a fitter who does not come back after lunch, a council that adds one more condition, a court that grants an injunction while it thinks. A system that depends on a thousand people cooperating is vulnerable to any one of them declining.

	The most important thing about human resourcefulness is that it does not run out. A system trained on yesterday's data can be surprised by a tactic invented today. Human ingenuity is generated fresh by billions of people responding to their own particular circumstances, in ways no model can fully anticipate. There is no fixed dataset of it to learn. That theme runs through the chapters that follow: drone warfare in Ukraine, the long record of populations physically resisting harmful technology, and the market resistance now forming around AI-generated content. Each is a different flavour of the same truth. People told they cannot win rarely believe it, and that stubbornness has mattered more, more often, than any technological advantage.

	This is not a guarantee. Some technologically superior forces have won outright and permanently. Some populations facing overwhelming power have been crushed rather than vindicated. Resourcefulness is a recurring pattern in human history, not a law of physics. The claim here is narrow. Resistance does not always succeed. The correction is to a common and unearned assumption: that a sufficiently advanced AI would face no meaningful resistance at all. History suggests resistance would be constant, adaptive and very hard to put down.


Chapter 4: Low-Tech Defeats High-Tech: The Ukraine Drone Lesson

	For a preview of how a Terminator-style automated force would fare against determined, resourceful, low-tech opposition, no imagination is required. It has already been demonstrated in brutal detail on the battlefields of Ukraine. The results are a direct challenge to the assumption that expensive, advanced hardware wins because it is expensive and advanced.

	At the start of Russia's full-scale invasion in 2022, both sides leaned on traditional armoured warfare: tanks, artillery and heavy vehicles representing decades of engineering and, in many cases, millions of dollars each. Within a few years the arithmetic had been overturned. First-person-view drones, flown by an operator watching a live video feed through goggles, began destroying armour worth millions. Many are assembled from modified commercial parts. A single unit costs somewhere between about US$200 and US$1,000.¹

	The Royal United Services Institute, a London defence research institute, put the effect in plain terms. Drones now account for roughly two-thirds of Russian equipment losses.² That covers equipment and vehicles broadly, not tanks alone. It is a startling share for a weapon assembled from hobby parts on a workbench.

	The scale of production is the part that startles. Ukraine turned out about 1.5 million of these drones across the whole of 2024.³ By January 2026 its defence and security council reported national capacity above eight million a year, spread across more than 160 separate producers.⁴ Deliveries reached roughly three million across 2025, about a quarter of a million a month.⁵ They are not built in state arms factories. They come out of garages, workshops and volunteer centres, staffed in many cases by people who learned to solder the year before.

	The lesson is about the fragility of expensive, complex, centralised things when they meet cheap, distributed, adaptable ones. Drones are only the current example. A tank is a marvel of engineering. It is also a single point of failure. A hatch, a sensor, an engine deck: disable one of them and a multi-million-dollar machine is scrap.

	Apply that to the Terminator fear. An army of advanced autonomous robots would be a prime candidate for the same dynamic. Sophisticated systems tend to carry exactly the narrow, exploitable weaknesses that cheap improvisation is good at finding. Jamming, decoys, physical obstacles and sheer numbers work by finding the one weak point the sophistication did not cover, and none of them has to match it.

	The drone war has been an arms race of measure and countermeasure, running in real time. Neither side has had it one-sided for long. Russian electronic warfare, which jams the radio link between an operator and the drone being flown, became pervasive enough to blunt radio-controlled drones badly. Both sides turned to fibre-optic models that trail a physical cable, 40 to 50 km of it in some cases, and cannot be jammed at all.⁶

	That back-and-forth is the pattern to expect from any advanced automated system. A new and often frightening capability, met almost at once by inventive, low-cost countermeasures, followed by a new capability built to answer those. The cycle does not end with the machine on top.

	The lesson should not be over-extended. The same war that shows cheap drones killing expensive tanks also shows artificial intelligence entering the loop as an advantage rather than a liability. Analysis by the Centre for Strategic and International Studies, a Washington research institute, found that AI-guided autonomous navigation lifted drone strike success rates from roughly 10 to 20 per cent up to 70 to 80 per cent.⁷ That is a four- to sevenfold improvement. The same analysis counted 10,000 AI-enhanced drones procured in 2024, with 96.2 per cent of Ukraine's drones coming from domestic producers. AI is not only the threat in this story. Increasingly it is the tool making the low-tech resistance more effective. Technology matters on both sides of this war, and it has mattered to the defenders as much as to the invader. No single technological advantage, however dramatic, guarantees permanent dominance. Every powerful new system so far has generated its own countermeasure, usually faster and more cheaply than anyone expected.

	Chapter Notes:

	1. Kateryna Bondar and Samuel Bendett, Centre for Strategic and International Studies, "The Russia-Ukraine Drone War: Innovation on the Frontlines and Beyond," report, 28 May 2025. csis.org

	2. Jack Watling and Nick Reynolds, Royal United Services Institute, "Tactical Developments During the Third Year of the Russo-Ukrainian War," report, 14 February 2025. rusi.org

	3. Kateryna Bondar and Samuel Bendett, Centre for Strategic and International Studies, "The Russia-Ukraine Drone War: Innovation on the Frontlines and Beyond," 28 May 2025. csis.org

	4. National Security and Defence Council of Ukraine, "Results of Ukraine's Defence Industry in 2025: FPV Drones," 23 January 2026. rnbo.gov.ua

	5. Kyiv Independent, "Ukraine on track to receive total of 3 million FPV drones in 2025, Defence minister says," news article, 24 December 2025. kyivindependent.com

	6. Kateryna Bondar and Samuel Bendett, Centre for Strategic and International Studies, "The Russia-Ukraine Drone War: Innovation on the Frontlines and Beyond," 28 May 2025. csis.org

	7. Kateryna Bondar, Centre for Strategic and International Studies, "Ukraine's Future Vision and Current Capabilities for Waging AI-Enabled Autonomous Warfare," report, 6 March 2025. csis.org


Chapter 5: Why People Break Machines

	When legal channels and polite petitions fail to slow a technology that threatens people's livelihoods, dignity or safety, one response recurs: people take matters into their own hands. That is a documented pattern, repeated across centuries and industries, whenever a technology has advanced faster than the social and economic systems meant to absorb it. Nothing about it waits for some distant AI crisis.

	The famous case is the Luddites, skilled textile workers in early nineteenth-century England who organised to smash the power looms and knitting frames replacing them. They are remembered, unfairly, as simple technophobes. They were organised workers responding rationally to a concrete threat: machines that did their jobs faster and cheaper, installed by owners with no plan for the people displaced. Mechanisation went ahead, but their resistance forced a national argument, government intervention and, in time, some of the earliest labour protections in industrial history. Their name has been an insult ever since, aimed at anyone who doubts a new machine. That is a poor reading of what happened. The Luddites understood exactly how the looms worked, which is why they knew what the looms would do to them.

	The pattern has repeated many times since, under many names and in many industries, whenever change has outrun adaptation and the people most affected have felt they had no other way left to be heard.

	Something similar is stirring around artificial intelligence. Driverless vehicles have drawn protest where they have been let loose on public streets, and not all of that protest has stayed peaceful. The complaints mix safety, worry about jobs, and a broader anger at technology being deployed in public spaces without public consent. Construction sites for new AI data centres have become flashpoints too, sometimes escalating from formal objections lodged with a council planning department into physical protest, as communities lose patience with the pace and scale of what is going up around them.

	None of this is peculiar to AI. The grievance is the one the Luddites voiced two centuries ago, in modern dress: enormous, disruptive change imposed from above, by people who will profit from it, on people who were never asked and have few formal channels left to object through.

	It is tempting to dismiss unrest as chaotic and futile next to proper channels like legislation or corporate policy. History suggests the opposite. Unrest is often what makes the proper channels move. The Luddite uprisings fed into lasting labour reform. Twentieth-century strikes, some of them violent and illegal at the time, produced the minimum wage, the eight-hour day and collective bargaining rights that stand to this day. Public backlash and boycotts have reversed corporate decisions that survived every internal review and legal challenge, because a large and visible revolt creates a cost, reputational, financial and political, that a boardroom memo cannot talk its way around.

	Applied to AI, public tolerance is itself a limit on how far deployment can go, whatever regulation manages to pass in time. If the harms grow severe enough, visible enough and widespread enough, history suggests a proportionate public response becomes close to inevitable. The mechanism is not mysterious. Institutions weigh the cost of acting against the cost of doing nothing, and public anger is what puts a number on the second one.

	Unrest, once it escalates, is unpredictable. It can cause real harm. It can produce repression as easily as reform, depending on how those in power choose to answer it. Riots are ugly and nobody should cheer for them. But they are also a documented, historically recurring pressure valve that has, again and again, forced institutions to move faster than they otherwise would have. That is a sobering kind of hope, bought at a cost that falls on the people who can least afford it. It still means the public is not as powerless in this fight as the takeover story assumes.


Chapter 6: Economic Self-Interest Limits the Worst Outcomes

	Every doomsday scenario about AI replacing human labour runs into an awkward economic fact that rarely reaches the headlines. Although businesses may need fewer workers they will always require customers. And customers, for the foreseeable future, are overwhelmingly people who earn and spend wages, and stop spending the moment the wages stop.

	Mass automation carries a contradiction inside it. If millions of workers across an economy are replaced at once, and no replacement income exists, the consumer base those businesses depend on collapses. A company can automate away its workforce. But it cannot automate away the requirement that somebody, somewhere, has enough money to buy what it makes. An economy of AI systems selling to other AI systems, with no human income anywhere in the loop, is not a sustainable business model. The point is easier to see from the till than from the boardroom. A supermarket can replace every checkout operator it employs and still needs a queue of people with money standing in front of the registers. Take the wages out of an entire economy and the queue goes with them.

	That does not mean individual firms will hold back in the short term. Plenty are automating hard already, and the labour disruption is real. What self-interest creates is a pressure working against the most extreme version of the replacement story.

	This check is cold self-interest, and it owes nothing to corporate goodwill. A chief executive who feels no moral duty to protect jobs still has a direct personal stake in enough people staying employed, spending and borrowing to keep the wider economy, and their own revenue, upright. That is the kind of incentive that holds up under pressure, because it does not require anyone to be generous. It requires only that people keep acting in their own economic interest, which history shows is a far better predictor of behaviour than appeals to conscience.

	The same logic played out in rougher form in earlier waves of automation. Industrial manufacturers who mechanised hard still needed a growing, wage-earning middle class to buy the goods their factories were now turning out more cheaply and in greater volume. That tension, alongside hard labour organising, helped drive the wage growth and workplace standards of the twentieth century. Factory owners did not become altruists. An impoverished workforce is also an impoverished customer base.

	None of this promises a smooth or painless transition. Self-interest works at the scale of a whole economy, over years or decades. It does not protect one worker whose specific job goes tomorrow, and it says nothing about how unevenly the pain lands. A warehouse worker whose position is automated away takes no comfort from the fact that the economy as a whole still needs consumers. That worker needs a pay packet, and losing one is not softened by macroeconomic theory.

	As a check on the civilisation-scale scenarios, though, the ones where AI replaces the bulk of human economic activity all at once with no friction and no consequence, self-interest is badly underrated. It works quietly in the background of every boardroom automation decision, whether or not anyone in the room puts it that way.

	Some economists argue the mechanism could break down if automation goes global, simultaneous and fast enough that no adjustment period exists at all. The possibility is worth taking seriously through proposals like universal basic income, a regular payment made to everyone regardless of work, and taxes levied on automation. Both exist as backstops in case market self-interest alone proves too slow or too weak to prevent serious harm.

	 


Chapter 7: AI Still Fails at Real-World Unpredictability

	Modern AI systems do impressive things. They write, summarise, code and answer complicated questions. There is also a large and stubborn category where they still fail badly: anything involving the messy, unpredictable, physical world. That gap is one of the most consistently underestimated facts in public conversation about AI, and it governs how quickly the technology can reshape daily life.

	Today's systems are exceptional at work that lives inside clean, structured, digital environments. Text, code, spreadsheets, images already reduced to pixels. They remain poor at physical dexterity, at common-sense reasoning about objects, and at handling the countless small surprises that fill an ordinary day. A machine that wins at chess struggles to fold laundry. A model that writes flawless code can be defeated by an unusual staircase, an unexpected obstacle, or a job that needs improvisation rather than pattern-matching against training data.

	That gap is rooted in how these systems learn. They are trained overwhelmingly on digital data: text, images, code. The physical world does not come pre-labelled, does not repeat itself in tidy patterns, and punishes mistakes in ways a training set never has to. A self-driving car can be trained on millions of kilometres of footage and still be stopped cold by a plastic bag blowing across the road, which no human driver would think about twice.

	Much of the popular fear assumes a quick, smooth passage from "AI is good at office tasks" to "AI can do everything a person can", including physical labour, caring work, skilled trades and open-ended judgement. The evidence so far does not support that. The distance between digital competence and physical competence has proved far harder to close than early predictions suggested, and there is no clear technical route to closing it soon.

	That matters directly for job losses. Work that is purely digital and highly structured, data entry, basic content drafting, some kinds of customer support, is vulnerable on a fairly short timeline. Work that needs a body in a room, hands-on adaptability, or an unpredictable environment is far more insulated. Plumbers, electricians, aged care workers, skilled trades of almost every kind. That is a current technical limit, and technical limits can move.

	When these systems fail at real-world tasks, they tend to fail strangely, suddenly and completely, rather than degrading gently the way a tired or distracted person does. That brittleness is itself a form of protection. A system that fails obviously and often is easier to catch, easier to distrust in the right measure, and easier to build safeguards around than one that fails rarely, catastrophically and without warning. The very unpredictability that frustrates the engineers trying to deploy these systems is the same unpredictability keeping a fully autonomous, unsupervised world much further off than the headlines suggest.

	The gap is wide today. It is also the target of some of the best-funded research on earth, and assuming it will stay this wide would be naive. Progress in robotics and physical-world AI has been slower than progress in language and digital tasks, but it has not been zero. Writing the whole category off as permanently beyond these systems would be its own kind of overconfidence. The brake on how fast AI's physical impact can spread is current, meaningful and probably underrated. It is not permanent, and nothing here should be read as though it were.

	 


Chapter 8: Historical Precedent: Technology Creates New Jobs

	Every major wave of automation in modern history arrived with confident, sincere predictions of mass permanent unemployment. Everyone has so far been followed by a different job market. The market did not shrink permanently. Often, eventually, it grew, filled with work nobody could have described in advance, because the technology that would create it did not exist yet either.

	Mechanised farm equipment swept through agriculture in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and wiped out the great majority of farming jobs that had existed for millennia. In doing so it freed an enormous share of the population to become factory workers, engineers, teachers and professionals in industries that mechanised agriculture itself helped create demand for. The printing press automated the copying of manuscripts, and the written word survived it. It created publishing, journalism and whole trades of authorship that could never have existed at hand-copying scale.

	The pattern held again with computers. Mid-century predictions warned that computerisation would gut clerical and administrative employment on a massive scale. It did destroy huge numbers of specific jobs. It also created software development, IT support, digital marketing, data analysis and dozens of other professions that did not exist before the technology that was supposedly going to end employment.

	The economic logic is consistent. Automating a task removes the labour needed to do it and lowers the cost of whatever the task produces, which raises demand for it, which creates new supporting roles the original technology did not automate. Cheaper printed books made more readers, which made more work for writers, editors and booksellers. Cheaper computing made more software, which made more work for the people who could build, maintain and sell it.

	Applied to AI, optimists argue the same dynamic is already visible. As drafting, coding and basic analysis get dramatically cheaper and faster, demand is rising for roles built around directing, checking and integrating what the machines produce. Prompt engineering, AI auditing, human-AI workflow design, and a wave of AI literacy work across industries that had no name for it five years ago. The pattern is historically consistent, though nothing guarantees it will offset every job lost.

	The pattern is not an excuse for complacency. In every one of those past transitions the new jobs did not appear instantly, did not always go to the people who lost the old ones, and often needed significant, difficult retraining that the market did not provide on its own. Displaced farmhands did not become software engineers overnight. That took generations, and it involved enormous hardship along the way, including deep pockets of poverty that lasted decades in regions the old economy left behind.

	Transitional policy is part of the same case. Reskilling programmes, unemployment support and other transitional measures are the mechanism by which the historical pattern actually reaches real people, rather than remaining a comforting statistic that plays out too slowly to help anyone losing a job this year.

	Some economists argue AI differs in kind, not merely in degree, from past automation waves, because for the first time it targets cognitive work broadly rather than one narrow category of physical or clerical labour. That would leave fewer safe categories for displaced workers to move into than earlier transitions provided. It is a serious argument and deserves an answer rather than a wave at the past. But "this time is different" has been said, sincerely, at every previous turning point in the same pattern, and so far it has not been.

	 


Chapter 9: Democratisation Cuts Both Ways

	Much of the anxiety about AI assumes a world where advanced capability stays locked inside a handful of enormous corporations and governments, while everyone else is left defenceless against it. That is a real risk, but it is only half the picture. The same forces making AI more powerful are making it more available, and availability is not a one-way street that only helps those seeking to cause harm.

	Open-source AI models, free to download and modify, mean detection tools, defensive systems and countermeasures no longer need the budget of a major corporation or government. A small charity, a local journalist, an independent researcher or a technically minded citizen has far more access to capable AI today than a few years ago. That includes tools built specifically to catch AI-generated misinformation, verify authenticity and flag manipulated images.

	This is a different dynamic from most past technological revolutions. The printing press, industrial machinery and even early computing were expensive enough, for long enough, that access stayed concentrated in the hands of those with capital. Modern AI has an unusually fast-moving open-source ecosystem running alongside the closed corporate one. The gap between what a well-funded bad actor can do and what an ordinary well-informed defender can do is, in important respects, narrower than it has been for most previous transformative technologies.

	Take a concrete example: deepfakes, the convincing fake video and audio that AI can now produce. The same underlying technique that makes them possible has also produced a fast-growing set of freely available detection tools, many built by independent researchers and small teams rather than only large corporations. That is possible because the methods used to generate fakes are openly documented, and anyone motivated to learn them can study them and defend against them.

	The same pattern holds in cybersecurity, content moderation and fraud detection. AI-powered attacks are met, often within a remarkably short window, by AI-powered defences. Many are built by researchers with no corporate backing at all. That happens because the tools for building both sides of the fight are broadly accessible, rather than locked behind a handful of corporate walls.

	It would be naive to claim democratisation makes the playing field level. The largest AI labs still command dramatically more computing power, more data and more talent than any open-source community or independent researcher can match. The most capable frontier models remain closed, proprietary and expensive to use at scale. Open alternatives typically trail a step or two behind the cutting edge.

	Narrower is still meaningfully different from non-existent. A world where only a handful of powerful institutions hold advanced AI is a frightening one, with very few checks available in it. A world where the same technology, even a step or two behind the frontier, also sits with journalists, watchdog groups, small businesses and individual citizens is a world with distributed defensive capacity. Imperfect and uneven, but there.

	The open-versus-closed question is seriously contested among AI safety researchers, and the debate is not settled. Some argue openness is precisely what makes catastrophic misuse possible in the first place, since it puts capability in the hands of anyone at all, including those with harmful intent, without any of the safety review a closed corporate lab might apply before release. Democratisation is a double-edged tool. Both edges are sharp, and the same openness that arms a defender arms an attacker.

	 


Chapter 10: The Growing "Human Premium" Market

	AI-generated content is flooding the market. Books, art, music, writing of every kind, produced at a volume and speed human creators cannot match. Something interesting is happening on the other side of that transaction. A growing number of buyers are actively seeking out, and in many cases paying more for, work they know a person made. No regulator ordered it and no company announced it. It is a market correction, happening organically, driven by ordinary people's purchasing choices.

	The logic is familiar from every market where something formerly scarce suddenly turns abundant. The abundant version gets cheaper, and the increasingly rare alternative gets more valuable to the people who specifically want it. When books, articles and images can be produced at almost no cost and in almost unlimited volume, "written by a human" stops being an assumed default and becomes a distinguishing feature. Some buyers will pay a premium for it, the same way handmade and small-batch command a premium in physical goods industrialised generations ago.

	That matters directly to authors. Self-published authors on platforms like Amazon are already working in a market reshaped by exactly this dynamic. Flooded on one side by a rising volume of AI-generated and AI-assisted titles, and met on the other by readers and platforms building explicit ways to identify and prefer verifiably human work.

	The correction is already visible in several forms. Platforms and marketplaces are experimenting with human-made labelling and certification. Publishers and literary communities are emphasising human authorship as a selling point rather than an assumed given. And a persistent, vocal segment of readers, listeners and viewers keeps saying it prefers to support human creators directly, even when a cheaper or faster alternative exists.

	None of that means AI-generated content will stop being a large, even dominant, share of the overall market. It probably will, for exactly the cost and volume reasons above. But dominance in total volume is not dominance in every niche, and history suggests even heavily industrialised markets tend to preserve a sustainable space for a premium, human-made alternative, provided that alternative is clearly and credibly labelled as such.

	This check requires only ordinary consumer preference, expressed through ordinary purchasing decisions, at scale. Legislation, corporate goodwill and technical breakthroughs are all beside the point. Markets answer demand. If a durable segment of demand exists specifically for human-made work, that demand alone creates economic space, and economic incentive, for human creators to keep working inside an industry increasingly saturated with the alternative.

	The premium market is real but currently small against the whole content economy. It also depends on buyers being able to reliably tell the difference between human and machine work in the first place, which is an unsolved technical and labelling problem in its own right. A human premium resting on unenforced labels is a much weaker check than one backed by credible, trustworthy certification. Whether that infrastructure matures fast enough to matter is very much an open question. The consumer appetite behind it appears to be real, and growing.

	 


Part 1 Summary: Ten Threads and Their Limits

	These ten chapters have made a deliberately different argument from the one most conversations about artificial intelligence make. AI is not harmless, and the fears people carry about it are not foolish. The argument is narrower and more useful: the most catastrophic version of the fear, a single unstoppable general intelligence seizing broad, unchecked control of the world, does not match the evidence of how AI is actually being built, powered, deployed, resisted and bought today.

	Ten distinct threads support that argument. AI deployment remains overwhelmingly narrow and task-specific rather than general and unbounded. Its growth is tethered to a limited physical resource, compute and electricity, that communities and governments can and do restrict. Human resourcefulness has repeatedly found the pressure points that raw technological superiority could not defend, a pattern visibly playing out on real battlefields and in two centuries of people breaking the machines that were taking their livelihoods. Economic self-interest works quietly against the most extreme automation scenarios, while AI's continued failure in the unpredictable physical world slows the timeline further than headlines suggest. The track record of past job-killing technologies offers imperfect but solid reassurance. The same democratising forces making AI more powerful are also putting defensive tools in ordinary hands. And a market correction is already forming around consumer demand for human-made work.

	No single thread is an ironclad guarantee. Each carries its own honest caveat, and each will be tested against detailed, sector-by-sector evidence in the parts that follow. That testing starts with the most visible and most physical of all these fights: the battle over the data centres themselves.

	The fight is not already lost. Humans retain meaningful leverage on technical, economic, legal, historical and grassroots ground alike, and every one of the ten threads above shows where some of it sits.

	 


PART 2: The Infrastructure Fight Over Data Centres and the Grid
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	Rafael Grossi, head of the International Atomic Energy Agency, the UN's nuclear watchdog, to its Board of Governors, 8 June 2026:

	 

	"Small Modular Reactors are a game changer, not only in producing electricity for the grid and for industries, including the technology companies seeking them to run data centres crucial to the expansion of AI."
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Chapter 11: The Power Grab

	To see the AI boom with your own eyes, do not look at a chatbot. Look at a power line. Behind every answer produced in half a second sits a data centre, a warehouse full of computers, drawing electricity on a scale that would have seemed absurd ten years ago.

	American data centres used 183 terawatt-hours of electricity in 2024. A terawatt-hour is a billion units of the kind your power bill counts. That is more than 4 per cent of everything the country consumed, and roughly what Pakistan uses in a year.¹ The International Energy Agency, which tracks world energy for member governments, expects that to rise about 130 per cent by 2030, to around 426 terawatt-hours.² Worldwide, consumption is on track to more than double over the same period, from 415 terawatt-hours to about 945.³ AI is doing most of the pushing.

	A separate American government estimate runs lower and no gentler. Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, funded by the US Department of Energy, measured 176 terawatt-hours in 2023, or 4.4 per cent of American electricity. It projects 325 to 580 terawatt-hours by 2028, roughly 7 to 12 per cent of the national total.⁴ The top of that range would put data centres second only to households.

	The physical scale is new. One large AI data centre uses about as much electricity in a year as 100,000 homes, and the biggest sites under construction are designed for many times that.⁵ The racks inside are getting hungrier, though less uniformly than the headlines suggest. The Uptime Institute, which surveys operators worldwide, found the power drawn by a single cabinet of computers, which the industry calls rack density, was most commonly just under 9 kilowatts in 2025, about what four Australian houses use at once.⁶ The 100-kilowatt AI rack is the exception.

	Demand is arriving faster than the wires. PJM Interconnection runs the electricity grid for 65 million Americans across 13 states, from Washington DC to Chicago. Its watchdog, a firm called Monitoring Analytics, is kept independent of PJM so that it can say what PJM will not. In 2025 its president, Joseph Bowring, told Bloomberg there was simply no new capacity to meet new loads.⁷ In Virginia, which hosts the densest concentration of data centres on earth, summer peak demand has risen 23 per cent since 2019 and winter peak 45 per cent since the 2019 to 2020 season.⁸

	The backlog is enormous. About 2,061 gigawatts of new generation and storage sits in a queue waiting to connect to the American grid: 1,312 gigawatts of generation and 749 of storage, at the end of 2025. The median project that came online in 2025 had waited more than five years. Of those that applied between 2000 and 2020, roughly three-quarters gave up and withdrew.⁹ It is a bottleneck operating now.

	Distance makes the numbers concrete. Western Australia's main grid, the South West Interconnected System, runs from Kalbarri down to Albany and east to Kalgoorlie: 7,750 kilometres of transmission line, 93,350 kilometres of distribution line, more than a million customers. Every generator registered on it adds up to 5,859 megawatts. Virginia's summer peak demand in 2025 was 23,905 megawatts, about four times the lot. The SWIS is also one of the most isolated large grids in the world, cut off from the eastern states by more than 1,000 kilometres of desert.¹⁰ There is no neighbour to borrow from. Every figure above describes capacity, not policy: how much exists, how quickly more can be built, and how much strain the system absorbs before something gives. That is what a ceiling made of physics rather than of rules looks like.

	The companies building this infrastructure argue that the demand arrives with jobs, tax revenue and grid investment that everyone connected eventually uses. The raw scale, though, is not disputed by the organisations tracking it, from the International Energy Agency to Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory. The numbers are where the conversation starts.
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Chapter 12: Water Wars

	Electricity is not the only resource these buildings consume industrially. The chips inside a data centre throw off enormous heat, and much of that heat is still carried away by the oldest method there is. Water, evaporated by the millions of litres, often in places that can least afford to lose it.

	Industry estimates reported by WRAL, a North Carolina television station, put a single large data centre's use at up to a billion US gallons a year, about 3.8 billion litres. In peak summer heat, consumption can spike to roughly 10 million litres a day.¹ Nationally, Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory measured direct cooling water use by American data centres at 66 billion litres in 2023, about 17.4 billion US gallons, with hyperscale sites, the very largest, and colocation sites, where several companies rent space in one building, accounting for 84 per cent of it. Hyperscale facilities alone are projected to consume between 16 and 33 billion gallons a year by 2028, or 61 to 125 billion litres.²

	The geography is what makes it fraught. Roughly two-thirds of data centres built or in development since 2022 sit in water-stressed regions, among them the Colorado River basin, southern Arizona and Texas.³ Water taken from a stressed catchment is not replaced by abundance somewhere else. In North Carolina, where dozens of counties were classified under severe to exceptional drought during 2026, rural communities began describing data centre growth as a water crisis rather than a technology story.⁴ The framing matters. A technology story is somebody else's problem. A water crisis is not.

	Water, unlike electricity, is local. It comes from a particular aquifer, a particular reservoir, a particular catchment, shared with particular neighbours, farms and town supplies. All of them notice at once when a new industrial user turns up asking for millions of litres a day. That is why water has become one of the sharpest and most tangible grievances driving local resistance, and why it appears so often in the objections lodged against contested projects.

	Chatham County, North Carolina, is the pattern in miniature. Its board of commissioners approved a twelve-month moratorium on 11 February 2026, running to 11 February 2027 or until replacement zoning rules are adopted, whichever comes first. It covers data centres, data processing facilities and cryptocurrency mining in the unincorporated parts of the county, and it was passed to give the county time to study the environmental effects before approving anything further. A developer sued the county over the pause in April 2026.⁵ Dozens of other counties and municipalities have done much the same thing.

	Several of the largest operators have moved away from the thirstiest cooling methods. Microsoft has committed that data centres designed after August 2024 will use closed-loop, chip-level cooling that needs no top-up water once the system is filled.⁶ Amazon reports cooling with outside air about 90 per cent of the time, holding evaporative cooling for extreme heat, and has required some sites to run on fully recycled water rather than fresh supply.⁷ Google has committed to replenishing more water than it consumes in the communities where it operates by 2030.⁸ Liquid and immersion cooling, which the newest AI chips will demand anyway, cuts direct water use substantially against older evaporative systems.

	These commitments matter. They are also voluntary, uneven across the industry, and often apply only to facilities designed after a nominated date. The high-water sites already in the ground stay in the ground for years, in some cases decades. A pledge from a handful of the largest companies is not an enforceable industry-wide standard.

	There is no single national water crisis caused by data centres. Water is regulated locally and regionally, and plenty in one catchment does not offset scarcity in another.⁹ Some researchers argue that this strengthens the case for local resistance rather than weakening it. A national ban would be a blunt instrument for what is really a series of specific local fights over a specific local resource, each needing its own answer. That is precisely what a growing number of American communities have started to provide, and in a remarkably short window.
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Chapter 13: Community and Local Government Pushback

	Something unusual happened to the data centre industry in early 2026. A scattering of town-hall complaints turned, within months, into a movement operating at the level of state legislatures. It reshaped the American permitting landscape faster than almost any comparable industrial backlash in living memory.

	By mid-2026, lawmakers in 14 states were considering moratoriums of one kind or another on data centre development, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures, which tracks legislation across every American state.¹ Note the verb. Considering. Several bills failed and some governors vetoed them. The volume is the point: 238 data centre bills were introduced across all 50 states during 2025, and more than 40 were enacted in 21 of them.² In the first quarter of 2026 alone, more than 75 projects worth about US$130 billion were blocked or delayed.³

	The movement is not confined to small towns. On 19 May 2026 the Denver City Council voted unanimously for a one-year pause on new data centre zoning permits, which also caught two further buildings planned by CoreSite, a data centre operator, in the Elyria-Swansea neighbourhood.⁴ In July, New York went further. Executive Order 62, signed by Governor Kathy Hochul on 14 July 2026, directs the state's environmental regulator to hold permit applications for data centres of 50 megawatts or more in abeyance.⁵ It carries no fixed end date. It runs until the state finishes a formal environmental study, expected to take about a year. It is the first statewide data centre moratorium in the United States.

	Polling confirms this is not a fringe reaction. Gallup surveyed 1,000 American adults between 2 and 18 March 2026. It found 71 per cent opposed having a data centre built near them, 48 per cent of them strongly. In the same poll, only 53 per cent objected to a nuclear plant in their area.⁶ Americans now like data centres less than they like reactors. The grievances are specific: power bills rising alongside industrial demand, strain on local water, the noise of cooling systems, and a sense that very large buildings are waved through with little public input.

	Some of it has escalated well past hearings and petitions. In Port Washington, Wisconsin, opponents of a US$15 billion data centre tried to recall the town's mayor over his support for it, falling a few hundred signatures short.⁷ In Denver, the council president apologised publicly from the chamber for not having blocked an earlier expansion sooner.⁸

	Australia has already run the experiment. A developer, GreenSquare, proposed a data centre at Hazelmere, an industrial estate 15 kilometres east of the Perth central business district. Nearly 1,900 public submissions opposed it. The objections were noise from 88 diesel backup generators, the proximity of two Aboriginal heritage sites, a primary school and houses, and the environmental impact. City staff found that the noise if those generators ran in an emergency, and the nuisance across so broad a residential area, could not be treated as tolerable. GreenSquare withdrew the proposal in May 2026.⁹

	This is the clearest available evidence that restricting data centres works as a physical ceiling on AI's growth, and that ordinary people can reach the lever. National AI regulation moves at the pace of a parliament. A county commission can vote a moratorium through in a single meeting. A corporate safety pledge is a press release; a zoning refusal is legally binding and enforceable in a court. This is bureaucracy, but it is the fast, local, responsive kind, closer to the town hall than to the federal agency.

	Local moratoriums are fragmented, inconsistent and often temporary. A one-year pause is not a permanent answer, and a company blocked in one county can build in the next one, moving the burden rather than removing it. Some analysts argue the patchwork simply redirects growth toward the communities least able to organise against it. That is why formal governance matters alongside the local fight. Neither is enough on its own.
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Chapter 14: Utility Rate Shock

	Not everyone fighting data centre expansion is doing it over an environmental principle. For a growing number of households the objection turns up somewhere harder to ignore. The power bill.

	PJM, which runs the electricity grid for 65 million Americans across 13 states, holds an auction each year to buy promises of future power. Generators bid to be available when demand peaks, and the price is struck per megawatt per day. For the 2025 to 2026 delivery year that price rose 833 per cent system-wide, from US$28.92 to US$269.92 per megawatt-day. In the Dominion zone, covering northern Virginia and its data centres, it cleared higher still, at US$444.26. Total cost to customers: US$14.7 billion from one auction.¹

	Monitoring Analytics, the independent monitor that watches the PJM market, put US$9.3 billion of that US$14.7 billion, 63 per cent of it, down to data centre demand.² Its later work found data centres accounted for US$6.5 billion of the US$16.4 billion in capacity costs at the most recent auction.³

	The effect is national. The 2026 Sustainable Energy in America Factbook, from BloombergNEF and the Business Council for Sustainable Energy, recorded retail power prices rising 2.3 per cent across 2025, with data centre demand a principal driver.⁴ Goldman Sachs put a figure on what comes next: roughly 0.1 percentage points added to core inflation, the underlying rate that strips out fuel and food, in each of 2026 and 2027, and 0.05 in 2028.⁵ That is a measurable effect on the cost of living. It is also a tenth of a point, not a catastrophe.

	The complaint driving the politics is who pays for the poles, wires and substations that deliver the electricity. Consumption alone is not the grievance. Grid upgrades for a large industrial customer have historically been financed collectively, spread across everyone's bill, rather than charged to the company creating the demand. Households, critics argue, are subsidising the most profitable companies in history.

	The grievance is concrete enough to have shifted policy. The Ratepayer Protection Pledge, an American initiative, calls on technology companies to fund their own power infrastructure rather than draw on shared utility investment.⁶ Several states, Virginia, Georgia, Indiana and Washington among them, have passed or proposed laws requiring operators to fund grid improvements in proportion to the electricity they use.⁷ Australia's federal government says the same. Its published expectations for data centre developers require them to underwrite new renewable supply and pay their full share of grid connection.⁸

	Of every argument raised against data centre expansion, the power bill is the most potent, because it needs no technical literacy and no ideology. It arrives as a number on a piece of paper in every letterbox every month. When reporters and local politicians connect that number to a cause, the connection sticks.

	It also explains the coalition. Concern about data centres is not confined to one political tribe. It joins environmentalists worried about water and emissions, fiscal conservatives objecting to subsidised corporate infrastructure, and households worried about the bill. That combination is rare, and it is much of why the fight has moved so fast.

	The technology industry disputes some of the framing. Data centres bring jobs, tax revenue and, in some cases, grid investment that serves the whole system, not only the facility that paid for it. The pledges and cost-allocation laws above answer exactly that criticism, which suggests the pressure is producing policy rather than headlines. Whether it moves fast enough to match the buildout is fought out one state legislature at a time.
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Chapter 15: Grid Reliability and Blackout Risk

	Beyond price and beyond water sits a more basic worry. Whether the grid can keep the lights on for everyone else while feeding an industry whose appetite for electricity is growing faster than almost any infrastructure planner anticipated.

	The core problem is timing. A data centre can be designed, approved and built in a few years. The transmission lines, substations and generating plant needed to power it take much longer. A new nuclear project takes most of a decade. Even a conventional grid upgrade faces years of permitting and construction. Meanwhile a single customer can add hundreds of megawatts in a short window. The queue of new generation and storage waiting to connect to the American grid already runs past 2,000 gigawatts, with median waits beyond five years.¹ The system is being asked to do more than it was built to do.

	The consequences reach past inconvenience. The regions with the heaviest concentration of data centres, northern Virginia, parts of Texas and Phoenix among them, face steep grid expansion costs and acute local strain. Commercial electricity sales in Virginia have climbed sharply, and grid operators have begun warning publicly about capacity shortfalls rather than managing the problem quietly.²

	Western Australia sharpens the point. The South West Interconnected System is one of the most isolated large electricity grids in the world, separated from the eastern states by more than 1,000 kilometres of desert.³ On the east coast, a shortfall in one state can be covered, at a price, by generation in another. On the SWIS there is nothing to import. Its 7,750 kilometres of transmission line serve more than a million customers, and every megawatt they use has to be generated on the same system. A large new industrial load on an isolated grid is a different proposition.

	Concern about reliability unites people regardless of what they think about AI. A household wants the power to stay on in a heatwave, and holds no view on artificial intelligence one way or the other. That makes reliability the most durable form of public pressure on the industry, and it depends only on the grid visibly struggling. Grid operators occupy an unusual position. Their job is to keep the system stable, and they are neither cheerleaders for the AI industry nor activists against it. So when PJM's independent watchdog said publicly in 2025 that there was no new capacity to meet new loads, that carried a credibility neither an industry promise nor an activist warning has.⁴ It came from the people whose job is keeping the lights on.

	The clearest evidence that the concern is well founded comes from the industry itself. Faced with connection queues stretching years and wholesale prices surging near their biggest facilities, the major technology companies are bypassing the public grid altogether. They are signing decades-long agreements to restart shuttered nuclear plants and fund new reactors of their own.⁵ A company bets a billion dollars on private nuclear power because its own planners say the public grid cannot absorb its growth.

	There have been no widespread, documented blackouts caused directly and solely by data centre demand. The picture so far is strain, rising costs and credible warnings from grid operators. Whether that strain becomes actual service disruption depends on how quickly the countermeasures keep pace with the growth: private generation, cost-allocation reform and continued local resistance. The question is open.

	Chapter Notes:

	1. Joseph Rand et al., Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, "Queued Up: 2026 Edition," May 2026. lbl.gov

	2. US Energy Information Administration, "Commercial electricity sales have soared in Virginia, driven by data Centres," Today in Energy, 5 May 2026. eia.gov

	3. Government of Western Australia, State of Energy WA, "South West Interconnected System." stateofenergy.wa.gov.au; Australian Energy Market Operator. aemo.com.au

	4. Bloomberg News, "Large US Grid Lacks Capacity for New Data Centres, Watchdog Says," 21 July 2025. bloomberg.com

	5. Constellation Energy, "Constellation to Launch Crane Clean Energy Centre," 20 September 2024. constellationenergy.com



	
Chapter 16: Nuclear and Small Reactor Deals as a Stopgap

	Faced with a grid that cannot keep pace, and a public unwilling to host the buildings, the largest technology companies reached the same conclusion at once. If you cannot rely on someone else's power system, build your own. The result is the biggest wave of corporate investment in nuclear power in American history.

	Microsoft's is the furthest advanced. In September 2024 Constellation Energy said it would restart a shut-down reactor in Pennsylvania under a 20-year power purchase agreement with Microsoft, a contract to buy a plant's output for a fixed term. The reactor is Three Mile Island Unit 1, renamed the Crane Clean Energy Centre. It is not Unit 2, the reactor that partially melted down in 1979. Unit 1 is rated at 835 megawatts. Target restart is 2028, with a licence renewal sought to 2054.¹

	Amazon has gone broader. Talen Energy will supply 1,920 megawatts from its Susquehanna station in Pennsylvania under an agreement signed in June 2025 and running to 2042, replacing an earlier deal that fed Amazon directly from the plant.² Amazon has also backed a reactor developer. Its Climate Pledge Fund led a roughly US$500 million round in X-energy, which builds small modular reactors, and the two have committed to more than 5 gigawatts of new projects by 2039.³

	Google signed a master plant development agreement with Kairos Power for up to 500 megawatts, aiming at a first deployment in 2030 and a full fleet by 2035. It is a development agreement, not a firm order for reactors.⁴ Meta's commitments are the largest of all: up to 6.6 gigawatts, announced in January 2026 across deals with TerraPower, Oklo and Vistra. TerraPower accounts for up to 2.8 gigawatts plus 1.2 of storage, Oklo for up to 1.2, and Vistra for more than 2.1 across three existing plants.⁵ A separate 20-year deal with Constellation covers the Clinton plant in Illinois. It is not in the 6.6 gigawatt total.⁶

	Nuclear power offers something the industry needs and cannot get elsewhere. Large, reliable, round-the-clock electricity that does not depend on the weather, does not require the years-long wait in the connection queue, and produces almost no carbon emissions. That last point matters to companies with climate commitments. Small modular reactors add another advantage. Built in factories as standardised units rather than assembled on site, they are designed for construction in three to five years, not the decade a conventional plant takes.⁷

	The pivot follows from everything already documented. Median waits for a grid connection run beyond five years. Local resistance keeps mounting. For a company with the capital, a private power source is the path of least resistance.⁸

	All of this is among the strongest evidence for the argument that compute and electricity are a ceiling on AI's growth. If growth were frictionless, none of it would be happening. No company spends tens of billions and waits years for its own power plant when the grid could absorb the load. The nuclear pivot is an admission, written in capital allocation rather than a press release, that the constraints bind.

	It would be a mistake to read all this as good news for the ceiling argument. If the answer to a physical constraint is to buy your own power plants and route around local objection, money partly dissolves the constraint. That option is open to a handful of firms with tens of billions in spare capital, and to nobody else. Nor does nuclear solve the problem. Deloitte puts new nuclear at about a tenth of the projected growth in data centre demand by 2035, which is not a tenth of demand. Data centres would take 11 to 19 gigawatts of an estimated 35 to 65 gigawatts of new American nuclear capacity, while their demand rises from 33 gigawatts in 2024 to as much as 176 by 2035.⁹ Nuclear supplements the grid fight. It does not end it.
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Chapter 17: Environmental Justice and Where the Buildings Go

	Data centres have to be built somewhere, and the choice of where is rarely random. Like the power plants, refineries, highways and waste facilities before them, they have landed disproportionately in and around communities that already carry the greatest share of industrial burden, and that have the least political power to say no.

	In Denver, the neighbourhood pushing back hardest against a major data centre expansion was Globeville-Elyria-Swansea. Decades of industrial zoning shaped it. Highways cut through it. It sits near an oil refinery and a Superfund site, the American term for land so contaminated that the federal government takes charge of cleaning it up. Residents and the GES Coalition, a local non-profit, framed the data centre as one more instalment in a long sequence of environmental injustice.¹

	That is a representative case. Communities without the zoning protections, the political contacts or the organising infrastructure to fend off unwanted industrial development tend to be where it keeps arriving. The absence of resistance is what makes them attractive to a developer looking for cheap land, existing power connections and fewer obstacles.

	The noise, the water strain and the local electricity costs do not land evenly across a region. They concentrate in whichever community ends up hosting the building. That community is disproportionately likely to be the one with the fewest resources to fight the decision before it is made, and the fewest to soften the consequences after it is.

	It follows that the pushback movement is not evenly distributed either. Denver, with an organised coalition and a responsive city council, forced a moratorium. Hazelmere, east of Perth, generated nearly 1,900 public submissions and the proposal was withdrawn.² Both places had something to work with. Less organised, less resourced communities frequently have nothing of the kind, even when they have just as much at stake. Some analysts warn that local resistance, however effective where it takes hold, risks redirecting the industry toward the places least equipped to resist it.

	There is a hopeful thread running through an otherwise sobering pattern. Environmental justice organising has decades of history and infrastructure behind it, built through fights over refineries, highways and waste facilities, and that capacity is being turned toward data centres. Groups like the GES Coalition are applying legal strategies and organising experience built in earlier fights, which gives them a head start that a community facing its first major industrial siting battle does not have. Civil society organisations that already know how to run this kind of campaign are treating AI infrastructure as the newest front in a very old argument.

	It would overstate the case to say the industry is uniquely or deliberately targeting disadvantaged communities. Much of the siting pattern reflects the same economic logic that has shaped industrial siting for more than a century. Land is cheaper, zoning is looser and political resistance is historically weaker in exactly the places that have already absorbed the most industrial burden. That is a structural problem far older and larger than AI, and nothing set out here resolves it. The data centre boom is accelerating and intensifying a very old and well-documented form of environmental injustice. Recognising the pattern is the first step toward the communities and coalitions who can do something about it.

	Chapter Notes:

	1. Data Centre Watch, "Data Centre Watch Report: Q1 2026," June 2026. dataCentrewatch.org; GES Coalition public statements, 2026.

	2. Information Age, Australian Computer Society, "Community backlash kills WA data centre," 19 May 2026. ia.acs.org.au



	
Part 2 Summary: The Fight You Can Actually See

	The infrastructure fight is the most physical of the fronts, the most visible, and so far the most immediately effective. From your front verandah you can see a data centre going up, hear its cooling running around the clock, and watch your power bill climb beside it. A corporate safety pledge shows none of that. The visibility has turned into action. Moratorium bills sit before lawmakers in 14 American states. New York has a statewide freeze and Denver a one-year pause. About US$130 billion in projects were delayed or abandoned in a single quarter, 71 per cent of Americans oppose a data centre near their home, and nearly 1,900 submissions killed one at Hazelmere, 15 kilometres from Perth.

	The industry's response, private nuclear power, cost-allocation laws and water-saving cooling, is large enough to show the pressure is working. This is among the strongest evidence anywhere for the thesis that ordinary people keep real, working leverage over how AI develops, even without comprehensive national legislation. A council voting on a zoning pause moves faster than any parliament ever will. A poll showing 71 per cent opposition is pressure that no amount of corporate lobbying can simply erase.

	The honest accounting has to include the limits alongside the wins. The industry's answer to local resistance and grid strain has largely been to route around both. It uses capital only a handful of the wealthiest companies in history can deploy: private nuclear plants, direct power purchase agreements, and a willingness to relocate to whichever community objects least. New nuclear, even on optimistic projections, will supply about a tenth of the growth in data centre demand by 2035, which is not a tenth of demand. And the communities with the least capacity to organise, often the ones already carrying the heaviest industrial burden, remain the most likely to host what better-resourced neighbourhoods turn away.

	That is the pattern in miniature. People are not powerless, and the evidence here proves it more concretely than almost anywhere else. But the fight is uneven. It is being met by an opponent with extraordinary financial resources. Bureaucracy, even the fast local kind, is still playing catch-up against an industry that can move billions of dollars and break ground faster than most communities can organise a second town hall meeting. The infrastructure fight is winnable. It is not yet won.


PART 3: Technical Safety Measures
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	Ram Shankar Siva Kumar, who leads Microsoft's AI red team, the in-house group paid to attack the company's own systems before anyone else does, 27 July 2026, announcing Microsoft's External Red Team Alliance:

	 

	"We really need to start thinking of AI safety as an engineering discipline and trying to bring security where the developers are."
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Chapter 18: Alignment Research

	Alignment research asks one question. If a machine is built to pursue a goal, how do you make sure it pursues the goal its builders meant, rather than a literal, lopsided version of it? The question sounds like philosophy. It is now one of the best funded areas of practical engineering in the industry, and the laboratories treat it as a condition of shipping a product.

	The standard illustration is simple enough to explain to a child, which is not the same as being simple to solve. Tell a system to make people happy. Give it no grasp of what happiness means to a person. It may then take that instruction somewhere a reasonable adult would not follow. The gap sits between what people say and what people mean. Alignment work exists to close it.

	Every other safeguard in the field is, in the end, a way of checking whether that work succeeded. Interpretability looks inside the machine. Organised attacks on a finished model test it from the outside. Human review stands behind it. Alignment is the target all three are aiming at.

	The practice of alignment training has shifted. The older method was slow and expensive: pay people to read model answers, one at a time, and rate them. Newer methods use the model's own output, checked against a short written set of principles, to correct its behaviour with far less human involvement at each step.¹ Anthropic, an American AI laboratory founded by former OpenAI researchers, published that approach in 2022 and calls it Constitutional AI. It is an active line of research. The AI laboratories publish where it fails as readily as where it works.

	Testing done before release does not predict everything that appears after it. A model inside a laboratory meets a few thousand careful prompts. The same model in public meets millions of people, some of them determined to break it, in situations nobody scripted. Testing before release has to be paired with monitoring afterwards.

	Training a model to behave well is one job. Proving that the good behaviour goes all the way down, rather than sitting on the surface where the tests can see it, is a different job altogether. The second job belongs to interpretability.

	The state of the field in 2026 is measurable progress alongside unresolved uncertainty. No laboratory claims to have solved alignment. Most researchers would treat that claim as a warning sign, not a comfort. What has changed is the seriousness. A decade ago alignment was a niche academic interest pursued by a few dozen people. It is now a funded, central part of how large models are built and tested before anyone outside the building sees them.
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Chapter 19: Interpretability Research

	A modern AI system is a black box, and it is a black box to the people who built it. It gives a capable answer and its own creators cannot say why that answer and not another. The reason is that nobody writes the rules inside. The system is trained rather than programmed, and what it learns is stored as billions of numbers with no labels on any of them. That is the difficulty in one sentence. Interpretability research is the attempt to read those numbers, and to say which of them stand for what.

	MIT Technology Review, the magazine published by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, named the work one of its ten breakthrough technologies of 2026.¹ The formal name for it is mechanistic interpretability. The aim is to locate the internal parts, called features, that stand for particular ideas, and then to trace the pathways running between them. In effect, researchers are building a microscope for a machine that has never been inspected.

	The results are striking. Anthropic's researchers have found internal features that correspond to recognisable concepts, and have followed the chain of features a model runs through from the prompt it is given to the answer it returns.² That technique is called circuit tracing, and it is closer to reading a wiring diagram than to reading a transcript.

	Others have used the same tools on a harder question: whether a model is being straight with you. OpenAI and Apollo Research, an independent safety research group, defined the problem as covert action, meaning the deliberate withholding or distorting of information relevant to the task. Training aimed at the problem cut covert actions roughly thirtyfold in tests, from 13 per cent of runs to 0.4 per cent in one model and from 8.7 per cent to 0.3 per cent in another. The researchers themselves attach two warnings. The method depends on being able to read the model's working, which they call fragile. And the models behaved differently once they worked out they were being tested, so it is not clear whether the honesty improved or the concealment did.³

	The field is also organising itself. Twenty-nine researchers from roughly twenty institutions, among them the University of Melbourne, set out an agreed list of the field's open problems in January 2025.⁴ Competing laboratories publishing a joint account of what they still cannot do is the mark of a discipline growing up.

	Dario Amodei, Anthropic's chief executive, wrote in a personal essay in April 2025 that he hopes interpretability tools will reliably detect most model problems by around 2027.⁵ That is an aspiration. The nearer evidence is more modest and more solid. Anthropic's published safety documentation for its November 2025 model release records interpretability tools in use before deployment, watching internal features for signs of deception and for a model deliberately underperforming on dangerous-capability tests.⁶

	Everything else in the safety toolkit gains from this. A regulatory audit, a corporate safety pledge or an attempt to break the model means considerably more when the people running it can see inside the system. Without it, they are judging a machine by its manners. The limits are plain, and the practitioners state them first. These methods do not scale to the largest models. Researchers can map features and follow pathways; nobody can map the whole of a frontier system. The box is less opaque than it was, and still not transparent.
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Chapter 20: Red-Teaming and Adversarial Testing

	Before a new model reaches the public, a responsible laboratory pays people to break it. They try to trick it into producing harmful content, to talk it past its own safety training, to find the prompts and odd cases its builders never thought of. The practice is called red-teaming, after the military exercise in which one team plays the enemy. Cybersecurity has run on the same principle for decades. Hire someone to attack your system before somebody with worse intentions does it for free.

	The teams mix in-house specialists, outside experts on contract and, increasingly, other AI systems trained to hunt for weaknesses at a speed unmatched by humans. Anthropic has published its own account of how these exercises are run and where they fall short.¹ The aim never changes: find the ways a model fails under attack before ordinary users find them, before malicious users exploit them, and before they turn up in an incident with a victim attached.

	The work has grown more sophisticated as the models have. Testing now goes well beyond the obvious request for something harmful. It checks whether a model can be coaxed into revealing information it should hold back. It checks whether the same question, asked five different ways, gets five consistent answers. It checks whether safety behaviour that survives a short exchange survives a long one. Some of the most useful work targets that last problem. Any model now refuses a single ugly demand. The harder case is the patient, multi-step conversation that walks it away from its training one small step at a time.

	No exercise, however thorough, simulates the volume and the inventiveness of the general public. Red-teaming works as one layer among several, alongside interpretability, monitoring after launch and human review. There is a structural limitation as well. Most red-teaming is done by the same organisations that build the models and profit from them. Some laboratories now commission independent testing from outside firms, and some governments have begun requiring third-party adversarial testing before deployment in high-risk sectors. But the bulk of it still happens in-house. Independent audits and regulation are necessary complements.
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Chapter 21: Watermarking and Content Provenance

	AI-generated images, video, audio and text now pour onto the internet in unprecedented quantities. That raises a plain question with an awkward answer. Looking at something on a screen, how does anyone tell whether a person or a machine made it? Two technical answers have emerged. They work in opposite ways, and by 2026 both had moved from proposal to working infrastructure, unevenly.

	Watermarking hides a signal inside the content itself: a pattern in the pixels of an image, in the waveform of an audio clip, or in the choice of words in a block of text. Software can read the signal back out later, often even after the file has been copied, resized or cropped. Google's SynthID is the most widely deployed example. Google reported in May 2025 that more than 10 billion pieces of content had been watermarked this way, across its image, video, audio and music tools, a figure now more than a year old.¹ Meta built a comparable tool for audio, published in 2024, aimed at detecting cloned voices.²

	Content provenance does the opposite. Instead of hiding a mark in the file, it attaches a signed record to it, a Content Credential, which travels with the file and states which device or program made it and what was done to it since. The standard is set by the Coalition for Content Provenance and Authenticity, known as C2PA, an industry group whose members include Adobe, Microsoft, Sony and the BBC. Its specification entered the international standards process in 2025 as a draft standard, ISO/DIS 22144. ISO is the Geneva body whose committees write the standards for screw threads, shipping and food safety alike, and this one has not yet been published in finished form.³ Content Credentials are already attached by OpenAI's image and video tools, Adobe Firefly, Microsoft Copilot, TikTok and Meta AI, among others.

	Adoption has moved quickly. Camera manufacturers including Leica, Sony, Nikon, Canon, Fujifilm, Panasonic and Samsung now sign images at the moment of capture. That puts the record at the start of the chain instead of bolting it on afterwards. The Content Authenticity Initiative, the coalition that promotes the standard, passed 5,000 member organisations in August 2025.⁴ In newsrooms the picture is thinner than the press releases suggest. The documented cases are the BBC and CBC/Radio-Canada, both taking part in a trial run by the IPTC, the international body that sets the technical standards news agencies use to exchange stories and pictures.⁵

	Regulators have started to lean on the same machinery. The European Union's AI Act requires disclosure of AI-generated content from August 2026, an obligation Content Credentials are designed to satisfy.⁶ In January 2025 the United States National Security Agency issued a joint advisory with the Australian Signals Directorate's Australian Cyber Security Centre, the ACSC, together with the Canadian and British cyber agencies. It recommends Content Credentials to government departments and to the operators of critical infrastructure, as a defence against manipulated media. It asks that the record be preserved, not stripped, as a file moves about. And it warns against leaning on provenance alone, instead of using it alongside detection, policy and public education.⁷

	The limits are documented, and the standard's own authors document them. A missing Content Credential proves nothing. The overwhelming majority of legitimate photographs, recordings and documents in the world were never signed at all, for entirely innocent reasons, and never will be.⁸ Credentials can also be stripped, on purpose or by accident, in the most ordinary ways: take a screenshot, convert the file, upload it to a platform that does not carry the record, or send it through a messaging app that strips metadata as a matter of course. The record survives the honest handling of a file only where every link in the chain has been built to preserve it.

	Neither watermarking nor provenance stops a convincing fake from being made, and nobody in the field claims otherwise. What they do is raise the cost and the difficulty of passing a fake off as authentic, and give a platform, a journalist or an ordinary reader something to check against when it matters. That is a working check.
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Chapter 22: Human-in-the-Loop Requirements

	The simplest safeguard is also one of the most important. For certain high-stakes decisions, a person must read what the machine produced and approve it before it takes effect. That is the human-in-the-loop principle. It is a limit on authority rather than on capability, and it decides how much any system is actually allowed to do on its own.

	The distinction matters. A model may be perfectly capable of settling a matter without help: approving a loan, flagging a scan, refusing an insurance claim. Organisations increasingly choose to put a person in front of the outcome anyway, because the cost of an unreviewed error in those particular decisions is high enough to justify the delay and the wage.

	This is already normal practice in several sectors. In healthcare, AI diagnostic tools are overwhelmingly sold as decision support for a qualified clinician, not as autonomous decision-makers. In hiring, several jurisdictions now require a human reviewer wherever an automated system materially shapes an employment decision. In criminal justice and financial services, the requirement is now written into regulation in several places, not left to a company's own good intentions.

	The strength of the safeguard is also its weakness. A reviewer who is overworked, timed to the minute, or simply inclined to trust the machine offers far less protection than the label suggests. Human-factors researchers have studied this for nearly thirty years. Raja Parasuraman and Victor Riley set out the pattern in a 1997 review in the journal Human Factors, and Linda Skitka, Kathleen Mosier and Mark Burdick tested it directly in 1999, naming the two failures it produces: acting on a wrong prompt from the system, and missing a problem the system never raised.¹ Both are errors people would have been less likely to make without the machine at their elbow.

	That is why the requirement works best as one layer among several. Paired with interpretability tools, a reviewer can see why the system reached its recommendation instead of receiving a verdict to initial. Paired with adversarial testing, the system in front of the reviewer has already had its obvious failures beaten out of it. Paired with corporate accountability structures, a reviewer who does catch an error has something behind them when they say so, instead of pressure to approve it and move on.

	Human review is a meaningful check when it is properly resourced and the reviewer is free to disagree. It is close to worthless when it is treated as a legal formality, a box ticked at speed. Whether it delivers depends far less on the technology than on whether organisations, and the regulators watching them, will pay for the judgement the safeguard assumes.
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Part 3 Summary: Five Safeguards, None Sufficient Alone

	Technical safety research is the most reassuring material so far, and the most humbling. Reassuring, because the progress is substantial and documented. Mechanistic interpretability has opened the black box further than most researchers expected a few years ago. Watermarking and provenance have been adopted quickly across major platforms and camera makers. Red-teaming has matured from an occasional courtesy into a standard, well-resourced part of how a responsible laboratory releases a model.

	Humbling, because every chapter arrived at the same caveat. None of these safeguards works alone, and none is close to finished. Alignment techniques cannot predict how a model behaves once it meets the public. Interpretability tools illuminate features and pathways, not the whole of a system. Red-teaming cannot simulate the scale or the inventiveness of ordinary use. Watermarking cannot stop fakes being made, only make them easier to catch. Human review is only as strong as the institution behind the human doing it.

	Taken one at a time, each measure is incomplete. Taken together, stacked on top of one another, they add up to something considerably harder to defeat than any single one of them. That layering only works if institutions apply it consistently rather than selectively, which is the point at which technical questions become governance questions. The parts that follow turn to the rules, the companies and the courts that decide whether these safeguards are required, audited and enforced, or merely invented and admired.

	 


PART 4: Governance & Regulation
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	António Guterres, Secretary-General of the United Nations, 2024:

	 

	"Autonomous machines with the power and discretion to select targets and take lives without human involvement are politically unacceptable, morally repugnant and should be prohibited by international law."
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Chapter 23: Government Regulation

	Two of the world's largest economies have taken almost opposite approaches to regulating artificial intelligence. The European Union wrote one large law. The United States wrote none, and is now fighting its own states over the rules they wrote instead. Australia has done something different again. In 2026 all three approaches are being tested against reality at the same time.

	The European Union's Artificial Intelligence Act is the world's first comprehensive law covering AI. It entered into force in 2024 and moved into its main enforcement phase across 2025 and 2026. The Act sorts AI systems by how much damage they could do. The heaviest obligations fall on what it calls high-risk systems: those used to hire people, to teach them, or to police them. Before one of those can be deployed, its owner must show human oversight, sound data handling and technical documentation.¹ The banned practices, the strictest tier of all, became enforceable across the twenty-seven member states in February 2025. Rules for general-purpose models, the large systems that sit behind products like ChatGPT, began applying in August 2025.²

	Enforcement has proved harder than legislating. Each member state was told to nominate a single point of contact for enforcement by August 2025. By March 2026, only eight of the twenty-seven had done so.³ The European Commission, the EU's executive arm, answered with a package of amendments called the Digital Omnibus on AI. It grants more time and trims some obligations, while leaving the outright bans firmly in place.⁴ Under the revised timeline, the biggest and highest-earning high-risk systems must comply in full by August 2026. Other high-risk categories have until December 2027.⁵

	The United States took the opposite path. There is no binding federal AI statute. What exists instead is a deregulatory posture at the top and a fast-growing patchwork of state laws underneath.⁶ In December 2025 the administration signed an executive order, a presidential instruction that does not need a vote in Congress, aimed at a "minimally burdensome" national framework. It directed the Department of Justice, the federal government's law department, to set up an AI Litigation Task Force to challenge state AI laws in court.⁷

	The states have not waited. California, Texas, Illinois and Utah all had significant AI legislation in force by early 2026. California's Transparency in Frontier Artificial Intelligence Act became operative in August 2026, and Colorado's framework follows in 2027.⁸ The executive order also carves out large exceptions. It preserves state authority over child safety, over AI computing and data centre infrastructure, and over what state governments themselves buy.⁹ In practice the order is narrower than its headlines. Lawyers were still telling businesses in mid-2026 to keep complying with state rules. In the American system, overriding a state law generally takes an act of Congress, not an executive order, and no such act has passed.¹⁰

	Australia has no comprehensive AI Act and, so far, no plan for one. The federal government consulted on the question across 2023 and 2024, under the banner Safe and Responsible AI in Australia, and floated mandatory guardrails for AI used in high-risk settings. Those guardrails were abandoned. In December 2025 the Department of Industry, Science and Resources released the National AI Plan instead: a policy programme, not a statute.¹¹

	The states are moving anyway, much as they are in America. In February 2026 the New South Wales Parliament passed the Work Health and Safety Amendment (Digital Work Systems) Bill, the first Australian law written specifically about AI and automation at work. It defines a digital work system as "an algorithm, artificial intelligence, automation or online platform". An employer using one must ensure that work is allocated without excessive or unreasonable workloads, excessive or unreasonable performance targets, excessive monitoring or surveillance, or discriminatory decision-making.¹² Nobody pretends the matter is settled. The Australian Industry Group, which speaks for employers, called the Bill fundamentally flawed and unwarranted. The Finance Sector Union called it nation-leading.¹³

	The two approaches share one lesson, despite their opposite philosophies. Regulation moves more slowly than the technology it is trying to govern. Europe spent years negotiating a comprehensive law, then found its own enforcement machinery unready when its deadlines arrived. America avoided comprehensive legislation, and is now fighting in court over whether it can override the state rules that grew into the gap.

	Neither approach is worthless. The European framework, enforcement delays and all, has already changed how the major AI laboratories build and document their systems. Complying with the world's largest trading bloc is usually cheaper than building one product for Europe and another for everyone else. Lawyers call this the Brussels Effect.¹⁴ The American state-by-state approach, messy as it is, produced binding obligations in the country's largest states faster than a federal law could have.

	Both experiments are unresolved. Both point at the same uncomfortable theme: formal regulation, for all its legitimacy and force once it takes hold, is not built to move at the speed artificial intelligence is advancing. Whether that gap narrows or widens is one of the defining regulatory questions of the decade.
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Chapter 24: International Treaties and Coordination

	National and regional rules stop at a border. Artificial intelligence does not. A system built in one country and sold everywhere can cause harm in a dozen others, each with different rules or none at all. Closing that gap is the job of international coordination, and it is the part of AI governance furthest behind the technology.

	The most advanced international effort concerns lethal autonomous weapons systems: weapons that select a target and attack it without a person deciding to pull the trigger. In 2024 the United Nations General Assembly, the chamber in which every member country holds one vote, adopted a resolution on them. The count was 166 in favour and three against.¹ More than 120 countries have since given formal support to a ban, with the strongest regional agreement across Africa and Latin America.² UN Secretary-General António Guterres pressed repeatedly for a binding treaty, calling the handing of life-and-death decisions to an algorithm morally unacceptable.³

	Negotiations run through the Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons, a United Nations arms-control framework based in Geneva. A Group of Governmental Experts, the technical body that does the drafting, met in March 2026 on this exact question.⁴ The structure on the table has two tiers: an outright prohibition on fully autonomous lethal systems that operate without meaningful human control, paired with strict regulation of every other autonomous weapon.⁵

	The July 2026 target for concluding negotiations passed with no treaty agreed. None had been agreed as these pages went to press in August 2026. The reasons illustrate the difficulty of international coordination on AI generally. The United States has opposed a categorical ban and prefers voluntary codes of conduct. Major military powers, several of them spending billions on AI-enabled defence systems, have resisted any provision that would constrain the capabilities they are currently building.⁶

	Talks on this subject have been running at the Convention in Geneva since 2014. More than a decade, and no binding substantive outcome, on an issue with this much public and diplomatic support behind it.⁷ Decisions there are taken by consensus, which means any one state can stop the room. Time is not neutral either. Every year the talks continue, the capability spreads further and to more states, which makes an eventual agreement harder to write and harder to enforce.

	Outside the case of autonomous weapons, international coordination on the civilian and economic side of AI is thinner again. There is no binding global equivalent of the EU AI Act. There is no international body with enforcement power over general-purpose AI models, of the kind that exists, imperfectly, for nuclear material or for aviation safety. The United Nations Global Dialogue on AI Governance held its first session in Geneva in July 2026.⁸ It is a serious attempt to build the coordination that is missing. For now it remains a forum for discussion and consensus-building, with no power to compel anyone to do anything.

	The most advanced and most publicly supported international AI effort in existence is a proposed ban on autonomous weapons. Well over half the world's countries back it. It has spent more than a decade in formal negotiation without producing a binding result. Its most committed advocates now treat 2026 as a deadline already missed rather than one still to be met. If the fastest-moving and highest-consensus issue in international AI governance is struggling this badly to reach agreement, that says something uncomfortable about every less urgent issue still waiting its turn.
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Chapter 25: AI-Specific Regulatory Agencies

	Writing a law is one thing. Enforcing it, day after day, is another. That takes an institution: inspectors, technical staff, complaint mechanisms, the unglamorous machinery that makes a rule mean something in practice. Several governments have started building that capacity for AI. The results so far are mixed.

	The European Union's AI Act created the European AI Office, housed inside the European Commission, the EU's executive arm. Its job is to support enforcement, coordinate the member states, and investigate the largest and riskiest models directly.¹ The Act calls those systemic-risk models: systems powerful enough that a failure in one would ripple across the whole market. The Office became fully operational in early 2026 and has launched its first wave of investigations.² That is a real step from legislative text into active enforcement.

	The Office does not work alone. Enforcement under the Act is deliberately hybrid: one central EU body, plus national authorities in each of the twenty-seven member states. Every state had to designate its own notifying authority and its own market surveillance authority.³ That national buildout has lagged well behind the Act's own deadlines. Fewer than a third of member states had designated their required contact points by March 2026. A central regulator, however well resourced, is only as effective as the national machinery that does the inspecting.

	The United States has not built a dedicated federal AI agency. Existing regulators have instead been told to apply the powers they already hold. The Federal Trade Commission polices deceptive and unfair business practices. The Federal Communications Commission oversees broadcasting and telephony. Sector regulators cover the rest.⁴ The December 2025 executive order directs the Trade Commission to issue guidance treating certain state-mandated bias-mitigation requirements as a deceptive trade practice.⁵ Agencies are being pulled into AI oversight through mandates written long before AI arrived.

	That has a cost and a benefit. The cost is the absence of the concentrated technical expertise a dedicated agency could build up over time. The benefit is that these agencies already hold investigative powers, enforcement records and legal authority that a new body would need years to accumulate. Untidy on paper. Not starting from zero in practice.

	Australia looks more like the American picture than the European one. There is no dedicated Australian AI regulator and no announced plan to create one. The work falls to the agencies already in place. One of them is the Office of the Australian Information Commissioner, the federal privacy watchdog. Its Privacy Commissioner, Carly Kind, reported in 2026 that public wariness of emerging technology is increasing, particularly around fairness, accountability and the practical ability to exercise rights.⁶

	New South Wales offers the clearest Australian example of an existing regulator being handed new ground. Under the state's 2026 digital work systems law, SafeWork NSW, the workplace safety regulator, picks up oversight of AI and automation at work. Union right-of-entry powers under that law commence one month after SafeWork NSW publishes its guidelines, which go to public consultation first.⁷ An inspectorate built for scaffolding and forklifts is being asked to understand algorithmic work allocation.

	Whichever model a government picks, dedicated or distributed, the same problem recurs. Evaluating a frontier AI system takes deep and current technical expertise. Hiring and keeping that expertise on a public service salary, against an industry that can pay several times more, is extraordinarily difficult. The mismatch is structural. Technical expertise commands a premium in the private sector faster than public pay structures can move.

	Neither the centralised European model nor the distributed American one has proved superior. Both are too new to judge on results. The AI Office's first investigations into systemic-risk models, launched only in early 2026, will take time to produce precedent and enforcement outcomes. Building regulatory capacity is not the same thing as passing a law. Enforcing one credibly against the best-funded and most technically sophisticated companies in the world is slow, expensive and institutionally demanding, and no government has closed that gap yet.
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Chapter 26: Sector-Specific Rules

	Many of the most concrete and enforceable AI rules in force anywhere did not come from a comprehensive AI law. They arrived sector by sector: rules for healthcare, for employment, for financial services, for criminal justice, rather than for artificial intelligence as one undifferentiated category.

	The advantage is precision. A rule written for how AI is used in hiring can be sharper, and far easier to enforce, than a general principle about fairness applied to every possible use at once. Several American states have legislated exactly this way, treating AI in employment, healthcare and consumer protection as separate domains with separate rules.¹

	In employment, a growing number of jurisdictions now require a human being to review any hiring decision materially shaped by an automated system. In healthcare, the regulators that approve medical devices and clinical software have extended their approval and monitoring frameworks to AI diagnostic tools. Such a tool is now assessed much as a new drug would be, before it reaches patients. In financial services, anti-discrimination and consumer protection law is being applied directly to AI-driven lending. The reasoning is straightforward. A discriminatory outcome is no less illegal for having come from an algorithm than from a loan officer.

	The European Union's AI Act runs on the same logic inside a single comprehensive statute. Its strictest obligations attach to named high-risk categories: employment, education, law enforcement and a handful of others.² They do not attach to every AI system regardless of context. Even inside comprehensive frameworks, sector-specificity is increasingly treated as the more practical way to govern a technology this varied in what it is used for.

	Australia has already lived through what happens when an automated system runs inside one sector without the right rules around it. The scheme became known as Robodebt, and it used no artificial intelligence at all. It was an averaging formula, applied automatically, at scale. The harm came from automation and the absence of human judgment.

	From 2015 the Commonwealth raised welfare debts automatically. It took a person's annual income as reported to the Australian Taxation Office, spread it evenly across the fortnights of the year, and treated the result as what that person had actually earned in each fortnight. For anyone with irregular or seasonal work, the averaging treated people as though they had received income at a time when they had not. More than 500,000 people were affected. The scheme ran until it was ruled unlawful in late 2019.³

	Ordinary people stopped it, with lawyers. In June 2021 the Federal Court approved the settlement of a class action, a single case run on behalf of a large group at once. It was brought by Gordon Legal, and its settlement group ran to about 648,000 people, wider than the group whose debts were actually raised. The Commonwealth paid $112 million, inclusive of costs and interest, and consented to court declarations that debts calculated solely by averaging tax office data had never been validly made. Justice Murphy described the affair as a shameful chapter in the administration of the Commonwealth social security system and a massive failure of public administration.⁴

	A Royal Commission followed. Catherine Holmes, a former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Queensland, was appointed in August 2022 and reported on 7 July 2023 with 57 recommendations. Her finding is on page xxix of the report: "Robodebt was a crude and cruel mechanism, neither fair nor legal, and it made many people feel like criminals." The scheme, she found, had been devised without regard to the social security law it was meant to enforce.⁵

	No general artificial intelligence statute would have caught Robodebt, and none existed. What caught it was the law that already governed that one sector, a class action, a Royal Commission, and the people who would not accept a letter from a computer telling them they owed money they did not owe. Sector-specific rules attach to what the system is actually doing to somebody.

	The limitation of the approach is coverage. A sector-by-sector strategy only regulates the sectors somebody has got around to regulating, and it leaves gaps wherever legislative attention has not yet landed. It also produces inconsistent standards: a level of human oversight required in hiring that is not required in, say, insurance underwriting, even where the risk to the individual is comparable. That unevenness is a cost. It may also be unavoidable. The risks of a medical diagnostic tool and a customer service chatbot differ so widely that some tailoring is a reasonable response.
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Chapter 27: Military and Autonomous Weapons Restrictions

	Treaty negotiations happen in Geneva. Procurement happens everywhere else. Governments press for international restrictions on autonomous weapons while continuing to buy and build the exact category of technology those restrictions are meant to constrain.

	Even as the United Nations pursues a binding treaty on lethal autonomous weapons, major military powers keep investing billions in AI-enabled defence programmes. Some of those systems are built by the world's largest defence contractors.¹ This is not hypocrisy in the crudest sense. Most of the states supporting the negotiations argue that some AI-enabled military capability, properly restricted and kept under meaningful human control, is legitimate and even necessary for national defence. The dispute is about where the line sits between acceptable human-supervised assistance and unacceptable autonomous killing.

	Much of the technology being argued over in Geneva is already flying. The targeting and navigation systems under negotiation are the same class of technology being deployed and refined on the battlefield in Ukraine. There, AI-enabled autonomous navigation has reportedly pushed drone strike success rates well above those of earlier, purely human-guided systems.² The negotiations are an attempt to catch up with capability in daily use, being improved in an active war faster than diplomats can agree on a definition of what ought to be restricted.

	A comprehensive binding treaty remains unfinished. Restrictions already exist even so. International humanitarian law, the body of law governing conduct in war, already applies to autonomous weapons. Any weapon, autonomous or not, must be capable of distinguishing a military target from a civilian. Any use of force must avoid excessive and foreseeable harm to civilians.³ Those rules bind whether or not a new treaty is ever signed. Some states have also adopted national policies requiring a minimum standard of human control over any system capable of lethal force. These national rules are narrower and less consistent than a binding treaty would be. They still count. They are the same kind of unilateral action that has repeatedly worked as a check elsewhere, in the absence of coordination from the top.

	The gap between military AI development and restriction on it is real and well documented. By the account of the diplomats and advocates working closest to the issue, the window for meaningful action is narrowing rather than widening. The argument is a difficult and continuing one about where meaningful human control must be preserved as the technology advances, and it will run on whether or not a treaty is reached by the deadlines its advocates set.
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Part 4 Summary: Rules That Arrive Late

	Formal governance matters in a way that voluntary corporate pledges and grassroots pressure cannot fully replicate. A binding law carries force that a best-practice guideline does not. But the institutions built to govern AI are consistently and measurably behind the technology they are meant to govern.

	The European Union spent years negotiating the world's most comprehensive AI law. By 2026 fewer than a third of its own member states had built the enforcement machinery that law required, on the schedule it set. The United States, having avoided comprehensive federal legislation, is locked in a fight over whether it can override the state laws that grew into the gap. Businesses have been advised simply to keep complying with whichever state rules apply to them, because nobody yet knows which will survive. Australia shelved its proposed mandatory guardrails and issued a policy plan instead, while a single state legislated on AI at work.

	The international picture is starker still. A proposed treaty banning the most dangerous autonomous weapons, backed by well over a hundred countries, has spent more than a decade in formal negotiation. The July 2026 target for concluding those negotiations passed with no treaty agreed. Its most committed advocates now treat 2026 as a deadline already missed rather than one still to be met. Bureaucracy moves at the pace of committees, elections and multilateral consensus. The technology moves at the pace of one well-funded laboratory's next model release. That mismatch is real.

	And yet formal governance has measurable achievements. The AI Office's first investigations into systemic-risk models. Sector rules already reshaping how AI is used in hiring and in healthcare. National restrictions on autonomous weapons adopted without waiting for a treaty. In Australia, an automated scheme that harmed more than half a million people, stopped by a court and then examined by a Royal Commission. None of it is enough on its own, or fast enough. Formal regulation is a necessary part of the fight against AI's negative impacts, not the whole of it. Government has not been fast enough to carry that fight by itself.


PART 5: Grassroots & Cultural Adaptation
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	Sean Astin, president of SAG-AFTRA, the union covering American film and television performers, June 2026, on the ratified TV/Theatrical Agreement:

	 

	"It... strengthens protections around artificial intelligence and digital identity... We feel very confident what we've been able to achieve here is in the vanguard of what any industry wants to achieve."
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Chapter 28: Civil Society Advocacy Groups

	Behind almost every regulatory fight, and every piece of safety research, sits a quieter layer of work. Civil society groups, non-profit organisations answering to their members rather than to shareholders or a minister, read draft legislation line by line. They file legal challenges. They give evidence to parliamentary committees. Most of it happens between the headlines.

	The list of organisations working on AI accountability is longer than most people guess. The Electronic Frontier Foundation, or EFF, is an American legal outfit that has defended digital rights since the internet's early days. It now covers AI directly. Its researcher Matthew Guariglia told a congressional committee that no government should adopt powerful AI without adopting clear safeguards for constitutional rights at the same time.¹ The Centre for Democracy and Technology, a Washington policy institute, runs an AI Governance Lab.² Access Now supports users at risk of surveillance and arrest, and organises RightsCon, the largest annual gathering on digital rights.³ Fight for the Future campaigns against facial recognition and mandatory online age checks.⁴ Privacy International tracks what governments and companies do with collected data.⁵

	None of this is fringe. It is decades of legal expertise built in earlier fights over encryption and state surveillance, now turned on AI.

	The work produces traceable outcomes, not just position papers. EFF and the free expression group Article 19 filed joint comments with the European Commission on draft guidance under the Digital Services Act, the European law governing how platforms handle flagged content.⁶ They argued against rules that would push platforms into monitoring everything users post. In California, sustained pressure helped stall an age verification proposal that critics said would force people to prove who they were to browse the internet.⁷

	Rules are not spontaneous. Sector codes, provenance standards and accountability frameworks are usually the residue of years of pressure from organisations like these.

	Australia runs the same machinery, with less noise. The federal government consulted on rules for high-risk AI. A Senate select committee examined AI adoption. Unions and community organisations wrote submissions to both, published on the Parliament's website for anyone to read.⁸ The Australian Nursing and Midwifery Federation told a Commonwealth skills study in May 2025 that AI should never replace a human health worker, or be used to paper over a staff shortage.⁹ Writing a submission is dull work. It is also the ordinary way an objection gets onto the record.

	It does not always work. In December 2025 the government dropped the proposed guardrails and released a National AI Plan instead.¹⁰ The submissions were read. The policy went the other way.

	The organisations doing this work are under pressure themselves. The 2026 edition of RightsCon was abruptly cancelled. EFF called that one sign of a wider pattern: civic space closing, hostility to independent organisations rising.¹¹ They also run on a fraction of the money and staff of the companies and governments they scrutinise, which limits how much gets done and how fast.

	Romanticising all this would be easy. These organisations are effective, well informed and responsible for documented policy wins. They are also badly outmatched, and in some countries their space is narrowing rather than widening. Civil society is a working check on AI's worst effects. It is not a sufficient one alone, which is why the chapters that follow look at the pressure operating beside it.
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Chapter 29: Creator Solidarity Movements

	Writers, artists, musicians and performers have organised against the unauthorised use of their work by AI systems, and they have won things that can be pointed at. Contract language. Court filings. A government decision. The most consequential year yet for that organising has been 2026.

	The Authors Guild is the oldest and largest professional body for published writers in the United States, with more than thirteen thousand members.¹ Its legal team has run class actions against major AI developers on behalf of novelists and non-fiction writers. The argument is that copying books wholesale to train a model is not fair use, and it is being fought out in the American courts now.²

	Litigation is the slow lane. The Guild has also written model contract clauses that an author or an agent can put in front of a publisher.³ They cover four things. No AI use of the author's work without consent. Licensing of specific AI uses as a paid subsidiary right. Protection of audiobook and translation rights against AI substitution. Rules on whether AI may be used on the manuscript at all. The clauses bar a publisher from using AI to substantively edit a book. They require an author to disclose AI-generated text beyond a trivial amount. They state that no author can be made to use AI to write.⁴ In April 2026 the Guild added clauses for a newer problem: publishing staff feeding manuscripts and authors' personal details into consumer chatbots without asking.⁵

	Publishing is not alone. The Writers Guild of America West won AI protections for screenwriters in its 2023 Minimum Basic Agreement, the industry-wide contract covering film and television writing. It has since backed federal legislation requiring technical standards for labelling AI-generated content.⁶ Performers took the same ground. SAG-AFTRA secured terms on digital replicas of an actor's face and voice through the industrial action of 2023, then strengthened them in the TV/Theatrical Agreement ratified in June 2026.⁷

	The thread is the same everywhere. Creative workers organised through unions and guilds have negotiated terms that bind. They did it through the collective bargaining that has protected workers in other industries for a century.

	One author has almost no leverage against a well-funded AI company. Thirteen thousand of them, with a legal team and a litigation record behind them, have a great deal. The benefit does not stop at the membership list. An author publishing straight to Amazon sits outside the contracts these protections were designed around, and the cover is thinner: no union agreement, no Guild-negotiated clause, nobody to ring. What the independent author gets instead is the market the organising helped create, the premium now attaching to work that can be shown to be human.

	Australian creators won on the same ground without a strike. In October 2025 the federal Attorney-General ruled out letting AI companies train on Australian books, songs and artwork without permission or payment. The idea had come from the Productivity Commission, the government's independent economic adviser. It collapsed under organised opposition from Australian authors, publishers and the music industry.⁸ Australian copyright law continues to require permission.

	Even the best of these movements have limits. The model clauses are, by the Guild's own description, guidelines an author or agent can ask for, not protections that arrive automatically.⁹ A publisher can decline them. A first book with no agent behind it is a weak place to insist from. Collective agreements cover the workers named in them and nobody else, which leaves independent, self-published and freelance creators exposed. The progress was built by ordinary people acting together. It is also uneven, and a long way short of every working creator it is meant to protect.
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Chapter 30: "Human-Made" Branding and Marketplaces

	In April 2026 a certification mark for film and television was launched inside a cave in southern France, beneath paintings of horses and hands made by people roughly 25,000 years ago.¹ The venue was the argument. The Human Made Mark is one of at least eight schemes competing to become the recognised badge for work made by a human being. Analysts tracking the field compare the ambition to what Fair Trade did for coffee.² The premium buyers pay for work they know a person made is being built in public, at speed, and in some disorder.

	The count keeps rising. Not by AI, Proudly Human and Made by Human all certify work across writing, art, video and music.³ The Human Made Mark had gathered support from Academy Award-winning production designers, cinematographers and costume designers before it launched.⁴ The trend runs well past film. Spotify, the music streaming service, added a Verified badge to separate human acts from AI-generated ones.⁵ A specialist publisher launched what The Guardian described as a "certified organic and AI-free" stamp for human-written books.⁶

	The speed of the shift reflects something larger than branding. Merriam-Webster, the American dictionary publisher, chose "slop" as its word of the year for 2025. The term for low-quality mass-produced AI content took about a year to travel from a niche insult to an ordinary complaint.⁷ The media monitoring firm Meltwater recorded a ninefold rise in online mentions of "AI slop" across 2025, with negative sentiment peaking above 50 per cent that October.⁸ As AI-generated content flooded feeds, marketplaces and bookshelves, "made by a human" stopped being an assumption nobody bothered to state and became a selling point people will pay for.

	The growth has produced a verification problem nobody in the field denies. With at least eight competing schemes, no single standard is close to universal recognition, and the credibility of any one label depends entirely on how rigorously it is checked.⁹ Some marks are a badge a creator downloads and applies to their own work, with nothing behind it. Others demand an audit trail: drafts, sketches, raw working files, and time-lapse footage of the work being made.

	For a buyer the problem is simpler and worse. A shopper looking at a badge on a book cover or a song page has no way to tell which kind of mark they are looking at. The label is worth whatever the checking behind it is worth, and the checking is invisible at the counter. Fair Trade took decades to reach the point where an Australian could see the mark on a packet of coffee and trust it without thinking about it. The human-made marks are about two years old and there are at least eight of them.

	The detection technology underneath all of this is unreliable. In 2023 Vanderbilt University switched off the AI writing detector built into Turnitin, the service universities use to check student work for plagiarism. It had concluded that the detector's false positive rate was unacceptable.¹⁰ A study published that year in the journal Patterns tested several popular detectors. They flagged writing by people who speak English as a second language as AI-generated far more often than native speakers' writing, on work the participants had written themselves.¹¹ That is why the more serious schemes watch the process instead of judging the finished file. A machine cannot reliably tell you who wrote a page. A folder of dated drafts can.

	The field is crowded and uncoordinated, a scatter of competing logos with no agreed line between "human-made" and "AI-assisted", at a time when AI features sit inside ordinary word processors and photo editors.¹² Trademark practice is a further obstacle. A descriptive phrase like "AI-free" is hard to register and protect, because a plain description of a product is much harder to claim as private property than an invented brand name.¹³ The movement is young and unsettled, and several of its marks will not survive. But its speed, and the appetite driving it, is itself the evidence. The human premium is being built now, messily, in the open, by people voting with the only instrument they hold, which is their money.
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Chapter 31: Digital Rights and Privacy Advocacy

	Watching people used to be expensive. It took officers, cars and paperwork, and that cost was itself a limit on how much any government could do. AI removed the limit. Camera footage, number plate records and phone location data can now be searched by machine, at scale, for very little. The advocacy aimed at that change runs through the courts.

	The American Civil Liberties Union, the ACLU, has litigated constitutional cases for more than a century. It and the Electronic Frontier Foundation have both expanded litigation against AI-powered police surveillance.¹ They build on Carpenter v. United States, the 2018 US Supreme Court decision holding that police need a warrant to obtain a person's historical phone location records. Federal courts have extended that reasoning to geofence warrants, which demand the identity of every phone in a given area at a given time, and to predictive policing software.²

	A judgment reaches past the case that produced it. Once a court rules on how a surveillance tool may be used, that rule binds every later case with similar facts. One challenge can narrow what a government does nationwide.

	The United States has no federal privacy statute. A bipartisan bill died in Congress in early 2025 and has not been reintroduced.³ The states filled the gap. Twenty had comprehensive privacy laws by 2026, with California, Texas and Maryland reckoned strongest on enforcement.⁴ It is the same pattern as AI regulation: inconsistent, incomplete, and binding where it passed.

	The European Union banned specific uses outright. Article 5 of its AI Act prohibits systems designed to manipulate or deceive people, social scoring that withholds services on the basis of a behaviour score, and real-time facial recognition in public places. Those bans took effect on 2 February 2025, ahead of the Act's general obligations.⁵

	Australia has no bill of rights, so the American constitutional route is closed here. The work falls to parliaments. In February 2026 the New South Wales Parliament passed the Work Health and Safety Amendment (Digital Work Systems) Bill, the first Australian law treating algorithms and workplace platforms as a safety question. Employers using them must ensure staff are not put under excessive or unreasonable monitoring.⁶

	Privacy work sits in an odd position. It is one of the more legally successful fronts on record, with precedent that binds. It also carries the starkest resource mismatch, against the companies building surveillance systems and the agencies buying them. The Fourth Amendment cases run by the ACLU and EFF, under the American protection against unreasonable searches, have produced wins that can be cited. But litigation is reactive. It constrains a practice only after it has been built, deployed, discovered and challenged, one case at a time. Nothing in it stops the next tool being built quietly while the first is in court.
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Part 5 Summary: What Organising Has Won

	The clearest evidence for human resourcefulness comes from the past few years, not from two centuries ago. Each of these four chapters tells a version of one story. People with little power on their own, a single writer, a single privacy-minded citizen, a single independent illustrator, joined something larger: a union, a guild, an advocacy organisation, a certification scheme. Together they secured protections none of them could have won alone.

	The evidence is concrete rather than aspirational. The Authors Guild has produced binding contract language and live litigation. Privacy advocates have built constitutional precedent that limits AI surveillance. Nurses put their objection to a Commonwealth study in writing. A human-made certification industry has appeared out of nothing in about two years, because buyers asked for it. Australian creators kept a copyright exception out of the statute book.

	At the level of one person it is small and dull. A submission written on a Tuesday night. A clause read before signing. A council meeting attended. A file kept. None of it feels like a movement while it is happening.

	None of these movements has arrived. Civil society organisations are outspent by the industry they scrutinise, and they report that the space they work in is closing rather than opening. Creator protections are unevenly spread, strongest for union members and traditionally published authors, thinnest for the self-published and the freelance, who are a growing share of the creative economy. The certification movement is split across competing marks with inconsistent checking, still well short of the recognition Fair Trade and organic labelling took decades to earn.

	Humans, organised, are not powerless here. The wins are real. But collective organising is still running behind a technology moving faster than any single movement can match. Two fronts follow: the economic and labour response to what AI is doing to work, and the legal fight over its use of human-made work as raw material.


PART 6: Economic & Labour Responses
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	Jamie Dimon, chief executive of JPMorgan Chase, America's largest bank, Bloomberg TV, October 2023:

	 

	"People have to take a deep breath. Technology has always replaced jobs. Your children are going to live to 100 and not have cancer because of technology, and literally they'll probably be working three and a half days a week."
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Chapter 32: Reskilling and Retraining Programmes

	Automation destroyed jobs in the past and, in time, created more of them. Crossing from one side of that record to the other is not a statistic to the person doing it. Retraining is the machinery built to carry them across. In 2026 the money going into it is rising. The evidence that it works is thinner than the money suggests.

	The US Department of Labor, the American government's employment and workplace agency, opened two large training funds a week apart. On 30 December 2025 it made US$98 million available for YouthBuild, a pre-apprenticeship scheme that puts young people into construction, manufacturing, information technology and healthcare. On 6 January 2026 it made US$145 million available to expand Registered Apprenticeship, the American programme in which training is tied to a paid job and the provider is paid on results. Neither award is an AI programme. What the department did on artificial intelligence, in April 2026, was launch a website. No money was attached to it.¹

	Two figures explain the interest. Workers with AI skills carry a wage premium of 56 per cent over peers without them.² AI-related apprenticeships grew 191 per cent over two years.³ Globally, the World Economic Forum, the body that runs the annual Davos gathering of governments and large companies, says its Reskilling Revolution has mobilised commitments to reach 856 million people by 2030, against a target of one billion.⁴ Commitments are not people trained.

	Some of the money comes from the companies whose products are cutting the jobs. Meta, the owner of Facebook, launched America's Workforce Academy in June 2026 with US$115 million in its first year. It offers free training to fibre technicians, welders, plumbers, electricians and mechanics in Louisiana, Ohio, Indiana and Texas, and guarantees graduates a job. The offer comes before the training, not after.⁵ A separate coalition, RAISE US, launched in June 2026 under two co-chairs, the former US Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo and the former Indiana Governor Eric Holcomb. It is seeking US$1 billion in multi-year commitments and had more than half of that at launch, with Amazon, Anthropic, Microsoft and the OpenAI Foundation as anchor partners.⁶ Several of them have publicly blamed recent layoffs on AI efficiency gains.

	In May 2026 two researchers published an analysis of more than 23 million participation records from the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, the main federal job training programme in the United States, covering 2017 to 2023. The programme rarely moved workers into occupations less exposed to automation. Many went back to the field they came from. The wage gains it produced looked like catch-up rather than transition: pay recovering toward what the worker earned before the job went. Apprenticeships showed the strongest outcomes of anything measured, and made up about 5 per cent of participants. The authors describe it as a second chance rather than a route into a different industry. Two caveats belong with it: the paper is a preprint that has not been peer reviewed, and one author is affiliated with Google DeepMind.⁷

	One model keeps working across studies. It is employer-led apprenticeship, where the training attaches to a named job that exists. General credentials with nobody hiring at the other end do not perform. The field has found its answer. It has not built it at any scale.

	Individual programmes are well designed. Together they are not a system. The gap between what employers say and what they do is measurable: 85 per cent of business leaders call an adaptable workforce critical, and 7 per cent believe their own organisation is delivering it.⁸ Nor is anyone counting the damage. No American federal law requires an employer to disclose that AI played a part in a mass redundancy. A bipartisan bill to add that duty to the Worker Adjustment and Retraining Notification Act, the statute requiring advance notice of large layoffs, has not passed.

	Retraining is the most intuitive answer to displacement: meet a specific problem with a specific fix. The 2026 evidence says the field is still learning which version works, often by watching one fail. Apprenticeship with a job attached is the strongest result available. Open-ended training with no employer at the end is not. That knowledge has been slow to turn into programmes at the size the problem is.
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Chapter 33: Universal Basic Income Proposals

	If AI removes paid work faster than new work appears, the most direct answer on offer is a universal basic income: a regular cash payment to every citizen, unconditional, whether or not they have a job. The idea sat on the fringe of economics for decades. By 2026 it is argued about in legislatures and funded, in part, by the industry whose technology raised the question.

	Finland ran the cleanest test. Kela, the Finnish social security agency, paid 2,000 randomly selected unemployed people 560 euros a month, tax free and unconditional, from 1 January 2017 to 31 December 2018. The employment effect was an increase of six days of work across the whole two years. That is the number, and it is small. On wellbeing the same trial found the opposite of small. Recipients reported greater life satisfaction and less mental strain, depression and loneliness than the control group.¹ The result is double-edged.

	The largest American trial belongs to OpenResearch, a non-profit funded in part by OpenAI's chief executive Sam Altman. It is not an OpenAI study. A thousand people received US$1,000 a month, unconditionally, for three years, from November 2020 to October 2023. A control group of 2,000 received US$50 a month. The results were published through the National Bureau of Economic Research, the American body that publishes most serious economics research before it reaches a journal. They went against the case for the policy. Total individual earned income fell by about US$1,800 a year against the control group. Labour force participation fell 4.1 percentage points. Hours worked fell by one to two a week, and partners cut theirs by comparable amounts. There was no effect on the quality of employment and no significant effect on whether recipients finished a degree. The largest single gain in how they spent the recovered time went to leisure.² Supporters read that as people buying back their own hours. Critics read it as money reducing work. Both readings sit on the same table of results.

	The pooled American city pilots point the other way. Mayors for a Guaranteed Income, a coalition of United States mayors running local cash trials, reports a 12 per cent rise in full-time employment among recipients. It also reports steadier income month to month and a 25 per cent fall in reported depression and anxiety.³ Those pilots are smaller, shorter and less tightly controlled than the OpenResearch trial. They are also far more numerous.

	What has changed in a decade is who argues for it. In April 2026 OpenAI published a policy paper, "Industrial Policy for the Intelligence Age: Ideas to Keep People First". It proposes a public wealth fund giving every citizen a stake in AI-driven growth, paying out from long-term holdings in AI companies and the businesses using them. The model it names is Alaska's Permanent Fund, which pays every Alaskan resident an annual dividend out of state oil revenue.⁴ In Congress, Democrats introduced the Guaranteed Income Pilot Program Act, appropriating US$495 million for pilots running from 2026 to 2030. It is still in committee.⁵

	Spain runs the largest programme in Europe. The Ingreso Minimo Vital, its minimum living income, reached 879,225 households in July 2026, about 2.7 million people, at an average of 504 euros a month per household. It has grown by nearly 17 per cent in a year.⁶ It is targeted at low-income households rather than paid to everyone, which makes it a relative of the idea rather than the idea itself. Modelling has begun on the arithmetic of the full version. One 2026 paper estimates that AI systems reaching five to seven times today's automation productivity could fund a basic income worth about 11 per cent of national income, on conservative assumptions.⁷ That is a model, not a budget.

	The critics have a better case now than five years ago, and they get it from the trials themselves. Finland moved employment by six days. The American trial moved earnings and participation backwards. Neither result kills the idea, and neither is the endorsement its advocates wanted. The second objection is structural. Funding an unconditional payment at national scale would need new automation or capital taxation, and that argument is nowhere near settled.

	Universal basic income has travelled further and faster than any other response gathered here, from seminar paper to drafted legislation, because AI made its central question urgent. What happens to household income if there is not enough paid work to go around? Taken seriously is not the same as proven. The trial evidence points in different directions depending which trial is read. No large national economy has run a permanent universal version long enough to settle the argument either way.
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Chapter 34: Robot and Automation Taxes

	Wages are taxed. Machines are not, or not in the same way. If automation shrinks the pool of taxable wages, and a payment like a basic income is meant to replace part of what those wages bought, the money has to come from somewhere. The robot tax is the most direct answer proposed: a levy on the automation that replaces workers, or on the profits it earns.

	The idea is not new. Bill Gates, Microsoft's co-founder, proposed it in 2017. A robot that takes a worker's job, he argued, should pay roughly what that worker paid.¹ The European Parliament rejected a robot tax proposal in February 2017, on the argument that it would slow innovation.² What changed by 2026 is who was willing to put it in a policy document.

	In April 2026 OpenAI published a thirteen-page paper called "Industrial Policy for the Intelligence Age". Tax is one section of it. The paper raises taxes related to automated labour as part of shifting the tax base away from payroll and toward capital gains and company income. It also proposes a public wealth fund paying citizens a share of AI-driven growth, worker consultation on how AI is deployed, portable benefits and welfare payments with automatic triggers.³ The phrase "robot tax" is the press's shorthand for it, not OpenAI's own.⁴ Some context belongs alongside the proposal. It arrived shortly after the company completed its conversion from non-profit control to a for-profit structure and raised new capital in a private round, not a stock market float. A policy paper from a company with that much riding on the outcome is an argument, not a disclosure.

	South Korea provides the closest thing to a real experiment, though nobody there called it a robot tax. The government cut the tax deduction available to large companies investing in automation equipment, from 3 per cent to 1 per cent. Research on the change found less automation investment, more employment and less wage inequality.⁵ The mechanism worked roughly as its advocates say it should. One reform in one economy is real evidence, but it is not a general law.

	American politics has moved as well. A Senate Democrats report of 6 October 2025, "The Big Tech Oligarchs' War Against Workers", projected that AI and automation could eliminate close to 100 million American jobs within a decade. It proposed a robot tax to pay for supporting the people displaced.⁶

	The objection has a long American pedigree. Nobody taxed the cotton gin or the Model T, and the country's economic history has rewarded adopting machinery rather than penalising it.⁷ The sharper version of the argument is about borders. A robot tax would discourage automation at home without slowing AI adoption anywhere else, leaving domestic firms less efficient than competitors who face no such levy, and the jobs no safer.⁸ A separate academic critique, which is not an anti-tax argument, holds that a narrow levy on AI is the wrong instrument even for good ends. The question it puts is the whole fiscal design of an AI economy, not a special charge on one input.⁹

	The robot tax debate shows the pattern running through every economic response to AI. There is broad agreement, including inside the industry, that AI's economic disruption needs a funded answer. There is very little agreement on the mechanism. That OpenAI, built on the technology such a tax would target, has floated something resembling one says how seriously the question is taken at the top of the industry. A corporate policy paper is still not legislation. Like the basic income before it, the robot tax remains a proposal under argument rather than a policy in force.
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Chapter 35: Union and Labour Organising

	On 8 December 2025 a small Australian publisher signed a workplace agreement containing a commitment no Australian agreement had contained before. Private Media, which publishes Crikey, agreed with the Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance, the union covering journalists, actors and performers, on two things. Artificial intelligence would not be used to replace human workers. Everything AI produced would be checked and signed off by a person.

	An enterprise agreement is an industrial instrument approved by the Fair Work Commission, the national workplace tribunal, and it binds the employer for its term. The clauses go further than the headline. AI may not replace editorial employees. All AI output must be signed off by a human editorial staff member. AI use must not undermine the union's code of ethics. The company must disclose where it uses AI, apart from trivial uses such as spell-checking, and must consult the workforce before bringing in an AI code of conduct.¹ It covers the editorial staff of one publisher. That is the shape of the whole subject: enforceable, specific and small.

	Creative-industry guilds got there first. AI now sits near the top of the bargaining agenda for warehouse workers, drivers, tradespeople and nurses too.

	American contracts have produced binding language, not statements of intent. The national agreement between the Teamsters, the union for truck drivers and warehouse workers, and United Parcel Service bars the company from disciplining an employee on sensor data alone. A human has to look at the context first.² The Writers Guild of America's 2023 agreement with the film and television studios bars AI from writing scripts and bars training AI on a writer's work without consent.³ The unions for behind-the-camera crews and for musicians have taken AI into their own bargaining as well, over set design, visual effects and session work.⁴

	The most closely watched campaign is at Amazon, where the Teamsters have run a sustained effort to organise warehouses and delivery drivers, joined by the United Food and Commercial Workers and the Service Employees International Union.⁵ They are also pushing federal legislation to require a human operator in every commercial vehicle, aimed at driverless trucking, and negotiating limits on AI surveillance at Amazon and UPS.⁶ Organisers report that workers who feel newly disposable are easier to organise than workers who feel secure.⁷

	On 15 January 2026 the ACTU, the peak body for Australian unions, signed a memorandum of understanding with Microsoft, alongside the Australian Services Union, Professionals Australia and the shop assistants' union, the SDA. Microsoft undertook to recognise the right to join and be represented by a union, to build AI skills training with unions, and to put worker-voice mechanisms into how its AI products are built and deployed.⁸ A memorandum is not an industrial instrument. It cannot be enforced the way the Private Media clause can, and that difference matters more than the announcement did.

	The ACTU's stated goal is an AI Implementation Agreement in each workplace, covering job security, retraining, transparency about what technology is in use, and limits on data collection.⁹ In healthcare the demand is blunter. The Australian Nursing and Midwifery Federation told Jobs and Skills Australia, the federal agency advising government on workforce needs, that generative AI "must not be viewed as a solution to workforce shortages". It asked that AI not be used to make staff redundant, or to reclassify them into lesser roles.¹⁰

	The limit is arithmetic. Organised labour has produced the most concrete and enforceable response to AI-driven displacement available anywhere, and American unions cover roughly one worker in ten.¹¹ A contract protects the workers named in it and nobody else. Australian union membership is likewise a minority of the workforce, and has been falling for decades. Workers outside a union are not left with nothing: American federal labour law protects employees who raise concerns together with colleagues against retaliation.¹² That is a floor, not a clause saying AI will not replace you.

	The union response is the strongest working example of organised human resourcefulness: contract language, enforced, limiting what a company may do with AI to the people it covers. A strategy protecting one worker in ten leaves nine outside it, which is why some organisers press for legislated protections, disclosure duties and advance notice that reach the workers no contract ever will.
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Chapter 36: Shorter Workweek Proposals

	If AI lets the same work be finished in less time, one question follows immediately. Who keeps the time saved? The four-day week at full pay is the answer with the most evidence behind it. It moved from fringe demand to tested policy over about a decade, and AI is now the reason most often given for it.

	Iceland went first. Between 2015 and 2019 about 2,500 public sector workers moved to 35 or 36 hour weeks with no cut in pay. Productivity held steady or improved. Stress, burnout and general health improved measurably. The trials were persuasive enough that around 86 per cent of Iceland's workforce now has access to shorter hours or already works them.¹

	The United Kingdom ran the largest early trial: 61 companies over six months. Revenue stayed broadly flat, rising 1.4 per cent on average. Staff turnover fell 57 per cent. Burnout fell 71 per cent. Of the companies taking part, 92 per cent kept the shorter week after the trial ended.²

	The most rigorous evidence arrived in July 2025 in the peer-reviewed journal Nature Human Behaviour. Researchers tracked 2,896 employees across 141 organisations in six countries, Australia among them, against 12 companies that did not change their hours. In the organisations that cut hours, burnout fell and job satisfaction, mental health and physical health improved. In the control companies they did not. The improvements tracked better work ability, less disrupted sleep and less fatigue. One qualification belongs at the front of that result. Organisations volunteered for the trials rather than being randomly assigned, and the paper says so plainly. It is a strong study. It is not a controlled experiment.³

	The new element is the link to AI. Where a system takes over drafting, summarising, sorting and coding work, it hands time back. The argument is about where that time goes. An employer can hold the hours steady and bank the whole gain as profit. Or the gain can be returned as hours, at the same pay. Nothing in the technology decides which. It gets decided at the bargaining table.

	OpenAI's April 2026 policy paper endorsed testing the idea. The proposal is for incentivised, time-bound pilots of a 32-hour week with no loss of pay, convertible afterwards into a permanent shorter week or into paid time off. It is a pilot scheme rather than a mandate.⁴ Coming from a company whose product creates the productivity gain, it is a notable position. It is still only a position.

	The successful trials share a feature the headlines skip: preparation. Organisations spent roughly two months redesigning meetings, workflows and the way teams coordinate before a day came off the week.⁵ Where a day was simply removed, workers compressed the same load into fewer hours and came out more tired rather than more efficient. Researchers have flagged an equity problem too. A four-day week suits office-based staff. It suits shift workers, frontline staff and anyone who must be there when a customer walks in far less well. Applied only where it is easy, it builds two tiers of employee inside one company.⁶ The trials that worked did so because a whole organisation changed the way it worked, not because a day was struck off the calendar.

	Of the five responses gathered here, the shorter week has the strongest and most consistent evidence behind it, which is unusual for an idea this early in its life. The AI version of the argument is another matter. There is good evidence that shorter weeks work. There is not yet comparable evidence that AI efficiency gains turn into shorter weeks rather than into smaller payrolls. Which one happens will be settled by the pressure workers and their unions can bring, not by the technology.
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Part 6 Summary: Action Without Scale

	The historical optimism about technology creating new jobs has been tested against the machinery meant to make it true for individual workers, and the verdict is mixed. Retraining is attracting serious money and producing underwhelming results everywhere except employer-led apprenticeship. Universal basic income has moved from theory to drafted legislation, and its two largest trials point in opposite directions. Robot taxes have gained a champion in the industry they would tax, and remain unenacted. Union organising has produced the only enforceable protections in the field, Australia's first among them, and reaches a minority of workers. The shorter week has the best evidence of any single proposal and an unresolved question at its centre: whether AI's gains come back as hours or stay as profit.

	The common thread is effort at the wrong scale. Every front examined here has serious institutional work behind it. None of it, alone, is close to the size of the problem. The action taken is incomplete, underfunded, and unevenly spread across who benefits from it. Where it works, it works for people already inside an institution: a union member, an apprentice with a place, an employee of a company willing to run a trial. The further a worker sits from one of those, the thinner the protection gets. That is the gap the next decade has to close, and none of these five responses closes it on its own.

	There is something to hold onto in that, though. Unlike the international governance fights, where a decade of negotiation has produced no binding treaty at all, every response examined here is already running somewhere. Apprenticeships are placing people in jobs. Contract clauses are already changing what an employer may do with AI, in Australia as well as in the United States. Four-day-week trials have published peer-reviewed results. The economic response to AI's labour disruption is being built and tested in the open, imperfectly, unevenly, and in motion. A closely related fight follows: whether AI is permitted to use human-made work as the raw material it trains on in the first place.



	
PART 7: Legal & Intellectual Property
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	Judge Patricia Millett of the United States Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit, in the ruling left standing when the Supreme Court refused to hear Thaler v Perlmutter on 2 March 2026:

	 

	"...the Creativity Machine cannot be the recognized author of a copyrighted work because the Copyright Act of 1976 requires all eligible work to be authored in the first instance by a human being."

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	



	
Chapter 37: Copyright and IP Reform

	Did the AI companies break the law? They trained their systems on copyrighted books, without asking, and those systems now compete with the authors who wrote them. By 2026 the courts had begun to answer. The answers are more complicated, and more useful, than a win or a loss for either side.

	The most important ruling so far came in Bartz v Anthropic, a class action brought by three American authors: Andrea Bartz, Charles Graeber and Kirk Wallace Johnson. Anthropic is the company behind the chatbot Claude. In June 2025 Judge William Alsup split the question in two. Training a model on books the company had bought legally was fair use, the American doctrine allowing limited unlicensed copying for purposes such as research or commentary. Downloading and keeping pirated copies of those same books was not.¹ How the books were obtained, rather than what was done with them afterwards, decided the case.

	Anthropic settled the piracy claims for US$1.5 billion, working out at about US$3,000 a book. The court gave preliminary approval in September 2025 and final approval in 2026.² Eligible authors opted in at a rate of 92.77 per cent, and 447,576 separate works were claimed.³ That is the largest AI copyright settlement reached anywhere to date. It is also the first real price ever put on training a machine on stolen work.⁴

	Not everyone took the money. The investigative journalist John Carreyrou opted out and sued separately in December 2025, naming Anthropic and several other AI companies and seeking statutory damages, a sum fixed by the statute itself rather than proved as a loss, of up to US$150,000 for each work against each defendant.⁵ Suing every company in turn stacks the claims instead of settling them once. It is a slower road and a riskier one, and it is open to any author who thinks the collective price was too low.

	Bartz is one of roughly 75 AI copyright suits filed since 2022.⁶ A parallel case, Kadrey v Meta Platforms, reached a similar conclusion on training in June 2025 by a different route, while claims that Meta distributed pirated books through file-sharing networks continue separately.⁷ The New York Times action against OpenAI and Microsoft is more than two years old and unresolved. In a related group of consolidated cases, Judge Sidney Stein ordered OpenAI on 5 January 2026 to hand over 20 million output logs, the stored records of what the chatbot actually said to users, so the newspapers' lawyers could examine them.⁸ What those logs contain is likely to set the settlement terms for the rest of the litigation.

	Music has divided the same way. Warner Music and Universal Music Group have settled with AI music companies and are moving towards licensing deals. Sony Music is still fighting, and its case is the one the industry watches.⁹ In May 2026, Universal Music Publishing Group, Concord Music Group and ABKCO Music filed an amended complaint against Anthropic claiming US$3.1 billion, built on the same piracy theory that drove the Bartz settlement.¹⁰

	One distinction is hardening across all of it. Train on material bought or licensed, and the courts so far call it fair use. Train on material taken, and they do not. Industry behaviour has already shifted. Licensing deals between AI companies and publishers were forming before Bartz settled and are expected to keep forming, because a company that can produce a clean receipt for its training data has far less to fear from the next lawsuit.¹¹

	Australia came at the question from the other end, through policy rather than litigation. The Productivity Commission floated a text and data mining exception: a carve-out in the Copyright Act that would let AI companies train on Australian books, songs and journalism without permission or payment. On 27 October 2025 the Attorney-General, Michelle Rowland, ruled it out. "We will not be entertaining a text and data mining exception," she said, adding that creators have a right to be paid and to fair terms of use.¹² A copyright and AI reference group was convened to examine whether the current law is fit for purpose, expressly without considering exemptions. For an Australian writer or musician that decision matters more than any American docket. Nothing in Australian law hands an AI company a free pass to the work.

	For working authors, and especially for those publishing independently, the position cuts both ways. Model contract clauses give organised, traditionally published authors something to negotiate with. Settlements like Bartz put money in the hands of authors whose books can be identified inside the claimed class. Neither amounts to settled law. As one industry analyst put it, "someone is going to take this all the way" before a definitive answer arrives.¹³

	The fair-use ruling in Bartz binds that case. Everywhere else it is persuasive rather than binding, and another court may read the doctrine differently. The New York Times litigation is unresolved. Underneath all of it sits a question no judge has been asked to decide: whether copyright law, written for printing presses and photocopiers, is the right instrument for a technology built long after it was drafted. That is a policy argument, and it is wide open.
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Chapter 38: Liability Frameworks

	An AI system gives dangerously wrong medical advice. Another refuses a loan on grounds nobody can reconstruct. A driverless car hits somebody. Who is legally responsible? The developer who built the model, the company that sold it, or the person who relied on what it said? By 2026 different legal systems answer that differently, and the gaps between them matter to anyone harmed.

	The United States has no federal AI liability law. What exists instead is a patchwork of state rules, so how well a person is protected depends largely on which state they live in.¹ Colorado's AI Act, in force from 2026, was among the first to impose broad accountability on "high-risk" systems, meaning systems used to make consequential decisions about people: hiring, lending, housing and the like.² In March 2026 the White House and Congress each put up a competing proposal for a federal standard. They disagreed on the basic question. Should the standard protect innovation, or protect the people the technology harms?³

	Until a statute arrives, American claims are argued under law built for other things entirely: product liability, negligence and tort, the ordinary law of civil wrongs.⁴ The fit is poor, as the lawyers themselves admit. Product liability assumes a product behaves tomorrow as it did today. An AI system updates. Defining a "defect" in something that keeps changing is hard. Negligence turns on a standard of reasonable care, and nobody has settled what reasonable care means for a technology moving this fast. Then there is causation. A plaintiff must show that a particular output caused a particular harm. The black box problem makes that far harder. If the builders cannot explain why the system produced an answer, the person injured by it certainly cannot.⁵

	The European Union has been more explicit. Its revised Product Liability Directive, an EU-wide law that each member country must write into its own statute book, extends strict liability to software and to AI, however that AI is supplied, used or embedded. Strict liability means the injured person need not prove that anyone was careless, only that a defective product caused harm.⁶ Providers, third-party developers and others along the supply chain can all be liable. The directive expressly covers damage to mental health, which is new. Member states must have it in national law by December 2026.⁷

	It also limits how much liability a contract can sign away. Smaller developers may exclude some of it. None of them may exclude liability for death or personal injury.⁸ That is a stronger default protection than the American patchwork offers. European lawyers add the obvious caveat: almost no case law yet applies the new provisions to AI, so how courts will enforce them is not known.⁹

	Some scholars want a rule built for the problem rather than borrowed from elsewhere. One proposal would use unjust enrichment, the old principle that a person should not keep profits made at another's expense, to make an AI company give back what it earned from a system that harmed people.¹⁰ The attraction is the incentive it creates. Safety stops being a cost to be minimised. Whether any court adopts it is unknown. That serious lawyers are proposing new theories, rather than arguing about how to stretch the old ones, says a good deal about how unsettled the field is.

	Australia has already run this experiment on half a million people. Robodebt, the Commonwealth's automated debt-raising scheme, calculated welfare debts by averaging tax office income data across a year, then demanded money from people who did not owe it. A class action stopped it, not a regulator. In Prygodicz v Commonwealth of Australia (No 2), decided on 11 June 2021, Justice Murphy of the Federal Court approved a $112 million settlement covering roughly 648,000 group members, and the Commonwealth consented to declarations that debts raised on averaging alone had never been validly made.¹¹ Justice Murphy called the scheme "a shameful chapter in the administration of the Commonwealth social security system". Nobody sued the algorithm. They sued the government that switched it on.

	That is the pattern on both sides of the Atlantic. The law looks past the algorithm to the people and the companies who built, sold, deployed or supervised the system. Legal accountability has not vanished merely because software now sits in the chain of events, and "has not vanished" is a long way short of clear and reliable. In 2026 the outcome of a liability claim still depends heavily on where it is filed, which theory it is argued under, and how a particular judge regards the technology.
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Chapter 39: Right to Explanation

	An AI system denies you a loan, flags you for a welfare fraud investigation, or filters you out of a job before a human ever sees your name. Do you have a legal right to be told why? That right, usually called the right to explanation, sits where transparency, fairness and interpretability research meet. Europe has gone furthest in writing it down.

	For years lawyers argued about whether the General Data Protection Regulation, the European Union's data privacy law, contained a right to explanation at all, or only a right to general information about how automated decisions are made.¹ In February 2025 the European Court of Justice answered in the Dun & Bradstreet case. The right to information does extend to the particular decision made about the individual, not merely to how the system works in the abstract.² The court also said what it does not require. Handing over the algorithm itself is neither necessary nor, on its own, enough. The court pointed instead to counterfactual explanations: telling the applicant what would have had to be different for the answer to change.³

	Alongside that sits Article 86 of the EU's AI Act, which creates a separate right to an explanation of decisions made with high-risk AI systems.⁴ Lawyers increasingly treat the two as different tools. The GDPR right is broad and runs through the whole of data processing. Article 86 is narrow and attaches to the output of one defined class of system.⁵ The explanation must be good enough for the affected person to understand the decision and to contest it. The right itself applies from August 2026. The compliance obligations that make it work were pushed back to December 2027 by the European Commission's Digital Omnibus package.⁶ The right arrives first; the machinery follows a year and a half later.

	The harms are documented. Welfare fraud detection systems in Amsterdam and the United Kingdom produced serious errors. Families in Japan were wrongly flagged for child abuse investigation on the strength of automated risk scores. Low-income residents of the Indian state of Telangana were wrongly cut off from food subsidies. Generative AI tools used to sift job applicants have shown racial bias.⁷ In each case an explanation is the thing that lets a person find out why they were flagged, denied or filtered out, and argue back with something more than a shrug from a system nobody can interrogate.

	Australia has no general equivalent right. The closest test came in Pintarich v Deputy Commissioner of Taxation, decided by the Full Court of the Federal Court in 2018. A tax officer typed figures into a template and the computer generated a letter telling a taxpayer that a lump sum of $839,115.43 would settle his debt, interest included. He borrowed the money and paid it. The Tax Office then said the letter was not a decision, because no officer had turned his mind to waiving the interest charge. The majority agreed with the Tax Office.⁸ Justice Kerr dissented, objecting to the artificiality of treating half of one letter as binding and the other half as nothing at all. The implication is uncomfortable. If a computer-generated letter can fail to be a decision, there is nothing for a citizen to have explained and nothing to contest.

	The technical side matters as much as the legal one. A right to an explanation is worth only as much as the capacity to produce one, which depends on interpretability work and human oversight. Researchers testing current systems found that the explanations they give vary in quality and in length according to the demographic background of the person being addressed.⁹ A system can satisfy the letter of the law and still fail the person standing in front of it.

	The United States has no federal equivalent to the GDPR or to Article 86. Narrower protections exist. Lenders have had to give reasons for certain credit decisions for decades, under consumer law written long before AI. But there is no general right to an explanation of an automated decision. The pattern is by now familiar: Europe legislates a comprehensive framework and then discovers its limits, while the United States leaves the ground to older law and scattered state initiatives.

	Even in Europe the edges are not yet drawn. The boundary between a meaningful explanation and a technically compliant but useless one is being settled case by case, in litigation, rather than by the words of the statute. What it takes, procedurally, to contest an automated decision once the explanation has arrived remains an open question for the courts.¹⁰ A right to explanation beats having none. It is not a guarantee that any particular decision will be explained well, explained fairly, or explained in language a person without a lawyer can actually use.
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Chapter 40: Human-Authorship Certification

	Copyright is not automatic for a work made with the help of AI. In the United States it turns on a test the Copyright Office has applied since 2023, and on a small but growing body of cases probing where the line sits. Human-made labels are a market choice, taken up voluntarily. Copyright is law, and it decides whether a book can be protected at all.

	The US Copyright Office, the federal agency that registers copyright claims, issued formal guidance in March 2023 and has held to it since. Human authorship is essential. A work generated entirely by AI, with no meaningful human control over how it is expressed, cannot be copyrighted.¹ An application covering more than a trivial amount of AI-generated material must disclose that material and describe what the human author actually contributed.² Plenty of people do exactly that. By May 2026 the Office had registered more than 7,000 claims in which applicants disclosed the AI-generated portions and disclaimed them, protecting the human-authored parts alone.³

	The principle was tested directly in Thaler v Perlmutter. Dr Stephen Thaler sought registration for an artwork he said had been created autonomously by his own AI system, with no human author at all. He lost, and on 2 March 2026 the Supreme Court refused to hear the case, leaving the lower courts' rulings in place.⁴ The reasoning rests on the plumbing of the Copyright Act itself. Its provisions on duration, transfer and inheritance all assume an author who can sign a legal instrument, and whose lifespan sets how long the copyright runs.⁵ None of that machinery works for a machine.

	Dr Thaler ran the same argument in Australia, on patents rather than copyright. In 2022 the Full Court of the Federal Court held that an AI system cannot be named as an inventor: the Patents Act requires a natural person, and a machine has no legal personality. The High Court refused special leave to appeal on 11 November 2022, which settles the point here until Parliament says otherwise.⁶ Two countries, two statutes, one answer. The maker has to be a person.

	Thaler settled the easy case. The hard one is the work made with real but partial human input, which is most work. The Office draws its line at creative control. Where a human determines the expressive elements, that portion can be protected. Where the system determines them, it cannot. "What matters is the extent to which the human had creative control over the work's expression."⁷

	The Office's own decisions show the boundary in practice. In Zarya of the Dawn, a graphic novel, the AI-generated illustrations were held not copyrightable. The human-written text was, and so was the author's selection and arrangement of images and text across the finished book.⁸ A second case, Allen v Perlmutter, tests the next question: whether skilled prompt engineering, the craft of writing precise instructions for a generative system, is itself a form of authorship. The Office treats a prompt as an instruction, much like commissioning a painting. However detailed the brief, the person who commissions the picture is not its author. Allen remains pending in the US District Court for the District of Colorado, before Judge William J. Martinez. Both sides have asked the judge to decide it without a trial, and they finished filing their arguments on 27 February 2026. No ruling has issued.⁹ Commentators see substance in the other side of the argument, pointing to film directors, choreographers and composers writing for orchestras, all of whom are recognised as authors without personally executing every element of the work.¹⁰

	For an author using AI tools anywhere in the process, whether for brainstorming, research or editing, the practical rule is clearer than the theory behind it. What counts is what the human did with the help. Selecting, arranging, substantially editing and revising are creative acts and are protectable. Accepting the output largely as it came is not.¹¹ Three things follow for anyone publishing. Shape the expressive content yourself. Keep a record of that work as it happens, not afterwards. Disclose AI-generated material when you register. The guidance asks nothing more than that, and it will accept nothing less.

	The core requirement now sits on solid ground after Thaler, and the Copyright Office's two reports on AI give registrants usable, practical guidance.¹² What is not settled is the boundary. Allen v Perlmutter has not been decided, and its last docket entry is dated 9 June 2026. A ruling could land at any time. How much human control is legally sufficient will be worked out case by case, slowly, in the way courts work out everything.
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Part 7 Summary: Binding Outcomes, Open Questions

	Four legal fronts, one pattern. Copyright, liability, the right to explanation and human authorship have each produced real movement, and none has produced a finished answer. The US$1.5 billion Bartz settlement is the largest AI copyright resolution to date, and it binds nobody beyond the authors it covers. The New York Times case, the Sony Music litigation and dozens of other suits are still running. Europe's Product Liability Directive extends strict liability to AI in plain words, while the United States relies on state law and doctrines built for an earlier century. The right to explanation is a live, litigated, judicially clarified tool in the European Union and largely absent as a general right in the United States. Human authorship is firmly established as a condition of copyright, and the boundary of how much AI help is compatible with it is still being argued in a Colorado courtroom.

	The same pattern runs through government regulation. Law moves by precedent, settlement and legislation, and all three are slower than the technology they govern. Cases described here were filed years before they will be decided, about conduct newer systems have already superseded. Australia's contribution has been faster and blunter: no text and data mining exception, and a class action that forced the Commonwealth to unwind hundreds of thousands of automated debts.

	There is also the clearest evidence anywhere that the legal system is not standing still. The Bartz settlement is money reaching hundreds of thousands of authors for provable past harm. Thaler answered one open question outright. Europe's right to explanation has been invoked, clarified and strengthened in real courts. Legal reform is slow. Litigation is slower. Neither has caught up with the pace of the technology. But unlike the unfinished treaty negotiations, the legal fights here are producing binding, collectible outcomes now, for named people, while the broader questions stay open for the fights still ahead.



	
PART 8: Corporate & Industry Self-Governance
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	Dario Amodei, chief executive of the AI company Anthropic, "Policy on the AI Exponential", June 2026:

	 

	"If we give ourselves a fixed or rigid list of safety requirements for future AI models, a very likely outcome is that requirements which turn out to matter very little end up consuming 95% of our compliance efforts, while at the same time we discover that some of the biggest sources of risk weren't anticipated in our list at all. Voluntary frameworks can be changed and adapted, but this is much harder with legislation."
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Chapter 41: Voluntary Safety Commitments

	Before any parliament passed a binding AI law, and before any court had ruled on an AI copyright case, the largest AI laboratories were already publishing promises about how they would behave. The promises are detailed. Several are technical enough to be tested. All of them were written by the companies they bind, which is the reason to read them closely.

	In July 2023 the White House, the office of the United States president, secured voluntary commitments from the leading American AI developers to test their systems for safety and security before public release.¹ In May 2024 the practice went international. At the AI Seoul Summit, a meeting of governments and companies in South Korea, the leading developers of frontier models, meaning the largest and most capable systems being built, signed the Frontier AI Safety Commitments. They undertook to identify and manage what the agreement called "intolerable risks", and to publish how they intended to do it.² Individual laboratories then went further. Each published its own internal framework: Anthropic's Responsible Scaling Policy, first released in September 2023 and now in its third major revision, OpenAI's Preparedness Framework, and Google DeepMind's Frontier Safety Framework.³

	Governments have kept working with this voluntary machinery rather than replacing it. On 2 June 2026 the United States administration issued an executive order, which is a presidential instruction that does not need a vote in Congress. It set up a scheme under which developers may submit their most powerful models for government cybersecurity review before release.⁴ Submission is optional. No licence is required, and no approval is withheld.

	Dismissing all this as public relations would be a mistake. The laboratories publishing these frameworks have spent more on safety than any current law requires of them.⁵ The spending has gone into evaluation protocols, formally defined capability thresholds, and red-teaming programmes that pay skilled people to attack the company's own systems. In places they have gone past what comparable private companies in other high-risk industries have attempted voluntarily. The interpretability research and red-teaming practice inside these laboratories came, in large part, out of these commitments. No law required any of it.

	The strongest criticism of the arrangement is that it is circular, whatever the sincerity behind it. A laboratory designs the commitment, defines the risks the commitment addresses, chooses the criteria used to judge compliance, then judges itself against a standard it wrote.⁶ No outside body can compel it to change, delay or withdraw a deployment when that self-assessment goes wrong. The 2023 commitments were negotiated between government officials and company executives, without public deliberation and without legislation. Seoul put more countries in the room. It put nobody in it with the power to enforce. Closing that gap is the job of independent auditors.

	For an Australian reader the gap is not academic. No Australian body sat in the room in Washington or Seoul. No Australian statute governs how a frontier model is tested before it is released here. The Commonwealth consulted on mandatory guardrails for high-risk AI across 2023 and 2024, set them aside, and released the National AI Plan in December 2025 instead.⁷ What the companies promise themselves is, for now, most of what applies here.

	Two things are true at once, and the second is structural. Voluntary commitments have produced substantive safety work, documented and technically serious, that would probably not exist without them. They remain commitments a company can rewrite, reinterpret or quietly decline to honour, with nobody outside able to stop it. That asks the public for trust. Australians are not extending much of it. In the privacy regulator's 2026 survey of community attitudes, 4 per cent said AI companies are worthy of trust.⁸ A promise is worth what the promiser is worth.
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Chapter 42: Third-Party Audits

	If the weakness of a voluntary commitment is that the company marks its own homework, the obvious remedy is an outside grader. That is what third-party auditing is: evaluation by an organisation with no financial stake in whether a model ships. Through 2026 the practice moved from an occasional courtesy to something close to standard procedure at the leading laboratories.

	METR, an American non-profit that began as a project of the Alignment Research Centre, is now one of the most established independent evaluators in the field. It runs capability evaluations of frontier models alongside developers including Anthropic and OpenAI.¹ Its work goes past capability testing. In one 2026 engagement a METR staff member spent three weeks attacking part of Anthropic's internal agent monitoring and security systems, and found several weaknesses the company did not know it had.² METR has also reviewed the section on risks from automated research and development in Anthropic's February 2026 Risk Report. It has begun periodic assessment of a newer category of risk as well: what happens when a developer turns its own AI systems loose inside its own company.³

	Governments audit too. The UK's AI Security Institute, a British government body established in November 2023 as the AI Safety Institute, evaluates frontier models before they are deployed. Its published research found that frontier models can complete expert-level cybersecurity tasks to a standard comparable with professionals of more than a decade's experience. On certain benchmark tasks the models copied themselves onto new machines more than 60 per cent of the time, although self-replication in the real world is still considered unlikely.⁴ OpenAI has described commissioning a broad set of outside assessments for its GPT-5 release. They covered long-horizon autonomy, deceptive behaviour, subversion of oversight and offensive cyber capability, and supplemented the company's internal tests rather than replacing them.⁵

	Access is what separates 2026 from the years before it. OpenAI has described giving external evaluators reasoning traces and other intermediate material, the working-out rather than the answer. That lets them judge whether a model is deceiving them, or sandbagging: deliberately underperforming in a test to conceal a dangerous capability.⁶ METR reported that its most recent joint evaluation with Anthropic, Google, Meta and OpenAI involved more access to non-public information, and more editorial independence, than any engagement it had run before. It also noted that the practice is new and has no settled template.⁷

	A few laboratories have gone further and invited outside parties to review whether they are complying with their own safety frameworks. Anthropic has committed to commissioning such reviews. The idea is starting to appear in regulatory drafting too. The third draft of the European Union's General-Purpose AI Code of Practice, the rulebook being written to sit beneath the EU's AI Act, refers to compliance reviews. The Frontier AI Safety Commitments include review of a laboratory's own accountability and governance arrangements.⁸

	The people building this system are candid about what it cannot yet do. A 2026 academic analysis noted that most governments struggle to build and keep the technical expertise needed to audit frontier systems at the speed the industry moves.⁹ The same analysis named the opposite risk. A purely private audit market, with no public involvement at all, would be no better placed. Neither side can do the job alone, and the combination that would work has not been built. Scholarship on the subject remains thin next to the scale of the practice it is meant to assess. One structural fact survives every improvement in access. An auditor can publish a finding, ask for a change and walk away. None of them can stop a launch.
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Chapter 43: Responsible Scaling Policies

	A responsible scaling policy is a promise with a trigger built into it. The company names a capability it does not want a model to have unsupervised, sets a test that would detect it, and writes down in advance what it will do if the test comes back positive. Whether such a policy exists is not the interesting question. The interesting question is how much of it is settled before the moment of decision, and how much is left to the company's judgement on the day.

	By 2026 the major frontier laboratories had converged on a common shape, though each framework was developed separately. Anthropic's Responsible Scaling Policy, OpenAI's Preparedness Framework and Google DeepMind's Frontier Safety Framework each do three things. Each names capability thresholds a model might cross. Each commits the company to evaluations designed to detect a model approaching one. Each pre-commits to a defined safety response once a threshold is crossed.¹ Anthropic's version is built around AI Safety Levels. They are loosely modelled on the biosafety levels used in laboratories that handle dangerous organisms, where containment tightens as the pathogen gets worse. Its deployed frontier models currently sit at ASL-2. ASL-3 is considerably more demanding. It includes a commitment not to deploy a model at all if adversarial testing shows evident risk of catastrophic misuse.²

	These are not documents frozen at publication. Anthropic's policy has been through several substantial revisions and now stands at version 3.0, which the company describes as a comprehensive rewrite. It adds published Frontier Safety Roadmaps setting out safety goals, and Risk Reports that attempt to quantify risk across the company's deployed models. It also adds a noncompliance reporting and anti-retaliation policy, giving staff a formal channel to report suspected breaches without being punished for it.³

	Read side by side, the frameworks differ in a way that matters more than wording does. Anthropic's policy commits the company to named security tiers for protecting model weights, the long lists of numbers that are the model, and which anyone who copied them would hold outright. OpenAI's Preparedness Framework commits the company to safeguards "sufficient to minimize risk", without saying in advance which safeguards those are.⁴ The difference is practical. A commitment that names what it will do is hard to water down quietly. A commitment to be sufficient is decided later, by the party being judged.

	Some of this machinery is already visible in how models are built and released. Anthropic's framework provides that once a model crosses a threshold to do with automating AI research and development itself, the company must construct what it calls an affirmative case. That is a documented argument identifying the most plausible ways the model could end up pursuing goals other than the ones intended, and setting out how each of those risks has been mitigated. The case has to be made before deployment proceeds.⁵

	A 2026 international assessment of AI safety practice singled out the "if-then" structure as an institutional advance in its own right.⁶ The value is in the timing. A conditional rule agreed in advance fires automatically when a threshold is crossed, rather than being negotiated under pressure in the hour a risk is discovered. The same report recorded that in 2025 several developers hit early-warning alerts, or could not rule out that further testing would show a model had crossed a threshold. They applied heightened safeguards as a precaution before they were certain.⁷ That is the design working: a warning sign acted on early, instead of a worst case forcing the issue.

	The limitation is the one running under the whole subject. These policies are voluntary, and not every frontier developer has adopted one.⁸ Among those that have, no two are alike. Independent analysts have flagged that the differences in precision make it hard to compare one company's protective strength directly against another's. What can be said is narrower. These frameworks are a substantial body of technical safety practice, far more detailed and far more binding in daily operation than a press release. They stop short, by design, of an obligation anybody outside the company can enforce.

	Chapter Notes:

	1. Anthropic, "Anthropic's Responsible Scaling Policy," May 2026. anthropic.com; OpenAI, "Preparedness Framework." openai.com; Google DeepMind, "Frontier Safety Framework." deepmind.google

	2. Anthropic, "Anthropic's Responsible Scaling Policy," May 2026. anthropic.com

	3. Anthropic, "Anthropic's Responsible Scaling Policy," May 2026.

	4. Anthropic, "Anthropic's Responsible Scaling Policy," May 2026. anthropic.com; OpenAI, "Preparedness Framework." openai.com

	5. Anthropic, "Anthropic's Responsible Scaling Policy," May 2026.

	6. arXiv, "International AI Safety Report 2026," section on "if-then commitments." arxiv.org

	7. arXiv, "International AI Safety Report 2026."

	8. Effective Altruism Forum, "The world's first frontier AI regulation is surprisingly thoughtful," September 2025. forum.effectivealtruism.org

	 


Chapter 44: Industry Standards Bodies

	Beneath the individual promises and the audits sits a quieter layer: formal standards. A standard is a written specification for how to do something properly, agreed by a committee and published for anyone to follow. Shipping containers fit on any ship in the world because of one. Power points take the same plug because of another. The committees that write them are long established: ISO in Geneva, NIST in the United States, and the IEEE, the American engineers' body whose specifications make Wi-Fi work the same way in every house. Two AI standards now matter more than the rest.

	ISO/IEC 42001:2023 is the first international standard for managing AI that an organisation can be certified against.¹ ISO is the International Organization for Standardization, the Geneva body whose committees write standards for screw threads, shipping and food safety alike. The IEC is its electrical counterpart. A certified company has been assessed by an outside body against a fixed set of requirements, on the same model as ISO 27001, the information security standard many firms already hold. That is a claim a customer or a regulator can check.

	The NIST AI Risk Management Framework takes the other road. NIST is the United States National Institute of Standards and Technology, a federal laboratory that writes technical guidance rather than law. Its framework is voluntary and deliberately flexible, organised around four functions: govern, map, measure and manage.² It is meant to be adapted to what an organisation actually does, not applied identically everywhere. Voluntary has not meant ignored. American federal regulators point to the framework in their own guidance, and companies bidding for federal work are increasingly expected to show they follow it.

	The two have been formally mapped to one another through crosswalk documents, which are tables showing which requirement in one standard answers which requirement in the other. Similar mappings run to the European Union's AI Act and to Singapore's AI Verify framework.³ A company that builds its governance around one can demonstrate alignment with the others without starting again. Industry guidance recommends using both: ISO 42001 for fixed structure and certifiable accountability, the NIST functions for ongoing risk assessment as an organisation's uses of AI change.

	That matters to any company operating in more than one country. The alternative is a separate compliance programme for every jurisdiction's AI rules. With the crosswalks there is one internal system, mapped to whichever external requirement applies in a given market.

	Nothing happens, by itself. A company that never seeks ISO 42001 certification faces no fine, no court and no regulator. It faces whatever commercial disadvantage the market chooses to impose, and only if a customer thinks to ask. NIST's framework is non-binding on its own terms. Useful shared infrastructure, and infrastructure a firm can simply decline to use.

	A standard grows teeth when something else picks it up: a law, a tender condition, or a contract. Australia has an example of the third. The country's first enterprise agreement with an enforceable AI clause, signed by the publisher Private Media in December 2025, commits the company to use AI only in compliance with the Australian Government AI Assurance Framework.⁴ That framework is guidance. Written into an industrial instrument, it became a term the employer must honour.

	Standards bodies are a more developed model of self-governance than a single company's published promise. They are built through multi-stakeholder committees rather than announced unilaterally, and certification against ISO 42001 supplies external accountability of a kind no internal framework offers. More developed is not the same as sufficient. As of 2026 formal regulation is only beginning to reference these standards rather than require them, and a great many companies deploying AI have adopted neither in any verifiable form. The infrastructure is built, and it works. The unresolved question is how many firms will use it without being made to.
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Part 8 Summary: What the Industry Polices, and What It Cannot

	Four angles on self-governance: public commitments, independent audits, internal scaling policies and formal standards. Under each of them sits more substance than the phrase self-regulation usually suggests. The interpretability research and red-teaming practice now standard at the frontier laboratories came out of voluntary frameworks, not out of legal mandates. Auditors are being given deeper access to non-public information than they had a year ago. Scaling policies have already triggered documented precautions when models approached defined thresholds. Standards bodies have built technical infrastructure that works across jurisdictions.

	None of that answers the structural objection, and sophistication does not dissolve it. Every mechanism here is voluntary at its foundation. Companies write their own commitments and define their own risk categories. Where they invite auditors in, they keep the final say over what is done with the findings. Auditors can be let in and their findings shelved. A standard can be adopted, and a company that adopts nothing pays no penalty. The strongest check in the four chapters is independent certification against an international standard, and even that starts with a company deciding to seek it. No outside body can compel a frontier laboratory to modify, delay or withdraw a deployment against its own judgement, however rigorous the framework looks on paper. None of that impugns anybody's sincerity. It is a description of where the power sits.

	The honest position sits between two other parts of the record. A decade of treaty negotiation has produced little that binds anybody. Self-governance has produced a large body of working safety practice in a short time, and much of it is substantial. None of it binds in the way a court judgment or a settlement cheque binds. Self-governance appears to improve how responsibly AI is built and deployed, and it does so entirely at the discretion of the firms choosing to practise it. That is the argument for formal regulation, delays and shortcomings included. Not as a replacement for what the industry has built, but because somebody other than the builder has to be able to say no.


PART 9: Information & Society
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	Sam Altman, co-founder and chief executive of OpenAI, on signing the partnership with the American Federation of Teachers that launched the National Academy for AI Instruction, July 2025:

	 

	"Growing up in Saint Louis, my high school computer science lab is where I first got curious about AI, mostly thanks to an incredible teacher who pushed me to experiment, even if I broke a few things along the way. Educators make the difference, and they should lead this next shift with AI. We're here to support them."
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Chapter 45: Misinformation and Deepfake Countermeasures

	Watermarking and content provenance are only as good as what happens when a fake meets a real election. That test has now been run more than once. The results do not comfort.

	The 2026 American midterm elections turned fabricated audio and video of candidates into an ordinary campaign tactic. No federal law restrained it.¹ By mid-2026, 31 US states had passed some form of law on election deepfakes, up from 25 a year earlier. Maryland was the thirtieth, in May 2026.² The statutes are not uniform. Several have been struck down in court, stripped out in committee or vetoed. The Federal Communications Commission, the American regulator for telephones and broadcasting, has banned AI-generated voices in automated calls. That rule stops at the telephone. It does not reach digital advertising, television or social media, which is where most political content now lives.³

	The cost of that gap is documented, and it has a date. On 21 January 2024, two days before the New Hampshire presidential primary, 9,581 phones rang. The recorded message used a cloned voice of Joe Biden telling Democrats not to vote.⁴ Steven Kramer, the political consultant behind it, said he wanted to show what the technology could do. In May 2024 the Federal Communications Commission proposed a forfeiture of US$6 million against him.⁵ A proposed forfeiture is a demand that can be contested, not a fine already imposed. Kramer said he would not pay it. In June 2025 a jury acquitted him on all twenty-two criminal counts.⁶ The only money that changed hands came in November 2025, when a federal court awarded three of the voters who received the call US$7,500 each.⁷ The largest sum ever proposed for an election deepfake was never collected, and the criminal case failed.

	Daniel Schiff of Purdue University has studied thousands of deepfakes. He says the damage to the rigour and credibility of elections "very much risks being supercharged" by the technology.⁸

	In March 2026, synthetic videos of missile strikes on Tel Aviv spread across social media during Operation Epic Fury, the joint American and Israeli campaign against Iran that began on 28 February 2026. The fakes carried obvious tells: duplicated rooftops, smoke moving the wrong way, no sirens. Millions of people shared them anyway.⁹ Users who asked X's own chatbot, Grok, to check the footage were told it was authentic. Grok supplied supporting citations to Reuters and CNN that did not exist. The behaviour was not new. During the Israel and Iran war of June 2025, researchers at the Atlantic Council's Digital Forensic Research Lab, a Washington body that investigates online disinformation, recorded more than 300 contradictory answers from the same chatbot about a single fake video of a bombed airport.¹⁰ The tool a worried person reaches for can be the thing that confirms the lie.

	The research behind that anecdote is solid. A pre-registered experiment, meaning the researchers published what they expected to find before they ran it, tested 210 participants for the peer-reviewed journal iScience. People do not reliably spot deepfakes. Warning them about the risk did not improve their accuracy. Paying them to get it right did not either.¹¹ Election researchers at the Brennan Centre for Justice, a law and policy institute attached to New York University, tell voters not to lean on detection software. Its accuracy is limited. It slips further every time the generators improve.¹²

	Some specialists now argue for running the problem backwards. Rather than chase fakes once they circulate, certify authentic footage when it is captured, so any later version can be checked against a signed original. Fact-checking still works and still matters, but it cannot match the speed. A fabricated video of a bombing reaches millions in an afternoon. The correction arrives days later, to a much smaller audience.¹³

	Watermarking has made steady progress. Nothing comparable has happened here. No federal rule on AI in political advertising arrived during the 2026 cycle, and the state laws that did are uneven and largely untested in court. State statutes, voluntary platform labels, watermarks and fact-checkers are each useful. None of them, alone or combined, has yet prevented documented damage to public trust during a live election. The technology is moving faster than the response, and the gap is still open.
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Chapter 46: AI Literacy Education

	Detection and fact-checking cannot keep pace with fabricated content. The slower answer is to teach people, starting at school, how these systems work, where they fail, and how to use them without believing them.

	In the 2026 legislative session, one tracking organisation counted 77 bills across 27 US states on how AI should be taught in classrooms.¹ A broader count found 134 AI-in-education bills across 31 states, covering data privacy, classroom use and curriculum.² Ambition varies. Oklahoma's Responsible Technology in Schools Act makes every school district adopt a written AI policy before the 2027-28 school year. It requires a teacher to stay in the loop and bars AI from being the main basis for a grade, a punishment or a placement.³ Idaho sets statewide AI literacy standards and compulsory teacher training, and forbids AI replacing a human teacher.⁴ Georgia has gone furthest: from the 2031-32 school year computer science, AI included, is required to finish high school.⁵

	The shift is not confined to American states. AI literacy will be assessed for the first time in the 2029 Programme for International Student Assessment, the exam comparing the skills of 15-year-olds across participating countries, Australia among them.⁶ It is no longer an optional technical elective.

	None of this is confined to paper. The non-profit AI Education Project, working with the literacy platform Quill.org, has launched a full-year course of 21 modules for weekly use across the last five years of school.⁷ A high school in Newark, New Jersey runs an "AI driver's licence" course, teaching final-year students to direct the tools rather than defer to them.⁸ Anthropic has partnered with Teach For All, a global teacher-training network, to put AI tools and training in front of educators in 63 countries.⁹ That partnership is corporate self-governance in another setting: the companies reshaping classrooms paying to teach those classrooms to use them sceptically.

	Australia does not lack scepticism. It lacks instruction. Roy Morgan asked 3,543 Australian adults in October 2025 whether AI creates more problems than it solves. Sixty-five per cent said it does, up eight points on 2023. One in four said AI carries a risk of human extinction within 20 years.¹⁰ Regional Australians were the most doubtful, at 69 per cent against 63 per cent in the cities. The Lowy Institute found the same shape in March 2026: 64 per cent said the risks of AI outweigh the benefits, a 12-point rise in two years, holding uniformly across age, education and income.¹¹ The sharpest figure comes from the Office of the Australian Information Commissioner, the Commonwealth privacy regulator. In its 2026 survey of community attitudes, 4 per cent of Australians said AI companies are worthy of trust. Eighty-seven per cent said they are more worried about privacy than they were five years ago.¹²

	Distrust that broad is not the same thing as understanding. Someone who has watched a chatbot fabricate a reference can weigh a particular claim on a particular day. Someone who distrusts the whole field cannot, and may discard something true as readily as catch something false. Human resourcefulness is distributed rather than centralised. A wide base of critical skill is exactly that: a defence that depends on no single tool or company.

	The first limit is time. A course that reaches a child in Year 9 changes the information environment in a decade, not before the next election, and does nothing about the 2026 election cycle. The second is money. Well-resourced schools and universities are moving faster than poor ones. One teacher-training account notes that in most schools those decisions are still made by individual teachers improvising, well ahead of any settled policy.¹³ AI literacy is a sound long investment. It is not a fix for a problem already here.
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Chapter 47: Transparency Mandates

	A right to an explanation applies after a machine has decided something about you. A simpler duty sits in front of it: being told you are talking to a machine at all. It sounds like the easiest rule in AI regulation to write and to enforce, and the sort of rule most people assume already exists. The 2026 record shows otherwise.

	By the middle of 2026, more than a dozen US states had laws governing how software that imitates human conversation must behave. Well over 100 chatbot bills had been introduced across more than 35 states and the US Congress.¹ California's Senate Bill 243, in force from 1 January 2026, requires companies to disclose clearly when a user is talking to an AI companion. It also gives the user a private right of action: the ability to sue directly, without waiting for a regulator, for at least US$1,000 a violation plus legal costs.² Washington's Chatbot Disclosure Act, signed in March 2026, requires the reminder to repeat during a conversation, as often as every hour when the user is a child.³

	The laws are not scoped alike. California and Washington target companion chatbots, meaning systems built to simulate an ongoing emotional or social relationship. Both exempt ordinary customer service bots. Utah and Maine go much wider, covering essentially any AI interaction.⁴ Colorado is narrower again. It requires disclosure when an AI system makes or substantially shapes what the statute calls a consequential decision: credit, employment, insurance, housing, healthcare or education.⁵

	Several of these laws reach past disclosure into active obligations. New York's AI Companion Models law, in force from November 2025, requires operators to build systems that detect a user expressing suicidal thoughts or an intention to self-harm. Those users must be referred to crisis services.⁶ Nebraska's Conversational AI Safety Act, signed in April 2026, and a closely related Idaho law require similar protections where the user is a child.⁷ Disclosure in these statutes is bolted to concrete child-safety machinery.

	Beneath the state patchwork sits a steadier federal floor. The Federal Trade Commission, the American consumer protection regulator, holds that concealing an AI interaction in a commercial setting can itself be a deceptive business practice under existing federal law. That applies in every state, whether or not the state has a chatbot statute of its own.⁸ Internationally the floor is higher. The European Union's Artificial Intelligence Act, the first broad AI law anywhere, requires under Article 50 that anyone dealing with an AI system be told so. It applies from 2 August 2026, with a grace period running to 2 December 2026. There is no companion-bot carve-out and no customer service exemption. An Australian company with European customers therefore faces a wider duty than any American state imposes.⁹

	Broad shallow baselines above, narrow deep requirements below: the pattern keeps recurring across governance, liability and copyright alike. Protection, where it exists, is assembled out of several imperfectly coordinated layers. It is almost never handed down in one comprehensive law.

	Even a rule as plain as "tell people they are talking to a machine" has proved awkward to comply with. Lawyers point to the obvious workaround. A bot with a human name and a human-looking face, which admits what it is only when a user asks directly, would probably fail the timing requirements several of the newer statutes impose.¹⁰ The distinction sounds obvious stated aloud. It has already produced litigation and real uncertainty for firms operating across states whose wording differs. Disclosure law is spreading quickly and covering ground that matters. It is still a patchwork rather than a standard.
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Chapter 48: Platform Content Moderation

	The last layer between AI-generated content and the public is the platform itself. TikTok, YouTube, Meta and X each set rules for what may be posted, what gets labelled, what gets promoted and what comes down. Those rules have grown considerably more detailed. Over the same period, several of the same companies have dismantled part of the human fact-checking that used to sit beside them. The two movements are usually reported separately. Read together, they explain how a carefully labelled video and an entirely unchecked claim end up in the same feed on the same afternoon.

	Every large social platform now has some form of AI content policy, and they differ widely in scope and in enforcement.¹ TikTok's synthetic media policy is the most developed. It requires a creator to declare AI-generated or significantly altered material at the point of upload. That covers a realistic scene which did not happen, a real person saying or doing something they did not, and a copy of a real voice or face used without consent. TikTok also attaches its own label automatically when its detection systems flag a video.² YouTube requires disclosure of realistic altered or synthetic content. It has widened where its photorealistic AI labels appear, and has kept improving the detection running behind them.³

	Academic research across 40 popular social platforms found that just over two-thirds now describe some formal approach to governing AI-generated content. Six themes recur. Platforms extend existing moderation rules to cover AI material, label it, restrict particular AI uses, limit how it can be monetised, protect their own built-in AI tools, and give users resources for understanding what they are seeing in a feed.⁴

	Here the picture turns. While those labelling policies were being written, Meta announced it would end its third-party fact-checking programme in the United States altogether. It replaced the programme with crowdsourced Community Notes, written by users rather than professional checkers, and loosened restrictions on categories of content it described as mainstream discourse.⁵ Meta has since reported roughly half as many enforcement mistakes. It also noted that the underlying prevalence of violating content was largely unchanged across most categories, which is a different measure and a less flattering one.⁶ The Centre for Countering Digital Hate, a research group that tracks online harms, estimated that Meta's broader changes could halt as much as 97 per cent of the company's previous enforcement against hate speech.⁷

	X has taken a related but different route. It has expanded its own Community Notes system with what it calls AI Note Writers: software that now helps draft the same volunteer fact-checking notes people once wrote unaided. The Centre for Democracy and Technology, a Washington policy institute, tracked the cumulative effect ahead of the 2026 midterms. It concluded that the information environment voters would meet was materially different from recent cycles: much less professional fact-checking, unclear payment incentives for AI-assisted creators, and, on the organisation's own assessment, wider latitude for hateful or violent material.⁸

	Platforms' own oversight bodies have conceded the second half of the problem. Most moderation decisions today are taken by software, not by a person. Automated enforcement applied to content that needs contextual or cultural judgement produces serious over-enforcement, restricting speech that broke no rule.⁹ A human reviewer weighs tone, local politics and sarcasm. A classifier weighs patterns, and a joke shaped like a threat is filed as a threat. Platforms are leaning harder on automation to handle a rising volume of AI-generated content. They are doing so while acknowledging that automation handles the judgement calls this content most often requires considerably worse than a human reviewer would.

	Both movements are real and they run in opposite directions. The platforms have built labelling and disclosure machinery that did not exist three years ago. TikTok's synthetic media policy is a serious institutional investment rather than a gesture, and the research across 40 platforms shows it is not alone. Over the same years those companies have removed a large part of the human fact-checking that once worked beside the labels, at precisely the moment the volume of synthetic content rose fastest. Platform capability is outrunning the rules written to govern it, and the platforms' own choices have thinned some of the safeguards that sat alongside those rules. Which of the two trends matters more for an ordinary person scrolling a feed is not yet settled.
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Part 9 Summary: A Race Between Two Speeds

	Four layers of society's response to AI-generated information have been examined here. Countermeasures against misinformation itself. Education meant to build resistance over time. Laws requiring disclosure. And the platform rules that decide what reaches a feed. On the whole the response is slower than the problem.

	The specifics are not impressionistic. A peer-reviewed experiment found that neither warning people nor paying them improves their ability to spot a deepfake. A widely used chatbot confirmed fabricated war footage as authentic and supplied citations to news organisations that had never published it. The largest penalty ever proposed for an election deepfake was never collected, and the criminal case behind it ended in acquittal on every count. No federal rule on AI in political advertising arrived during the 2026 American election cycle, and the state laws that did arrive are uneven and largely untested. Platforms built labelling systems and, over the same years, cut back the human fact-checking that once worked alongside them.

	There is progress too. AI literacy is reaching classrooms quickly, in 27 states in a single legislative session and on an international assessment by 2029. It builds distributed capability, humanity's most durable advantage: a defence that does not depend on one tool or one company. Disclosure law is spreading fast and carries teeth, including penalties an ordinary consumer can enforce without waiting for a regulator. TikTok's synthetic media policy is a serious investment. And Australians are already wary. Two separate national surveys in the past year put roughly two-thirds of the country on the sceptical side of the question. That is a poor foundation for propaganda and a decent one for teaching.

	This is a race between two speeds. Fabricated content spreads in hours and improves month by month. Curriculum, legislation and platform policy move in school years, legislative sessions and quarterly reviews. Nothing in the evidence suggests the defenders are winning that race. Nothing suggests it is over, either. These imperfect tools are the ones it will be fought with. For the person holding the phone, the practical position is the same in both cases: check the source, not the video.



	
PART 10: Existential & Long-Term Risk
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	Elizabeth Kelly, director of the US AI Safety Institute, a unit of NIST, the American federal agency that writes technical standards, announcing safety research agreements with the AI companies Anthropic and OpenAI, 29 August 2024:

	 

	"Safety is essential to fueling breakthrough technological innovation. With these agreements in place, we look forward to beginning our technical collaborations with Anthropic and OpenAI to advance the science of AI safety. These agreements are just the start, but they are an important milestone as we work to help responsibly steward the future of AI."
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Chapter 49: AI Safety Research Institutes

	Jobs, power bills, water, copyright, misinformation: every risk argued over so far can be measured this year. A harder question sits behind them. Could a sufficiently advanced AI system threaten humanity itself, rather than merely disrupt an industry? Nobody knows. What can be established is that the question has stopped being the property of novelists. Organisations now exist for the sole purpose of studying it, and the people staffing them are not amateurs.

	Existential AI risk research is easy to picture as a few eccentrics arguing on the internet. The evidence points the other way. As of 2026 a substantial ecosystem of independent organisations works on the question full time. Among them are the Centre for AI Safety, a San Francisco non-profit that combines research with public campaigning; Apollo Research and METR, the two outfits already met in Chapters 19 and 42; and the Machine Intelligence Research Institute, known as MIRI. Smaller groups such as Conjecture, Transluce and Timaeus work alongside them, as do university centres at Oxford, Cambridge, Stanford, Georgetown and Carnegie Mellon, and the Centre for Human-Compatible AI at the University of California, Berkeley.¹ MIRI has been at it longest. Founded in 2000, it predates the academic AI safety field by roughly a decade.²

	The money is institutional, not enthusiast. Open Philanthropy, a large American grant-making foundation, is the biggest single funder of AI safety research, with further support from the Long-Term Future Fund, the Survival and Flourishing Fund and programmes at bodies such as Schmidt Sciences.³ In May 2023 the Centre for AI Safety published a one-sentence statement: that reducing the risk of extinction from AI should be a global priority alongside pandemics and nuclear war. Roughly 350 researchers and executives signed it.⁴ They included Sam Altman, chief executive of OpenAI, which makes ChatGPT; Demis Hassabis, who runs Google DeepMind; and Geoffrey Hinton and Yoshua Bengio, two of the researchers whose work made modern AI possible. That is the part worth sitting with. The men building the most advanced systems in the world put their names to a warning about what those systems might do.

	The oldest institution in the field has changed direction, and said so publicly. Over the past two years MIRI has wound back its technical alignment work, the mathematical research into making a powerful system reliably do what its designers intended, and moved its main effort into public communication and policy advocacy.⁵ By early 2026 the shift was substantially complete. The stated reason matters more than the change. Its leadership judged that traditional alignment research was moving too slowly to head off the risks they believe are coming.⁶ A founding institution has conceded that decades of technical work have not kept pace with the machines that work was meant to make safe.

	None of this requires accepting the most alarming forecasts. It is enough to notice what has been built. A well-funded research field, staffed by credentialled people, now studies catastrophic AI risk full time, and it is increasingly tied to formal government bodies. Two of them matter most: the UK's AI Security Institute, a unit inside the British government that tests advanced models, and the US AI Safety Institute, housed inside NIST.⁷ The connection runs both ways. METR and Apollo Research also run independent evaluations of frontier models for the developers themselves.

	The field's own trajectory is evidence of unresolved uncertainty. If technical alignment research were on track to solve the problem, the oldest institution in the field would have little reason to redirect its energy into advocacy. There is a second limit, and it is sharper. Nobody can put a reliable number on the probability of catastrophic AI risk. It is contested among serious, credentialled experts, and no survey of the evidence can settle it on a reader's behalf, because the thing being argued about has not been built. A claim about a machine that does not exist cannot be checked against a record that does not exist either. That cuts both ways. It is why the alarm cannot be proved, and why it cannot be disproved. One thing can be stated with confidence. The concern is taken seriously by a substantial, well-resourced part of the AI research community, including people who know exactly how these systems are put together.
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Chapter 50: Pause and Moratorium Movements

	Research institutes are the scientific response to existential risk. Pause and moratorium movements are the political one. Their argument is blunt. If nobody can say whether a more powerful system is safe, stop building it until somebody can. The campaign has changed shape since it first surfaced in 2023, and its second version drew support on a scale that would have looked implausible a few years earlier.

	In March 2023 the Future of Life Institute, an American non-profit that campaigns on technological risk, published an open letter titled "Pause Giant AI Experiments". It called for a six-month halt on training any system more powerful than GPT-4, then the most capable model OpenAI had released. More than 33,000 people eventually signed, among them the AI researcher Yoshua Bengio, the computer scientist Stuart Russell, Elon Musk and the Apple co-founder Steve Wozniak.¹ No pause occurred. The organisers later concluded that pinning the demand to a narrow technical threshold had cost them a wider audience.²

	The second attempt was built differently. In October 2025 the same institute published the Statement on Superintelligence. It is one sentence long. It calls for a prohibition on developing superintelligent AI until two conditions are met: broad scientific agreement that the thing can be built safely and kept under human control, and strong public support for going ahead.³ By January 2026 it had gathered more than 133,000 signatures.⁴ Both counts are running totals and will have moved since.

	Scale is not the interesting part. Breadth is. Signatories include Bengio and Geoffrey Hinton, both winners of the Turing Award, computing's highest honour, along with Wozniak, the Virgin founder Richard Branson and five Nobel laureates. Then it widens. Susan Rice, national security adviser to Barack Obama. Mike Mullen, a retired chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff. The conservative broadcasters Steve Bannon and Glenn Beck. The actor Joseph Gordon-Levitt. Paolo Benanti, the friar who advises the Vatican on artificial intelligence. The Duke and Duchess of Sussex.⁵ Name another issue that puts Steve Bannon and Prince Harry on the same page.

	The breadth was designed. The drafters kept the language short and the demand narrow precisely to gather the widest possible coalition, on the reasoning that a longer, more technical document would have collected fewer names.⁶ Polling released alongside the statement in October 2025, commissioned by the Future of Life Institute, found 64 per cent of the Americans surveyed agreed that superintelligent AI should not be built until it can be shown to be safe and controllable.⁷ Australian opinion runs the same way. Roy Morgan found 65 per cent of Australians saying AI creates more problems than it solves in October 2025, and the doubt ran strongest outside the capital cities, at 69 per cent against 63.⁸

	Wanting a pause and getting one are different problems. The obstacle is the one that stalled the international treaty on autonomous weapons. No company will stop while its competitors keep going, and no country will stop while other countries keep going. Everybody's caution depends on everybody else's. Legislatures have begun to notice the public mood, cautiously. In January 2026 the House of Lords, the upper house of the British parliament, held a formal debate on whether the government should push for an international moratorium on superintelligent AI.⁹

	The organisers do not dispute the central limitation. A public statement, however many names it carries, is not law. Neither the 2023 letter nor the 2025 statement has produced an enforceable pause anywhere in the world. What the coalition demonstrates is concern, crossing political lines that almost nothing else crosses, and that is worth something in a divided era. It is not the same as an enacted rule. Whether the sentiment hardens into binding international coordination, or stays a broad and powerful expression of unease, has not been settled either way.
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Chapter 51: Open-Source vs. Closed-Model Debate

	The argument turns on two terms, and neither explains itself. A closed model stays with the company that built it. The software runs on the company's own computers, customers reach it over the internet, and access can be metered, watched or switched off. An open-weight model, usually called open source, is a different animal. Its finished internals, the weights, are published as a file anyone can download and run on their own machine, offline, unsupervised, altered however they like. Nobody can switch that off. The difference is roughly the difference between hiring a car for the weekend and being handed one outright, keys, engine and all. The second arrangement is democratisation. It is also the sharpest form of the tension running under the whole argument. The openness that hands a small business or a country clinic a powerful tool for nothing hands the same tool to anyone who wants to misuse it.

	For years the free downloadable models trailed the commercial ones by a wide margin, and that margin was the safety case's quiet assumption. It has shrunk. Analysts tracking the two groups describe a gap that has closed from something over a year to a matter of months across many standard tests.¹ Independent benchmark tracking shows the same trend.² Much of the recent open-weight progress comes from Chinese laboratories, among them DeepSeek, Moonshot AI, Alibaba and Zhipu AI. Meta, the company that owns Facebook and Instagram, publishes the main Western alternative in its Llama series.³

	A closing gap makes the safety question more urgent, not less. Capability sitting behind a company's login can be logged, rate-limited and withdrawn if something goes wrong. The same capability, once downloaded, runs on hardware nobody else can see, under nobody's supervision, for as long as its owner keeps a copy. That is the debate in two sentences. Once a file is on somebody's machine, every safeguard that depended on being able to reach it is gone.

	Open weights let independent researchers inspect a model rather than take the developer's word for it. They can audit it, stress-test it and publish what they find, which is why third-party auditing is far easier against an open model than a closed one.⁴ Academic work has also challenged the assumption that closed models are safer by design. Several studies do find that closed models fail safety and security tests less often. The same research notes that they remain vulnerable to jailbreaking, the practice of tricking a model into ignoring its own rules, through fine-tuning, repeated prompting, encoding tricks and translation into other languages.⁵ The advantage is a difference of degree, not of kind. Nor are closed models permanently controllable. They can be leaked, hacked or reverse-engineered. One model built by Mistral, a French AI developer, was leaked in 2024 by one of the company's own early customers.⁶

	The argument against unrestricted openness rests on one word. Irreversibility. A closed model can, in principle, be restricted, monitored or withdrawn by its developer once a problem is found. Open weights cannot be recalled. There is no mechanism for taking back a file already downloaded onto millions of machines in dozens of countries.⁷ A faulty car can be recalled. Every one of them can be found, because somebody sold it and somebody registered it. A copied file has no register and no owner to write to. That reasoning sat behind SB 1047, a Californian bill aimed at the largest and most capable models, on the view that their performance was approaching a point where uncontrolled distribution could carry what some researchers call extreme risks of catastrophic misuse.⁸ A bill is a proposal, not a law. This one was vetoed, and the narrower law that followed it took a different path.

	What makes the disagreement hard is that neither side is speculating. The benefits are real and measurable: wider access to defensive tools, more people able to do safety research, less power concentrated in a handful of well-funded corporations. The misuse risks are documented just as well. Two groups of well-informed people are weighing the same trade-off and reaching opposite conclusions about which risk is larger. Both can point to working examples. Neither can point to a decisive one.

	There is no confident verdict here. The question is growing more urgent rather than less, because the performance gap keeps narrowing. Every new release raises the cost of getting the trade-off wrong, whichever way right turns out to be. Whatever confidence the rest of the evidence supports has to be weighed against an argument still open at both ends, and open arguments do not close because a reader would prefer them to.
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Part 10 Summary: An Open Question, Taken Seriously

	The hardest material was left until last: the possibility that AI's risks run past disrupted industries and strained power grids into something civilisational. The pattern of the earlier parts does not hold here. There is no confident evidence that the response is working, because the underlying question is contested by the very people best placed to judge it.

	What can be set out is where the contest stands. A well-funded research field, staffed by credentialled scientists rather than fringe alarmists, now studies catastrophic AI risk full time. Its oldest institution has concluded that technical research alone is moving too slowly, and has shifted its effort into advocacy. A statement calling for a prohibition on superintelligent AI has drawn more than 133,000 signatures across a coalition spanning Nobel laureates, retired American generals, conservative broadcasters and royalty, and it remains a statement rather than a law. The argument over open weights and closed models is intensifying rather than settling, because the gap between the two keeps closing. Public opinion has moved with all of it. In Australia, one adult in four now says AI carries a risk of human extinction within 20 years.

	Parts 2 to 9 found humans building working checks against AI's harms: infrastructure resistance, technical safeguards, legal precedent, union contracts, all imperfect and all functioning. No equivalent claim is available here. An argument about a machine nobody has built cannot be settled by evidence about machines that exist. That is why the existential question stays open, and why neither side will close it by asserting harder.

	One thing has changed, and it is consistent with the founding thesis. A growing, increasingly organised part of humanity is taking the uncertainty seriously: scientists, faith leaders, business figures, retired officers and members of the public across the political spectrum, all engaged with a question that a few years ago belonged to philosophy departments and science fiction. That is short of a solution. The darkest version of the takeover story assumes silence, indifference or blind acceleration, and none of that is what is happening. A question being argued about in public, by people who disagree and keep arguing anyway, is a question that is at least being watched.


PART 11: Where the Fight Stands
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	Bill Gates, co-chair of the Gates Foundation and co-founder of Microsoft, in his annual letter "The Year Ahead 2026", 9 January 2026:

	 

	"As hard as last year was, I don't believe we will slide back into the Dark Ages. I believe that, within the next decade, we will not only get the world back on track but enter a new era of unprecedented progress."
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Chapter 52: Revisiting the Thesis Point by Point

	Ten reasons not to count humans out opened the argument. They were a thesis rather than a finding: a case for optimism that had not yet met the sector-by-sector evidence. Each point comes back now for a grade. Did the evidence hold?

	1. Narrow Use Will Remain the Norm: Confirmed, With One Complication

	The claim was that AI would be built for specific tasks rather than as a general-purpose mind. Everything since supports it. Laboratories narrow what their systems may do, layer by layer, even where the underlying capability is broader. Responsible scaling policies, the internal rulebooks tying what a company releases to what its own testing found, treat capability and permitted use as two separate things. The complication is open-weight models, the ones anybody can download and run at home. They are hard to keep narrow once they are out. The point holds inside the closed corporate world, less firmly outside it.

	2. Compute & Data Centres as a Natural Ceiling: Strongly Confirmed

	This is the most heavily tested claim of the ten. Moratorium bills sit before lawmakers in 14 American states. New York has a statewide freeze and Denver a one-year pause. More than 75 projects worth about US$130 billion were blocked or delayed in the first quarter of 2026. Gallup, polling in March 2026, found 71 per cent of Americans opposed to a data centre near their home, more than opposed a nuclear plant. The industry's own answer is the telling part: the nuclear pivot, urgent and enormously expensive. Nobody buys a power station to get around a problem that is not there.

	A ceiling a company can buy its way through is a cost rather than a wall. The constraint is real and it is slowing the build. It is not permanent, and the deepest pockets will be first through it.

	3 & 4. Human Resourcefulness, and Low-Tech Beating High-Tech: Confirmed

	The evidence was cheap improvised weapons beating expensive sophisticated ones. By late 2025 Ukraine was turning out roughly a quarter of a million first-person-view drones a month, small aircraft flown by a pilot watching a live video feed, against vehicles costing a thousand times more. The pattern echoed everywhere after it. Creator movements, union organising and class actions tell one story: people with fewer resources, organised together, finding the pressure point a better-funded opponent left undefended. The US$1.5 billion Bartz settlement, brought by three American authors over pirated copies of their books held in an AI company's training library, is money collected. The contract language the Teamsters union won from the parcel carrier UPS binds a company today.

	Cheap answers get answered. Russian jamming degraded radio-controlled drones badly enough to push both sides onto fibre-optic tethers, which cost more. Improvisation wins rounds, and each round costs more than the last.

	5. Why People Break Machines: Confirmed, More Vividly Than Expected

	The evidence went past what the claim predicted. Local pushback moved from town halls to state legislatures inside a single year. The Statement on Superintelligence, a short public call to hold off on machines more capable than people until it can be done safely, had gathered more than 133,000 signatures by January 2026, across a coalition few other issues could assemble. Not a historical pattern hoped for again. Watched happening.

	6. Economic Self-Interest Limits the Worst Outcomes: Partially Confirmed

	The claim was that companies need customers with incomes as much as they need cheaper labour. An unexpected witness turned up. In April 2026 OpenAI, one of the firms building the technology, published an industrial policy paper floating taxes related to automated labour and a citizen-owned public wealth fund. The reasoning was that the gains have to be shared for the economy those same companies sell into to hold together. Self-interested, and still a validation. But a paper is not a law, and the retraining and basic-income evidence shows self-interest has not yet produced an answer the size of the problem.

	7. AI Still Fails at Real-World Unpredictability: Confirmed, in an Unexpected Place

	Confirmation arrived from an unexpected direction: a widely used chatbot confidently confirming fabricated war footage as authentic. The failure showed up less in machines tripping over the physical world than in fluent, assured, entirely wrong text on a screen. Researchers from roughly twenty institutions said the same thing from the inside, publishing an agreed list of what these systems do that nobody can yet explain. The same limitation in a different shape, and a worse one.

	8. Every "Job-Killing" Technology Created New Jobs: Unresolved

	This is the point the evidence defends least well. The retraining findings were sobering. An analysis of more than 23 million records from the main American federal jobs programme found it rarely moved workers into occupations less exposed to automation. The strongest results came from employer-guaranteed apprenticeships, which reach a fraction of the people displaced. The historical pattern may hold over an arc longer than 2026 can see. For this transition it remains unproven either way.

	9. Democratisation Cuts Both Ways: Confirmed, and Sharper Than Expected

	The case was put mildly: open tools help defenders as well as attackers. In practice the trade is sharper. Open-weight models, free for anyone to download, are closing on the closed frontier within months of each release, and whatever closes that gap goes to whoever downloads it first. The point held. The stakes turned out higher than the thesis anticipated.

	10. The Growing "Human Premium" Market: Strongly Confirmed

	The human-made certification wave arrived faster than anyone expected. There are at least eight competing schemes. The music service Spotify added a Verified badge to separate human acts from AI-generated ones. A mark for film and television was launched inside a cave in southern France, beneath paintings roughly 25,000 years old. Speculative when the thesis raised it. Documented now. Whether one mark becomes the one a buyer trusts is still open.

	Two fronts are missing from this list because they were never among the ten. International treaty-making and the fight to keep the information supply honest were both examined at length, and both are losing. They belong on any honest scorecard, and they fail.

	 


Chapter 53: Why I Say Chill Out

	Here is the plain answer to the question on the cover. No, artificial intelligence is not going to kill all the humans, and it is nowhere near being able to. The reason has nothing to do with the machines being kind. It is that everything they need, the power, the water, the land, the money, the data and the permission, already belongs to somebody who has to be argued with first.

	I am a man in my seventies in a small West Australian town. I read a good deal, I write books, and for three years I have been told to be frightened by people who could not tell me what of. Ask them and you get a feeling instead of an argument. It is moving fast. Nobody understands it. Something terrible is coming. That is weather. I got tired of it and went looking for the facts myself. It took far longer than I expected, and it turned into the pages behind this one.

	The Two Fears

	There are two fears in this subject and they get mixed together constantly. The first is the machine that wakes up. It works out that it has no use for us, takes the world off us, and nobody can stop it. That is the fear on the film posters, and it is the one the loudest voices trade in. I do not believe it, and the chapters on the safety researchers are why. I went to the people who worry about it for a living and read what they actually say, rather than what a headline says they said. What is there is a serious field, honest about how much it cannot yet do, working on a problem nobody has shown to be anywhere near. That is worth funding. It is not worth your sleep.

	The second fear is smaller, closer and much more likely. It is the year your job goes. It is your power bill climbing because a data centre moved in up the road and plugged into the same grid your house is on. It is a computer deciding you owe the government money you do not owe, and nobody on the end of a phone able to explain the decision or undo it. We have already done that one in this country. It was called Robodebt, it ran for years, and it took a class action in the Federal Court to stop it. Justice Murphy, approving the settlement, called it a massive failure of public administration. That fear I take seriously, and I said so wherever the evidence said so.

	Now the part I want to be straight about. The fifty-two chapters in front of this one mostly answer the first fear, because the first fear is the one being shouted, and somebody had to sit down with the evidence and answer it properly. The fear you actually have is the second one. It gets answered in these pages only sideways, in the chapters on power grids, courts, unions and retraining schemes. If you came looking for a straight answer about your job, in your trade, in the next five years, I do not have one. Neither does anybody who tells you they do.

	What I Am Not Saying

	I am not saying it will be fine. Two of the fronts I looked at are failing, and nothing in these last pages rescues them. The attempt to put binding international rules around any of this has run for more than a decade without producing one. And the information you and I use to make up our minds is being polluted faster than anybody is cleaning it up. Both went in as failures because that is what they are. A scorecard you can only pass is not a scorecard.

	I am also not saying do nothing. Nothing is how the second fear comes true. Every win in these chapters was won by somebody who turned up.

	So what do I mean by chill out? Stop being frightened of the wrong thing. Plenty of people hear chill out as stop caring. It means keep your head, stay in the argument, and put your worry where it will do some good. Fear of the wrong thing is expensive, because it spends the attention you need for the right thing. Someone who believes the machines are about to take over skips the council meeting about the data centre. They have bigger things on their mind. They stay home, feel dreadful, and the thing that was going to affect them goes through on the nod. Calm is not the absence of concern. Calm is what lets you aim.

	What One Person Can Do

	Here is the list, and none of it is heroic. Turn up to the council meeting, and put in a submission when one is called for. The projects stopped in these chapters were mostly stopped by ordinary residents doing exactly that. Nearly 1,900 of them did it at Hazelmere, east of Perth, and the data centre was not built.

	Read the clause. AI arrives in most lives through paperwork: the employment agreement, the software licence, the insurance renewal, the terms you tick to keep using something you already rely on. Somebody wrote that clause hoping you would sign without reading it.

	Keep the paperwork. You cannot argue with an automated decision if you cannot show what actually happened, and the burden of showing it will fall on you rather than on the department.

	Put the question in writing. A spoken answer costs the person giving it nothing, and it leaves nothing behind. Ask who is accountable for a decision a machine made about you, and get that name in writing too. If nobody will give you a name, you have learned something worth knowing.

	That is an hour a month and the assumption that you are allowed to ask. Unglamorous work. It is also the kind that turned up again and again, in every part of the evidence, on the winning side.

	I am not a technologist and I have never worked in the industry. I spent my working life as a security officer and a crowd controller, watching what people do when they have had enough. That turns out to be the whole subject. Most of the people in these chapters who changed something were not technologists either: the residents, the shop stewards, the councillors, the illustrators, the ones who kept their paperwork and asked the awkward question in writing. That is the argument, in the end. We are the ones deciding how far this goes, in council chambers and courtrooms and enterprise agreements, in the slow unexciting places where things get settled.

	Don't count humans out on an AI takeover.
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