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As businesses, institutions and 
governments begin to embrace 
Artificial Intelligence and 
autonomous decision-making 
systems, we have a responsibility 
to use them to solve the most 
urgent challenges of our age. But 
AI without ethics could be used 
by negative actors and have 
deleterious effects. How can we 
move ahead safely and ethically 
with AI? 

CityAge, alongside Communitech and 
Thomson Reuters Labs, assembled some 
of the top minds in AI, business and society 
on June 17 for a digital event to address 
the topic of how to ensure that this rapidly 
evolving technology benefits all players 
and global citizens. 

We’ve summarized the key points of 
discussion from this two hour session. 
Participants who would like access to the 
full transcript can request it via  
lauren@cityage.com. 

As Artificial Intelligence (AI) and autonomous 
decision-making systems pervade our 
culture, how can we institute broad standards 
for them that uphold our values? 

How can we establish fairness, inclusion, 
accountability, transparency, individual 
privacy, economic security, public safety and 
sustainability as essential elements as we 
move forward amid powerful technological 
change?  

Background:  Discussion Points:
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The Waterloo Protocol on Ethical AI

“What if we had the equivalent of the 
Paris Climate Accord for AI, where 
we all came together and said, ‘This 
is actually for the good of humanity?’ 
We could have an open conversation 
about what success looks like and 
how AI should be applied in a way 
that technology aligns to that end 
point. It’s a critical issue.”

–  Chris Albinson, President & CEO, 
Communitech

mailto:lauren%40cityage.com?subject=


•  Pavel Rahman, Partner & Head of Data, Cognitive & Connected Operations, IBM Services
•  Vanessa Henri, Lawyer, Emerging Tech, Fasken
•  Stefaan Verhulst, Co-Founder and Chief Research and Development Officer, The GovLab at 

New York University
•  Chris Albinson, CEO & President, Communitech
•  Martin Basiri, CEO & Co-Founder, Applyboard
•  Carolyn Blankenship, General Counsel Innovation & Product, Thomson Reuters
•  Ima Okonny, Chief Data Officer, Employment and Social Development Canada (ESDC) , 

Government of Canada
•   Ideshini Naidoo, Head of Engineering, Legal Workflow, Thomson Reuters
•  Anita Balakrishnan, Journalist & Reporter, The Logic
•  Handol Kim, Co-founder and CEO, Variational AI
•  Christina Cai, Co-founder and COO, Knowtions Research
•  Alexis Steinman, Co-CEO, Maxa AI

Panelists included: 
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PARTICIPANTS’ KEY CONCLUSIONS:
AI is changing the trajectory of humanity. The realm 
of benefits - as well as risks - are so pervasive that 
it’s not something we can afford to ignore.

Inclusivity is crucial. Whether designing algorithms 
or building databases, all key stakeholders must 
be involved. There needs to be collaboration 
amongst those building the technologies, and 
people from diverse communities with unique 
experiences that might otherwise miss out on 
inclusion in the data and conversations shaping 
these systems.

We must make sure that AI is ethical by 
establishing and following guidelines and 
regulations in consultation with government 
agencies, businesses as well as the public and 
private sectors, and with every kind of person 
at the table, from the early adopter to the 
technophobe.

Technology is neither good nor evil - it’s 
all in how people use it. For example, the 
same technology that affords people the 
gift of privacy, security and protection under 
aggressive government regimes can also be 
used as a way to conduct illegal transactions.

Laws on the use of AI and automated decision-
making have arrived, notably in the European 
Union and California, but also in Canada 
and around the world. These regulatory 
developments reflect the demand for increased 
efforts in governing AI and ensuring its safe use 
- people are excited about what AI can do, but 
they’re also fearful. They don’t want machines 
making decisions for them without them 
knowing about it. 

What follows is a blend of paraphrased conclusions and participant quotes 
from the event: 



1. IF AI CAN HELP SOLVE OUR MOST PRESSING SOCIAL, 
ENVIRONMENTAL AND ECONOMIC GOALS, WHAT PRACTICAL 
STEPS CAN WE TAKE TO MAKE SURE WE CAN TRUST IT?

Examining the widespread effects, applying AI to major human problems, 
making sure it’s explainable and accountable and making steady 
improvements are all essential.

Perspectives and Insights 
f r o m  t h e  T r a n s c r i p t

Trust is built in the technology by looking at the 
downstream impacts, the second, third, even 
going to the sixth degree of impact on citizens. 
This is a technology that we really need to think 
through, not just in its privacy implications, but 
also the potential impact and future impact on 
citizens and generations to come.

When it comes to AI and business, there are about 
eight things that we’re discussing and talking 
about in many forms: fairness, explainability, 
uncertainty, robustness, privacy, data quality, 
testing - and more.

It really comes down to one word, and that’s 
‘incrementalism.’ With new technologies, 
we have a tendency to want to implement 
them fast. But especially when it comes to 
regulated industries, it’s really important to 
do it in increments. And at the end of each 
phase, we must be able to assess the impact 
of the initiatives that we’ve undertaken. Did 
we actually benefit our customers? How’s 
consumer trust looking? If we adopt a method 
of incrementalism, it also helps us scale back 
if we do something a little too crazy. We can 
scale back to the last step we were at that built 
consumer trust and then iterate and innovate 
from there.

AI can often be negatively framed, as if we need 
to prevent it. We need to have a more positive 
discussion about what we would actually like 
to have AI used for. It should not just be used to 
create new businesses, but to help solve major 
problems like climate change. 

We must ask ourselves, ‘Are we being 
accountable? Are we being transparent?’ 
Accountability is about us as a technology 
community, technologists everywhere, but 
also society’s leaders and policy-makers and 
government. As we come together, do we 
fundamentally understand the risks that this 
powerful technology brings with it, and are we 
taking responsibility to mitigate those risks?
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2. WHY ARE WE GOING TO SO MUCH EFFORT TO LET AN 
ALGORITHM MAKE DECISIONS AND PERFORM JOBS WHEN WE 
HAVE PEOPLE AND GOVERNMENTS TO DO THAT? 

AI executes some tasks far more 
efficiently than humans, including 
addressing crucial human needs. 
But as we scale the use of AI, it’s 
important that we ensure most jobs 
aren’t automated out of existence. 
Because crucial human needs 
include the need to ensure everyone 
has the chance to make a living 
wage. 

To steal a quote from a leader in AI and ML, 
‘It’s not human against machine; it’s human 
with machine against human without.’ 
Humans and machines are better when they 
team up. 

The realm of benefit is so huge that it’s not 
something we can afford to ignore. As an 
example, consider the following use of AI in 
agriculture. AI technology can  identify crops 
and pick up the presence of a pestilence or 
some sort of disease at the level of a leaf on 
a particular plant. It can give a subsistence 
formula in an impoverished community early 
warning so that community members can 
catch it before it destroys the crop. Or, the 
following use case in reducing the negative 
effects of natural disasters. AI-assisted 
drones can not only predict when and where 
a disaster will hit, but provide disaster relief 
and rescue the people affected. 

In terms of COVID-19, for example, if the data 
had been more liquid, we would probably 
have had better access to data to inform 
the response to, and now the recovery from, 
COVID-19. We need to extend data from 
portability to more liquidity in order to be 
able to reuse it for other purposes, especially 
those that can improve society. 

There are at least three notions we have to 
consider when we think about whether to 
use AI or human intelligence  – speed, scale 
and accuracy. The trick is to find who is best 
at what. Typically, humans are quite good at 
accuracy because they use their business 
instincts, their experience, their creativity and 
their judgment. Where humans usually score 
poorly is on speed and scalability, scalability, 
and especially, scalability.

If you look at the Deloitte Fast 50 list, which 
is the list of the fastest-growing private 
companies in Canada, 65 percent of 
them are powered by AI. And 60 percent 
of them are in the Waterloo-Toronto 
corridor. Between them, we have about 
one million employees now across all 1,600 
Communitech member companies , doing 
over $340 billion in revenue. All of these 
companies are leveraging AI and ML at some 
level to try to drive efficiencies and better 
value to their customers.
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3. WHAT ARE SOME OF THE CHALLENGES  
IN WIDELY IMPLEMENTING AI?

Addressing the problem of bias programmed into AI requires many things, 
including that the outcomes  be explainable, transparent and human-
controlled.

AI disinformation is the modern way of spreading  
propaganda. In your social and online forums, 
how many of those comments come from 
real people and how many of them are bots 
propagating some nefarious agenda that you’re 
not aware of?

Explainability: The first rule of explainability is 
establishing who needs the explanation. Let’s 
talk to those people. Let’s consult with them to 
understand the nature of the explanation they 
need. That often means you’ve got to talk to your 
end user or the group of people who are going to 
be impacted by the results of these algorithms, 
along with regulators and key stakeholder groups. 

We must examine our own biases. What biases 
do we bring into our conversations around this 
topic? And then what biases are we bringing 
into the work we’re doing in terms of developing 
models, building the algorithms, or really looking 
at innovative data methods? 

It’s important to have a human in the loop 
somewhere so that the machine doesn’t go 
completely out of control and start making 
decisions that don’t make any sense, because 
machines and humans make different kinds of 
mistakes. When the machine makes a mistake, 
it’ll make the same mistake over and over 
again, and it’ll just get bigger and bigger until 
somebody steps in and says, ‘Hey, we’ve got to 
cut this off.’ 
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4. THE QUICKEST AND EASIEST WAYS TO  
PUT THE GOOD INTO AI AND AVOID THE BAD?

Guidelines exist and regulations are coming, but in the meantime, engage 
in consultation with diverse groups  of people and exercise openness and 
goodwill. 

Arizona State University has collected more than 
600 AI data ethics principles in a database that’s 
publicly available to everybody. This is a great 
resource for anybody getting started on this 
journey. 

We often forget that there are some people who 
are not in this tech world that we inhabit and they 
don’t understand some of the terminology that 
we’re throwing around. We have to be able to 
explain ourselves to these audiences in very plain 
terms that they understand.

The innovations in AI are always going to be 
way ahead of the regulations. These days, 
companies can’t hide what they do, so society 
is creating regulations for them – companies 
like Facebook, for example -- before the 
government has a chance to do that. That 
means less red tape, fewer harsh rules, 
more creativity. You see employees of these 
companies, which sometimes are not very 
ethical, speak up and force them to stay on the 
track of doing something good for humanity. 
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5. WHAT DOES TRUSTING AI MEAN TO YOU?

It’s vital to develop solid processes, use diverse datasets, explain the meaning 
of consent, implement AI governance and make sure the voices of all 
stakeholders are heard.

We are starting to see organizations create 
workflows to look at end-to-end, the data and AI 
supply chain: At the beginning of it with ethically 
aligned design, at the middle of it with data ops 
and machine-learning ops, ML ops, to make sure 
there’s a process, and at the end of it, data and AI 
governance. If we look at our processes and our 
workflows with that supply chain point of view in 
mind, with capabilities, multidisciplinary teams 
and the technology that’s required to deliver that, 
we should be able to trace back to where there is 
a problem. 

One of the issues we must address is that of 
consent. By asking for consent, you’re actually 
forcing the person to tick a box before they 
access that service. So how clear is your 
description of consent? What does consent really 
mean to the user? And are you using their data for 
the intended purpose, or are you repurposing it for 
something else?

We can make sure that we’re working with 
curated diverse datasets, so we can do 
something to offset representation bias in the 
data. That’s a great place to start, along with 
investment into proper explainable AI.

Canada (and all countries, really) has a voice to 
talk about Tech For Good because we’ve lived 
it. It’s part of our brand. We are going to see 
regulations turn into law, coming out of the EU 
and then California. And if we don’t have a voice 
in shaping that, it’s going to be pretty messy and 
not all that constructive. We’re going to have 
technology that’s developed that’s not looking 
after humanity and could be doing some bad 
things. So now is the time to speak up. 
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POLL RESULTS 
Throughout the event, we asked the audience the 

below poll questions:
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