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ABOUT THIS SUMMARY
The digital mee,ngs with India were part of the Atlan,c Council’s ongoing endeavor to establish forums, 
enable discussions about opportuni,es and challenges of modern technologies, and evaluate their 
implica,ons for society as well as interna,onal rela,ons — efforts that are championed by the newly 
established GeoTech Center. Prior to its forma,on and to help lay the groundwork for the launch of the Center 
in March 2020, the Atlan,c Council’s Foresight, Strategy, and Risks Ini8a8ve was awarded a Rockefeller 
Founda8on grant to evaluate China’s role as a global ci,zen and the country’s use of AI as a development tool. 
The work that the grant commissioned the Atlan,c Council to do focused on data and AI efforts by China 
around the world, included the publica,on of reports, and the organiza,on of conferences in Europe, China, 
Africa, and India. At these gatherings, interna,onal par,cipants evaluate how AI and the collec,on of data will 
influence their socie,es, and how countries can successfully collaborate on emerging technologies, while 
puIng a special emphasis on the People’s Republic in an ever-changing world. 

THE ATLANTIC COUNCIL GEOTECH CENTER
Produces events, pioneers efforts, and promotes educa,onal ac,vi,es on the Future of Work, Data, Trust, 
Space, and Health to inform leaders across sectors. We do this by: 

• Iden,fying public and private sector choices affec,ng the use of new technologies and data that 
explicitly benefit people, prosperity, and peace.  

• Recommending posi,ve paths forward to help markets and socie,es adapt in light of technology- and 
data-induced changes.  

• Determining priori,es for future investment and coopera,on between public and private sector 
en,,es seeking to develop new technologies and data ini,a,ves specifically for global benefit. 

CHAMPIONING POSITIVE PATHS FORWARD THAT NATIONS, ECONOMIES, AND SOCIETIES CAN PURSUE  
TO ENSURE NEW TECHNOLOGIES AND DATA EMPOWER PEOPLE, PROSPERITY, AND PEACE 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Within the realm  of the smart partnerships series, the Atlan,c Council’s GeoTech Center 
analyzes how AI is changing socie,es, evaluates China’s role as a global ci,zen, and looks at how middle and 
low income countries can leverage technology for good. Supported by the Rockefeller Founda,on, endeavors 
started last year with mee,ngs in Paris, Brussels, and Berlin, where discussions centered around the 
development of ar,ficial intelligence and its implica,ons for geopoli,cs. In January and only weeks before the 
novel Coronavirus changed the world, the project con,nued with mee,ngs in Beijing and Shanghai, focused on 
the domes,c factors of China’s use of modern technologies. While trips to India and Rwanda were scheduled 
for the spring of 2020, roundtables had to be moved online, given COVID-19’s disrup,ve effect.  

While adjus,ng to the new normal, the aim of our India endeavor was twofold. Focusing on the domes,c 
domain, we partnered with the Interna,onal Innova,on Corps (University of Chicago Trust) and organized a 
digital roundtable about the applica,ons of AI and other emerging technologies in the country’s health sector. 
To broaden our perspec,ve and also address the global dimension, we furthermore partnered with the 
Observer Research Founda,on (ORF) and organized a second roundtable on “China, India, and the geopoli,cs 
of emerging technologies” two weeks later. 

ROUNDTABLE I ON AI, DATA, AND HEALTH
In order to kickstart the first conversa)on, we asked experts from civil society, academia, corpora)ons, and 
startups to discuss the following three ques)ons. 1) What role do you see AI and emerging technologies 
playing for India, given the onset of the Industrial Revolu)on 4.0 and the country’s own development 
priori)es? 2) Where do you think AI is currently being used in Indian healthcare and where should it ideally be 
applied? 3) What are the key challenges to an AI-transforma)on of the public health sector in India? 

To fully understand the Indian context, one par)cipant explained that "it is important to bear in mind that large 
parts of the country’s society and systems are not even fully digitalized yet. So, talks about broad AI 
implica)ons and the industry 4.0 remain in far distance." Nevertheless, he was quick to emphasize exis)ng 
opportuni)es, too. Due to the significant shortage of doctors and nurses, par)cularly in rural areas, he thought 
that the applica)on of modern technologies can help to make healthcare smarter and more accessible. "There 
is a very clear poten)al for AI to act as a capacity bridge. Today’s ra)o of doctors to people is around 1 to 
10.000 in India. For adequate care, this ra)o should at least be ten )mes higher – an imbalance that inevitably 
leads to a large capacity gap, which could be bridged by AI systems."  

SAME, BUT DIFFERENT 
Given the fact that access to healthcare remains a challenge for many in India, par)cipants pointed out that 
the poten)al applica)ons of modern technologies at the popula)on level are, of course, very different 
compared to other countries. However, at the pa)ent level, the similari)es between countries are striking. 
"Current applica)ons of AI mostly happen in diagnos)cs and radiology, which makes the technical use s)ll very 
specialized," one discussant explained. Another added that AI systems are not yet deployed to render 
decisions in India or anywhere else in the world. "AI is not yet ac)ng as a full line of treatment, and modern 
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technologies haven’t yet replaced the doctor-pa)ent rela)onship, which makes them s)ll more of a 
supplement than a replacement.” The forward-looking debate about the circumstances in which an ar)ficial 
intelligence could make decisions by itself was reminiscent of discussions in Europe and China. With rising AI 
capabili)es — understood as applica)ons that can learn from addi)onal data they are fed — there is a liability 
ques)on, should results of an AI program prove to be wrong. "It’s safe to assume that something will go wrong 
eventually, so who’s taking responsibility, if it does? Who gets taken to court, if AI makes the wrong 
judgment?" Solving the issues around regulatory uncertainty is a key problem for innovators and industries at 
large. One expert suggested that "a slightly more liberal approach towards regula)on would incen)vize 
innova)on," but he also pointed out that so\ware in general "is not yet part of the Indian healthcare 
legisla)on."  

While socie)es will have to find ways to deal with the challenges surrounding the greater use of AI, the 
effec)veness, as well as the legi)macy, of possible policy resolu)ons heavily depends on their development 
processes. One par)cipant warned that there are "s)ll a lot of unresolved ques)ons when it comes to liability, 
privacy, and data collec)on. Par)cularly due to a lack of transparency and preexis)ng system biases, debates 
around se^ling policy ques)ons aren't taking place in a truly consulta)ve and inclusive format, which 
undermines the en)re process." She con)nued by predic)ng that, unless the situa)on changes significantly, 
"we are going to see a lack of [public] trust and accountability when it comes to modern technologies and their 
exclusive applica)ons, par)cularly in the health sector." 

Though many of these ques)ons are somewhat universal, the Indian environment is defined by circumstances 
that set it apart from other parts of the world. Unsurprisingly, and like other developing economies, the 
biggest issue facing India is one of insufficient funding. In introducing the common no)on that "AI applica)ons, 
unfortunately, are only as helpful as the money they save," one par)cipant shed light on the systemic 
challenges the country is facing. "The reason why AI is being adopted is usually cost efficiency, which creates 
far less incen)ve for India given the tremendous availability of cheap labor." Generally, experts agreed that 
there is "no real financial incen)ve to apply AI in the field because healthcare doesn’t really make money in 
India."  

Some even went one step further, arguing that "if the value of a human life is really low in a society, there’s 
li^le incen)ve to save it. In India, there’s no real business model for popula)on health management. Un)l now, 
we only cared about disease medicine, which reduces that development of preven)ve measures and gives so-
called wellness medicine li^le chance." A situa)on in which AI applica)ons do not pay-off encourages Indian 
start-ups to deliberately try to access foreign markets due to the low profit margins at home. "In fact, the only 
reason for them to even maintain a presence in India is patrio)sm," one par)cipant explained. The money 
ques)on also ma^ers in terms of accessibility. Experts warned that "the public healthcare system in India is 
very much broken, and quality of care heavily depends on financial resources. With modern technologies 
improving diagnos)cs as well as treatments, it will be mostly private hospitals that have the capacity and 
infrastructure to use AI solu)ons. That’s why we could see a further increase in inequality." 
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MODERN TECHNOLOGIES FOR SOCIAL GOOD 
Bearing in mind the accessibility ques)on, the second part of the roundtable focused on how AI can be a driver 
for social good, nevertheless. Par)cipants suggested a number of ways modern technologies could improve 
the exis)ng quality of care, for instance by "increasing the exposure of doctors to different cases through 
reinvented training methods." Furthermore, a representa)ve from the private sector pointed out that "roughly 
80% of all medical cases are simple check-ins, where there is an opportunity to automate, so that doctors have 
more capacity for the difficult cases." AI solu)ons could therefore solve the availability problem of professional 
talent, par)cularly in rural areas that o\en lack sufficient numbers of doctors. 

Talking about India’s handling of the novel coronavirus, one discussant alluded to the poten)ally crucial role of 
AI in preparedness. "There is a lot of focus on the virus, but very li^le thinking about secondary diseases. 
Modern technologies could help with preparedness, logis)cs, as well as hospital occupa)on planning."  

When it comes to non-government actors (NGOs), the predicament of AI adop)on is rather challenging. 
"O\en, NGOs are supported with technical know-how, but only the big ones have the capacity to move a 
project forward," another par)cipant said. Promp)ng broad agreement in the group, he added, "it has to be 
the government who plays a major role. Due to the lack of profitability, social good is exactly the topic that falls 
through the holes too many )mes. The government, however, should be concerned about public wellbeing 
and put the money where its mouth is." Par)cipants also suggested that, in the mean)me, bigger civil society 
organiza)ons, philanthropic ins)tu)ons, and corporate social good ini)a)ves could help fill the gap. Asked 
about prac)cal examples, one expert highlighted the necessity of developing more research on AI 
development. "It is possible to combine research as well as its applica)ons for social good. Researchers need 
to go out in the field, because understanding the challenges that healthcare workers face is crucial, if we talk 
about the prac)cality of AI applica)ons." 

THE QUESTION OF DATA 
According to the roundtable par)cipants, a lack of useful data is o\en the norm in India. "In some educa)onal 
ins)tu)ons, engineers even train with data from the US or other countries because there are no domes)c data 
sets, a problem that is intensified by the mul)lingual circumstances, which make the collec)on and applica)on 
really difficult." The expert con)nued by highligh)ng possible solu)ons: "On the one hand, developers of AI 
need to think how they can add value with their systems, and, on the other hand, it is the government that 
really needs to figure out a way for healthcare providers to safely use and apply open source data."  

Along with missing financial incen)ves and logis)cal challenges, the lack of available data is probably the 
biggest obstacle to the development and applica)on of AI and other modern technologies in India. But 
wherever there are challenges, opportuni)es arise, too. "Moving forward, much depends on the quality of 
[the] partnerships and the financial capabili)es of the partners," one discussant explained. "The government is 
a major player here, both on a popula)on as well as on an individual level. Right now, talent does not want to 
join government hospitals because of the lack of financial incen)ves. But once people stop thinking all of this is 
just a hype and iden)fy the revenue-providing func)ons of healthcare, things will change." 
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In addi)on to building more sustainable mone)za)on models for AI applica)ons, par)cipants agreed that 
markets and, above all, state capacity are key. "India’s low levels of state and market capacity create huge 
problems for policy and regulatory affairs. For us to have a sustainable AI environment, we need to develop 
state capacity." Subsequent sugges)ons for how to build it were rather wide-ranging: from limited liability 
op)ons to the development of an ethics framework to clearer regula)ons for all market par)cipants and be^er 
training opportuni)es for talent, the laundry list of possible improvements is long. Signs of hope, however, are 
emerging. One par)cipant knew of companies that "are opening up their plajorms to make knowledge 
publicly accessible." Another expert highlighted India’s special status as a vaccina)on and gene)cs research 
capital. "There is tremendous opportunity to climb up the value chain and do AI-based discovery. Especially 
the Pharma industry has a lot to unleash, and we already see increases in venture-capital investments." 
Generally speaking, par)cipants were hopeful that, irrespec)ve of all the challenges men)oned, India has a lot 
of poten)al given its data pool, exis)ng AI solu)ons, and ample scien)fic talent, if channeled correctly. 

"It is certainly not all doomsday," one par)cipant joked, and people all around the world have extremely high 
expecta)ons when it comes to AI. "Maybe, just maybe, we expect too much of modern technologies, 
especially with regard to poten)al healthcare applica)ons. Of course, AI could add tremendous value when it 
comes to services etc., but similar to other fields, technologies need to develop first. We didn’t just wake up 
with a self-driving Tesla, but it took a while )ll we got an autonomous vehicle — hence we shouldn’t expect 
autonomous healthcare immediately." He warned that it would certainly be premature and ill-advised to 
believe that ar)ficial intelligence will solve all of our problems.   

ROUNDTABLE II ON CHINA, INDIA, AND THE GEOPOLITICS OF 
EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES 

For the second roundtable on the geopoli)cal angle of emerging tech, interna)onal researchers, European 
bureaucrats, and American policy experts were joined by representa)ves from the Indian government, civil 
society, and the private sector to address the following three ques)ons: 1) How should India go about 
harmonizing its domes)c impera)ves of technology-driven growth for all and protec)ng na)onal security with 
its drive to build equitable emerging technology norms at interna)onal forums? 2) What are the areas of 
convergence and divergence for India, Europe, the United States, and China on AI, and what would deeper 
engagement look like? 3) What ac)vi)es do Indian representa)ves want in terms of educa)on for the public, 
entrepreneurs, or policymakers regarding data and AI, and how do they see the rela)onship with China 
developing? 

The conversa)on started with one par)cipant highligh)ng India’s aspira)on to be always on the forefront of 
technological development. Par)cularly in the last few years, "we saw significant advancements made in the 
field of emerging technologies and applying them for economic development, such as digital banking and 
payment systems." Like other countries, privacy and security issues remain a constant companion. "For a long 
)me, technology was regarded as a neutral actor. However, that no)on starts to change, par)cularly with 
regard to privacy and na)onal security concerns." Given the reemergence of great power compe))on, one 
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expert suggested the poten)al reinstatement of export-import control mechanisms as well as acquisi)on 
oversight. "Such measures will be of major importance once technology can no longer be seen as a neutral 
player. We need to be innova)ve on how to do that, maybe through partnerships of like-minded countries." — 
an idea that recurred throughout the en)re discussion and served as a star)ng point for comprehensive 
debates.  

As they did at the mee)ngs in Europe and China, researchers worried about the speed at which modern 
technologies are developing. "Do we really want to let developers move ahead, or do we want social scien)sts 
and regulators to be able to catch up before things get completely out of hand?” one par)cipant asked. Others 
agreed and pointed out that “runaway-future-tech" all around the world is a problem, from America’s Silicon 
Valley to China’s Shenzhen to India’s Mumbai. According to them, regula)ons will need to be more 
sophis)cated than in the past, if ci)zens are to be protected. "The impact of technologies on socie)es around 
the world right at this moment will be very cri)cal and for sure accelerated by the ongoing pandemic. This is an 
inflec)on point, and the decisions we take today will have significant impact on the future," a think tank 
representa)ve warned.  

Respec)ve interdependencies merit par)cular a^en)on. "With AI, data drives technological development and 
vice versa, crea)ng huge correla)ons. The be^er the data, the be^er the technology and poten)al 
applica)ons," one speaker explained. "That’s why many countries are changing their systems to accommodate 
and incen)vize data collec)on and technology development. India has the advantage of having large data 
availability, and we can use it to develop technology, though regula)on changes need to be taken into 
considera)on to make that process more efficient." Others agreed and highlighted the need to streamline 
regulatory efforts in both a domes)c and interna)onal sepng. "We need way more coordina)on on the state 
level, between ministries, authori)es, as well as non-government actors. Proposing legisla)on to the United 
Na)ons is great, but India itself should first adopt such necessary regula)ons at home." Some suggested, for 
example, that individuals should be able to inform authori)es about security breaches without fearing 
prosecu)on. More generally speaking, experts highlighted the need for transparency in order to increase the 
legi)macy of respec)ve legisla)on. "Aiming to involve non-government actors in the process, there once was a 
policy that regulatory proposals were made public and available for comment, subsequently adop)ng some of 
the language based on feedback — a promising mul)-stakeholder approach that would enable India to work 
together with Europe and the United States. Most certainly, transparency brings huge benefits because people 
start trus)ng and feel that their voices ma^er — ul)mately that’s what democracies should be all about, 
right?" 

TECH IN A BIPOLAR WORLD
Interna)onal par)cipants further alluded to the strategic importance of India. "With emerging great power 
rivalry, India is playing a key role based on its decision which side to join. If it goes with China, it will be almost 
three billion people shaping the future of the internet. That’s why partnerships among like-minded countries 
are key to define guidelines for companies opera)ng in the field." The no)on received varying reac)ons. On 
the one hand, as at previous roundtables, looming bipolarity is a great concern for many researchers. "India 
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struggles to manage a bipolar world, and investment decisions should not be seen as a binary choice, though 
contextualized based on respec)ve technology plajorms. Therefore, India is advancing a policy of cyber 
sovereignty, to navigate between the US and the Chinese model." On the other hand, some disagreed and held 
the opinion that India can no longer sit on the fence by saying it wants to talk and work with everyone. "It’s 
)me to take specific ac)on, and it’s most certainly not China’s side we are going to land on." 

Much )me was spent on evalua)ng the ever-changing Sino-Indian rela)onship. One par)cipant used a three-
phase model to explain the challenging environment. Phase one portrayed a )me in which India’s rela)onship 
with the digital space in and outside the country was rather limited. Un)l about 2014, China didn’t really 
ma^er in that regard because India wasn’t clear on its own digital strategy. In the second phase, however,  
circumstances started to change. "Money from the big neighbor was welcomed, despite suspicion and 
poten)al mistrust. Chinese companies used that )me to increase their investments and strategic posi)ons, all 
the while widening their influence in Indian tech unicorns. We are now seeing the start of phase three in which 
suspicion grows significantly." With India now containing more than 650 million internet users as well as its 
own digital plajorms, money coming in, par)cularly from China, is regarded with cau)on and must be 
"cleared" by the government, he con)nued. "Be it so\ware or hardware, most a^rac)ve offers have long come 
from China, though, today, a sophis)cated distrust has developed when it comes to Chinese digital supply 
chains." An opposing camp, however, was quick to add that India has never favored a black-and-white 
approach, but rather embraces different shades of grey. "India doesn’t want to be either on the US or on the 
Chinese side, but it wants to follow its own 'cyber sovereignty' model based on the country’s own domes)c 
priori)es and ecosystems." 

Another expert reported that on the interna)onal level, and in the Global Conference on CyberSpace (GSCS) in 
par)cular, there is broad consensus with the United States and Europe on ideas about safeguarding the core of 
the internet. "Irrespec)ve of differences, no one argued for limi)ng cyberspace all together or a^acking the 
actual func)oning of the internet." She also explained, though, that policies must not only come from the 
perspec)ve of  liberal democracies . "Cyber stability needs to be a global endeavor, taking into considera)on 
different perspec)ves from different countries. Emphasizing technology for good, be it, for example, in 
healthcare, educa)on, agriculture, or infrastructure might give the global AI compe))on a very different spin, 
mi)ga)ng the rivalry aspect." Fipng that narra)ve, par)cipants emphasized that India’s AI approach should be 
inclusive, highligh)ng "that all countries should benefit from modern technologies and achieve the 
development goals." One way to establish broader interna)onal agreements would be to focus on 
safeguarding electoral systems, irrespec)ve of their "democra)c nature," another par)cipant added. However, 
the general belief was that compromise with China will, in any case, be challenging, given ongoing tensions 
and obvious security concerns. "For China, India is the closest to a compe)tor in Asia, which will be making 
coopera)on more difficult. Offers from the People’s Republic usually come with strings a^ached, as we see 
with their One Belt, One Road Ini)a)ve. If India had to choose, it would first try to side with Europe and then 
maybe the US, though the China angle will make it difficult. India shouldn’t put all its eggs in one basket but 
rather need to be open minded, all the while seeking regional and interna)onal collabora)ons." Par)cularly 
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interes)ng in that regard is India’s rela)onship to ASEAN countries, a group of states that has been very 
successful at proposing common posi)ons at the United Na)ons Group of Governmental Experts on 
Informa)on Security (UNGGE). "If India can find a common posi)on with ASEAN states, it would increase its 
standing and also improve bilateral rela)onships." According to one expert, fields of poten)al collabora)on 
range from cyber to surveillance norms as well as data sharing agreements, especially when it comes to 
COVID-19 and the many measures taken against it. “I see a huge poten)al for big Indo-Pacific powers to come 
together and shape the debates." 

THE IMPORTANCE OF DATA OWNERSHIP
Overall, par)cipants agreed that there is s)ll a lot of work to do, both on the interna)onal as well as domes)c 
levels. "Regula)ons are o\en not consistent with each other, despite the magnitude of the problem. If we 
want to apply data and AI for future social development, we need laws that are inter-relatable. The 
requirement of the )me is that G-20 or like-minded countries come together and create a broader framework 
while improving their respec)ve systems at home." One interes)ng sugges)on that India is proposing at the 
interna)onal level is an adjustment of respec)ve jurisdic)ons. "Alluding to the universal right of privacy, 
interna)onal law should allow primary and secondary data ownership, irrespec)ve of geographical loca)on." 

Others were keener to focus on the domes)c dimension first, before engaging on the interna)onal stage. "AI is 
obviously not a solu)on to all of India’s problems, but the country should leverage modern technologies to 
facilitate be^er policies. What ma^ers are real programs that can address exis)ng issues and generate be^er 
lives." These processes will require much private sector engagement and coordina)on. "We need to look at 
how we can incen)vize domes)c coopera)on and reduce distrust, with a focus on pa^erns. Unfortunately, 
there is s)ll a lack of coopera)on between startups, the government, academia, and big businesses. It will be 
key to bridge that with open source data, academic research, and implementa)on strategy." Moving forward, 
par)cipants highlighted the need for funding startups to further build capacity, especially regarding the 
emergence of AI, quantum compu)ng, and 5G. “There is no ques)on that it will be difficult to restrict, control, 
or guide the powerful march of technology, but what India needs to do right now is to plug the gaps in AI 
chain. For example, when it comes to semi-conductor manufacturing. AI will ensure that our per capita 
consump)on of semi-conductors will go up mul)fold, and basic ICT hardware manufacturing in India will 
ensure that we emerge as a key player in ICT supply chain over the next decades.” The future, of course, is 
uncertain, and many ques)ons remain unanswered. One par)cipant men)oned, for instance, that "alongside 
the pandemic, we are also suffering from an info-demic, meaning a whole new ecosystem of falsehoods, which 
is generated by digital plajorms." His points alluded to the fact that today private companies can censor 
authori)es by taking down content from representa)ves of a sovereign government, "an ability that represents 
a paradigm shi\ and raises ques)ons on how we are handling the legality of it in the future? Can we cri)cize 
China for their censorship, if we do the same, irrespec)ve of whether content is true or not?" The rhetorical 
ques)on introduced a philosophical discussion, in addi)on to elabora)ons of the legal, technical, and poli)cal 
aspects surrounding censorship. Overall, the roundtable indicated a long path forward, and Indian experts are 
just beginning to think about the macro-designs of AI governance na)onally and interna)onally. 
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en,,es seeking to develop new technologies and data ini,a,ves specifically for global benefit. 
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