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Digital sustainability training and advocacy
Increasingly pushed to think more about the big picture -- to think about the political 
economy of AI alongside practitioner knowledge and institutional policies



The political economy of AI
• AI market is highly oligopolistic, but the 

degree of oligopoly differs by layer of the 

stack.

• Also it’s a sort of duopoly of oligopolies, one 

US-dominated and one China-dominated

• Chips: NVIDIA + a teeny bit of Google, ADM

• Compute: Azure, AWS, GCP (+ Alibaba, 

Tencent, Huawei, Baidu)

• Foundation models: OpenAI, Google 

DeepMind, Anthropic, Meta, xAI (+ ERNIE, 

Qwen, Yi, Deepseek)

• Amazon probably deserves special mention, 

since it is so huge and diversified 



The political economy of AI



Thought leadership on AI
• Hard to find reliable evidence about the big picture!

• Here’s an example (not to do with environment, at 

least not directly)

• Knowledge workers spend roughly 20 percent of 

their time “searching for and gathering information”

• A bit of digging showed this to be ultimately based on 

a 2004 survey (the year The Facebook launched)

• The survey had also been manipulated in 2012. The 

data implied a 66 hours working week, and to reduce 

it to 46.5 they kept the “knowledge categories” at 

100% and reduced the other categories (also 

aggregating them)



Thought leadership on AI
• Well, what about corporate disclosures -- 

sustainability reports, ESG, things like that?

• This too proves quite difficult to interpret

• For example, green power claims are often based on 

a market-based accounting basis, and don’t include 

location-based accounting

• So you quite quickly get in the complicated world of 

energy procurement and energy transition



Evidence base of AI for climate
• What about academic research?

• Here too, we began to have concerns 

about the quality of some of the 

research (and more longstanding 

concerns about how it filters out into 

media, grey literature, policy, etc.)

• Here is a striking example - a survey 

article covering a range of AI-based 

solutions for climate change, in an 

academic journal

• In The Cloud and the Climate (2024) we 

uncovered problems with this paper



• GenAI had been misused and the paper 

was full of hallucinations

• The sources didn’t say what was claimed!

• We received an extensive rebuttal from 

the authors, where they claimed to have 

relied on their own extrapolative expertise

Evidence base of AI for climate



• Well, this wasn’t a journal that 

specialises in AI and/or climate

• What about a “top” journal instead?

• To be fair, this article has lots of great 

stuff going for it, and it is in the 

“Comments” section

• This one estimates that AI is 

responsible for only 0.01% of GHG 

emissions

Evidence base of AI for climate



• It’s not the main focus of the paper, 

and the point “AI is not contributing a 

big share of GHG emissions right 

now” is probably valid (unless … well, 

maybe we’ll get to that later)

• But the figure of 0.01% appears to be 

unsupportable: it contains a 

stock/flow error, and the estimate it 

draws on is based on a stock market 

analyst’s 2023 prediction of NVIDIA 

sales 

Evidence base of AI for climate
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• Here is a Nature paper from the 

“Perspectives” stream (seems to be 

midway between “Comments” and 

main “Articles” stream)

• The analysis suggests that AI will be 

overwhelmingly net carbon negative

• What questions would you have about 

such a study?

• How do you think such a study would 

have been carried out?

Evidence base of AI for climate



• Three “climate solutions” are mapped 
onto S-curves (i.e. assuming that each 

of these will scale rapidly before 2035 

no matter what)

• Modelling how much extra mitigation 

might come from optimising these 

solutions with AI, based primarily on 

expert elicitation (we don’t know the 

methodology)

• Comparing this to a relatively narrow 

scope for AI (energy only, no 

embodied emissions, no enabled 

emissions)

Evidence base of AI for climate



• Nothing inherently wrong with expert 

elicitation, nothing inherently wrong 

with S-curves (partly based on 

HATCH technological adoption data), 

and if you disagree with the model 

boundaries, you can always go make 

your own research

• It does contribute to the sense of AI 
being self-offsetting

Evidence base of AI for climate



Big tech’s carbon pledges



Big tech’s carbon pledges

• AI is being identified as the reason for missed 

targets

• Tech companies are now pointing to AI-driven 

carbon efficiencies outside their value chain

• In other words, we’re invited to offset 

“unsustainable AI” with “AI for sustainability” 



Big tech’s carbon pledges

“In 2020, Microsoft leaders referred to our sustainability goals as a “moonshot,” and nearly five years 
later, we have had to acknowledge that the moon has gotten further away. However, the force creating 
this distance from our goals in the short term is the same one that will help us build a bigger, faster, and 
more powerful rocket to reach them in the long term: artificial intelligence (AI). This is not hyperbole. 
Already, we are seeing AI make a positive impact on the planet, and in the coming years, this 
technology will begin to rapidly accelerate climate solutions at a scale we’ve not yet seen. In 
November 2023, we introduced our AI and Sustainability Playbook, which highlights five foundational 
enabling conditions needed to unlock AI’s full transformative potential for accelerating sustainability 
progress. In January, we shared a report that highlights our progress and the innovations that have 
advanced each of those five pillars.  

Building the AI economy of the future is a top priority for our business, but we are also in the business 
of sustainability. As CSO, it is my job to ensure that these dual mandates are working together. “

Melanie Nakagawa
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Evidence base of AI for climate
• A couple months ago, this paper was 

quietly retracted



• A couple months ago, this paper was 

quietly retracted

• Meanwhile, it has over 250 citations

• But … does any of this actually 

matter?

Evidence base of AI for climate



• Sure, it is a bit eye-roll that so many “AI for 

climate” claims are overinflated, that 

underpinning research is slapdash, that 

methodologies are cherry-picked, and that 

there is not a robust collaborative culture 

around this work …

• But what if they happen to be broadly right 

anyway? 

• What if AI is on balance really good for 

climate and environment?

• What if AI does create new options for 

Global South?

Does it matter?



• After all, I have some doubts about the 

environmental critique of AI, at least 

as a strategic priority

• Other environment issues. How 

much attention and resources is AI 

taking up within the broader 

environmental movement? (I really 

don’t have a good sense of this, I’m in 

such a bubble!). What are the 

complementarities and trade-offs 

with, say, the push for a fossil fuel 

non-proliferation treaty?

Does it matter?
• Other AI issues. And does the 

environmental critique of AI 

sometimes work as a proxy for all the 

other things people don’t like about 

AI, that may be harder to name or 

describe?

• For example …



Does it matter?

• What do we talk about, when we talk about AI and the climate? Questions about 
environmental impact of AI may also be a way of expressing other misgivings about AI 
and the tech industry …

• For example, technological unemployment and other impacts on our experience of work

• Deskilling, cognitive outsourcing, longer term psychological effects of AI

• Intellectual property, and the enclosure and commodification of common cultural and 
intellectual resources

• The unaccountable “black box” treated as as a feature, not a bug

• Hallucination, deepfakes, AI slop, even further reduced reliability of the public sphere

• The outsize influence of (especially) the US tech industry on how we imagine the future



• Mission-oriented innovation policy (e.g. 
Mazzucato): Moonshot missions that actually get 
to the moon. Standards, tooling, but much more.

• Design thinking: Start from user needs (incl. 
nature as stakeholder), prototype quickly, and 
iterate toward workable solutions.

• Organisational change (e.g. Kotter): Provide a 
familiar internal roadmap—create urgency, build 
coalitions, generate early wins, embed change.

• Open source, public AI, share best practice: Scan 
for things being done well and scale them up. 
Open source inspirations. Ostrom, commons.

• Strategic niche management: Grow alternatives 
in protected niches, learn from them, and scale 
when they are ready to challenge incumbents.

Theories of theories of change?

• Activist / organising traditions: Build a real base, 
form durable relationships. Abolitionist insight: 
focus on immediate harm reduction while being 
ambitious in your vision. “Repertoire of 
contention”: the tools available to a movement at 
a given time. “Diversity of tactics.”

• Public interest communications: Use 
research-driven messaging, framing, trusted 
messengers, etc. to identify relevant publics and 
to build understanding and support.

• Systems thinking (e.g. Meadows): Map actors and 
feedback loops to find leverage points and avoid 
pushing on symptoms. (Good insights on cultural 
shifts: impactful but hard to do!)

• Backcasting: Define the future you want, then 
work backwards to identify the steps and 
conditions needed to reach it.



No AI for fossil proliferation.

Legal challenges to data centers.

Reject global net carbon impact assessments.

Demand more and better DC data.



Radically rethink “transparency”

Oppose emissionality and scrutinise 24/7

Start a Critical AI Studies reading group



Sign The Answer is Us solidarity statement



Citizens assemblies

Imagine better futures, and backcast





Decomputing or Steady-State Slow Growth Infrastructure Medium Growth Infrastructure

Democratisation 1A. Public Compute Compact: We decide together 
how to use our highly climate-constrained AI 
resources, if we want AI at all. Cf. public participatory 
budgeting. Public utility DCs with democratic 
oversight. International cooperation. North-South 
infrastructural imbalances are addressed.

1B. Directed Growth Social Infrastructure: AI as a civic 
utility. Infrastructure growth focused mostly on the Global 
South, and areas particularly suited (natural cooling).

1C. Democratic Frontier Missions: Participatory 
approach baked into AI compliance. A world with 
abundant AI, but all frontier systems require public 
deliberation. Citizens audit model behaviour through 
playful “civic simulations.” Large models help coordinate 
watershed stewardship and cross-border climate action.

Decentralisation and 
Open-Sourcing

2A. The Local Mesh: What ever happened to the 
cloud giants? There is AI but models are usually small 
and specific. Data centers are small too and part of 
temperature control as much as compute. 
Community/municipal clouds. How does sufficiency 
align with decentralisation?

2B. Federated Open Ecosystems: Infrastructure is 
decentralised but linked. Many kinds of DC. Universities, 
co-ops, libraries, and public labs run their own open 
clusters and connect through federated protocols. 
South–South alliances with shared model repositories. 
Communities adapt models to local conditions. 
Coordination comes from co-designed open standards 
rather than scale.

2C. Polycentric Open Accelerators: Abundant AI, but 
truly polycentric, with hundreds of research centres 
(non-profit) advancing frontier systems. Lots of 
Indigenous AI. AI for arts, culture, education, and 
collective imagining. How to prevent enclosure?

Purpose-Driven 3A. Mission Minimalism: Compute focused on 
essential climate, biodiversity, and public health 
tasks, that show genuine potential. Many priorities 
shaped by Global South development needs

3B. Purpose-led Expansion: Growth tied to social 
missions. Worker power. Post-work inspiration, 
epistemological Luddism inspiration. Automation must 
create work experiences that feel meaningful.

3C. Social-Industrial Mobilisation: Large frontier 
systems exist inside mission-oriented alliances focused 
on climate stabilisation and the successors to the Global 
Goals. Predominantly Global South leadership.



Near Term Medium Term Long Term 

Demand participatory oversight: we begin to run 
citizens’ assemblies; prototype public auditing tools; 
strengthen civil society coalitions; push hard on opacity 
law; test competition tools that begin constraining 
cloud-giant dominance; prioritise transparency and 
co-design in procurement.

AI civil society shifts from resistance to governance: 
regular assemblies; innovative media forms improve 
public sphere; independent review councils; transparent 
impact scorecards; cultures of public deliberation; 
declining corporate control of technical standards and 
narratives.

People’s AI: major systems require structured public 
review; civic simulations standard; democratic 
boards govern access; global norms enforce 
procedural openness and limit unilateral corporate 
influence.

Nourish distributed, small scale alternatives: we begin 
to launch municipal clusters; begin federations among 
universities, libraries, co-ops; publish procurement 
templates; advance interoperability and access 
requirements; support non-US competitors; campaign 
for stronger anti-competition interventions.

Local clusters with real counterpower: dozens of 
community facilities linked by open standards; shared 
governance charters; regional model repositories; 
federated protocols widespread; public-sector workloads 
shift away from hyperscalers; public funding for smaller 
sustainable DCs; big tech companies are split up

Polycentric AI ecology: hundreds of linked 
public-interest clusters; multiple innovation centres; 
legal and structural checks on consolidation; local 
ownership and model adaptation normal practice.

Strengthen international alignment: Global South–led 
groups on climate-first AI are convened; we draft joint 
principles linking compute to SDGs; we build evidence to 
counter climate obstruction; support coalitions 
challenging industry-led narratives; start multilateral 
talks tying AI resources to development priorities.

Coordinated global benchmarks: regional blocs adopt 
shared climate and development standards; SDG-linked 
resource tests for major systems; South-led coalitions 
shape agendas; cross-border evidence partnerships 
undercut obstructionism; firms accountable to 
multilateral frameworks; AI is less tech and more science

Mission-led global governance: AI is finally 
delivering a few of the wonderful promises from the 
old days; frontier systems subject to international 
climate and development mandates; Global South 
has leapfrogged; climate and SDG progress 
prerequisites for large-scale training; transnational 
mechanisms limit regulatory capture and lobbying 
power.

Advocate for fair, binding resource constraints: We 
start to reject broken tools fixing broken systems; we 
create independent fact-checking and verification 
resources; strong greenwashing law encompasses a lot 
of AI hype; legal challenges to DCs increase cost; the 
anti-AI movement gathers momentum

Constraint-led planning: DC capacity hasn’t grown as 
much as expected; DC siting shifts to 
cooling/water/energy advantage and reflect Global South 
development goals; DCs only built with strong local 
consent; strong regulations restrain extractive growth.

Sufficiency-oriented infrastructure: growth 
bounded by climate-water-energy limits; norms for 
constrained and equitable operation embedded in 
law; North–South asymmetries reduced; corporate 
expansion checked by binding resource tests and 
international oversight.



Does it matter?
• Yes I think so



Thank you!

j.c.walton@sussex.ac.uk


