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Public Trust and AI Procurement: From Principles to Practice

AI & Equality by Women at the Table; RC Trust, UA Ruhr, University of Duisburg-Essen; Council of Europe
Monday, 6 July 2026 -- 09:00–09:45 
https://www.itu.int/net4/wsis/forum/2026/Agenda/Session/139

Key Issues & Insights discussed: 
Public procurement can be an effective AI governance mechanism, enabling the public sector to actively shape AI systems and markets in the public interest (vs passively selecting from offered off-the-shelf solutions from large AI vendors)
However, currently AI enters the public sector without strategic, AI-specific checks which obstructs any strategic efforts to shape AI in the public interest  potential is not used  urgent need to address this 
We discuss research and guidance towards effective procurement
Various technical and non-technical challenges obstruct effective AI procurement (for details see Women at the Table’s procurement research with researchers from the University of Cambridge & RC-Trust): 
Due to a lack of a clear vision and guidance on AI use in the public sector (i.e. how and for what do we want to use AI?), large AI providers exert over-proportional influence over what procurement teams are aware of, e.g. via shiny sales pitches. Procurement teams lack the skills and capacity to scrutinise their offers, resulting in highly prescriptive tenders that orient themselves on off-the-shelf solutions (vs a problem that needs solving). 
Procurement is designed for static products, but AI is dynamic  lack of leverage after contracts have been awarded
AI is not a standalone system but has to be integrated within existing IT systems and data storage, creating dependencies, vendor lock-in, IP issues, and makes switching or exiting extremely hard
Towards Solutions:
The Council of Europe is currently working on clear procurement guidance with input from Women at the Table that will turn legal and human rights commitments into practical requirements. It will equip procurement teams with the capacity and confidence to demand AI that is in the public interest
Tenders should require representativeness as a scientific standard, i.e. that models are trained on data that accurately reflects the population on which it will be used
Connected by Data just launched guidance on public (and wider stakeholder) participation to ensure that procurements are actually in the public interest: https://citizens-track.org/2026/report/. Such participation must have consequences (vs be tokenistic  crucial to build trust) and begin before a tender is written so that communities can help to define the problem, decide whether AI is appropriate at all, identify risks, and shape success criteria. 
Also after deployment, citizens are entitled to transparency, scrutiny, the ability to contest, and to remedy (where applicable) 
Women at the Table’s research (with researchers from the University of Cambridge & RC-Trust) identified promising procurement practices, including “collaboration and knowledge sharing opportunities in the public sector” (public sector services are similar across agencies  need for similar services)
Key opportunities: (i) sharing positive and negative experiences with vendors, systems, or procurement processes ( mutual learning, synergies), (ii) shared procurements ( more efficiency and leverage towards vendors), and joint in-house developments ( more control, supports digital sovereignty, can be cheaper than many small contracts) 
Key Recommendations and Forward-Looking Actions (2–5 bullet points outlining practical and actionable recommendations to support WSIS implementation towards 2035)

Governments urgently need to harness the clear potential of public procurement to empower the public sector to demand AI that is in the public interest. If procurement continues to be treated as paperwork, their procurements will remain governed by the interests of large AI suppliers, defaults, and afterthoughts. However, if procurement is treated as governance, it becomes one of the most practical tools we have to protect rights, build trust, and ensure that public AI serves the public.
The members of our panel provide clear recommendations and guidance on how to do so; now it is the governments’ choice whether they decide to govern.
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