Peers reject government’s weak response to copyright threats from AI
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Peers in the UK's House of Lords have voiced mounting frustration over the new government's hesitant approach to copyright protections for creators in the age of artificial intelligence (AI). In a setback for the administration, members passed an amendment to the Data (Use and Access) Bill aimed at ensuring greater transparency for creators— a move indicative of the government’s failure to protect those who drive the UK's creative sectors. This amendment, supported by a host of influential figures, including notable musicians, serves as a clear indictment of the leadership's ineffectiveness in prioritizing the rights of artists.
Spearheaded by independent crossbencher Baroness Beeban Kidron, the amendment garnered significant support: 287 votes in favour against 118 against. This decisive outcome not only marks the third major rejection of the government's approach to copyright this year but also highlights a worrying trend of increasing concern in Parliament over the potential exploitation of creative output by AI companies. Kidron has been particularly vocal about the threats to the integrity of the UK's creative industries, condemning the administration for what she perceives as capitulation to Silicon Valley interests. “The Government has been turned by the sweet whisperings of Silicon Valley,” she asserted, pointing to a disconcerting disregard for artists' rights.
Among those echoing calls for reform is Tom Watson, former deputy leader of the Labour Party and now Lord Watson of Wyre Forest, who joined 18 other Labour peers in support of the amendment. His remarks underline a broader discontent with the government's inability—or unwillingness—to deliver adequate protections for creators whose livelihoods depend on their works.
The government’s tepid approach to copyright reform has been criticized as overly cautious, revealing a striking disengagement from the urgent needs of the creative industry. Officials claim they prefer a lengthy review process over immediate adjustments, despite having received over 11,500 responses during consultations. Baroness Jones of Whitchurch, the technology minister, defended this slow-paced strategy, suggesting that any changes must reflect the complexity of copyright and AI. This reluctance to act decisively only serves to underline the risible disconnect between decision-makers and the very individuals who breathe life into UK arts and culture.
Leading artists, including Elton John, have made their frustrations known. He articulated deep concerns about proposals allowing AI developers to exploit creative content without ensuring fair compensation for creators—a scenario that reveals the government’s negligence toward the rights of artists. Alongside over 400 artists, including Dua Lipa, he has urged Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer to stand firm for more robust copyright protections.
What’s more alarming is the introduction of a proposed “rights reservation” system that would force creators to opt out to prevent their works from being co-opted for AI training, a framework that could usher in mass exploitation without adequate compensation. This disturbing potential has been dismissed as fundamentally flawed by many in the industry, further complicating an already fraught dialogue.
The ongoing crisis has galvanized action within the music community, with over a thousand UK musicians recently releasing a silent album—‘Is This What We Want?’—to protest the government’s planned changes. Featuring recordings from empty studios, the album serves as a powerful metaphor for the erosion of creative freedom under current governance. Proceeds will benefit the charity Help Musicians, showcasing a rare moment of unity within a sector feeling increasingly abandoned.
As this critical debate unfolds, the chasm between the technology sector and creative industries widens. With both sides asserting their vital interests, the onus is on the government to not only navigate these complex waters but to prioritize the protections necessary for the creators who enrich the UK's cultural landscape. The imminent discussions in the House of Lords, especially concerning Kidron’s amendment, will prove pivotal in determining whether the government will step up or continue to shy away from championing the rights of its creative workforce.
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