California bill aims to curb AI training without creators’ consent amid industry pushback
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Stanford’s Paul Brest Hall was so packed I had to find a spot to sit on the floor, the lead reporter wrote after a Monday morning hearing on December 8th where artists, writers and actors turned out in force to back Assembly Bill 412, the AI Copyright Transparency Act. According to the lead account in Blood in the Machine, every chair was taken; spectators lined the walls and shuffled around in the back as creatives sought a legislative check on technology companies training large language and image models on copyrighted work without notice or consent. [1][2]
AB 412, authored by Assemblymember Rebecca Bauer-Kahan, would require developers of generative AI systems to document what goes into their training datasets and to alert copyright holders if their works were included, the bill text shows. The proposal aims to give creators a way to learn whether their work has been used and to request removal, creating a transparency mechanism proponents say is a necessary first step toward consent, credit and compensation. [3]
The hearing brought vivid testimony from industry participants and unions. “I don’t know how many of you have come to LA recently,” Danny Lin, president of the Animation Guild, told the committee, warning that “it is bleeding out in front of my very eyes,” the reporter noted. SAG-AFTRA and the Writers Guild of America West have publicly supported AB 412, with WGAW stressing the bill’s role in protecting writers’ intellectual property and SAG-AFTRA announcing sponsorship and backing for transparency measures to safeguard performers. [1][4][5]
Speakers painted a picture of rapidly eroding livelihoods. Actors, voice artists and animators described job losses, speed-ups and precarity as studios and tech companies increasingly substitute AI-generated output for human work. Jason George, a SAG-AFTRA board member, warned that voice actors “are in trouble” within a few years and cited an AI-generated country song as an example of cultural misappropriation, an anecdote amplified in the hearing account. [1]
Legal and technical experts at the hearing offered a more mixed assessment of copyright’s ability to solve the problem. UC Berkeley professor Pamela Samuelson told the committee she believes courts may ultimately find training on copyrighted materials to be fair use in the United States, while Stanford’s Mark Lemley argued documentation requirements could hamper innovation. The Electronic Frontier Foundation has publicly opposed AB 412 on the grounds it could unduly burden smaller AI developers, warning the law might “bury small AI companies,” an argument civil liberties advocates have framed as a trade-off between transparency and innovation. [1][7]
Countering notions that transparency is infeasible, the lead report and witnesses referenced European steps and technical prototypes that illustrate workable approaches. Gerard de Graaf, head of the EU’s San Francisco office, described EU mechanisms that allow creators to check dataset inclusion and request removal, and University of Chicago researchers demonstrated fingerprinting and “poisoning” tools such as Nightshade and Glaze that can identify or protect copyrighted material. Industry founders and smaller AI firms at the hearing indicated similar technical solutions could be implemented, suggesting a practical path to documentation and opt-out features. [1]
The political economy around the bill was starkly visible. The lead piece detailed limited industry attendance, of four invited platforms only one sent a representative, and highlighted how large firms use licensing deals and partnerships as political capital against state-level regulation. That dynamic was underscored by contemporaneous developments: industry consolidation and high-profile deals, including reporting that Disney would enter a major partnership with an AI company to exploit valuable IP, and a federal executive order signed to discourage state AI regulation, both of which the lead account framed as part of a broader effort to pre-empt local protections for creative labour. [1]
Supporters argue AB 412 is not a cure-all but a modest, necessary intervention. Transparency could force AI developers to be “more intentional” about dataset composition, the lead report argued, potentially nudging companies toward licensing arrangements rather than indiscriminate scraping. Industry advocates and unions alike see documentation as a lever to expose corporate practices and create bargaining power for creators, even as they acknowledge a single database or occasional settlement payments will not reverse the larger automation trend. [1][4][5][6]
Opponents caution about unintended consequences. The EFF and some legal scholars warn documentation rules could advantage well‑capitalised incumbents and chill experimentation by smaller teams, while critics of copyright-based remedies argue labour protections, industrial policy and other tools may be better suited to guard employment and working conditions. The hearing, and the broader debate, thus lays bare a fundamental choice about whether to regulate inputs to model training, reshape labour markets, or both. [1][7]
The hearing’s human drama was unmistakable: a long line of creative workers given 15 seconds each to speak, many with trembling voices, imploring legislators to act. For many in the room the demand was simple, “AI training on copyrighted material without consent is theft, not fair use,” as one commenter put it in the published account, and the crowd’s near-uniform support for AB 412 signalled a growing political mobilisation among creatives. Whether that mobilisation will translate into durable legal protections or broader policy reforms remains uncertain, but the hearing crystallised the immediate stakes: transparency as an opening gambit in a fight over who will be permitted to profit from cultural production. [1][2][4]
As legislators and technologists weigh policy options, the debate is likely to remain contested and multifaceted. Assembly Bill 412 represents one pathway toward greater accountability; industry groups and civil liberties advocates warn of costs and perverse effects; technical researchers and international regulators demonstrate feasible alternatives. The question the hearing left resonant was not whether art will survive AI but who will have the opportunity to make it, and under what terms. “There has to be a way,” the lead reporter concluded, reflecting the room’s mix of fear, resolve and the search for systemic answers. [1][3][6][7]
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