UK’s new data residency move with OpenAI signals a shift towards digital sovereignty in AI
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OpenAI’s expanded partnership with the UK Ministry of Justice, which now includes the option for UK data residency, marks a pivotal advancement in the nation’s approach to digital and AI sovereignty. Set to take effect from October 24, 2025, this initiative will allow British government bodies and businesses to store artificial intelligence data on British soil. The move is designed to enhance privacy, strengthen cyber resilience, and bolster national data protections within the rapidly evolving AI landscape.
This development aligns with the UK government’s broader AI strategy aimed at accelerating innovation while safeguarding critical national interests. Deputy Prime Minister David Lammy underscored the practical benefits of AI adoption within public services, highlighting that over 1,000 probation officers already utilise AI tools like Justice Transcribe to automate transcription tasks, enhancing operational efficiency. OpenAI CEO Sam Altman noted a fourfold increase in UK usage of OpenAI’s tools over the past year, reflecting growing trust and reliance on these technologies across public and private sectors alike.
The introduction of local data residency reflects a broader ambition to reinforce digital sovereignty—defined not only by the physical location of data but also by the UK’s ability to maintain control and oversight over AI systems impacting its citizens and enterprises. Jonny Williams, Chief Digital Adviser for the UK Public Sector at Red Hat, emphasised that true sovereignty requires the capacity to understand, modify, and benefit from AI systems, beyond mere data storage. Williams warned of risks linked to dependencies on foreign AI infrastructure and highlighted the importance of policies enabling transparency, auditability, and resilience in AI deployment.
Integral to this debate is the choice of technological frameworks underpinning AI services. Williams advocated for an enterprise open-source model, praising it as a foundation that delivers both innovation and control, contrasting it with proprietary technology agreements. This approach allows continuous adoption of global innovations while fostering domestic capabilities, potentially fortifying the UK’s AI economy by reducing reliance on external vendors.
The partnership’s practical implications extend beyond data localisation. OpenAI’s technologies are already embedded in several UK government AI tools, including ‘Humphrey,’ an assistant designed to ease administrative burdens on civil servants, and ‘Consult,’ which streamlines processing of public consultation responses. The expansion of ChatGPT Enterprise access to civil servants under the Memorandum of Understanding with the Ministry of Justice exemplifies a concerted effort to blend AI adoption with governance frameworks that respect national policy and oversight requirements.
Furthermore, this collaboration is expected to catalyse investment in UK-based AI infrastructure and research. OpenAI has confirmed plans to increase its presence in the UK through expanded research and engineering teams, aiming to nurture the domestic AI ecosystem and fuel long-term economic growth.
However, debates continue about how best to strike a balance between tapping into cutting-edge international AI advancements and maintaining sovereignty. Ensuring that AI innovations remain explainable, auditable, and free from excessive external control remains a critical challenge for policymakers and industry leaders. The UK government’s approach reflects an ambition to position itself at the forefront of AI while embedding transparency and resilience into the national digital infrastructure.
In summary, the expanded OpenAI-Ministry of Justice partnership is a significant step towards bolstering the UK’s digital sovereignty, privacy protections, and public sector efficiency. Yet, experts highlight that achieving comprehensive sovereignty requires commitment to open standards, continuous oversight, and development of homegrown AI capabilities, ensuring the UK benefits holistically from the AI revolution without compromising autonomy.
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