
Programme
Bonn Symposium 2026
May the Rules Be With You - 
AI, Big Tech and the Future of Peace and 
Cooperation

Three-part online series, Wednesdays, 12:30 - 13:30 hrs (in English)
Sept. 30, 2026  Between Regulation and Innovation: Power and access in the AI Age
Oct. 14, 2026  From Early Warning to Escalation: AI and the Future of Conflict 
Oct. 28, 2026  Amplifying Asymmetries? How AI is Transforming Labour Markets and  
   International Diplomacy

Evening event & reception, Old Town Hall, Bonn, 18:00 hrs (in German)
Nov. 17, 2026 Big Tech as a Geopolitical Actor: 
   Peace and Development in the Digital Age

The Bonn Symposium is supported by the State Government of North Rhine-Westphalia and the City of Bonn.

The series is organised in cooperation with:

:
• 



BACKGROUND

By activating or deactivating his Starlink systems, tech billionaire Elon Musk has the ability to dir-
ectly influence the course of the war in Ukraine: when he cut off the Russian military’s internet con-
nection in early 2026, Ukraine made its greatest territorial gains since 2023. This exemplifies the 
immense relevance of digital technology, major tech platforms and artificial intelligence for peace 
and development. Big Tech shapes the global security landscape, influences the capacity of states to 
act from the local level to international politics, and determines who gains access to future oppor-
tunities – or remains excluded. 

Taking this new digital power seriously as a geopolitical reality, the Bonn Symposium 2026 asks: 
How can these technological innovations be harnessed to promote equitable global development 
without cementing new dependencies? And what responsibilities does this entail for politics, busi-
ness, civil society and international cooperation?

The pressure for political action stems from three developments that are currently reinforcing each 
other. Firstly, digital infrastructure such as computing power, data and cloud services, is increasingly 
becoming a strategic resource – comparable to energy or critical raw materials. Secondly, AI applic-
ations are influencing particularly sensitive areas: they support situation analyses, crisis and cyber 
defence, migration and border management, as well as policing and humanitarian aid. Thirdly, in 
many partner regions in the Global South, it is currently being decided whether AI will enable 
greater participation – for example through better public services, healthcare or climate resilience 
– or whether new forms of dependency and ‘value extraction’ will become entrenched, with benefits 
and risks distributed unevenly. 

Against this backdrop, the Bonn Symposium 2026 offers a forum for considering technology, security 
and international cooperation together – without remaining at a theoretical level. In fact, the con-
sequences are already evident at regional and local levels: in decisions regarding digital infrastruc-
ture within public administration, in education and skills development, in matters of internal secur-
ity and crisis preparedness, and also in the practical implementation of international partnerships. 
As a state with strong administrative practices and a high concentration of expertise, North Rhine-
Westphalia is a key player in these areas: here, issues relating to artificial intelligence, ethics and 
development have long been considered together.

These guiding questions will accompany us throughout three online sessions and an evening event: 

- When private tech companies exercise geopolitical power, how can the state and society remain 
capable of acting and uphold the rule of law? 

- How can international cooperation succeed on an equal footing? 

- How can benefits and risks be distributed in such a way that opportunities for development grow, 
and inequalities are not deepened further?
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Online Session I - September 30, 2026
12:30 HRS BETWEEN REGULATION AND INNOVATION: POWER AND ACCESS IN THE AI AGE 

Access to digital resources is one of the key power issues of our time. Whoever controls  
computing power, data and digital infrastructure can develop and deploy AI, and shape the 
rules of the digital world. These are largely private companies which are subject to little 
democratic oversight and dominate markets with a monopoly-like concentration of power. In 
this business model, users are increasingly becoming products rather than customers, whilst 
their dependence on digital infrastructure grows. 

This session explores how states should address these developments without undermining 
the economic opportunities offered by AI or stifling innovation. How can the tension between 
regulation and consumer protection on the one hand, and economic dynamism and 
technological innovation on the other, be managed? What implications do such regulations 
have for global inequalities, and what strategies exist to strengthen participation and 
opportunities for co-determination – particularly for partners in the Global South?

Chair
Ingo Nordmann-Mohn
Research Coordinator, Development and Peace Foundation (sef:)

Discussion

Marie Kilg
AI advisor, journalist, and former Chief AI Officer, Deutsche Welle; 
Co-host of “Der KI-Podcast”, ARD

Clara Iglesias Keller
Research Group Lead, “Technology, Power, and Domination”, Weizenbaum Institute, Berlin

followed by Q&A

13:30 HRS End of session
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Online Session II - October 14, 2026
12:30 HRS FROM EARLY WARNING TO ESCALATION: AI AND THE FUTURE OF CONFLICT 

Cooperation partner: 
  CASSIS - Center for Advanced Security, Strategic and Integration Studies, Bonn

Technology is currently influencing and shaping immediate security realities in many critical 
situations. AI can help us respond more quickly – in crises, in humanitarian aid, in military 
conflicts and in the protection of infrastructure. At the same time, it can exacerbate 
conflicts: decisions in sensitive situations are sometimes based on systems that are difficult 
to review and whose decision-making processes are not transparent to users. 

AI systems can also reinforce existing injustices – for example, through biased training data 
or model design (AI bias). This session examines how responsibility, control and the rule of law 
can be safeguarded in crises and conflicts without disregarding the practical benefits of 
technology – and why these issues often arise earlier and more acutely in fragile contexts 
than elsewhere.

Chair
Dr. Simona Autolitano
International Relations Officer,  Federal Office for Information Security (BSI), Germany

Discussion

Dr Sven Herpig
Lead Cybersecurity Policy and Resilience, 
Interface - Tech analysis and policy ideas for Europe e. V. 

Dr Arthur Schmidt
Head of Unit, Principles, Strategy and Evidence in Artificial Intelligence,  Federal Office for 
Information Security (BSI), Germany

followed by Q&A

13:30 HRS End of session

:
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Online session III - October 28, 2026

12:30 HRS AMPLIFING ASYMMETRIES? 
  HOW AI IS TRANSFORMING LABOUR MARKETS AND INTERNATIONAL DIPLOMACY

Cooperation partner: 
Academy of International Affairs NRW (AIA), Bonn

Artificial intelligence is redrawing the global balance of power. While AI offers opportunities 
for broader participation, it also threatens to reinforce asymmetries between the Global 
North and South. This becomes particularly apparent in two critical domains that are 
currently being changed by AI: the labour market and international diplomacy. Analyzed from 
a global perspective, these transformations are unfolding across deeply uneven terrain.

This is where governments and public administrations can make a difference: Managing AI is 
fundamentally a governance challenge. Who sets the rules? Who controls data and 
infrastructure? Who is included in decisions? In this session, we apply this lens to two 
concrete cases with global relevance:

Yi hyun Kang examines how AI tools are reshaping the dynamics of international diplomacy, 
drawing directly on her recent research at the UN Climate Change Meetings 2026 (SB64) in 
Bonn. 

Tuhinsubhra Giri analyzes how AI is transforming labour markets and reshaping work through 
displacement, restructuring, and growing platform dependency. 

Chair

Dr. Katja Freistein
Senior Researcher, Academy of International Affairs NRW

Discussion

Yi hyun Kang
Postdoctoral Researcher, Department of Political Science, Lund University, Sweden; AIA NRW 
Fellow

Tuhinsubhra Giri
Assistant Professor, Department of Economics, Christ University, Bangalore, India; AIA NRW 
Fellow

followed by Q&A

13:30 HRS End of session
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Evening event - November 17, 2026 (in German)
Location: Old Town Hall Bonn, Gobelin-Saal, Markt 2, 53111 Bonn, Germany

5:30 PM  DOORS OPEN

6:00 PM  BIG TECH AS A GEOPOLITICAL ACTOR: 
  PEACE AND DEVELOPMENT IN THE DIGITAL AGE

Chair 

Eva Lindenau
Programme Director, phoenix (ARD/ZDF)

Welcoming remarks

Guido Déus
Mayor of the City of Bonn

Oliver Krauß MdL
Chairman of the Board, Development and Peace Foundation (sef:)

Nora Witt
Executive Director, Development and Peace Foundation (sef:)

Keynote

Markus Beckedahl
Founder and managing director of the Center for Digital Rights and Democracy; 
Co-founder and curator re:publica, Berin, Germany

Panel Discussion

Markus Beckedahl

Carla Hustedt
Director “Centre for Digital Society”
Stiftung Mercator GmbH

Nathanael Liminski
Minister for Federal, European and International Affair and the Media of North Rhine-
Westphalia, Head of the State Chancellery

7:30 PM  RECEPTION - 40TH ANNIVERSARY OF SEF:

 Welcoming remarks
  Nathanael Liminski


