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A
rtificial 
Intelli-
g e n c e  
(AI) is 
p r e -
d i c t e d 
to boost 
Ireland’s 

GDP by 11.6 per cent by the 
year 2030, but much of that 
future remains unmapped. 
How will we create ‘AI for 
good’, addressing its ethical 
quandaries while taking ad-
vantage of its benefits? The AI 
Summit convened at Croke 
Park last Thursday to discuss 
this question and others. The 
second of its kind after last 
year’s inaugural event, it was 
aimed at chief executives, in-
novation leaders, developers, 
engineers and others work-
ing in this rapidly developing 
field.

This year’s theme was The 
Roadmap to Cre-

ating an AI Ireland’. Deliv-
ering an opening keynote, 
David Hegarty, Assistant 
Secretary of the Department 
of Business, Enterprise and 
Innovation, discussed up-
dates made to our national 
AI strategy. 

“The key objective is to 
make sure we have the 
frameworks in place to nav-
igate our way to a low carbon 
and digital future,” Hegarty 
said. “We know many jobs 
will be created by AI, but 
others will be transformed 
or displaced.” 

A national strategy on AI 
is currently in the works – 
provided a new government 
is put in place relatively soon, 
it should be finalised within 
the next few months. Under 
the title AI: Here for Good, the 
strategy will address ethical 
issues, governance, regula-
tion, the negative impacts of 
AI, and what support should 

be put in place to encour-
age AI developments in 
the SME sector.

Speaking on How AI 
Will Shape Ireland’s Fu-
ture, Vincent McCarthy, 
co-founder of the Festi-
val of Curiosity and chief 
executive of Curiosity 

Studio, addressed 
questions of 

change; how 
can AI 

m a x i -
m i s e 

the work we do, and how 
can it minimise risk? Citing 
the Edelman Trust Barometer 
of 2020, he noted that 80 per 
cent of employees in Ireland 
right now are worried about 
losing their jobs, particularly 
as a result of AI. 

“Trust in technology com-
panies is decreasing in gener-
al,” McCarthy said. “We can 
see that the public’s view of 
tech companies has lowered 
significantly lately.”

He stressed the need for 
both the public and private 
sectors to listen to public 
concerns: “Ireland needs to 
become a test-bed of publicly 
trusted AI.”

Speaking as part of a pan-
el discussion on how Ire-
land can develop a thriving 
AI system, Professor Noel 
O’Connor, chief executive of 
the Insight Centre for Data 
Analytics, highlighted Ire-
land’s AI-related Masters and 
PhD programmes, as well as 
the large number of practi-
cal test beds generating data, 
“the lifeblood of AI research,” 
O’Connor said. 

“We’ve noticed that our 
industry partners are inter-
ested in longer-term strategic 
engagements, which creates a 
roadmap, both long term and 
short term.” Echoing McCar-
thy’s talk earlier, he stressed 
the importance of earning 
the public’s trust: “What we 

need is more en-
gagement with 
the public. 
Not just telling 
people what 
we’re doing, 
but engaging 

them as stake-
holders.”

In a talk on 
ModelOps: Oper-

ationalising AI, Dr 
Iain Brown, Head of 

Data Science at SAS UK 
and Ireland, and Adjunct Pro-
fessor of Marketing Analytics 

Trust a recurring theme at this 
year’s AI Summit in Croke Park
Aimed at those working in the field of artificial 
intelligence, the summit was told that a national 
AI strategy is on the way. Other discussions 
covered ethical issues, accessibility, applications 
to business, demystifying AI and the agendas 
around it, writes Róisín Kiberd

at the University of South-
ampton, argued for bringing 
data science together into 
a framework which can be 
easily implemented in busi-
ness applications. 

The challenges with de-
ploying AI models – only 
60 per cent of which, ac-
cording to Gartner, are ac-
tually put to use – include 
integrating analytic solutions 
into workflows, and serving 
models into an infrastructure 
to make the right decisions. 
There’s also the problem of 
resistance to change; a lack 
of KPIs, and failure to address 
the AI’s ethical quandaries 
are holding organisations 
back. “Deployment through 
decision-making should be 
a crucial step,” said Brown.

In a panel on Ethics and 
Standards for AI: Concerns 
and Best Practices, former 
Google engineer Laura No-
lan discussed tech ethics as 
a whole. 

“Self-regulation doesn’t 
necessarily get us to where 
we want to be,” Nolan said, 
making reference to Cam-
bridge Analytica as one ex-
ample. 

GDPR triggered a wave of 
industry concern; might sim-
ilar regulations, like auditing 
and ethics assessments, be 
implemented to regulate AI? 
Professor Barry O’Sullivan, 
director of the Insight Centre 
for Data Analytics at UCC and 
the SFI Centre for Research 
Training in Artificial Intel-
ligence, raised the issue of 
definitions: the meaning of 
‘AI’ itself, as a term, remains 
surprisingly vague, and this 
poses a problem. The like-
lihood of ‘killer robots’ was 
also raised: “Firstly, close 
your door, because robots 
aren’t able to open doors,” 
said O’Sullivan. “Then make 
yourself a cup of tea. Take 
your time, and eventually 
the robot’s battery will run 
down...”

Barry Lowry, government 
chief information officer at 
the Department of Public Ex-
penditure and Reform, spoke 
on AI in the public sector. One 
of several speakers critical 
of the EU’s recent whitepa-
per on AI (issued in Febru-
ary), Lowry made the case 
for AI making work more 
enjoyable and intellectually 
engaging by eliminating re-

petitive tasks, and cited use 
of AI by the governments of 
Singapore and Estonia as good 
examples for the Irish govern-
ment to follow. “Government 
itself isn’t exploiting its own 
data, and that’s something 
we have to learn to do… We 
need to work out how to use 
data safely, to deliver better 
policies as well as better ser-
vices,” Lowry said. 

Venkatesh Kannan, techni-
cal manager at the Irish Cen-
tre for High-End Computing, 
discussed the “new frontier” 
of AI-led Earth Observation. 
Disaster management, road 
mapping, land management, 
infrastructure assessment, 
urban planning and other 
fields stand to benefit from AI. 

Ireland’s skills shortage in 
AI has long been of concern 
within our tech industry, and 
was the subject of a talk by 
Dr Pepijn van de Ven, senior 
lecturer at the Department 
of Electronic and Computer 
Engineering, at the Faculty 
of Science and Engineering 
at the University of Limerick. 
“Clearly there is some work 
to be done here,” said van de 
Ven. “Part of that is that we 
need to demystify AI and the 
agenda around it.”

Speaking on AI momen-
tum, maturity and models 
for success, Kieran Towey, 

managing director, data sci-
entist and KPMG analytics 
lead, warned that imbalanc-
es in compute power and 
data ownership will create 
a similarly imbalanced AI 
landscape, one facilitating 
state surveillance, ‘fake news’, 
propaganda and even AI-fu-
elled warfare. As an example, 
Towey cited a Guardian report 
from 2017, showing that bots 
had created one quarter of the 
climate change denial posts 
on Twitter. Towey outlined a 
‘trust equation’: trustworthi-
ness is equal to credibility, re-

liability and intimacy, divided 
by self-orientation.

Blockchain is often listed 
alongside AI as one of the 
technologies set to dramat-
ically change everyday life. 
Dr Oisín Boydell, principal 
data scientist and head of 
the Applied Research Group 
at CeADAR, spoke on how 
AI can support blockchain 
through a shared and trusted 
data model. Data accessibility, 
quantity and quality all pose 
a challenge to AI adoption. 
“Poor-quality data leads to 
poor-quality AI,” said Boydell, 

citing Microsoft’s infamous 
‘Tay’ chatbot, which had to 
be taken offline after tweeting 
hate speech.

Throughout the AI Summit 
the theme of trust surfaced 
again and again, speaking to 
the time of transition we’re 
in – one where we’re slowly 
learning to share our infor-
mation, and our jobs, with 
AI. Trust, it’s worth noting, 
is earned; for the public and 
private sectors alike, the time 
is now to develop an ethical 
framework for how AI will be 
put to use.
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