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Episode Summary:

In this special episode of The Beijing Brief, Ryan Hass speaks with R. David
Edelman on the sidelines of the United Nations Global Conference on Al,
Security, and Ethics in Geneva, Switzerland. Drawing on seven years of
experience participating in a track Il dialogue on Al and national security, they
discuss the importance of sustained dialogue despite broader strategic
competition, prospects for renewed government-to-government Al talks,
shared concerns over Al-enabled cyber and biological risks, and the growing
debate over global Al governance.



EDELMAN: If there is one set of issues that seems to unite U.S. and China, it is
mutual anxiety about the impact that Al can have on our collective national security,
and even for the relationship and sleepwalking into, God forbid, a conflict. And so
that’s really what we’re focused on today, is talking about what are the mechanisms
that exist bilaterally, at the perhaps multilateral or international level, to bring down
the risk of an otherwise unintended conflict.

[music]

HASS: Hi, this is Ryan Hass, co-host of the Beijing Brief podcast. I'm here with my
friend and colleague, David Edelman.

EDELMAN: Hey, Ryan. Good to see you.

HASS: Good to see you. We are in Geneva, sunny, summery Geneva today. David,
why are we here?

[0:40]

EDELMAN: We are here at the UN Global Conference on Al, Security, and Ethics,
hosted by the United Nations here in Geneva, and the UN Disarmament Agency,
UNIDIR, which is pulling together folks from around the world to talk about the
intersection of national security and artificial intelligence.

And specifically, we’re here on behalf of Brookings, to talk about some of the
experience that we’ve had over the course of the last seven years on Al, and
specifically U.S.-China Al national security, an issue that | know you’ve been leading
on from well before then.

[1:07]

HASS: David, you were just on the stage at this UNIDIR conference. What were
some of the key messages that you wanted to get across?

[1:12]

EDELMAN: Well, you know, the first message was that this is one of those issues
that is evolving faster than governments can keep up, and that we have heard
consistently from governments that there is a real need to have this conversation
happening both bilaterally, U.S.-China, and more broadly.

We keep hearing over and over from those, you know, here at this conference, that
this is gonna be a global dialogue, and it needs to be situated within that. But at the
same time, | think there’s a lot of anxiety in this room about where this very
consequential security relationship, one that is not always on positive tenor, is
headed.

And if there is one set of issues that seems to unite U.S. and China, it is mutual
anxiety about the impact that Al can have on our collective national security, and
even for the relationship and sleepwalking into, God forbid, a conflict.



And so that’s really what we’re focused on today, is talking about what are the
mechanisms that exist bilaterally, at the perhaps multilateral or international level, to
bring down the risk of an otherwise unintended conflict.

[2:08]

HASS: It was a powerful visual having you on the stage with your Chinese
counterpart, Xiao Qian, talking about the work of this Track Il dialogue on the role of
Al in national security that Brookings and Tsinghua have led for the past seven
years. What were some of the headwinds that you described in that conversation to
the progress of this dialogue?

EDELMAN: Well, look, this dialogue, as you well know, happens in a context not of
mutual trust, but of mutual interest. Right? The U.S. and China at the governmental
level do not trust one another on these issues as a long list of others. And so, you
know, | think one of the core headwinds that we’ve always been facing, and frankly
anywhere we want to make constructive progress, even on issues that are
challenging in U.S.-China, is the fact that there is consistent political relationship
separate from any academic dialogue, separate from any Track Il, even separate
from the issues we might want to talk government to government with, with China, in
the broader tenor of the relationship. There are lots of things that make that a
dynamic relationship.

And so obviously this dialogue, like any other, has run into the challenges of
ensuring that we are making sure we are fully representing the realities of the
relationship. No one wants to have a conversation for its own sake. The idea is to
actually make meaningful progress to help where appropriate, inform or educate or
provide new ideas to the governmental level. And also frankly to help one another
more deeply understand where the trajectories are headed, where this technology is
headed, and where there might be areas for constructive if not agreement, at least
constructive overlap in the policies that we want to see.

You know, U.S.-China, it is clear that both countries are concerned about the idea of
these capabilities falling into the hands of non-state actors for malicious use, whether
that’s in the context of biological weapons or other bio concerns, whether it’s in the
cybersecurity context we’re reading so much about right now, Al plus cyber hacking.

These are issues that are not U.S. or China. These are global issues. And yet they're
the two most consequential parties, the U.S. and China, that are leading the Al
revolution, and therefore, it's one of the most important conversations that can be
had right now is between them.

So, certainly it continues to be the case that this is a challenging relationship. These
are challenging conversations to be had. But just as was true throughout the Cold
War, when the U.S. and the Soviet Union, then Russia were able at times to sit
together to talk about consequential national security interests, in the interest of
broader global stability, this is going to have to be one of those issues, as hard and
halting as it can often be.



[4:26]

HASS: One of the things that | have heard both in government but also since being
out of government is a sense of skepticism about the role of Track Il dialogues,
which are dialogues between former officials and experts that don’t have a
government affiliation. What do you say to people who are cynical about the
prospect that people who are not in government could play a role in advancing some
of these discussions?

[4:46]

EDELMAN: Well, look, I, I've been there. I've been in government. You've been in
government. | mean, the reality is, we, as those who are not presently in
government, we are not the government. There is a absolutely important and critical
distinction that is made there, for better and for worse. The reality is that one of the
values of Track Il dialogues is that it can be a venue in which not policies, but ideas
of ways in which there can be overlap in policy can be explored. And it can be
explored in a safe way where governments have total deniability in the outcomes of
those processes.

There are other governmental processes that exist in exactly the same way. Right
here at the UN, | was involved for years in a group of governmental experts on
cybersecurity. It's a UN-based mechanism that exists, again, for experts to come
together, try their best to anticipate where policy is going, and then devise, if not
solutions, common understandings about that. And then the governments can
choose to walk away. They can choose to pick up some of it or not.

But, having been inside government, as you have as well, truth is we don’t have a lot
of time to be sitting, developing 100-hour dialogues, 50-page studies of every
element. We really hope and rely on deep expertise of those that can help inform
that and to scope out directions that frankly may be more creative than those that we
would necessarily have.

| don’t think a Track Il, it can ever claim it has more access than a Track |. Hopefully
it has contributing better ideas than would otherwise be available in the absence.

[6:07]

HASS: Well, on that note, President Trump and President Xi have announced that
the United States and China at a government-to-government level will will resume an
official dialogue on artificial intelligence.

[6:16]

EDELMAN: Now you, Ryan Hass, have been in that seat. Right? | was there. You
have run functionally the last state visit by Xi Jinping to the United States. Okay, so
you’ve been through it. We've got this high-level statement. Our people, right, shall
go talk about Al. What'’s the expectation there? When two leaders say that, on the
Chinese side and on the U.S. side, what are they actually directing?



[6:40]

HASS: Well, | was going to ask you the question, but since you posed it to me, I'll
just say a few things. First of all, the fact that the two leaders said this when they met
in Beijing, knowing that they would see each other again in September in
Washington, D.C., means that they are setting expectations that there will be some
semblance of progress on Al issues between their last meeting and their next
meeting. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have gone to the effort of building the fanfare and
the expectation around this issue.

The question then becomes, where is progress practical? And on that, | think that we
need to learn a lesson from the last administration. The Biden administration tried
once to have a Al dialogue with the Chinese.

EDELMAN: It didn’t go great, as | understand.
HASS: It was shambolic.
EDELMAN: Okay.

HASS: Diplomatically unprepared. And as a consequence, both sides came into that
meeting with different sets of expectations about the agenda and what would be
achieved.

That mistake cannot repeat itself again. Instead, both sides need to do the diplomatic
groundwork of making sure that they have aligned agendas, aligned expectations
before they enter the room to have this next set of dialogues. And the issues that
seem to be most animating right now, are around the ability of Al to amplify cyber
threats and potential threats to critical infrastructure.

[7:54]

EDELMAN: | think we’ve also heard from a range of interlocutors, but the Chinese
included, that this intersection of Al and bio is an area of real concern. That the idea
that you might have rogue actors, particularly non-state actors, that would be in a
position to actually engage what we think of as bio-terrorism, that’s an area that
we’ve certainly heard about.

Now, will Xi and and Trump be able to talk about something that sensitive? Who
knows. That’s a pretty tall order.

[8:18]

HASS: You know, David, one other thing that I've learned over the seven years of us
doing this dialogue with the Chinese is that progress doesn’t travel on a linear path.
It's very jagged. There are iterations of meetings where it feels like no progress is
being made.

And then there are sort of step increases in the productivity of the dialogue. And |
think that we should probably factor that into our assessment of what’s happening at
the government-to-government level as well, because this is a complicated set of



issues that are evolving in real time. And | think it'll be animated by where both sides
identify mutual vulnerability and mutual risk, as well as mutual interest.

[8:50]

EDELMAN: Yeah, | think that’s kind of the key of this idea of coming together, not for
its own sake, not because of trust, but because of mutual interest, because there is
this need that both sides have as the two most consequential superpowers, yes, but
Al superpowers in this context.

And that sense of vulnerability and that the technology is moving more quickly than
government can, that’s something we say in the U.S. all the time. It's become kind of
a cliché, and people have been saying this, I've been... you know, in government
and technology for 15, 20 years, they’re always saying that.

To hear it out of Beijing, the idea that technology is moving faster than they would
say even their own government can keep up, that’s actually a really important
statement. | think it shows that even at this time of, you know, tension as we had
under the Biden administration, obviously tensions persist now under the Trump
administration, the idea that this is going to be an area where these two leaders think
there either can or more importantly has to be some area of mutual agreement or
mutual pursuit, that strikes me as pretty significant.

And I'll just say as someone involved in in technology and foreign policy for a long
time, if you told me that, you know, the president of the United States and the
president of China sitting down and one of the top five issues on their agenda would
be Al or any tech issue at all, that’s remarkable.

HASS: Yeah.

EDELMAN: And it's remarkable over a long sweep that we’ve seen from the shirt
sleeves summit at Sunnylands talking to President Obama, and Obama brought up
hacking as a major area of his concerns, specifically theft of intellectual property.
You know, the relationship continued to be tense on those issues then.

And now, an issue that is also technological, that you could see being just as frankly
poisonous to the relationship, where there’s a sense that there’s an arms race on,
we talked about it earlier, an unhelpful frame, but people have framed it that way.
The idea that these leaders are saying, Hey, you know what? We might be racing,
we might have competition here. We might not trust one another approaching it, but
we absolutely have to talk because this could be fundamentally destabilizing to our
relationship, and as a result of that, to the global security picture.

That to me is a pretty important tell and an interesting point of real nonpartisan
continuity across administrations in the U.S. as well.

[10:54]

HASS: | think that’s a great point. But your, your other point is also really valid, which
is that even though the United States and China are the two dominant actors in the
space, they are not the only actors. We've just spent the last two days at the United



Nations listening to counterparts from around the world talking about governance
issues. What are some of the things that you've heard?

[11:08]

EDELMAN: You know, what I've been surprised by most is the creativity or the
range of ideas that people have about how to get their hands around this global Al
governance question, which is not just one question, to be clear. Al governance is
happening at at every level. It's an economic issue, it's a national security issue, and
beyond.

But, you know, here at the UN, we’re at the UN in Geneva, right? And which
agencies and organizations live here? The ITU, the International
Telecommunications Union. The United Nations Disarmament Agency is here. The
International Atomic Energy Agency is also in Europe. You look at these agencies,
and | think a lot of people around the world are looking for what can be the single
location. It's almost a clearing house for a lot of these concerns.

Now, personally, | think that’s kind of a tall order. One, international organizations, if
national governments were having trouble keeping up with the speed of it, IOs might
have even more trouble. So that’s just a reality.

But, you know, we’re hearing real clarity. | was there in the hallways and someone
said, you know what we really need is an International Atomic Energy Agency, an
IAEA for Al just like we have for nuclear weapons and nuclear power. That’s a
powerful idea. It has great clarity to it. It is also not lost on me that the head of the
IAEA was addressing this very conference.

So | think you’re gonna see this institutional pressure, not just from, you know, sort of
the grassroots or the global majority as they’re calling themselves, to, you know, talk
about where can we deal with this issue, particularly for lower resource countries that
might not have the capacity to do a lot of governance and that feel like they are
receivers, not givers of the rules of Al, but want to be very involved in it. That desire
for more unified governance at the intergovernmental level, it it's definitely gonna be
there.

| think the question that we all have to ask ourselves now is what are the
mechanisms that have worked in dealing with hard national security relevant
technologies that, frankly, could benefit in certain areas from interlocking, | won’t say
overwhelming, but interlocking levels of governance at the international
intergovernmental level.

[13:07]

And that last word is really critical. It’s kind of a line of UN speak. You know, we say
things out here like the multi-stakeholder model and intergovernmental. What
intergovernmental means, generally speaking, is that companies are not invited, that
civil society is not invited. When you think about the history of internet policy and
technology policy in the last 20-plus years, that multi-stakeholderism has been really
important. It's been critical to preserving the long-term freedom and openness of the
internet. It's been critical to preserving, you know, what we think of as its innovative



potential. Oh, and by the way, turns out unlike nuclear weapons, Al is a private
sector invention with a lot of help from academia fundamentally.

And so there is no state monopoly on Al that exists. And so when we think about
these sort of governance paradigms to lay on top, yes, IAEA, or the CERN is another
thing people have said is an international collaboration, there’s probably going to be
a role for international organizations to find their space here and to figure out what
they can uniquely work on and uniquely galvanize a particularly largely legitimate
bloc.

But at the same time, we have to weigh this against the speed at which we need
governance, and that is true at the domestic economic level, and it’s just as true in
the national security level as well. And that’s why | suspect you’re going to see
conversations like U.S.-China remain not only vital, but somewhat counterintuitively
at the forefront of this global dialogue precisely because they’re the countries that
have the most to gain and the most to lose from this going awry.

HASS: Well, David, thank you so much for adding so much insight into this
conversation. We started out talking about a Track Il dialogue between Brookings
and Tsinghua. We expanded it to talk about the U.S.-China government-to-
government dialogue and how it fits into the relationship between the two countries
as well as the two leaders. And now we’ve closed by talking about the role of the
United Nations’ international system in looking at governance issues related to these
qguestions.

We’ve covered a ton of ground. This has been a really rich supplement to the June
23rd podcast on U.S. and China Al strategies. We will be back in Washington soon,
so to our listeners, please stay tuned.

For more in-depth analysis from our team, visit the China Center on the Brookings
website at Brookings dot edu slash ChinaCenter.

EDELMAN: Thanks, Ryan.
[music]

JON CZIN: On behalf of the team at the John L. Thornton China Center, thank you
for listening to The Beijing Brief. This podcast is produced by the Brookings Podcast
Network.

Our thanks to the production team, including supervising producer Ike Blake; senior
producer Fred Dews; producer Allie Matthias; audio engineer Gaston Reboredo; and
video producers Daniel Morales and Teddy Wansink. Rachel Slattery designed the
show’s artwork. Also, thank you to our colleagues in the John L. Thornton China
Center, Foreign Policy, and Office of Communications at Brookings for their support.

To learn more about our research, visit us at Brookings dot edu slash China Center,
and to learn more about this podcast, go to Brookings dot edu slash The Beijing Brief
or wherever you like to get podcasts.



