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AI Governance

by Sirpa Rautio

FRA Director joined the Privacy Symposium 2026 opening session delivering a keynote address on 
AI Governance. The speech takes place on 20 April in Venice and Questione Giustizia publishes it with 
her consent. The session covered the practicalities of governing autonomous systems, the challenge 
of aligning international standards, and how to ensure that AI regulation supports innovation while 
protecting fundamental public interests.

The EU Agency for Fundamental Rights, or FRA 
- as we are known, is the European Union’s independ-
ent human rights agency. Through our expertise, ev-
idence and data, we provide advice on fundamental 
rights to EU institutions and Member States as they 
implement EU law.

The regulation of new technologies for the pur-
pose of protecting fundamental rights has many pos-
itive consequences, including enhancement of the 
quality of products and increasing consumers’ trust. 
With these positive consequences in mind, we should 
dispel the notion that regulation should be perceived 
as a burden. 

In the EU, fundamental rights compliance is not 
optional - it is a legal obligation. Respect for funda-
mental rights, alongside democracy, rule of law, dig-
nity, equality and freedom is found in Article 2 of the 
Treaty on European Union and further cemented in 
the Charter of Fundamental Rights – an instrument 
to which every Member State is a party by virtue of 
their membership of the European Union. There can 
be no derogations nor reservations to those rights 
contained in the Charter, and every EU law, policy 
and activity must comply. 

(Given my inclusion in this particular panel, it is 
only natural that) I will focus on the EU’s regulatory 
framework. I will outline the role FRA plays within 
this framework, including through our extensive re-
search in this field, on topics such as assessing high-
risk AI and digitalising justice. This is alongside FRA 
research on the use of AI in remote biometric identifi-
cation for law enforcement purposes, and on AI uses 

in supporting decisions in asylum and immigration 
procedures.

The EU Charter of Fundamental Rights provides 
the statutory foundation for the fundamental rights 
protection framework in the EU, and this remains 
the overarching fundamental rights roadmap when it 
comes to the development, use and regulation of AI. 
This is reflected in the AI Act, which explicitly states 
that one of its aims is to ensure the high level of pro-
tection of fundamental rights already enshrined in 
the Charter. 

To this end, the AI Act provides for a number of 
specific safeguards that support this protection. In 
this regard, I would like to highlight one key aspect: 
that is an assessment of AI’s impact on fundamental 
rights. Why is such an assessment important?

Consider the example of an AI recruitment system 
that turns out to be biased and prefers male candi-
dates over female ones. Consider an AI system used 
to determine social benefits that turns out to be so 
opaque that people cannot understand how a decision 
was determined, or how to challenge it. Or consider an 
AI system that is used to identify people but collects 
more data than needed, or categorises people based 
on ethnic origin for further processing, thus resulting 
in unjustified interference with their privacy rights.

These examples illustrate the critical need for 
fundamental rights impact assessments. They are 
designed to help providers and deployers identify the 
risks of using a particular system, to mitigate those 
risks, and to improve their products and systems, 
thereby making a system more trustworthy. 
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Under the AI Act, both providers and certain de-
ployers of high-risk AI systems will have to do such 
assessments in the future. FRA’s research has shown 
that significant tailored guidance will be required for 
those carrying out such assessments. This is because 
companies and administrations rarely have the ex-
pertise to effectively assess fundamental rights, even 
if they have the will to do so. Assessments need to 
address the main cross-cutting fundamental rights 
concerns, namely the impact on privacy and data 
protection, but also equality and non-discrimina-
tion, and access to effective remedies. However, we 
all know, AI can affect virtually every human right, 
depending on the context of use. Appropriate guid-
ance and expertise can support the focused analysis 
required to identify which rights might be impacted 
in a given case.

More guidance is also needed on prevention and 
mitigation measures against rights infringements – 
our research has shown how current approaches are 
often fragmented and fall short. We see a strong reli-
ance on human review as the main measure to limit 
risks. Its effectiveness depends, however, on how it is 
designed and applied. If a system is inherently flawed 
– for example by exhibiting bias that can lead to dis-
crimination – human oversight and review might not 
be sufficient to address such risks properly. It cannot 
be the sole solution to rights compliance and needs 
to be complemented by other measures. My Agency 
therefore calls for establishing a robust evidence base 
that allows for a better understanding of fundamental 
rights risks and effective mitigation practices.

What is more, in order to make these assessments 
comprehensive, we need legal, technical and social 
experts working on them. Providers and deployers 
should also listen to people affected by the systems 
and their representative organisations to ensure the 
assessments are designed and implemented correct-
ly. Engaging stakeholders and civil society at the very 
earliest opportunity is a crucial support in such an 
exercise. 

FRA is currently supporting the AI Office in the 
development of a template for fundamental rights 
impact assessments under the AI Act. The agency has 
also recently joined the European standardisation 
committee that develops technical standards for the 

AI Act. We see the involvement of our agency as a sign 
of good will and commitment to the full integration 
of fundamental rights in the regulation of new tech-
nologies.

To move on to another point – while self-assess-
ments are important, they can only properly function 
when combined with effective external oversight by 
independent bodies that are sufficiently resourced 
and possess the necessary fundamental rights exper-
tise. A significant role is foreseen under EU law for 
national human rights protection structures – name-
ly data protection authorities, equality bodies, na-
tional human rights institutions, ombuds institutions 
and consumer protection bodies. 

The AI Act, under Art. 77, empowers such bodies 
to play a role in the oversight of AI. Many of these 
institutions must carry out this new role without any 
increase in human or financial resources, and many 
of them operate within a landscape that is fragment-
ed, with many actors sharing various responsibilities. 
I look forward to welcoming many Art 77 actors to 
FRA’s premises in Vienna in the autumn, where we 
will discuss these impending challenges and share in-
novations on how to carry out this new role.

To conclude, I would like to stress the importance 
of international cooperation. AI and its regulation are 
global phenomena. We must learn from each other’s 
experiences. In this regard, it is wonderful to hear 
about Taiwan’s, Canada’s and Spain’s efforts. I am 
curious to learn more about the Parliament’s work on 
the Digital Omnibus, and I welcome the Council of 
Europe’s AI Treaty and the work of the committee on 
new and emerging technologies, in respect of which 
FRA is happy to continue cooperating. 

The AI Act – and other EU law, such as data pro-
tection, equality and consumer protection laws – of-
fer a great opportunity to make better AI that will be 
beneficial to everyone. The benefits come from pro-
viding legal certainty and guidance to developers and 
users of such technologies on the one hand, and set-
ting up governance and oversight structures or fur-
ther building on existing ones on the other. At FRA, 
we will continue to use our evidence and expertise to 
promote these benefits, and to show that well-estab-
lished, tested human rights norms and standards can 
withstand – and enhance – technological innovation.




