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Topic of my talk
§ The topic of my talk today is what I call the “digital 

welfare state”, its implications for the realization of 
human rights as well as the role and responsibility of 
Google and Big Tech more broadly speaking.



I. Key concepts 
and definitions

§ What is a ‘welfare state’?

§ What is a ‘digital welfare state’?

§ The relevance of human rights.



What is a 
welfare state?

§ All modern states are welfare states: concerned with the welfare of 
their citizens and protecting them from the risks of life and market 
economies.

§ “Welfare” has pejorative connotations, especially in American 
English. Not just for those living in poverty.

§ The welfare state consists of (i) non-contributory, tax-based 
benefits, especially for those in poverty; (ii) social insurance 
schemes; (iii) social rights, including right to health care and 
education; (iv) social services; (v) role of government in shaping 
the economy through regulation, fiscal, monetary and labor 
policies (see also: Garland, 2016).

§ Wide variety of welfare states in practice. Rather than ideological, 
pragmatic response to excesses of unregulated capitalism and its 
impact on individuals, political stability and economy. 

§ The welfare state has come under sustained attack since the 1970s 
from different corners. Neoliberal attack most influential. Seen as 
disruption proper functioning market economies and infringement 
on property rights. Has led to downsizing welfare state, 
privatization, deregulation and focus on responsibilities instead of 
rights.



What is a digital 
welfare state?

§ The welfare state is in the midst of a ‘digital transformation 
caused by advances in digital technologies and availability 
digital information.

§ Affects operation of welfare state bureaucracy at all levels, 
interaction with citizens and overall capacity and 
functioning of government.

§ UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human 
rights (2019): “digital data and technologies […] are used to 
automate, predict, identify, surveil, detect, target and punish.

§ Welfare state a logical site of digital innovation within the 
state: collects, stores and acts upon huge amounts of data. 

§ Central promises of digital transformation: (i) ease of use 
for citizens/ Big Tech as a model; (ii) cost-savings and 
efficiency/ following neoliberal prescription; (iii) better 
outcomes/ anticipatory and targeted interventions.



The relevance 
of human rights

§ Human rights are more than legal norms. Framework of 
accountability mechanisms at international and domestic level. 
Ecosystem of human rights NGOs, activists and other organizations 
and individuals. A universal moral language with broad popular 
appeal.

§ My project focuses on the disconnect between the promises and 
realities of the digital welfare state. Unfortunately, much emerging 
evidence of severe human rights violations.

§ Digitalization augments the power of the state (recent example 
Taliban use of biometric and digital ID) and disrupts power 
balance between state and citizen because of involvement 
corporate actors, technological complexity, lack of transparency 
and new model of technocratic governance.

§ Institutions that can counterbalance this power and protect rights 
are unable to keep up (legislatures, courts, media) and ability 
individuals to invoke their rights is affected.



II. The SyRI case
§ A frightening example of what the digital welfare state 

might look like as well as a hopeful example of how 
human rights can be an instrument for social justice and 
curbs on government digital power.



The history of 
SyRI

§ SyRI is a “technical infrastructure with associated 
procedures with which data can be linked and analysed
anonymously in a secure environment, so that risk reports 
can be generated.”(district court, para. 3.1). A risk report 
means that “a legal or natural person is deemed worthy of 
investigating with regard to possible fraud […] and non-
compliance with legislation.” (para. 3.2). 

§ Outcome increased cooperation different government 
authorities in the Netherlands on social benefit fraud and 
related ’illegalities’ using data matching and analytical 
tools since 2003.

§ Series of pilots without proper legal basis experimenting 
with ‘Black Box method’. 

§ Example of the ‘Waterproof’ pilots (2006-2010) targeting 
‘living together benefit fraud’ by matching welfare and 
drinking water databases.



The legislation 
of SyRI

§ Legislation was the outcome of pressure data protection 
authority, other criticism on pilots and broader push in govt 
for stricter approach to benefit fraud. 

§ 2014: SUWI Act and SUWI Decree. Data protection authority 
and Council of State ignored, Parliament asleep at the 
wheel, media silent.

§ Key provisions: (i) range of public authorities can 
cooperate in SyRI project; (ii) 17 broad categories of data 
may be used; (iii) pro forma oversight Minister; (iv) sharing 
and analysis via private foundation: the ‘Intelligence 
Agency’; (v) risk reports and follow-up investigation; (vi) 
secretive approach vis-a-vis algorithmic model used, risk 
indicators used, data used, who affected, who deemed high 
risk.

§ Handful of approved projects since 2014, mainly in 
impoverished neighborhood with higher proportion of 
individuals with migrant background. 



The SyRI case: 
strategic human 
rights litigation

§ Broad coalition of human rights and other civil society 
organizations and two writers started pushing back. Public 
campaign, freedom of information requests.

§ March 2018: Coalition sues Dutch state for violation of 
European human rights law, violation right to privacy in 
particular. 

§ September 2019: Amicus curiae intervention UN Special 
Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights in 
cooperation with my project. Focus on human right to 
social security and privacy and on impact SyRI on poor 
neighborhoods especially and its discriminatory 
intent/consequences.

§ February 2020: District court of The Hague stops operation 
of SyRI in important legal precedent.

§ Aftermath: Super-SyRI legislative proposal and Child 
Benefit scandal, story is far from over.



The SyRI case: 
impact



III. Role and 
responsibility 

Google & Big Tech



No denying that 
Big Tech=Big 

Power

§ Nemitz (2018) on four sources of digital power Big Tech: 
(i) “First, deep pockets, money being the classic tool of 
influence on politics and markets". (ii) “Second, beyond 
informal influence based on money, these corporations 
increasingly control the infrastructures of public 
discourse and the digital environment decisive for 
elections.” (iii) “Third, these mega corporations are in 
the business of collecting personal data for profit 
and of profiling anyone of us based on our behaviour
online and offline”; (iv) “Fourth, these corporations are 
dominating development and systems integration 
into usable AI services.”



Big Tech is 
ideological 

§ Jimenez (2020): Silicon Valley’s ideological structure is 
complex, but at least three levels of composition can be 
identified: a libertarian layer (libertarian as Robert 
Nozick not as Pyotr Kropotkin); a neoliberal level; and a 
liberal stratum (liberal as Bernie Sanders not as John 
Stuart Mill).

§ Barbrook & Cameron (1995): The Californian Ideology 
simultaneously reflects the disciplines of market 
economics and the freedoms of hippie artisanship. This 
bizarre hybrid is only made possible through a nearly 
universal belief in technological determinism.



Big Tech is anti-
welfare state

§ Barbrook & Cameron (1995): “On the other hand, other 
West Coast ideologues have embraced the laissez-faire 
ideology of their erstwhile conservative enemy.”

§ Zuboff (2019): Big Tech are beneficiaries of a uniquely 
sheltering habitat of the neoliberal capture of the 
governmental machinery for oversight and regulation 
of the US economy since the 1980s.

§ More than just passively profiting, Big Tech leaders are 
actively promoting neoliberal dogma that has 
undermined welfare state.



Example: Eric 
Schmidt making 

typical anti-
regulation ‘pitch’

“I would prefer to solve problems by innovation and 
competition over regulation. The problem you get into 
with regulation in technology is that the regulations tend 
to benefit the current incumbents in some technologies. 
They tend to make it difficult for a new idea to come 
along.” (Viva Conference Paris, 2018)



Eric Schmidt 
and Kevin 

McCarthy agree

“Some politicians, primarily those 
running for president, have called for 
brute government intervention, including 
breaking up big companies like Google 
or Facebook. […] Others are calling for 
invasive congressional regulation. But as 
history tells us, overly broad and 
indiscriminate regulation often insulates 
the incumbents and boxes out the 
upstarts and smaller firms […].” Kevin 
McCarthy, Republican House minority 
leader, New York Times, 14 July 2019.



The undermining 
of the welfare 

state by Big Tech 
is not just 

rhetorical…

UNDERMINING THE WELFARE STATE THROUGH……

§ Tax avoidance strategies

§ Herculean anti-regulation lobby in centers of power

§ Lawsuits aimed to avoid the application of existing law

§ Contributing to labor automation and gig economy

§ Resistance against unionization

§ Etc etc.



In sum: Big Tech is 
not neutral vis-à-
vis welfare state

Misleading tendency in Silicon Valley to pretend one is 
beyond or outside of politics and has no responsibility for 
developments such as erosion welfare state (see, e.g., 
excerpt from Microsoft, The Future Computed (2018))



What is more, Big 
Tech will likely 

shape the digital 
welfare state 

directly

§ As a model for government innovation: “Australians 
expect the same experience interacting with government 
as they have with innovative, leading private sector 
organisations.” (Australian Digital Transformation 
Strategy)

§ Brought in to help governments, see recent examples 
(Sidewalk Labs Toronto, DeepMind and NHS in UK, 
Google/Apple contact tracing API, Palantir Covid-19 
data store UK).  

§ Temptation to get hands on public sector data sets just 
too big for Big Tech.



The public 
sector data 

”mine”

§ Microsoft (2018): ”Governments can help add to the 
supply of available data by ensuring that public data is 
usable by AI developers on a non-exclusive basis.” 

§ National Security Commission on Artificial Intelligence 
(2019), chaired by Eric Schmidt, and the ‘look at the 
cool things that are allowed in China’ argument.



Conclusion: 
what to do?

§ I deliberately focused today not on the ‘micro’ question of improving the algorithm, 
but the ‘macro’ developments that shape the digital welfare state. What to do? No 
easy answers.

§ Awareness at Google and Big Tech overall of their power and responsibility vis-à-
vis the digital welfare state is a good starting point.

§ Realization that Google and other Big Tech employees have some influence over 
corporate action (protests around, e.g. Project Maven, firing Timnit Gebru).

§ Big Tech can do much good potentially, if (and that is a big if) brought under control 
of human rights, democracy and the rule of law.



Thank you


