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January 15, 2019 

 

Sundar Pichai 

Chief Executive Officer 

 

Kent Walker 

Senior Vice President, Global Affairs 

Google LLC 

 

Dear Mr. Pichai and Mr. Walker, 

 

We are a coalition of organizations dedicated to protecting civil 

rights and liberties and safeguarding communities. We are 

encouraged by the initial steps Google has taken to recognize the 

harms of invasive surveillance technologies and artificial 

intelligence. As Mr. Pichai has said, the tech industry has a 

responsibility to think about the consequences of its technology, it 

“just can’t build it and then fix it.” We were also encouraged to see 

Google announce that it has not, and will not, sell a facial 

recognition product until the technology’s dangers are addressed, 

acknowledging its susceptibility to abuse and the importance of 

Google’s artificial intelligence (AI) principles. 

We write today to call on Google to follow its AI principles and fully 

commit to not releasing a facial recognition product that could be 

used by governments.  

Google has positioned itself as a leader in the field of responsible and 

ethical artificial intelligence. This year, in response to sustained 

employee activism over its work for the Pentagon, Google published its 

AI principles, pledging that the company will only seek to develop AI 

that is socially beneficial, free from unfair bias, and tested for safety. 

The Principles specifically state that Google will not release 

technologies that gather or use information for surveillance that 

violates international norms. Consistent with these Principles, Google 

announced in December 2018 that it has not, and will not sell a facial 

recognition product until the technology’s dangers are addressed.  

 

The dangers of face surveillance can only be fully addressed by 

stopping its use by governments. Face surveillance provides the 

government with an unprecedented ability to track who we are, where 

we go, what we do, and who we know. Face surveillance gives the 

government new power to target and single out immigrants, religious 

minorities, and people of color in our communities. Systems built on 

face surveillance will amplify and exacerbate historical and existing 

bias that harms these and other over-policed and over-surveilled 

communities. In a world with face surveillance, people will have to fear 

being watched and targeted by the government for attending a protest, 

congregating outside a place of worship, or simply living their lives. 

 

This past year, Google employees have made it clear that they expect 

the company to stand up for the vulnerable and refuse to “outsource 

the moral responsibility of our technologies to third parties.” In recent 

months, there has been widespread public concern about face 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2018/12/12/google-ceo-sundar-pichai-fears-about-artificial-intelligence-are-very-legitimate-he-says-post-interview/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.523d3197b662
https://www.blog.google/technology/ai/ai-principles/
https://www.blog.google/around-the-globe/google-asia/ai-social-good-asia-pacific/
https://www.blog.google/around-the-globe/google-asia/ai-social-good-asia-pacific/
https://static01.nyt.com/files/2018/technology/googleletter.pdf
https://www.aclu.org/blog/privacy-technology/surveillance-technologies/over-150000-people-tell-amazon-stop-selling-facial
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surveillance, with dozens of members of Congress, shareholders, and 

over 150,000 members of the public blowing the whistle on the dangers 

of face surveillance both to the public and to public trust in companies. 

 

By finalizing its commitment not to sell a face surveillance product, 

Google would also be safeguarding the trust of its workers, 

shareholders, and customers. Google has a responsibility to follow its 

AI principles. Selling a face surveillance product that could be used by 

the government will never be consistent with these Principles. It’s time 

for Google to fully commit to not releasing a face recognition product 

that could be used by governments.  

 

We look forward to your written response to this letter. 
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