AI regulation divides regions as Europe leads with strict standards
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As artificial intelligence becomes increasingly embedded in daily life and industry, the global race to establish regulatory frameworks has intensified, with regions adopting approaches that reflect distinct legal cultures and policy goals. Europe, the Gulf states and Southeast Asia exemplify diverging paths, each shaped by unique ambitions and constraints.
In Europe, regulation is grounded in a rights-based framework set out in the EU AI Act, which categorises AI systems by risk and imposes strict rules on high-risk applications. This approach stems from longstanding concerns over data privacy and misuse, with the aim of protecting democratic integrity and rebuilding public trust. The EU has further introduced a voluntary General-Purpose AI Code of Practice to help companies align with these standards. Targeting models such as OpenAI’s GPT-4 and Google’s Gemini, the code focuses on transparency, copyright and safety. While currently non-binding, compliance offers legal clarity and will become mandatory from August 2025.
The European framework seeks to strike a balance between innovation and safeguards, especially in sensitive sectors like healthcare. However, it has drawn criticism. Tech firms and major corporations including Airbus and BNP Paribas argue the regulation is overly complex and could hamper innovation. Civil society groups have also raised concerns that lobbying has diluted the law’s original intent.
Industrial leaders such as Siemens and SAP have called for a revision of the AI Act, citing overlaps with regulations like the Data Act. They argue that reform should focus less on infrastructure and more on improving access to data to unlock innovation, highlighting tensions between technological progress and regulatory control.
The Gulf states take a markedly different approach, aligning regulation with goals of digital transformation and economic diversification. Rather than imposing binding rules, they support AI through national strategies, investment zones and soft international principles such as UNESCO’s Ethics of AI. This model reflects both cultural sensitivities around privacy and a practical need to build capability in emerging digital economies. In Southeast Asia, governments are pursuing a hybrid approach that blends industry co-regulation with adaptable governance. Emphasising explainability and oversight, this model supports innovation across markets with varying levels of digital maturity, avoiding a one-size-fits-all solution.
Despite their differences, many of these frameworks share core principles—fairness, transparency and accountability—that may support future international interoperability.
Looking ahead, AI governance is expected to centre on human oversight, transparency and accountability. Compliance will increasingly rely on systems like ISO/IEC 42001, which formalise risk management. Experts stress that such standards must evolve, calling for ongoing audits to keep pace with emerging threats. Larger organisations are likely to establish internal governance structures, while smaller firms will need to invest in training to meet rising regulatory demands.
Globally, however, the landscape remains uneven. The US continues to follow a fragmented, state-led approach, with AI regulated through a patchwork of privacy, consumer and employment laws. This contrasts with the EU’s uniform but contentious model and complicates compliance for multinational companies.
The UK and Europe’s evolving regimes reflect a concerted effort to lead on responsible AI development. While debate continues over complexity and impact, these initiatives mark a significant step towards building a safe and transparent AI future. For the UK, staying actively engaged in international discussions will be essential to realising AI’s full potential while upholding democratic values.
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