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Empowering Data Sovereignty Through Artificial Intelligence: A Framework for Sustainable Smart Energy Systems in Saudi Arabia
Abstract. As smart energy systems become central to national sustainability strategies, the issue of data sovereignty—the right of nations to govern data generated within their borders—has gained critical importance in the broader context of global digital governance and energy security. However, most existing AI systems lack built-in mechanisms for jurisdictional compliance and local control. This paper investigates how Artificial Intelligence (AI) can support data sovereignty in smart grid environments. Using a comparative multiple-case study approach—including Gaia-X, Microsoft EU Data Boundary, a decentralized energy pilot in India, and Saudi Arabia’s NEOM, which represents a sovereignty-by-design model aligned with Vision 2030—the study examines AI-enabled compliance mechanisms, federated learning, and sovereign cloud infrastructures. Expert interviews with stakeholders in policy, energy, and AI provide further context. Findings show that AI offers strong potential for enforcing sovereignty when supported by aligned legal frameworks and sovereignty-by-design architecture. For example, in India’s pilot project, federated AI reduced cross-border data transfers by more than 70% while maintaining forecasting accuracy. Beyond the energy sector, the proposed conceptual framework has applications in finance, healthcare, and smart cities. In particular, the NEOM case highlights Saudi Arabia’s leadership in embedding ethical and cultural governance into AI-enabled sovereignty. Practical recommendations are made to guide sustainable and ethical AI deployment in digital energy infrastructure. These results support global digital sovereignty goals and align with SDGs related to clean energy, innovation, and governance.
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1 Introduction
1.1 Background and Rationale
As digital transformation accelerates, data has become central to smart energy systems and sustainable urban infrastructure. With the rise of clean energy, IoT, and cloud computing, vast volumes of data are exchanged globally, raising concerns about data sovereignty—the right of a nation to control data generated within its borders [1][21][22][23][26]. Energy data, in particular, is sensitive and strategic. Cross-border data flows challenge regulatory compliance and national autonomy, making jurisdictional control essential [2].In line with Vision 2030, KSA is pioneering sovereign AI adoption through projects such as NEOM and the National Strategy for Data & AI, positioning itself as a regional leader in digital sovereignty.
1.2 The Role of Artificial Intelligence

Artificial Intelligence can classify and protect data in real time, enforce geo-fencing rules, and support privacy-preserving approaches like federated learning [3][4]. In energy systems, AI also enables compliance auditing, access control, and predictive monitoring, making it a key enabler of sovereign, secure operations [5].

1.3 Hypothesis

AI technologies like federated learning, jurisdiction-aware access control, and compliance monitoring can significantly enhance data sovereignty when aligned with national legal and ethical frameworks.

1.4 Objectives

To ensure clarity, the study outlines the following objectives that guided its design and analysis:

· Examine how AI manages jurisdiction-sensitive energy data

· Assess federated AI's role in local data control

· Identify challenges in AI-based sovereignty enforcement

· Proposing a sustainable AI governance framework

1.5 Research Questions

In line with these objectives, the research was structured around the following guiding questions:

· How can AI help enforce data sovereignty in energy and smart city systems?

· What is the role of federated learning in this context?

· How can AI ensure compliance while optimizing performance?

· What legal or ethical risks arise from AI-led enforcement?

1.6 Significance of Study
This research aligns AI automation with sovereign data governance, proposing strategies to embed sovereignty into the system architecture of smart energy platforms. The goal is to enable secure, ethical, and scalable energy systems [6].

2 Literature Review

2.1 Data Sovereignty in the Digital Era

Data sovereignty refers to a state's right to govern data within its jurisdiction. However, global data flows via cloud services challenge this control [1]. Scholars describe this tension as “data colonialism” or “data nationalism” [2, 9]. Laws like the EU's GDPR and China’s Cybersecurity Law aim to enforce data localization [7], but many frameworks remain reactive and fragmented [9].

2.2 Artificial Intelligence and Compliance Automation

AI supports large-scale data governance through tools like predictive analytics, classification, and access control [3, 6, 14]. It enables “meta-regulation,” where institutions automate legal enforcement using algorithms [5]. Still, concerns persist around bias, lack of transparency, and legal compatibility [11].

2.3 Federated Learning and Edge AI

Federated learning and edge computing offer privacy-preserving AI solutions by keeping data local and only sharing model updates [4, 12]. This supports sovereignty by reducing cross-border transfers. However, legal enforceability, auditability, and interoperability across jurisdictions remain underdeveloped [13]. Recent pilots illustrate this potential. For instance, India’s decentralized grid project demonstrated that federated AI could reduce cross-border data transfers by more than 70% while maintaining local forecasting accuracy [18]. Similarly, Gaia-X’s architecture documents show early attempts to create interoperability standards, though consensus remains fragmented [16].

2.4 Smart Energy Systems and Digital Infrastructure

Smart grids increasingly depend on data-driven infrastructure. These systems gather sensitive energy data, raising sovereignty concerns. Infrastructure itself becomes a battleground for sovereignty [15]. National strategies in the EU, China, and Saudi Arabia now prioritize secure, sovereign energy platforms [19, 20].

2.5 Ethical Considerations in Sovereign AI

Sovereign AI systems must align with principles of fairness, accountability, and cultural norms. Mittelstadt et al. identify six areas of concern, including opacity and moral responsibility [11]. Region-specific ethics—such as Islamic digital ethics or indigenous sovereignty—must inform AI system design [20]. Beyond universal ethical frameworks, region-specific approaches must also be considered. For example, NEOM explicitly integrates Islamic digital ethics into AI deployment, while indigenous data sovereignty movements emphasize communal ownership and cultural protection. Such perspectives highlight that sovereign AI cannot be designed with a one-size-fits-all approach.

2.6 Identified Research Gaps

Despite growing attention to data sovereignty and AI, few studies examine this. The literature reveals several gaps:

· Limited analysis of AI for sovereignty enhancement in energy

· Underdeveloped frameworks for federated/edge AI in legal contexts

· Lack of interoperability standards

· Insufficient attention to cross-cultural ethical AI deployment

3 Methodology

3.1 Research Design

A qualitative multiple-case study method was chosen to explore complex, multi-layered issues of legal, ethical, and technical governance [1]. This design supports both within-case analysis and cross-case comparison and is well suited to exploratory research where quantitative generalization is not the goal.

3.2 Case Selection

Four international cases were selected based on relevance to AI-governed energy systems, sovereignty concerns, policy diversity, and data availability.

Table 1: Case Selection

	Case
	Region
	Description

	Gaia-X
	EU
	Federated data infrastructure for Europe

	Microsoft EU Data Boundary
	EU
	Cloud compliance and data residency enforcement

	Decentralized Smart Grid Pilot
	India
	Federated AI in distributed energy

	NEOM
	Saudi Arabia
	AI-governed sovereign smart energy system


These four cases were deliberately selected because they represent diverse sovereignty models: 

· Gaia-X illustrates a European policy-driven federated approach, 

· Microsoft EU Data Boundary reflects a corporate-led compliance model, 

· India’s decentralized pilot represents an experimental initiative in an emerging economy, 

· and NEOM demonstrates a nationally governed, ethics-integrated system. 

This diversity ensures a broader spectrum of insights into AI-enabled sovereignty.
Table 2:Case Selection Criteria for AI and Data Sovereignty Studies

	Case
	Region
	Governance Model
	AI Techniques
	Rationale for Selection

	Gaia-X
	EU
	Policy-driven federated model
	Metadata tagging, compliance AI
	Illustrates EU’s collaborative, sovereignty-focused infrastructure

	Microsoft EU Data Boundary
	EU
	Corporate-led
	Geo-fencing, monitoring AI
	Shows corporate role in enforcing sovereignty and regulatory compliance

	India Smart Grid Pilot
	India
	Experimental, emerging economy
	Federated AI forecasting
	Demonstrates sovereignty challenges in resource-constrained settings

	NEOM
	KSA
	Government-led, ethics-integrated
	Sovereign cloud, edge computing, ethical AI
	Exemplifies a sovereignty-by-design model aligned with Vision 2030


3.3 Data Collection Methods

Two primary methods were used:

· Document Analysis: 40+ documents including technical white papers, policy briefs, and corporate disclosures.

· Expert Interviews: Semi-structured interviews with five anonymized stakeholders

Table 3. Expert Interviews

	Code
	Role
	Sector
	Region

	E1
	Compliance Officer
	Energy Utility
	EU

	E2
	Cloud Architect
	Tech Provider
	EU

	E3
	Data Governance Lead
	Smart Grid Project
	India

	E4
	Policy Advisor
	AI Ethics Council
	Global

	E5
	Infrastructure Architect
	NEOM Energy
	Saudi Arabia


Interview topics included AI implementation, data localization, compliance mechanisms, and enablers/barriers. Each interview lasted approximately 45–60 minutes and was audio recorded with participant consent.

3.4 Data Analysis Strategy

Thematic coding was used to analyze both documents and interviews, using NVivo software. Codes were derived from the conceptual framework and emergent themes such as: Sample Code Categories: AI for Compliance, Sovereign Cloud Infrastructure, Federated Learning Benefits, Legal and Ethical Concerns, Policy Alignment A cross-case synthesis identified shared patterns, gaps, and unique contextual insights.

3.5 Conceptual Framework

1. Domain: Legal Enforcement
Sovereignty Goal: To assert control over legal jurisdiction and enforce national laws within a designated territory, especially in the digital realm.

AI Capability: Automated Compliance Tools

How it works: These are AI-driven systems that automatically monitor, analyze, and enforce rules on data and digital activities.

Geo-fencing: Uses AI to virtually define a geographic boundary. It can automatically restrict data transmission beyond a country's borders, block access to certain digital services from within the country, or trigger compliance checks based on a user's physical location. This directly translates digital policy into physical territory.

Classification: Uses AI (like Natural Language Processing and computer vision) to automatically scan, categorize, and tag data. This is crucial for identifying and handling sensitive information (e.g., personally identifiable information - PII, classified documents) according to local laws (e.g., GDPR, CCPA). It can flag non-compliant data transfers or censor content that violates national statutes at a massive scale and speed.

2. Domain: Data Control & Infrastructure

Sovereignty Goal: To maintain physical and logical control over critical data, ensuring it is stored and processed within sovereign territory, reducing dependence on foreign entities.

AI Capability: Sovereign Infrastructure (Federated and Edge Systems)

How it works: This is about the physical architecture that hosts and processes the data and AI models themselves.

Federated Systems: This AI training method allows a central model to learn from data distributed across multiple devices (e.g., phones) or local data centers without the raw data ever leaving its original location. This enables collaboration and improves AI without centralizing sensitive data, thus supporting data localization laws.

Edge Computing: Instead of sending all data to a centralized cloud (often located in another country), AI processing is done locally on devices or at local data centers ("the edge"). This drastically reduces data flowing across borders, decreases latency, and keeps sensitive information within the country. The AI capability here is the ability to run complex models on smaller, distributed hardware.

3. Domain: Ethical & Cultural Governance
Sovereignty Goal: To protect and promote national values, social norms, and cultural identity. To ensure that technological advancement does not come at the cost of social harmony or ethical standards.

AI Capability: Ethical Governance Mechanisms

How it works: These are AI tools and frameworks designed to bake ethical principles directly into AI systems.

Fairness (Algorithmic Bias Detection): AI tools can audit other AIs to detect and mitigate biases that might discriminate against certain demographic groups, ensuring alignment with national values of equality and justice.

Cultural Value Alignment: AI models (especially Large Language Models) can be fine-tuned and governed by rules that reflect local cultural contexts, languages, histories, and social taboos. This prevents the import of foreign cultural norms that might be at odds with local values, thus preserving cultural sovereignty.
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Fig. 1. illustrates the conceptual framework, mapping AI capabilities to sovereignty-enabling domains.
3.6 Limitations

· Restricted access to proprietary AI systems

· Small interview sample due to project confidentiality.

· Potential bias in public-facing corporate documents

· Evolving legal frameworks may impact longitudinal findings
The study was limited to four case studies due to time and data constraints. Future research should include additional regions such as China, Africa, and Latin America to strengthen the global applicability of the framework.

4 Result and discussion 
4.1 Case Study Findings

The Gaia-X initiative demonstrates how federated infrastructure can advance EU sovereignty, yet persistent legal fragmentation across member states slows progress. Microsoft’s EU Data Boundary highlights the strength of AI-enabled geo-fencing but raises questions about sovereignty being mediated by corporate providers rather than governments. India’s decentralized pilot shows that federated AI can preserve local control of data and improve transparency, though the absence of strong regulation limits enforceability. In contrast, NEOM represents a nationally governed model where sovereign cloud and ethical frameworks are deeply embedded into system design, showcasing the potential of sovereignty-by-design approaches. The NEOM case demonstrates how sovereignty can be embedded into system design at the national level, aligning technological governance with cultural and ethical frameworks unique to KSA.
Table 4. Summary of Case Studies on AI and Data Sovereignty
	Case
	Region
	Description
	Key Features

	A: Gaia-X
	EU
	Federated data infrastructure promoting EU digital sovereignty. AI supports metadata tagging and policy enforcement.
	- GDPR-compliant- Federated AI early stage- Legal fragmentation across states [7, 15, 16]

	B: Microsoft EU Data Boundary
	EU
	Ensures cloud customer data remains within the EU. AI monitors access and enforces residency.
	- Strong AI monitoring- Geo-fenced centralized cloud- Corporate-led, GDPR reliant [3, 8, 17]

	C: Smart Grid Pilot
	India
	Uses federated AI for local energy forecasting. Data remains at source to preserve sovereignty.
	- Data stays local- Strong transparency- Weak formal regulation [4, 11, 12, 18]

	D: NEOM
	Saudi Arabia
	Nationally governed AI energy system using sovereign cloud and edge computing, aligned with Islamic digital ethics.
	- SDAIA/CST-aligned- Sovereign-by-design AI- Deep ethical integration [11, 13, 19, 20]


4.2 Expert Interview Findings

Cross-cutting themes from five expert interviews:

· AI underutilized for compliance: Tools lack cross-border legal interoperability [5]

· Sovereignty as strategy: Nations seek digital control over critical infrastructure [2, 9]

· Federated learning promising but immature: Lacks standard audit tools [12]

· Ethical design matters: “Black-box” AI undermines digital trust [11] “We need federated learning, but the laws haven’t caught up yet.” — Interviewee E4
4.3 Cross-Case Analysis

Taken together, the cases reveal distinct pathways for embedding AI into sovereignty strategies. In the EU, sovereignty is largely policy-driven but hindered by fragmentation across states. In India, sovereignty is pursued through experimental pilots and local transparency, though without formal regulatory enforcement. Saudi Arabia’s NEOM represents a strategic model where sovereignty is embedded at both technical and ethical levels. These differences underline that AI-enabled sovereignty depends as much on governance models as on technical design.

Table 5. Cross-Case Analysis of AI-Enabled Data Sovereignty in Energy Systems
	Case
	Region
	AI Techniques
	Sovereignty Model
	Compliance
	Stage

	Gaia-X
	EU
	Policy-aware AI
	Federated infra
	GDPR [7,16]
	Early

	Microsoft
	EU
	Real-time AI
	Geo-fenced cloud
	Corporate [17]
	Deployed

	India Pilot
	India
	Federated, Edge
	Local AI nodes
	Informal [4,18]
	Pilot

	NEOM
	KSA
	Edge, Sovereign Cloud
	National-local
	CST/SDAIA [19,20]
	Strategic


Beyond descriptive contrasts, comparative insights reveal patterns: 

· the EU demonstrates policy depth but legal fragmentation, 

· India shows innovation without regulatory enforcement, 

· NEOM illustrates sovereignty-by-design with deep ethical integration, 

· while Microsoft highlights the risks of corporate-mediated sovereignty. 

· These contrasts confirm that governance structures are as critical as technical capabilities in achieving digital sovereignty.
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Fig. 2 AI Deployment Maturity Over Time. This timeline compares how each case evolved from concept to full deployment between 2020 and 2025.
Table 6. Comparative Insights Across Case Studies

	Case
	Strengths
	Weaknesses
	Lessons for Policy

	Gaia-X
	Strong EU-wide collaboration, GDPR compliance
	Legal fragmentation across states
	Need for unified legal frameworks

	Microsoft EU Data Boundary
	Robust geo-fencing, corporate efficiency
	Corporate-driven sovereignty risks
	Governments must retain control, not outsource sovereignty

	India Pilot
	Innovative federated AI, transparency
	Weak regulation, pilot only
	Need regulatory backing for sustainability

	NEOM (KSA)
	Sovereignty-by-design, aligned with Islamic digital ethics, government leadership
	High cost of sovereign cloud, early stage
	Strategic model for national-scale sovereign AI systems


4.4 Implications for Practice

· Energy providers: Build sovereign-by-design AI infrastructure [6, 13]

· Policymakers: Update legal frameworks for decentralized, AI-enforced governance [7]

· AI developers: Ensure models are explainable, geo-aware, and ethically robust [10, 11]

· Cross-sector actors: Collaborate to align tech with law and public trust [2, 8]
While sovereignty-by-design AI strengthens national control, it can create tension with individual privacy rights. For example, GDPR prioritizes individual data protection, whereas sovereignty initiatives may emphasize national interests. In KSA, balancing sovereign cloud enforcement with respect for personal privacy will be crucial to avoid perceptions of over-surveillance while maintaining public trust in sovereign AI infrastructures.

4.5 Cost-Benefit Considerations

While sovereign-by-design AI infrastructures may require high initial investment (e.g., sovereign cloud deployment, compliance monitoring systems), the long-term benefits outweigh these costs. Federated learning and edge AI reduce cross-border data transfers, minimizing compliance risks and avoiding potential penalties. Localized processing also improves efficiency and reduces latency. Thus, although upfront costs are significant, the return on investment in legal compliance, trust, and system resilience makes this approach feasible and sustainable.

5 Conclusion and Recommendations

5.1 Conclusion

This research explored how artificial intelligence (AI) can enhance data sovereignty in smart energy systems. Through comparative analysis of four diverse cases—Gaia-X, Microsoft’s EU Data Boundary, India's decentralized grid pilot, and Saudi Arabia’s NEOM—the study demonstrated that AI techniques such as federated learning, edge computing, and automated compliance offer strong potential to enforce jurisdictional control over critical energy data. Beyond the energy sector, the framework developed in this study offers insights for other domains where sovereignty is contested, including finance, healthcare, and digital government. Embedding sovereignty-by-design principles across sectors could help align AI systems with global sustainable development goals (SDGs) while respecting local governance structures.

However, the effectiveness of sovereign AI systems depends on supportive legal frameworks, ethical alignment, and collaboration across sectors. Data sovereignty in energy systems is not just a technical matter; it is also a governance challenge requiring coherent policy, institutional coordination, and culturally aware system design. 

Future research should expand to include additional regions such as China, Africa, and Latin America to broaden global applicability. For KSA specifically, further empirical studies on the deployment of sovereign AI in NEOM and other Vision 2030 smart city initiatives would provide critical insights. Quantitative cost-benefit analysis of sovereign cloud adoption in the Saudi energy sector would also strengthen the evidence base for policymakers. Taken together, these findings demonstrate that while AI-enabled sovereignty remains a global challenge, Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 initiatives—exemplified by NEOM and the National Strategy for Data & AI—position the Kingdom as a regional leader in designing and implementing sovereignty-by-design infrastructures. By embedding cultural values, ethical frameworks, and sovereign cloud systems into national projects, KSA provides a model for other nations seeking to align digital innovation with sovereignty and sustainable development.
5.2 Recommendations

For Policymakers, based on the findings:

· Enact laws for AI-driven data governance, especially in federated and edge computing systems, ensuring alignment with both national and international frameworks [7, 8].
· In the KSA context, align the National Strategy for Data & AI (NSDAI) with the regulatory frameworks of the Communications, Space & Technology Commission (CST) to ensure sovereignty-by-design is consistently applied.
· Establish regulatory sandboxes to safely pilot federated learning and sovereign cloud systems in critical sectors such as energy, healthcare, and finance [6].

· Lead regional collaboration by developing Gulf-wide interoperability standards for sovereign AI systems, positioning KSA as a hub for digital sovereignty in the Middle East [15, 17].

For Energy Sector Stakeholders

· Build sovereign-by-design AI infrastructures that prioritize local processing, reducing dependence on foreign data centres[3, 6, 13].

· In Saudi Arabia, energy utilities and NEOM-based initiatives should expand federated AI adoption to safeguard energy data within national borders[10, 11].

· Strengthen collaboration with regulators and communities to ensure systems reflect both technical and cultural priorities[2, 9].

For AI Developers

· Create AI systems that adapt to local data protection laws, ensuring jurisdictional compliance[5, 10].

· Develop modular, edge-compatible AI components to enable secure local processing[12, 13].

· In KSA, integrate Islamic digital ethics and Vision 2030 principles into AI governance mechanisms, ensuring technology is not only sovereign but also aligned with cultural values.
· Build transparency and explainability tools that reinforce trust between AI systems, regulators, and citizens.[11]
For KSA, aligning the National Strategy for Data & AI (NSDAI) with the regulatory frameworks of the Communications, Space & Technology Commission (CST) will be essential to operationalize sovereignty-by-design. Establishing regulatory sandboxes can allow safe experimentation with federated learning models in energy, healthcare, and finance. Furthermore, KSA can spearhead the development of regional interoperability standards for sovereign AI systems across the Gulf, positioning itself as a leader in digital sovereignty.
5.3 Future Research Agenda and Roadmap  
The findings of this study highlight the need for sustained investigation into AI-enabled sovereignty beyond the energy domain. Future research should expand in three key directions:  

· Regional Expansion: While this study focused on Europe, India, and Saudi Arabia, additional regions such as China, Africa, and Latin America should be explored to understand diverse sovereignty models. Comparative studies across these contexts will help identify globally adaptable governance frameworks.  

· Sectoral Diversification: Beyond energy, sovereign AI frameworks should be tested in other strategic domains such as healthcare, finance, defense, and digital government. In the KSA context, Vision 2030 initiatives provide an ideal testbed for applying sovereignty-by-design approaches across multiple sectors, especially smart cities (NEOM, The Line), e-government services, and AI-driven healthcare platforms.  

· Quantitative Evaluation: More empirical work is required to quantify the cost-benefit tradeoffs of sovereign AI adoption. This includes modeling the economic value of compliance savings, efficiency improvements, and reduced reliance on foreign infrastructure. In Saudi Arabia, scenario-based modeling can assess how sovereign cloud adoption influences national competitiveness and energy resilience.  

Roadmap for KSA:  
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Fig. 3 .Roadmap for AI-Enabled Data Sovereignty in Saudi Arabia (2025–2030+).
Figure 3 presents a roadmap for AI-enabled data sovereignty in Saudi Arabia (2025–2030+). The roadmap outlines short-term, medium-term, and long-term milestones for embedding sovereignty-by-design into smart energy systems and beyond, aligned with Vision 2030 and the National Strategy for Data & AI (NSDAI).  

· Short-term (2025–2027): Expand pilot projects in NEOM and other Vision 2030 smart city initiatives, focusing on federated AI in energy and healthcare. Launch regulatory sandboxes under CST to test compliance automation.  

· Medium-term (2028–2030): Scale sovereign AI infrastructures nationwide, embedding them in utilities, finance, and public services. Strengthen ethical governance through integration of Islamic digital ethics into AI frameworks.  

· Long-term (2030 and beyond): Position Saudi Arabia as a global leader in sovereign AI by exporting regulatory models and interoperability standards to the Gulf and wider Middle East, creating a regional digital sovereignty hub aligned with NSDAI.  

This roadmap ensures that Saudi Arabia not only advances its national Vision 2030 goals but also contributes to shaping international discourse on AI, ethics, and digital sovereignty. The strategic trajectory of these milestones is summarized in Figure 3, which illustrates the short-, medium-, and long-term steps for achieving AI-enabled data sovereignty in the Kingdom.
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