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1 Introduction 

As a member of this Foundation and a trade union leader, it is a particular honour to speak in 
this very room where Leo XIV presented Magnifica Humanitas (MH) four days ago. 
That timing means something to me. On 8 May last year, I was speaking on work and artificial 
intelligence (AI) at the Fundación Pablo VI in Spain. We were saying then we needed a new 
Rerum Novarum for the digital age. Hours later, the conclave elected Leo XIV. 
One week later, on 15 May, the anniversary of Centesimus Annus, I spoke at this Foundation’s 
conference on artificial intelligence. 
One year later, on the same day, the Pope signed Magnifica Humanitas – the new Rerum 
Novarum for our time. 
Looking back at that sequence, it is hard not to feel that the Holy Spirit has been with us – in that 
room in Spain, and here today. 
The call on us is clear: we must shape the “new things” – not only to maintain but to improve our 
magnificent humanity; the living and working conditions of people, their dignity, everywhere. 
I want to draw on it to make two arguments and open two conversations. 

2 AI impact on work 

My first argument is about AI and its impact on work. 
It starts with what is genuinely positive. AI can free workers from tasks that are repetitive, 
physically demanding or demeaning. For the home care worker assisted by an AI planning tool, 
or the contact centre worker supported in real time – technology can make work less stressful 
and more effective. 
Leo XIV, drawing on the tradition of Laborem Exercens, describes work as the space in which 
human beings bring their freedom, creativity and capacity for cooperation into play, contributing 
to the cultural and moral elevation of society (MH §37). AI deployed well can extend that space. 
Deployed badly, it compresses it. 
But let me be clear about what this must mean for workers. They must be subjects of this 
transformation, not objects. They must have a real say in the decisions that affect their working 
lives. For the vast majority, that is only possible collectively – not individually. 
AI also brings serious downsides – and it is those that define the challenges we face. 
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The first problem is polarisation. The middle of the labour market is being hollowed out. Mid-
skilled, mid-paid jobs – disproportionately held by women – are disappearing. One major risk is 
that productivity gains from AI will not flow to workers – history gives us little reason to expect 
otherwise. Magnifica Humanitas sets the test: 

Fair wages [are] the concrete means of verifying the justness of the entire socioeconomic 
system because they reveal whether the worker is treated as a person or merely as a 
cost of production (MH §37). 

When a worker’s productivity increases substantially because of AI and their pay does not move, 
that test is failed. 
The second issue is the expropriation of human work and creativity. Large language models are 
trained on human creative output – too often scraped without consent, without payment. An 
actor’s voice and image, recorded once, becomes raw material for AI-generated content 
indefinitely. The Writers Guild of America won a collective agreement establishing the principle: 
AI-generated work built on human creativity is human work and must be remunerated. Most 
workers have no such protection. Leo XIV names the underlying problem: algorithms, platforms 
and data are there for the benefit of everyone; concentrating them without adequate sharing 
creates new forms of exploitation – they must be prevented (MH §67). 
The third challenge is what I would describe as the shift from black box to panopticon. AI systems 
now make or heavily influence decisions about whether a worker is hired, how they are managed, 
whether they are promoted. These systems are often black boxes – their accuracy uncertain, 
their bias risks real. But this goes deeper than opacity. At the individual level, an AI system with 
a lasting, evolving memory – constantly updated, linked across all available data about a worker 
and their colleagues – is not a management tool. It is a surveillance architecture: a panopticon 
in which the worker is permanently visible, permanently assessed, and unable to verify the basis 
on which judgements about them are made. 
Leo XIV names precisely what justice demands in response: independent checks, transparency 
regarding algorithms, equitable access to data, and genuine avenues for recourse (MH §71). He 
connects this to a broader justice claim: opaque algorithms that perpetuate prejudice and 
discrimination, and communities exposed to invasive surveillance, are not acceptable in a just 
digital order (MH §80).  
This is precisely the trade union agenda on AI – transparency, accountability, redress. The social 
partners must implement this through collective bargaining at sector and company level; and they 
must work together to support it, to sustain it, and to secure it in an overarching legal framework. 
Let me make these challenges concrete with a single case – one where UNI Global Union was 
directly involved. It brings the stakes into focus, and it matters, particularly in this room. 
Content moderation is among the most demanding work the digital economy has created. 
Workers in countries such as Colombia, Kenya, Ghana and the Philippines review videos of 
extreme violence, child abuse material and other deeply disturbing content. They shield the rest 
of us from content we will never see, for wages as low as ten dollars a day. And the judgements 
they make – what to remove, what to allow – become the training data for the AI moderation 
systems being built to replace them. Their expertise trains its own replacement. 
A TIME magazine investigation in 2022 exposed conditions at Teleperformance, a major 
outsourcing company moderating TikTok content in Colombia: trauma, relentless surveillance, 
systematic suppression of union organizing. Teleperformance had filed a legal claim against a 
Colombian union to intimidate workers; union organizers were harassed outside the company’s 
Bogotá offices. The Colombian labour ministry opened a government investigation. 
Under that pressure, and through UNI’s sustained work, Teleperformance signed a global 
agreement in December 2022 – the first of its kind in the sector. It covers nearly half a million 
workers in 95 countries, with binding commitments on freedom of association, health and safety, 
content moderation and workplace monitoring. Country-level implementation agreements 



  3 
 

followed in Colombia, El Salvador, Jamaica, Poland, Romania, Kenya and Ireland. The system 
worked. 
That agreement expires now, at the end of May 2026. All signs indicate that the company does 
not intend to renew it.  
Teleperformance is not an isolated case. The entire business process outsourcing (BPO) industry 
is in a structural shift toward AI automation. Millions of workers across the Global South run the 
digital operations of companies in the Global North and provide customer service across the 
world – and it is precisely their tasks that AI is replacing. 
AI-driven systems now handle up to 80 per cent of routine interactions in leading BPO operations. 
The Philippines has acknowledged its industry targets for 2028 require fundamental revision. In 
India, AI-linked layoffs are underway, systematically obscured in restructuring notices where the 
cause appears only in the fine print. 
Journalists and NGOs documented these workers’ conditions and gave them a voice. But – and 
this is a structural point – only a trade union can bargain for binding protection. NGOs do essential 
work; they cannot replace trade unions in concluding collective agreements. When a company 
walks away from a negotiated commitment, workers without union representation have no 
recourse. That is not a hypothetical question. It is happening this week. 
There is one further dimension that matters particularly here. The workers I have described are 
not marginal to the Catholic Church. Most Catholics in the world live in the Global South. The 
preferential option for the poor is not a metaphor – it is a description of where the Church stands 
when the gains of the digital economy flow north and the costs fall south. AI governance is 
designed in Brussels, Washington and Beijing – and implemented in Nairobi, Bogotá and Manila. 
Without the workers in those cities having a collective voice, that is a subsidiarity failure at the 
global level. 
These problems share a common thread: the worker becomes an object. One practical 
conclusion follows: humans must stay in control. Workers – and people generally – must have 
the right to meet a person, ultimately face to face, when significant decisions are made about 
their working lives. Hiring, dismissal, performance assessment, pay. And this must not simply 
mean being told the result that generative AI produced. It must mean genuine human 
accountability – someone who can explain the decision, who can be questioned, and who bears 
responsibility for it. That is what ensures human dignity in practice. 
All this raises a structural question: how do we govern AI at work continuously, at the speed it 
develops and at the level of the workplace? Answering this requires a regulatory framework – 
and social partners empowered to negotiate these rights collectively and as equals. Catholic 
social teaching points to it, and I want to make the case for it. That is my second argument. 

3 Trade unions and collective bargaining: solidarity and subsidiarity in practice 

Leo XIV speaks directly to this question. The Church has consistently supported trade unions – 
and today, he calls upon unions to organize and represent the new forms of employment the 
digital economy creates. Without bold decisions, he warns, many will be left marginalized, 
stranded and surrounded by the machines that replaced them (MH §155). 
That is the situation. Trade unions are the answer. We fight for all workers to have the same legal 
rights and to be covered by collective agreement. Fair conditions, fair pay, for every worker, 
whatever the job. But we cannot do it alone – and here Catholic social teaching is clear about 
why. Leo XIV is unequivocal: 

When subsidiarity is not linked to solidarity, it ends up becoming merely the protection of 
particular interests; when solidarity is not supported by subsidiarity, it degenerates into a 
form of welfare that does not foster responsibility (MH §73). 

Collective bargaining is where subsidiarity and solidarity meet in practice. It is also where human 
relationships at work find their expression – cooperation, community, respect, a sense of 
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belonging. These are what AI must not be allowed to undermine. The Church understands this. 
That is why its active support matters. 
Let me be clear about what collective bargaining actually is. It is not about a power game. It is 
about those most concerned – workers and their unions on one side, employers and their 
associations on the other. Their role is to deal with the issues that affect them directly, 
autonomously and in solidarity. 
But collective bargaining does not function in a vacuum. It requires a political and legal framework 
that creates the conditions for it – one that supports the right to organize, protects union rights, 
and makes collective agreements possible and binding. And it requires strong trade unions and 
employers willing to engage as genuine social partners. Both are necessary. Neither alone is 
sufficient. 
Subsidiarity and collective bargaining developed in parallel, through trade unions and the 
Catholic Church with its social teaching. They belong together historically and intellectually. In 
collective bargaining, trade unions are the sole intermediary for workers – the institution through 
which workers exercise collective rights. Leo XIV is direct: higher-level authorities must not 
supplant the role of the social partners; public authorities must recognise, protect and promote 
their freedom and creativity so that they, as intermediary organisations, can contribute to the 
common good (MH §68). Supporting trade unions is not a concession to organized labour. It is 
what subsidiarity requires. 
The social partners are the only actors positioned to govern AI at work continuously, at the speed 
it develops and at the workplace. Not regulators working in legislative cycles of years. Not courts 
acting after harm has occurred. Shaping AI in real time – that is what collective bargaining does. 
The Writers Guild of America agreement is the proof of concept: a binding framework for AI and 
human creative work, achieved through collective bargaining, that no regulator had produced. 
More than this: collective bargaining is lived democracy – and an antidote to populism. Workers 
come together and must find a compromise among themselves; then they negotiate as a 
collective with the employers’ side and reach a further compromise. The result is a compromise 
of a compromise. That is democracy in practice. In an age when populism offers false solidarity 
as a substitute for the real thing, collective bargaining is the genuine article. 
And at its deepest, collective bargaining and subsidiarity together are about checks and balance 
– in the company and in the state. They are, ultimately, a source of peace. 

4 Next steps 

That brings me to the next steps – and two conversations I want to open in this room. The first 
one is about the Church as employer – care work being one concrete example. 
Home care and personal household services employ some of the most undervalued workers in 
Europe and beyond – predominantly women, often in isolated conditions, without access to 
collective bargaining. They care for the elderly, the sick, those who cannot care for themselves. 
The dignity of care work cannot be separated from the dignity of care workers. 
The Italian Church already shows what is possible. FISASCAT-CISL, FP-CGIL and UILTUCS 
have concluded collective agreements with Church institutions: the AGIDAE agreement covering 
over 17,000 workers in Church-run socio-sanitary and care institutions, renewed in 2023. The 
Italian Church does not only teach workers that they have rights. It negotiates with their unions. 
That is practice, not only doctrine. 
At the European level, UNI Europa works alongside Caritas, COMECE and other faith-based 
organisations on home care. Last year, we organized a European Care Dialogue Summit in 
Brussels, agreeing a joint approach – “Care is Work, Work is Care” – for decent jobs and quality 
care. 
Leo XIV applies subsidiarity explicitly inside the Church, being the guiding principle for 
governance, including for intermediary ecclesial organizations (MH §87). Is it not the natural next 
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step for implementing Magnifica Humanitas to develop this further and roll it out systematically – 
globally, nationally, in each bishopric – a common framework on workers' rights in the age of AI, 
advanced by the Church and unions together. Built on solidarity and subsidiarity, built on 
collective bargaining. Applied to Church-related institutions as employer. Championed actively in 
the wider public debate. 
And does this not lead directly to what this Foundation exists to do – the linchpin between Church 
and society, promoting Catholic social teaching and applying it to AI, the defining challenge of 
our time. 
Catholic social teaching shows us the way: the right of association and genuine worker 
participation in decisions affecting their lives are expressions of the dignity of the person – present 
in Rerum Novarum and reaffirmed in every major document since, including in Magnifica 
Humanitas. A fair wage is the test of the whole system. Concentrating technological power 
without accountability is a justice issue, not a management matter. 
This leads me to another question, not a demand: in the age of AI, what does it mean to be an 
employer, a trade union, a public institution, a government who takes Catholic social teaching 
seriously? This Foundation is placed to encourage its members to wrestle with that question in 
their own environments. For employers in particular, it is worth asking what a common framework 
on workers’ rights in the age of AI means for your own company. 
This Foundation is the natural home for that conversation, within the Church and towards each 
of us as employers, workers and citizens. 

5 Conclusion 

With collective bargaining and social partnership, we have a tool for advancing the common good 
in the world of work, for the benefit of workers, employers, citizens and humanity. But trade unions 
cannot do it by themselves. It needs the active support of everyone: the Church, civil society, 
academia, employers and governments. 
All of us must undertake to promote and defend collective bargaining in our respective fields of 
work. Collective bargaining needs to be at the centre of public discourse again. This not only 
improves the living and working conditions of people, but it is the concrete expression of 
subsidiarity and solidarity. 
That solidarity begins with the most vulnerable. Remember the workers in Colombia, Kenya, 
Ghana and the Philippines. They are not a distant concern. All these workers around the world 
are the Church's concern, our concern. The social question of our era – AI and its impact on the 
human person at work – is playing out in their workplaces. 
Collective bargaining is key for tackling the “new things” of today to ensure magnificent humanity 
for every worker, everywhere. 
Collective bargaining and Magnifica Humanitas go hand in hand – as collective bargaining and 
Church social teaching have for 135 years. 
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