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In Quebec, digital technologies and the Internet have fueled
debate about the preservation of the French language for
many years. With the widespread adoption of Al systems in
our daily activities, trained primarily on English-language
data and developed by foreign companies, concerns about
the growing vulnerability of the French language in Quebec
have multiplied.

More specifically, Quebec French has significant difficulties
being understood and processed by algorithms designed
elsewhere in the world. For instance, auto-correction in text
messages can often replace colloquialisms with words that
change the meaning of a sentence and chatbots can misun-
derstand requests formulated in Quebec French. Other local
languages, namely Indigenous languages, are even more
marginalized and poorly served by Al systems.

In the case of simple assistance tools such as automatic cor-
rection or transcription, poor algorithmic performance may
be little more than an inconvenience. However, in sectors such
as music and audiovisual production, algorithms that are not
adapted to the local context pose a genuine threat to the sur-
vival of Quebec’s cultural distinctiveness.

Since isolating ourselves from new technologies is not a via-
ble option, how can we ensure that these tools become medi-
ators that support linguistic diversity rather than threaten
it? This was a central question addressed during the most
recent edition of the Dialogues interdisciplinaires event, held
on December10, 2025, in Quebec City. This briefing note sum-
marizes the key points discussed at that event and highlights
the main issues affecting linguistic diversity and the discov-
erability of local content in the age of Al.

In 2024, in Quebec, only 4.6% of the most-streamed tracks on music streaming
platforms came from Quebec francophone artists, whereas the proportion of sales
on physical media was four times higher.

Statistic

“As digital technologies reshape how societies communicate and create knowle-
dge, ensuring that all languages—including Indigenous and low-resourced
languages—can thrive has become an urgent global priority.”?

UNESCO

Quote

1 Institut de la statistique du Québec (2025). Faits saillants sur la consommation d’enre-
gistrements musicaux — Annuels. https://statistique.quebec.ca/en/produit/publication/
faits-saillants-consommation-enregistrements-musicaux
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Knowledge Overview

The challenge of ensuring linguistic diversity within Al sys-
tems is partly linked to the issue of so-called low-resource
languages, meaning those that are underrepresented in
online content. Without a critical mass of data in the tar-
get language, large language models (LLMs) struggle to
capture nuances, local expressions, context, humor, or sar-
casm. Because languages are carriers of culture, history,
and shared values, the risk that ubiquitous Al systems may
further marginalize smaller linguistic communities is very
real. When a model is trained on the entirety of the Internet,
it is important to recognize that this Internet is largely
English-speaking and dominated by American content,
conveying relatively homogeneous references.

“Beyond factual errors, Al tends to flatten linguis-
tic richness. Chatbots struggle with regional accents
and language variations, such as Quebecois French
or Creole languages spoken in Haiti and the French
Caribbean.”

Even Al systems designed in French primarily reflect
European (Parisian) French, and Quebec French is fre-
quently misunderstood. From a technical perspective, this is
because lexemes (character sequences forming meaning-
ful units in Quebec French) are not grouped appropriately
to form the tokens required for lexical processing by algo-
rithms. For this reason, some experts recommend focusing
on smaller language models adapted to the Quebec con-
text, which may produce better results.

Can Al Translation Be Trusted?

Despite Al’s linguistic limitations, its use for translation
has become increasingly widespread. Although transla-
tion software can save considerable time and money, a
work written in Quebec French that undergoes machine
translation risks losing its subtleties and cultural meaning.
The exercise becomes almost impossible in the case of
Indigenous languages, which convey highly complex forms
of knowledge rooted in their specific contexts. Translation
into Indo-European languages inevitably results in a signif-
icant loss of meaning. This erosion of cultural nuances and
the disappearance of linguistic specificities through auto-
mated translation is part of the phenomenon that several
scholars describe as “technocolonialism™.

3 Robinet, F. (2025, 23 mars). Mind your language: The battle for linguistic diversity in Al. UN News. https:/news.un.org/en/story/2025/03/1161406. Traduction libre
4 See Mejias, U. A, & Couldry, N. (2024). Data grab: The new colonialism of big tech and how to fight back. University of Chicago Press.

Furthermore, translating from a relatively neutral language
such as English into more gendered languages such as
French can introduce algorithmic biases and reproduce
stereotypes, particularly in employment-related contexts.
A test using ChatGPT (dated January 2026) yielded the fol-
lowing result:

Prompt

Translate the following sentence in French:
“The doctor and the nurse treat the patient.”

Response
“Le (masculine) médecin et l'infirmiére (feminine) trai-

tent le patient.”

However, generative Al platforms can sometimes do bet-
ter by proposing gender-neutral alternatives. For example,
for the word “housekeeper”’, ChatGPT may suggest “femme
de ménage” (feminine) but also alternatives such as “I'em-
ployé(e) de maison” or “la personne chargée de l'entretfien
ménager” (neutral).

These imperfections, which may have serious consequences,
justify the need for a human in the loop for any translation
process. This was the unanimous conclusion of the experts
participating in the Dialogues interdisciplinaires : L'IA et la
diversité linguistique - translators remain essential for cap-
turing fonal nuances, cultural references, and textual neu-
trality. However, their profession is evolving toward editorial
oversight and quality assurance.

Sectors and Communities Directly Affected

For several years, the cultural sector has been deeply con-
cerned about the impact of recommendation algorithms
and the overwhelming influence of American music and
audiovisual content. Civil society organizations such as the
Canadian Coalition for the Diversity of Cultural Expressions
and the International Federation of Coalitions for Cultural
Diversity have been highly active at local, federal, and inter-
national levels, emphasizing the importance of promoting
the discoverability and visibility of francophone cultural
content. In 2024 and 2025, their efforts contributed to the
Recommendations of the Reflection Gr n the diversit

f cultural expressions in the digital environment, proposing
the addition of a Protocol specific to the digital environ-
ment to the 2005 Convention of UNESCO.
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French-speaking artists’ unions in Canada already devote
significant time and resources to promoting their works
on the ground, for example through concert venues and
festivals. The need to duplicate these efforts in the digi-
tal environment now represents a colossal task. These
organizations recognize the importance of feeding eth-
ical streaming platforms with their content and ensuring
their representation in cloud-based digital spaces, but
they regret having to carry this burden alone. For exam-
ple, acceleration funds such as Scale Al are available only
to private businesses, offering no support for the cultural
sector®.

In the long term, the underrepresentation of local con-
tent in recommendation algorithms could have serious
consequences. Recent studies indicate that local plat-
forms occupy only a marginal place in the habits of young
consumers.

Share of Streaming Consumption in Quebec by
Platform Ownership®

0.3% 2%
Ages Ages
12-17 18-24
99.7% 98%

Foreign platforms B Quebec platforms

Several experts fear that entire generations may cease to
be exposed to local works altogether, leading to a decline
in Quebec cultural expressions. Public broadcasters strug-
gle to compete with platforms whose algorithmic content
is specifically designed to capture the attention of younger
audiences and foster dependency’.

In 2024, the Canadian Radio-television and

Telecommunications Commission (CRTC)

! ,  ordered foreign streaming platforms to contrib-

~ ute 5% of their annual Canadian revenues to sup-

s port the Canadian broadcasting system. These

payments have since been suspended pending
a ruling from the Federal Court of Appeal®.

5 Example given by Sven Buridans, representative of the Fédération culturelle canadienne-fran-

caise during a Dialogues interdisciplinaires: L'IA et la diversité linguistique panel
6 Groupe de travail sur I'avenir de I'audiovisuel au Québec (2025). Souffler les braises : Raviver

Bill 109 Adopted: A New Era?

In December 2025, Quebec’s National Assembly adopted
Bill 109 (an Act to affirm the cultural sovereignty of Quebec
and to enact the Act respecting the discoverability of
French-language cultural content in the digital environ-
ment)®. The new legislation will add to Quebec’s Charter
of Human Rights and Freedoms the right to discover and
access cultural content originally expressed in French.
The government will also establish a specialized bureau
(Bureau de la découvrabilité des contenus culturels) within
the Ministry of Culture and Communications to oversee
compliance with the Act and future regulations.

The law will allow the government to adopt regulations
clarifying several key elements, including:

e Registration criteria for digital platforms with the
Ministry of Culture and Communications.

o  Criteria defining what constitutes cultural content orig-
inally expressed in French.

e The establishment of quotas for francophone content.

o Discoverability requirements applicable to such
content.

This legislation may represent a new momentum for the
protection and promotion of Quebec cultural content.

Pending Questions

0 Regulation of broadcasting and streaming platforms
traditionally falls under federal jurisdiction and is
overseen by the CRTC. The coming months will reveal
whether Quebec will be able to enforce provincial reg-
ulations in this area.

9 The issue of Indigenous languages, despite being local
languages rooted in the territory, is entirely absent
from the new legislation.

7 Testimony from Marie-Claude Robichaud, Vice-President for Stratégie multiplateforme,
recherche et innovation at Télé-Québec during a Dialogues interdisciplinaires: L'IA et la
diversité linguistique panel

8 Karadeglija, A. (2025, 18 septembre). Le CRTC examinera les exigences de contenu cana-
dien dans les services en continu. La Presse Canadienne.
https://www.lapresse.ca/affaires/medias/2025-09-18/le-crtc-examinera-

9 Gouvernement du Québec (2025). Le Québec adopte le projet de loi n° 109
affirmant sa souveraineté culturelle. https://www.quebec.ca/nouvelles/
actualites/details/le-quebec-adopte-le-projet-de-loi-no109-affirmant-sa
-souverainete-culturelle-67602
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Beneficial Uses of Al for Linguistic Diversity

Criticism of Al regarding language does not equate reject-
ing or prohibiting its use. On the contrary, when properly
designed, Al systems can expose us to greater linguistic and
cultural diversity. They can become tools for language revi-
talization, helping revive endangered or even extinct lan-
guages, including in fields such as archaeology. Al therefore
has the potential to promote many languages and cultural
expressions, provided projects are conducted with and by
the communities themselves, while respecting intellectual
property rights over data and other cultural considerations.

The Icelandic Case

Iceland, a country of approximately 400,000 people, is
at the forefront of addressing the challenges associated
with low-resource languages in large language models.
For the last few years, the Icelandic government and
Icelandic companies have partnered with OpenAl to
train LLMs in Icelandic, beginning with GPT-4, in what
became the first pilot project of its kind. The anticipated
benefits extend beyond Iceland’s borders by “planning
and guiding work for other lesser-spoken languages,
showing that with focused effort, even languages with
relatively few speakers can thrive in the digital age”™.

Key Expected Benefits in Iceland

o Expanded access to digital services traditionally
available only in English.

Inclusion of non-native speakers and tourists
through Icelandic-to-other-language translations.

Competitive fairness for businesses, allowing
them to operate in the local language without
disadvantage.

Support for Icelandic language learning among
children, including through real-time translation of
video content and games.

Improved accessibility for persons with disabilities,
thanks to language assistance tools in their native
language.

Additional initiatives aimed at adapting Al systems
for Icelandic users, including partnerships between
Anthropic and the Icelandic Ministry of Education”,
may provide valuable lessons for other small linguistic
communities, including Quebec and Canadian franco-
phones seeking fo replicate this experience.

10 Heimisddttir, L. (2024, 24 septembre). The Icelandic Approach: Preserving and Revitalizing
Linguistic and Cultural Diversity in Al. Mieind. https:/mideind.is/en/greinar/islenska-

adferdin-hvernig-studla-ma-ad-fjolbreytni-tungumala-og-menningar-a-svidi, fraduc-
tion libre
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Roles Public Actors
Can Play

1

Explicitly include the francophone arts and culture
sector in federal Al investments™.

Act within international economic forums, not only
cultural ones.

Support pilot projects adapting Al tools o Quebec’s
linguistic and cultural specificities.

Create spaces for dialogue among different
linguistic communities in Quebec and Canada and
take their needs and recommendations into account.

Seek a balance between protecting data and
languages while remaining open, adaptive, and
connected to the world.

Adopt regulations requiring some form of positive
discrimination within algorithms, while encouraging
citizens to actively seek and engage with local
content.

Support creators at the grassroots level to
strengthen cultural production.

Recognize that Indigenous languages are an integral
part of Quebec’s history and territory and include
them in laws and regulations designed to protect and
promote Quebec languages.

For additional recommendations on cultural sovereignty
in the digital environment, see the priority actions

detailed in this document.

11 Bryant, M. (2025, 15 novembre). Icelandic is in danger of dying out because of Al and

English-language media, says former PM. The Guardian. https:/www.th rdian.com/

world/2025/nov/15/icelandic-is-in-danger-of-dying-out-

-of-ai-and-english-

Obvia (2025). Agir maintenant pour renforcer notre souveraineté culturelle

face aux enjeux liés aux technologies numériques et aux systémes
d'intelligence artificielle - Actions prioritaires. https:/www.obvia.ca/
ressources/agir-maintenant-pour-renforcer-notre-souverainete-culturelle-

f

-aux-enjeux-lies-aux-technologies-numeri -et-aux-sytemes-

0


https://www.obvia.ca/ressources/agir-maintenant-pour-renforcer-notre-souverainete-culturelle-face-aux-enjeux-lies-aux-technologies-numeriques-et-aux-sytemes-dintelligence-artificielle-actions-prioritaires
https://mideind.is/en/greinar/islenska-adferdin-hvernig-studla-ma-ad-fjolbreytni-tungumala-og-menningar-a-svidi
https://mideind.is/en/greinar/islenska-adferdin-hvernig-studla-ma-ad-fjolbreytni-tungumala-og-menningar-a-svidi
https://www.obvia.ca/evenements/dialogues-interdisciplinaires-sur-lia-et-la-diversite-linguistique
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/nov/15/icelandic-is-in-danger-of-dying-out-because-of-ai-and-english-language-media-says-former-pm
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/nov/15/icelandic-is-in-danger-of-dying-out-because-of-ai-and-english-language-media-says-former-pm
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/nov/15/icelandic-is-in-danger-of-dying-out-because-of-ai-and-english-language-media-says-former-pm
https://www.quebec.ca/nouvelles/actualites/details/le-quebec-adopte-le-projet-de-loi-no109-affirmant-sa-souverainete-culturelle-67602
https://www.obvia.ca/ressources/agir-maintenant-pour-renforcer-notre-souverainete-culturelle-face-aux-enjeux-lies-aux-technologies-numeriques-et-aux-sytemes-dintelligence-artificielle-actions-prioritaires
https://www.obvia.ca/ressources/agir-maintenant-pour-renforcer-notre-souverainete-culturelle-face-aux-enjeux-lies-aux-technologies-numeriques-et-aux-sytemes-dintelligence-artificielle-actions-prioritaires
https://www.obvia.ca/ressources/agir-maintenant-pour-renforcer-notre-souverainete-culturelle-face-aux-enjeux-lies-aux-technologies-numeriques-et-aux-sytemes-dintelligence-artificielle-actions-prioritaires
https://www.obvia.ca/ressources/agir-maintenant-pour-renforcer-notre-souverainete-culturelle-face-aux-enjeux-lies-aux-technologies-numeriques-et-aux-sytemes-dintelligence-artificielle-actions-prioritaires

Al Meets Linguistic and Cultural Diversity: Navigating its Challenges and Opportunities

Most Al systems are not

designed to support low-resource
languages. They are trained
primarily on English-language and
Western content, making it difficult
for them to capture the linguistic
and cultural nuances of
communities that are
underrepresented in the digital
space.

This limitation in the way LLMs
operate prevents speakers of
low-resource languages and local
dialects from fully benefiting from
Al tools.

Stay tuned

A complete summary of the event
“Dialogues interdisciplinaires: L'lA et
la diversité linguistique” will soon be
available on the Obvia website.

Dialogues
interdisciplinaires

obvia §%ivapo ﬂ.‘, Rl

About Obvia

Obvia identifies the societal issues of Al and digital
technology and contributes to solutions that place
living beings and the biosphere at the center of
development and use. Our research commu-
nity produces open knowledge that strengthens
individual and collective capacities, working with
civil society, public-sector actors, industry, and
developers.

https://doi.org/10.61737/GTZW9972 ISBN : 978-2-925581-56-7
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In the field of translation, human
input remains essential to prevent
the loss of meaning in cultural

Key Messages

for Policy and
Practice

content and fo preserve nuances of
tone and regional expressions.

Better oversight of the algorithms
used by major digital platforms is
needed to ensure the discoverability
of local content. In the case of
Quebec, this must include cultural
expressions in Quebec French and
Indigenous languages that are

specific to our territory.

Learn more

Vidéo verticale - Manitoba
Atie 1o ce “toute” 3 franc pEpmmE

t-elle compte de "toute” la francophonie ?

Watch the video (FR)

obvia

Contact us:

The International Observatory
on the Societal Impacts of Al
and Digital Technologies
Pavillon Charles-De Koninck, local 2489
1030, avenue des Sciences-Humaines

Université Laval
Québec (Québec) G1V 0A6

collaboration@obvia.ca
418.656.2131 extension 401234

Find out
more

obvia.ca

To read our other briefing
notes:
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