Own 2026

The State of Al Ownership
in the Age of Al

Christoph Auer-Welsbach

OneHill



Own 2026

The State of AI Ownership in
the Age of Al

Christoph Auer-Welsbach

OneHill



Own 2026: The State of AT Ownership in the Age of Al

© 2026 Christoph Auer-Welsbach. All rights reserved.

First edition, September 2026.

Published by OneHill and available free at onehill.org/own2026.

Run your own Al at anthill.run.



Contents

Preface: Motivation

Part 1: What It Means To Own Al

1. The Four Layers
2. Open Weights, and Why They Matter

3. The Distribution Question

Part 2: How Ownership Is Won Or Lost

4. The Gravity Of The Data Centre
5. Licences: The Fine Print Of Ownership

6. What You Can Do

Conclusion

10

12

13

14



Preface: Motivation

Almost everyone now agrees that Al is a technology of the future,
on the order of electricity or the internet. Far fewer have asked the
question that decides who benefits: not who gets to use it, but who

gets to own it.

Access is the easy part. A chat box in a browser is access.
Ownership is harder, and it is where the power sits. The thesis of
this primer is simple. If a general-purpose technology is going to
shape every industry and most of daily life, then the ability to run
it, inspect it, change it, and depend on it should belong to the many
and not the few. Access without ownership is tenancy. This is a
short guide to telling the difference, and to seeing which way

things are heading.



Part 1;: What It Means To Own Al



1. The Four Layers

In this chapter: the weights, the compute, the data, and the

interface, and why owning one is not owning the rest.

"Owning AI" sounds like one thing. It is really four, stacked.

The weights are the model itself, the file you can download and

run. The compute is the hardware it runs on. The data is what it

was trained on and what you feed it. The interface is the app in

front of it. You can own any of these without owning the others,

and most people today own only the interface, which is to say they

own nothing. When the weights, the compute, and the data all sit

with someone else, you are renting intelligence by the token, on

terms you did not write.

Most people

own only this R The interface

the app in front of it

The data
what it was trained on, and what you feed it

The compute
the hardware it runs on

The weights

the model itself: the file you can download and run

Today, usually
someone else's.
You rent it

by the token.

Figure 1. The four layers of owning AI. You can own any layer without

owning the others. Real ownership starts at the weights.



Real ownership means holding the layers that matter: a model you
possess, running on hardware you control, on data that never

leaves your hands.



2. Open Weights, and Why They Matter

In this chapter: what "open" actually buys you, and where the fine

print hides.

The single most important development of the last two years is that
capable models now ship with open weights. You can download
them, keep them, and run them offline, forever, no permission
required. That is a genuine transfer of ownership, and it is rare in

the history of frontier technology.

But "open" is a spectrum, not a switch. Some models are open in
the way that matters most: permissive licences, weights you can
use commercially, no strings. Others are open-ish: the weights are
there, but the licence carries user caps, field-of-use limits, or a
clause that lets the publisher change the terms later. And a few are

open in name only.

ownership - ---cocicioiii e > Tenancy
Open-ish Openiin
name only
permissive licence, weights are there, but: the label on the box
commercial use, user caps, field-of-use limits, is not the contents

no strings terms revisable later

The licence grants ownership, or withholds it.

Figure 2. The spectrum of openness. The licence is the text that decides which
end of it you are on.



Clearly, the label on the box is not the contents. If ownership is the
goal, the licence is the document that grants it or withholds it, so it

is the one worth reading.



3. The Distribution Question

In this chapter: owning the file is not enough, you have to be able

to run it.

Here is the part that sounds complicated, but all is not lost. A
model you cannot run is a model you do not really own. For years
the honest objection to "just download it" was that frontier models
needed a room full of accelerators nobody outside a large lab could
afford.

That objection is weakening fast. A large open model can now run
on a single consumer GPU, or an ordinary laptop with enough
memory, using nothing but open-source tools. The techniques that
make this possible, quantisation and expert offloading among

them, are themselves open and free.

— | O— | —>

A room full One consumer GPU An ordinary laptop
of accelerators possible now with enough memory
the old objection

Quantisation, expert offloading, open-source tools. All open and free.

Figure 3. Distribution is catching up to capability. The hardware needed to
run a capable open model keeps shrinking, and the techniques driving it are open
too.



In other words, distribution is catching up to capability. The more
that ownership of the weights is matched by the practical ability to

run them, the more real that ownership becomes.



Part 2: How Ownership Is Won Or Lost



4. The Gravity Of The Data Centre

In this chapter: the centralising pull, and why it is not destiny.

There is a strong pull towards the centre. Training the largest
models takes enormous compute, that compute lives in a handful
of data centres, and the economics reward scale. Left alone, this
pull ends in a world where a few organisations own the intelligence
and everyone else rents it. That is the default, and defaults have

momentum.

The default The counterweight
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everyone else rents everyone ‘who wants to, owns

Figure 4. Two ways the build-out can end. On the left, intelligence owned by a
few and rented to the rest. On the right, capable models owned and run locally.

Both are live possibilities right now.

The counterweight is that most useful work does not need the
largest model. It needs a good-enough model you fully control.
Once a capable model can be owned and run locally, the centre

loses its monopoly on usefulness. The question of ownership, then,
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is really a question of whether the distributed path is kept open, or

quietly allowed to close.
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5. Licences: The Fine Print Of
Ownership

In this chapter: the clause is the contract, and not all "open" is

equal.

In theory, an open-weight model is yours. In practice, the licence
decides. A permissive licence hands you ownership outright: use it,
change it, sell what you build, no gatekeeper. A restrictive one
hands you a lease dressed as a gift: fine until you cross a user
threshold, enter the wrong market, or the publisher revises the

terms.

The lesson is unglamorous but it is the whole game. Before you
build on a model, read what governs it, because that text, and not
the marketing, is what you actually own. Ownership you cannot
describe in a sentence from the licence is ownership you do not

have.
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6. What You Can Do

In this chapter: the short list that turns the argument into a position.

Prefer open weights under permissive licences, and treat the
licence as a first-class fact, not an afterthought. Keep at least one
capable model you can run yourself, so that access is never
conditional on someone else's uptime or pricing. Support the tools
and standards that keep the distributed path open, because they are
the difference between owning intelligence and being permitted to
use it. And when you evaluate a model, score it on openness and

terms, not benchmarks alone.

None of this requires waiting for permission. That is the point.
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Conclusion

The build-out of Al can go two ways. It can end with intelligence
owned by everyone who wants to own it, running on their own
machines under terms they can read. Or it can end with intelligence
owned by a few and rented to the rest. Both are live possibilities

right now, which is exactly why the moment matters.

So, will the future of AI be owned by the many or the few?
Unsatisfyingly, it depends. But now you can tell which way it is

going, and which side of it to build on.
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Run your own

The fastest way to understand ownership is to feel
it: an Al that answers with no server in the loop, no
meter running, nothing leaving the room. Anthill

exists to make your Al totally yours.
anthill.run

onehill.org/own2026
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