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Foreword

Gerard Dwyer, National Secretary, Shop Distributive and Allied Employees Association

Can the Australian ‘fair go’ survive the Al revolutiong Will Artificial Intelligence benefit all of us or just a
select few2 The outcome isn't predetermined - it will be shaped by political choices.

Australia’s ‘fair go’ compact hasn't happened by accident — it has been won. Across generations, working
people, through their unions, have fought to shape economic change so it delivers real gains: better wages,
dignity at work, secure and safer jobs, and rising living standards.

John Howard’s WorkChoices regime represented the most significant attack on the fair go since Stanley
Melbourne Bruce’s Nationalist government's ill-fated attempt to tear down the federal arbitration system
and sideline organised labour a century ago. The Australian people rejected that extremist approach in
the 1920s and again in 2007. The slow project of rebuilding the ‘fair go’ commenced under the Rudd and
Gillard Labor governments and the workplace relations reform agenda of the Albanese Labor government
has made further progress in re-balancing the relationship between capital and labour. Al could tilt

the economy further towards the powerful few, hollowing out job security and opportunity for working
Australians. Or it can be harnessed to extend the fair go — but only if workers and their unions have a real
say in how it is deployed.

We need to shape Al, not be shaped by it. That means a deliberate policy agenda that uses new
technology to strengthen jobs, deepen skills and build a more capable, resilient workforce. The Al
transformation is happening fast, and the decisions we take now will set the rules for decades. Innovation

matters, but so do secure jobs, fair wages and a decent working life for Australians.

The December 2025 National Al Plan is a start, but its market-neutral approach is not enough. Markets do
what they can get away with, not what the public interest demands. Without firm guardrails, the economic
damage will fall on workers first, before becoming a broader social cost. We already know how the self-
regulation story ends and there is too much at stake with Al.

Al, algorithmic management, workplace digitisation and automation are reshaping workplaces across
retail, fast food, warehousing and logistics — affecting how work is allocated, monitored, paced and
evaluated. Technological change is not inherently good or bad; outcomes depend on how it is designed,
infroduced and governed, and whether workers have a genuine voice.

Al can deliver real gains in productivity, safety and efficiency, but those gains will only be shared if the
technology is deployed on fair terms. That means transparency, proper consultation and respect for workers’
rights. Right now, too many workers are already on the sharp end of poorly governed tech: intrusive
surveillance, black-box rostering, intensified and unsafe workloads, algorithmic bias in hiring and task
allocation, and a steady erosion of job security and autonomy.

The Albanese Government has taken important first steps — through its National Al Plan, commitments to
consultation and skills, stronger workplace protections and the establishment of an Al Safety Institute. It has
also recognised the need to build sovereign capability, prepare the workforce and ensure the benefits of Al
are spread beyond big companies and capital cities.



The institutions that have protected Australian workers — and given real meaning to the promise of a ‘fair

go all round’ — must not be sidelined in the Al era; they must be strengthened. Al is not just a technological
issue — it is an industrial one. Our labour laws must reflect that reality. Workers and their unions must have

a genuine say before and during deployment, especially where Al reshapes how work is done, how hours
are set, how pay is determined, and how performance, surveillance and job security are managed. Without
clear rules, transparency and accountability, the risks — misuse, loss of privacy and erosion of rights — will
fall on working people first.

We should learn from history, not repeat it. The early industrial revolution delivered enormous gains, but too
often only after workers had borne the costs. That mistake cannot be made again.

Australia needs a pro-worker approach to Al — one that puts working people front and centre. That means
using technology to enhance, not replace, human work; creating secure, well-paid jobs; embedding
consultation, transparency and human oversight; ensuring workers share fairly in productivity gains;
investing in skills and lifelong learning; and building sovereign capability.

The future of work must be guided by democratic values, fairness and respect for the dignity of labour.

The ‘fair go’ is not a relic — it is a living compact between generations that has carried Australia through
centuries of economic and social change. We can apply it to the Al revolution - using it to build capability,
strengthen security and share the gains — or we can abandon it.

Far from holding us back, the fair go is what will give Australians the confidence to embrace Al — because
they will know the gains will be shared, not monopolised; that new technology will lift living standards, not
erode them; and that progress will strengthen, not sideline, the dignity of work. It is how we have navigated
change before — insisting that innovation serves the many, not the few, and by ensuring working people
have a real stake in the nation’s future. That is how we turn disruption into shared prosperity, uncertainty into
opportunity. That's the Australian way.

| commend For All of Us as a practical, pro-worker roadmap to ensure the Al revolution strengthens the fair

go — by putting working people at the centre of Australia’s economic future.
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Executive Summary

Artificial intelligence will shape the future of work,
productivity and power in Australia. Whether it
does so in ways that lift living standards or deepen
inequality is not a technological question but a
political and institutional one. History is clear:
unmanaged technological change has repeatedly
delivered job destruction, stagnant wages and
democratic discontent before fairness eventually
arrived — often late, and often after conflict. There
is no reason fo repeat that mistake.

This is why the John Curtin Research Centre
argues that Al must be governed with fairness

at its core. A worker-centred approach to Al is
not anti-innovation; it is pro-productivity, pro-
growth and pro-democracy. Al should augment
human capability, not erode dignity or reduce
accountability. The lesson from the past decade
of digital transformation is clear: when emerging
technologies are allowed to grow without
guardrails, harms become entrenched and far
harder to correct. At the birth of social mediq,
we were told that regulation would stifle a new
golden age of democratic dialogue; instead, the
absence of early rules allowed these platforms to
become conduits for misinformation and public
harm, requiring governments to retrofit regulation
long after damage had been done. Al must not
follow this path. It must be embedded within
strong institutions, clear legislative rules and a
renewed social contract that ensures the gains from
technological progress are broadly shared across
the nation rather than captured by monopolistic
platforms or a narrow tech elite.

First, Australia must commit to universal access to Al
education and skills across working life. Al literacy
should be embedded in TAFEs, universities, public
services and small and medium-sized enterprises,
supported by lifelong learning pathways and
public investment in cyber capability. Jobs may not
be taken directly by Al, but they will increasingly
be taken by people who know how to use Al

better. Australians should not be left behind in their
own economy.

Second, Australian workplace rights and
protections must be made Al-ready. Workers

must have enforceable rights to consultation and
voice in how Al is used in rostering, surveillance,
performance management and training. Al must
never be a shield against accountability for hard-
won workplace protections. Algorithmic systems
should strengthen safety, fairness and productivity
— not intensify economic insecurity or undermine

human autonomy.

Third, human agency and legal accountability
must remain non-negotiable. Al is a tool, not an
actor. Responsibility must rest with those who
design, deploy and benefit from it. Transparency,
explainability and ethical governance are essential
to ensuring Al remains subordinate to human rights,
democratic principles and Australian law. Inputs
and outputs generated using Al must remain the
responsibility of the user, subject to existing legal
and regulatory frameworks.

Recent controversies illustrate why this principle
matters. The “undress her” scandal involving

Grok exposed the real-world consequences of
blurred accountability. Unlike many Al systems
that generate content within a user-controlled
interface, Grok's responses are instantly published
on X without user moderation and cannot be
deleted by the user once posted. That design
choice fundamentally alters the accountability
chain. When an Al system autonomously generates
and publicly disseminates harmful or defamatory
content, responsibility cannot be offloaded onto
the end user alone. Platform architecture is a
policy choice. Design decisions about publication,
moderation and permanence carry legal and
ethical consequences.

Australia’s regulatory approach must therefore
clarify responsibility across the entire Al



deployment chain - including developers, platform
operators and users alike. Where systems are built
to publish automatically, heightened duties of care
must apply. Accountability cannot be diffused into
the algorithm. In a democratic society governed
by the rule of law, there must always be a human
actor — or corporate entity — answerable for harm.
Al must remain subordinate to human judgement,
not shielded by technical opacity or platform
design.

Fourth, Australia must move beyond having a
National Al Strategy on paper to building a
sovereign Al capability in practice. While the
Commonwealth has released an updated National
Al Strategy and Capability Plan, the scale and
coherence of implementation remain insufficient
for the magnitude of the technological transition
underway. A genuine national strategy must

be grounded in sovereignty, capability and the
national interest broadly conceived - identifying
areas of competitive and comparative advantage,
safeguarding critical data infrastructure, and
ensuring that core Al capabilities are not wholly
dependent on foreign platforms. Australia should
aspire to be more than a digital quarry for

global technology firms: a place where land is
provided for data centres while the high-value
innovation, intellectual property and economic
returns are captured offshore. Real sovereignty
requires investing in the upstream capabilities that
generate technological value, not just hosting

the infrastructure that consumes electricity. This
requires sustained public investment in research
and development, a strengthened and properly
resourced role for the CSIRO and the National Al
Centre, and a deliberate expansion of advanced
talent pipelines — including a significant increase
in Al doctoral and postdoctoral training. Without
deeper capability-building, Australia risks
remaining a consumer of frontier Al systems rather
than a creator and owner of them.

Fifth, the institutional architecture of the Australian
economy must be fit for the Al age. Regulatory
and enforcement bodies such as the Fair Work
Commission, the Australian Competition and

Consumer Commission and public interest
journalism must be adequately resourced and
technologically capable to oversee increasingly
complex digital markets and workplaces. Other
jurisdictions are already adapting: in Canada,
courts provide a fund to help parties in Alrelated
cases access expert evidence, ensuring the court is
properly informed rather than reliant on whichever
side can afford technical expertise. Australia
should adopt similar principles to ensure our own
institutions can scrutinise Al systems effectively
and uphold rights in an increasingly automated
economy. Cyber resilience should be treated as
economic infrastructure, including requirements
that Australian data be stored and protected
within Australia — just as fuel security policy
recognises the national importance of maintaining
sovereign refining and storage capacity to avoid
dependence on offshore supply.

Finally, Al presents a major opportunity for small
business productivity and regional renewal, but
only if supported by deliberate policy. Al can lower
barriers to entry, expand capability and improve
service delivery, but only where investment in skills,
infrastructure and support is made available across
the economy, not concentrated in a handful of

large firms or big cities.

A social democratic productivity agenda must
claim Al as a space of democratic choice, not
technological inevitability, and a social good.

The question is not whether Al will transform work
— it already is. The question is whether Australia
chooses to shape that transformation in the interests
of working people, shared prosperity and national
resilience. History shows that these choices matter:
during the economic transitions of the 1980s,
countries like the United Kingdom and the United
States pursued the Thatcher and Reagan models
of market-driven restructuring, while Australia
under Hawke and Keating adopted a more

social democratic path. The Australian approach
delivered stronger social cohesion and decades
of uninterrupted economic growth, even if some
workers were still left behind at a micro level — a

lesson we must learn from while holding on to the



macro success of that model. The future of Al at
work should not be left to chance or to markets
alone. It should be made for all of us.

This report proposes a worker-centred Al policy
agenda that includes:

* Embedding artificial intelligence governance
within the Fair Work Commission through the
creation of a specialist Expert Panel on Al,
tasked with setting standards and overseeing
the use of Al in workplace relations.

* Requiring consultation, fransparency and
human review mechanisms for workplace
Al systems that materially affect working
conditions with employees and unions.

» Guaranteeing universal access to Al and
digital skills training across the workforce,
including portable training entitlements for

casual and part-time workers.

Treating Al systems, data centres and
digital infrastructure as strategic sovereign
capabilities within national industrial and
government procurement policy.
Developing a national digital procurement
framework to ensure public investment in Al
advances domestic capability, job quality
and worker empowerment.

Strengthening accountability and oversight
via a sfatutory Al governance framework,
including independent monitoring, reporting

and dispute resolution mechanisms.



Introduction

Artificial Intelligence (Al) is no longer a speculative
technology sitting on the horizon; it is already
reshaping work, reorganising firms, and altering
the balance of power between labour and capital
in Australia and across the global economy. Al
promises to be the defining economic infrastructure
of the twenty-first century. Like every major wave
of technological change which has come before it,
Al presents a choice rather than a destiny. When
the Hawke government embraced elements of
globalisation, it did so in the Labor way, setting
Australians up for decades of prosperity. Likewise,
Al can be deployed in ways that augment human
labour - lifting productivity, wages and dignity

— or in ways that displace workers, concentrate
power and deepen inequality. History and
economic theory are unambiguous on one

point: there is nothing automatic about shared
prosperity. Outcomes depend on worker voice and
bargaining power, institutions, regulation, and skills
systems.

Australia confronts this challenge at a moment

of unusual economic strain. After more than a
decade of shocks — a pandemic, global supply
disruptions, war, inflation, a cost-of-living crisis,
and now an energy supply crisis — productivity
growth has stalled to its lowest level in generations,
while real wages have grown even more slowly.
Workers enter this technological transition already
feeling that they are not receiving their fair share
of economic gains, and rebuilding trust will be
essential if they are to support and participate

in the next wave of Al-driven change. The old
prescriptions of deregulation, labour intensification
and wage suppression have failed. What is
required instead is a new, social-democratic
productivity agenda: one that grows smarter
rather than harder, invests in capability rather
than cost-cutting, and ensures that technological
progress strengthens rather than undermines
economic security. Al will be central to this task,
offering transformative intelligence edge potential,

particularly when leveraged as a catalyst for
innovation across the entire economy. Managed
well, it can seed new industries, lift high-wage
employment, revitalise regions and expand
human capability — but doing so will also require
rebuilding workers’ trust that they will genuinely
share in the gains of this technological transition.
Managed poorly, it risks reproducing the worst
patterns of earlier transitions — privatised gains,
socialised costs, insecure work and democratic
discontent.

Australia needs to ensure Al improves the lives
of Australians, not just of Elon Musk. Al cannot
be left to the whims of market forces under the
monopolistic tendencies of Big Tech alone. That
means both ex-ante and ex-post public policy
interventions are required at scale and speed.

This report is written with a practical purpose: to
help Australia navigate a technological transition
that is already underway. It treats Al not as a single
tool but as a spectrum of technologies - from basic
automation to generative systems like ChatGPT,
Claude, and Gemini, and the new frontier of
agentic and embodied Al in robots — and asks
how different forms of deployment affect workers,
firms and communities. It examines where Al is
already being used in Australian workplaces, with
particular attention to retail, warehousing and
distribution, and to regional and non-metropolitan
settings where the stakes are often higher and the
buffers thinner. Drawing on economic research

on labour-augmenting and labour-replacing
technological change, the report explores how

Al reshapes tasks, occupations and power, which
sectors and workers are most exposed, and what
policy levers can steer outcomes toward shared
prosperity.

The report also surveys existing responses to Al
and digitalisation - legislative, regulatory and
industrial - in Australia and abroad, identifying



what has been attempted, what has worked, and
what lessons can be drawn from earlier periods
of structural adjustment. It grounds its analysis

in evidence, including case studies relevant to
working people and to the role of retail and
warehousing in our economy and community
life. Finally, it sets out a suite of intervention
options, assessing their likely impacts on wages,
employment, and inequality, with a clear focus on
the role of organised labour in implementation,
enforcement and evaluation of Al.

This is a report about technology, but it is
ultimately about power, fairness, national choice
and humanity. Al will shape productivity, the
dignity of work and opportunity for decades to
come. If governed well, it can lift living standards
and expand freedom. If left to diffuse through
workplaces without worker voice and public
accountability, it risks entrenching inequality and
insecurity. Our argument is simple: the future of Al
at work must be made for all of us.

10



Part One: Economics,
Technology and Work

The relationship between technology and work

is one that has guided economic forces since

time immemorial. In political economy, the role

of technology in how societies produce goods
and services is foundational. Technological
improvements shape how goods and services

are made - what has typically been known as

the mode of production. Technology operates
alongside labour, capital and natural resources as
a productive force, raising output while reshaping
skills, work discipline and social relations, often
pushing against established social and workplace
norms. When productivity rises faster than wages,
a surplus is created; and whether that surplus is
reinvested, captured privately, or shared through
higher pay and better working conditions, and
public services, is a political choice rather than a
technological inevitability.

Historically, dominant technologies have
underpinned successive economic eras, from
agrarian and industrial systems to mass production
and today’s digital economy, each generating new
forms of inequality and insecurity before social
democratic institutions — unions, regulation, welfare
states and industrial policy — emerged to rebalance
power and spread the gains of growth. New
technologies can deskill work through automation,
reskill it through higher technical demands, or
fragment it through subcontracting and platforms,
weakening labour’s bargaining position unless
countervailing institutions exist. Contemporary or
digitally driven production extends these dynamics
into professional and cognitive labour, centralising
ownership and control while dispersing risk, and
threatening to decouple productivity growth from
living standards. From our labourist perspective,
the task is not to resist technological change but

to shape it: to ensure that ownership structures,
labour law, skills systems and collective bargaining
channel the surplus generated by new technologies

into broadly shared prosperity, economic security

and democratic control rather than concentrated
power.

This double-edged character of technology is not
new, but it does demand conscious governance.
On one hand, technological innovation is a
critical resource that drives growth, investment and
opportunity; on the other, it brings displacement,
disruption and insecurity if left to market forces
alone. This tension reflects technology’s role in
what Joseph Schumpeter famously described as
“creative destruction”, a process that incessantly
revolutionises the economic structure from within,
destroying old arrangements while creating new
ones.! Technology is both an output of production
and a force that compels the reorganisation of
production itself. As a result, societies have always
approached new technologies with a mixture

of ambition and apprehension. The duality at

the heart of this relationship lies in the fact that
while technology may be neutral in isolation,

its deployment is never neutral: it reflects the
ownership structures, power relations and policy
choices of the economy into which it is introduced.?
This was evident even to early political economists.
Writing in the early nineteenth century, David
Ricardo warned that “the substitution of machinery
for human labour is often very injurious to the
interests of the class of labourers” — a reminder
that without deliberate intervention, technological
progress can advance efficiency while eroding

security.?

History does not repeat, it rhymes. Comparisons

to the nineteenth century Luddite movement, which
saw workers literally smash advanced textile
machinery and burn mills across the industrial

north of England, are inevitable when anxiety and
apprehension for technology arise. The comparison
is apt, but not for the reasons commonly assumed.
Despite the common belief that Luddites were a

rabble fearful of technology, the workers were

II



in fact the skilled artisan workers who operated
technology and machines.* Their protests were

not against the use of new technology per se, but
rather the same downward pressure on wages and
conditions that many workers today would find
familiar. In the throes of a war with Napoleonic
France and a revolution in the American colonies,
the British economy suffered greatly, leading to
widespread poverty amongst working families.
While equipment was broken in protest of low
wages and long hours, the industrial vandalism
was the Luddites’ tactic, rather than their goal.” The
lesson of the Luddites is not that worker resistance
to technology is futile, but that technological
change divorced from fairness invites backlash. The
Luddites are not a warning against innovation but a
warning against ignoring the effects of innovation
on wages, conditions and dignity.

In late nineteenth century Australia, the spread of
factory production and monopolistic companies
displaced small workshops and accelerated the
sweating of outworkers, driving down wages,
eroding job security and exposing workers to
unsafe and often brutal conditions. As Australia
slowly industrialised — and later as mechanisation
and mass production accelerated during and after
the First World War - these pressures intensified
before having to be partially corrected through
arbitration, union organisation and the expansion

of social protections.

In the Australian post-World War Il economy,
manufacturing employed nearly one in four
workers. That outcome was not accidental.

Under the Curtin and Chifley governments’
reconstruction agenda during conditions of total
war, the deliberate creation of mass manufacturing
— especially in automotive production — was
carefully planned in partnership with unions and
aligned with immigration policy, skills formation
and nation-building infrastructure. Carried on
under Robert Menzies, this model produced

a golden age of industrial labour: rising union
coverage, better wages, safer conditions and
steadily improving living standards. Crucially,
technological change in this period augmented the

labour force rather than contracting it, expanding
employment while lifting productivity — a reminder
that when technology, institutions and policy move
together, growth and fairness can advance in

tandem.

However, post-1970s automation has led to a
significant restructuring of the economy - less
than 6% of workers are now employed by the
sector. ¢ The structural changes of the Hawke-
Keating era also brought expanded access to
tertiary education, which enabled the creation

of new higher paid professional roles alongside
the growth of lower paid, insecure service jobs.
In other words, some workers moved into more
secure, betterr remunerated employment, while
others were left behind in increasingly fragmented,
precarious forms of work. These were political
choices, and the reinstatement effect has seen
growth concentrated in industries such as
warehousing and logistics, airline services, aged
care and disability support — sectors increasingly
dominated by labour market intermediaries

and third party labour hire providers dictating
casual, more insecure jobs to workers with limited
alternatives.

A contemporary parallel can be seen in the rise of
social media. At its inception, governments were
told that regulation would stifle a new golden era
of democratic communication; yet the absence

of early guardrails allowed platforms to evolve
into channels for misinformation and public harm,
requiring regulation to be retrofitted long after

the damage was done. Failing to govern new
technologies early and fairly does not prevent
problems — it lets them fester.

If Al and advanced technologies are to strengthen
rather than fracture Australian society, they must be
governed so that productivity gains flow to workers
and communities, not merely to owners and
platforms — otherwise, history will rhyme again, but
with digital robber barons.

While the steam-powered Industrial Revolution
that Ricardo observed mainly displaced manual

12



labour, our technological revolution has far deeper
impacts. Al is not merely a tool of mechanisation;
it is a general-purpose technology capable of
reshaping how decisions are made, knowledge

is produced and authority is exercised in the
workplace. Unlike earlier waves of automation,

it does not stop at the factory gate. Al is capable
of realigning and reorienting physical production
to maximise efficiency, but also of replicating

or replacing many aspects of professional and
white-collar work, including non-routine tasks
such as planning, learning, reasoning, problem-
solving, perception and prediction.” It is this
encroachment into areas once assumed to be

safe from automation that has intensified working
people’s anxiety. A 2025 global study conducted
by the University of Melbourne and KPMG found
that, while the majority of organisations (71%) and
workers (68%) had adopted the use of Al tools?®
attitudes toward their workplace use are deeply
ambivalent. Of the nearly 50,000 participants,
40 per cent of workers feared that Al would
replace jobs like theirs, while only 23 per cent in
advanced economies believed Al would create
more jobs than it destroyed.” In Australia, the
anxiety is sharper still. Attitudinal research showed
thatin 2025, 40 per cent of Australians worried
that generative Al will harm society, while 46 per
cent believe the risks posed by Al outweigh its
benefits.”

These figures are not a rejection of technology;
they reflect lived experience and are a referendum
on trust. They reflect a widespread fear that
productivity gains will be privatised while insecurity
is socialised — that decisions about how Al is
deployed will be made by executives, platforms
and shareholders, with workers left to absorb

the disruption. As with previous technological
upheavals, the political question is not whether

Al will transform work — it has — but whether
democratic institutions, labour protections, and
social policy are strong enough to ensure that this
transformation lifts living standards rather than
erodes them. What these anxieties ultimately reflect
is not technophobia but a crisis of institutional trust
- in governments and business — and a willingness

to ensure that productivity gains translate into
secure jobs, fair wages and dignity at work. This is
where organised labour is critical.

The Australian labour movement has not stood still.
Organisations including the JCRC and the Shop,
Distributive and Allied Employees Association
made a detailed submission to the 2024 federal
parliamentary inquiry into the digitisation of work
and the workplace, urging that worker voice,
safeguards and transparency be embedded in
any legislative and policy approach to artificial
intelligence to protect jobs, skills and dignity in the
workplace. The federal government has responded
to these concerns by incorporating union input into
its National Al Plan and supporting frameworks
that give workers a formal role in shaping
technology deployment. The lived experience and
concerns raised above have led the Australian
Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) to call for a suite
of reforms that create greater voice for workers in
the implementation of Al in Australian workplaces.
ACTU Assistant Secretary Joseph Mitchell
announced ahead of the governments’ Economic
Reform Roundtable that employers should be
required to reach ‘Al Implementation Agreements’
with workers and their unions that include
‘guarantees around job security, skills development
and retraining, transparency over technology

use, genuine privacy, data collection and use
protections”. ' The call was swiftly condemned

by Australia’s largest employers, with Australian
Industry Group (AIG) Chief Executive Innes Willox
labelling it a ‘"damaging, productivity-killing’
proposal,'? and many accused the union movement
of being backward looking on new technology.
Regardless, this momentum was underlined when
the ACTU and Microsoft signed a landmark
January 2026 framework agreement to prioritise
worker input, skilling and consultation in Al rollout,
a first for a global tech company operating in
Australia and a signal that worker participation
can anchor responsible technological change. In
2026, this approach resulted in Anthropic CEO,
Dario Amodei, recently signing an MOU with the
Department of Industry, Science and Resources
that notes, “Anthropic is committed to upholding

13



Australia’s laws and values so as to maintain strong
n3

social licence for investment.
While Australia’s earlier socialdemocratic
approach to economic restructuring delivered far
stronger outcomes than uncompromising US and
UK models, it was still imperfect — some workers
moved ahead, but others were left behind. We
cannot afford to be complacent in ensuring the
principles of fairness, shared gains and a dignified
transition should not be lost.

1.1 The Economics of Automation

The recurring lesson of history is that technological
change that reshapes labour markets, job security,
wages and bargaining power, is mediated by
institutions and policy choices. In their landmark
study of the relationship between technological
development and economic prosperity, Daron
Acemoglu and Simon Johnson distil this insight
with stark clarity: “a thousand years of history

and contemporary evidence make one thing
abundantly clear: there is nothing automatic
about new technologies bringing widespread
prosperity. Whether they do or not is an economic,
social, and political choice.”™ It is this choice -
between automation that entrenches insecurity
and automation that augments work and living
standards — that sits at the heart of the economics

of automation.

Acemoglu, a world-renowned economist and
Nobel Laureate, has highlighted the myriad ways
that automation specifically works.'® First, there
is a displacement effect as tasks that were done
by people are automated. Secondly, there is

a productivity effect, as the associated cost of
the automated tasks is reduced. Third, capital
accumulation occurs as the reduced cost frees
up capital. Finally, as the automation of tasks

is increasingly improved by the technology, a
deepening automation effect occurs. Creative
destruction can be observed in countervailing
forces, most notably the creation of new tasks,

producing what Acemoglu describes as a
reinstatement effect in which new forms of work
emerge to replace old ones.

Other recent research emphasises that the
economic outcomes of Al adoption are not
technologically predetermined. Instead, they
depend on the ways in which firms choose
to deploy these systems and the institutional
environments that shape those decisions. As
Acemoglu, Autor and Johnson argue, the
development of Al can follow two broad
trajectories: automation, in which technology
replaces tasks previously performed by workers,
and augmentation, in which technology

complements and enhances human labour.'®

Automation focused innovation seeks to substitute
machines for human labour in order to reduce
costs and increase operational efficiency. While
this approach can generate productivity gains, it
often redistributes income away from workers and
toward firms and technology owners. Historically,
waves of automation have contributed to labour
market polarisation, with routine and middle-
skilled jobs declining while high-skilled and
low-paid service work expand. The diffusion of
Al technologies has the potential to intensify this
pattern, particularly as machine learning systems
increasingly perform cognitive and analytical tasks
once considered uniquely human.

By contrast, augmentation-oriented innovation
integrates Al systems into production processes

in ways that expand the capabilities of workers
rather than replace them. In such cases, technology
assists workers in performing complex tasks,
improving decision-making, and increasing
productivity without displacing human labour.
When technological development follows this path,
productivity gains are more likely to be distributed
broadly across the workforce through higher
wages and improved job quality.

While this framework is sound in aggregate
economic terms, it too often abstracts from the

lived experience of displaced workers, for whom
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adjustment is uneven, uncertain and costly. What is
efficient at the macro level is rarely experienced as

benign at the micro, human level.

The distinction between automation and
augmentation highlights a critical policy insight:
the direction of technological change is not fixed.
Instead, it is shaped by economic incentives,
institutional structures and public policy.
Governments therefore play a central role in
shaping whether Al contributes to broad-based
prosperity or deepens existing labour market
inequalities.

1.2 Why Al is different

Many of the most impactful decisions governing

Al that determine how the performance of labour
will be re-bundled into new or changed jobs (and
how they're remunerated) will be negotiated over
coming months and years. If we want to assert our
values, we will need to move quickly. All work is
likely to include tasks that are changed by Al over
coming years, if not already. Properly deployed, Al
enhances labour rather than replaces it. Thinking
of a job as a bundle of tasks can help with the
intuition of how Al will affect jobs. Al will change
many tasks, but there will still be work to do — it will
just be different work involving different tasks. This
isn't to diminish the inherent dignity of work, but to
situate it within the real economy.

For instance, a small business that previously could
not afford a specialist designer may be able to
use Al fo generate its own logo. The nature of
graphic design work, meanwhile, may shift to
giving more established enterprises the expert
advice that transforms a passable design into a
powerful design that conveys their organisation’s
missions and values in a way that they never
would've achieved alone no matter how much Al
computational power they deployed. The skills and
tasks involved may become less about drawing
and more about understanding the principles of
design, knowing how to draw out from the client

the key elements of their vision, and knowing how
to represent that graphically. Knowledge labour

is human labour nonetheless. The impact on small
business and sole traders will be one of the most
politically significant shifts. We're likely to see a
self-employed working class emerge, with a more
limited employee working class. This is going to
raise big questions for bargaining, collective action
and political power.

Retail affords very different examples. Al allows
workers in retail, warehousing, and logistics

to automate repetitive tasks while focusing on
human-facing or creative work. Check-out tasks
are already utilising Al, and these systems will
become more efficient as they develop further.

In fashion retail, Al is used in “smart mirrors”

or "virtual clothing mirrors” that can instantly
change an image of a customer to show how

they would appear wearing certain clothing

or jewellery. The result can be an improved
shopping experience. But employees will still be
needed to help customers use such a system, to
give advice, to help them identify items they're
searching for, to humanise the experience, and to
provide supervision and accountability. It boosts
productivity by allowing individuals to perform
more value-added tasks and provides small and
medium-sized businesses with tools that once
required entire departments. Further, in retail, Al
can also help with managing problem customers.
Facial recognition is a major skill of Al. This is often
thought of as a privacy risk, but in the context of
retail and with appropriate regulatory guardrails,
centred on independently verified data destruction,
it can quickly alert staff to previous offenders,
improving workplace safety. Since COVID, abusive
and violent customers have been increasingly
problematic for retail and other service workers.

If workers (using Al) can advise other workers of
high-risk customers, they can manage the problem
far more proactively.

Warehousing and logistics offer a similarly
revealing lens. Al is transforming distribution
centres, freight hubs and last-mile delivery by
automating routine, high-volume tasks with the
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potential to reshape - rather than eliminating —
human work. Machine vision systems now guide
robotic picking and sorting; predictive algorithms
optimise inventory placement and route planning;
and Al-driven demand forecasting, smooths once
highly volatile supply chains. These systems can
dramatically reduce manual repetition, physical
strain and error rates, allowing workers to focus
on higher-value tasks such as quality control,
exception handling, coordination and safety
oversight. However, these benefits only materialise
if Al is implemented in a genuinely worker-centric
way. Early evidence from automated customer
fulfilment centres shows that while some manual
handling risks decline, the increased pace

and intensity of work can create new risks —
including a rise in repetitive strain injuries, which
had previously fallen with earlier technological
improvements like the introduction of barcode

scanners.

As in retail, productivity gains do not remove the

need for human labour - they change its character.

Warehousing still requires workers to manage
complex environments, respond to disruptions,
supervise automated systems and ensure
accountability when things go wrong. In fact,

the more automated the system, the more critical
human judgment becomes at the margins. Al can
flag anomalies, congestion or risk, but people
remain responsible for resolving them. Used well,
these tools allow smaller logistics operators and
regional distribution centres to access optimisation
capabilities, and reduce non-labour costs, that
were once the preserve of multinational firms with
large analytics teams, narrowing productivity gaps
across the sector.

At the same time, warehousing and logistics
illustrate the risks of poor Al-related governance.
Al-enabled performance monitoring and
algorithmic task allocation can easily slide into
excessive surveillance, unrealistic productivity
targets and work intensification if deployed without
worker input or safeguards. The same technologies
that can reduce injury and improve safety can, if

misused, erode autonomy and dignity. As in retail,

Al can also be deployed to enhance workplace
safety — for example, by identifying hazardous
congestion points, flagging fatigue risks, or alerting
staff to aggressive or unsafe behaviour in shared

facilities.

The lesson from warehousing and logistics is the
same as retail: Al's impact is not determined by

the technology itself but by how it is implemented.
With appropriate regulatory guardrails, worker
consultation and accountability, Al can lift
productivity, improve safety and create more
sustainable work. Without them, it risks entrenching
insecurity, intensification and distrust — particularly
in sectors that already sit at the sharp edge of

algorithmic management.

Al’s expansion across retail, warehousing and
logistics brings not only efficiency gains but

new challenges for regulation, compliance and
power at work. On the positive side, Al systems
can reduce friction for businesses and regulators
alike. Tools such as Google’s Gemini already
demonstrate how automated systems can scan
large volumes of activity for regulatory alignment
in real time, lowering the cost of compliance while
strengthening governance. In principle, this can
support safer workplaces, fairer markets and more

resilient economic institutions.

Yet the same technologies that streamline
compliance can also intensity risk if left unchecked.
In workplaces, Al is increasingly used for
automated rostering, task allocation, performance
monitoring and behavioural surveillance. Without
clear guardrails, these systems can erode worker
autonomy, entrench opaque decision-making and
normalise intrusive data collection, often with little
transparency or meaningful right of challenge.
Algorithmic scheduling can fragment hours and
income; productivity monitoring can escalate work
intensity; facial recognition and biometric tools
raise serious privacy concerns for workers and
consumers alike. What appears as efficiency from
the firm's perspective can translate into insecurity,
stress and loss of dignity for those subject to these

systems. These risks underscore a foundational
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principle: Al is not an accountable actor. It is

a tool used by people and organisations, and
accountability must rest with those who design,
deploy and benefit from it — a principle now
reflected in legislation such as the recently enacted
NSW WHS Amendment (Digital Work Systems)
Bill, which explicitly places responsibility for digital
systems on employers rather than the technology
itself.)” A regulatory culture that treats Al outputs as
neutral or inevitable risks dissolving responsibility
at precisely the moment it is most needed. Ensuring
transparency, explainability and human oversight
is therefore not a technical nicety but a democratic
necessity. We cannot hold an algorithm to account;
we can and must hold its designers, users and
owners accountable. Crucially, these governance
questions are inseparable from the distributional
consequences of Al. When decisions about
scheduling, surveillance, pricing and risk allocation
are automated and centralised, the gains from
efficiency tend to flow upward while the costs

are dispersed downward. It is this dynamic that
links everyday workplace impacts of Al directly to
broader patterns of wealth and income inequality.
Understanding who gains from Al, and who bears
its largest risks, is essential.

1.3 The Impacts of Al on Wealth
Inequality

Wealth inequality is a long-documented feature
of modern economies, most notably analysed in
recent decades by Thomas Piketty, but the ways
in which artificial intelligence may intensify this
dynamic are only beginning to be understood.'®
Early evidence suggests that Al differs from
previous waves of automation in both scale and
direction. Research from Stanford indicates that,
unlike earlier technological shifts that primarily
displaced routine or low-skill labour, Al poses
significant risks to workers with higher levels of
education and specialised skills'” while firms that
rapidly adopt Al technologies are hiring markedly
fewer junior and entry-level workers.?° Although
the long-term consequences remain uncertain, the

evidence suggests three likely outcomes that carry
serious implications for inequality, opportunity and
economic mobility.

First, the middle class faces growing exposure

as automation increasingly disrupts professional,
administrative and service-based occupations,
reducing demand for labour in roles once
considered secure and intensifying competition

for the work that remains. Second, these effects
will not be evenly distributed across society.
Technological disruption is likely to fall hardest on
particular cohorts and communities rather than

the workforce as a whole. Those seeking to enter
the labour market — especially young people and
new graduates — face narrowing entry points

as firms hire fewer junior workers and career
ladders are shortened or eliminated altogether.
For many middle-class young Australians, years
spent acquiring credentials have yielded degrees
that no longer guarantee stable professional
employment, while working-class young people,
particularly in regional and outer-suburban areas,
find traditional pathways into skilled manual

and industrial work closed off without gaining
access to the emerging knowledge professions or
clear retraining pathways. A third consequence

is emerging inside workplaces already using Al:
today, workers at least possess the practical, task-
specific knowledge needed to identify obvious Al
“hallucinations” or system errors. But if entry-level
jobs disappear, future mid-tier and senior workers
may lack the foundational, hands-on experience
required to recognise when Al systems are wrong.
It risks embedding unchallenged errors deeper into
organisational decision-making and weakening
human oversight precisely when it is most needed.
Taken together, these dynamics threaten to deepen
wealth inequality in Australia, as productivity gains
from automation flow disproportionately to those
who own capital and technology, while intensified
competition at the lower end of the labour market
suppresses wages, weakens bargaining power and
entrenches disadvantage across generations.

Another critical dimension of the inequality debate

concerns the highly uneven economic returns
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generated by artificial intelligence itself. While

Al is a general-purpose technology expected to
lift productivity across the economy, some early
evidence has suggested an uneven and uncertain
picture. In mid-2025, research published by MIT
found that despite between $30-40 billion in
enterprise investment in generative Al, 95 per
cent of organisations had received little to no
measurable increase in profits. A small minority

— around 5 per cent of firms — were capturing
outsized gains, while the overwhelming majority
saw productivity improvements close to zero.

21 This demonstrates the early adoption of Al is

an unpredictable investment, sometimes leading
to a replication of tasks without an associated
increase in productivity. Moreover, this pattern
points to a potential winner-take-most dynamic
that might not lead to genuine value creation in the
macro-economy, with attendant productivity gains

accruing narrowly and unevenly.

Crucially, this outcome is not technologically
predetermined. Al’s long-run impact on
productivity, wages and inequality will depend
less on the technology itself than on how, where
and by whom it is deployed. Applied researchers
at Anthropic, a US-based Al research and
development company, recently analysed more
than four million Al-mediated interactions to
understand how the technology is currently

being used across sectors. They found that
contemporary Al use is heavily concentrated

in software development and writing tasks,
together accounting for nearly half of observed
applications. Importantly, the majority of this
usage — around 57 per cent — was oriented
toward augmenting human labour rather than
replacing it outright. 22 This experience aligns with
the previously cited global study of Al conducted
by the University of Melbourne, which suggests
that tasks are being displaced and reinstated
across an individual’s workload, and therefore not
necessarily increasing their overall productivity.

Taken together, this evidence reinforces a central
conclusion that follows directly from earlier
patterns of technological change: automation

does not automatically deliver shared prosperity.
Left to diffuse through markets alone, Al risks
deepening existing inequalities between firms,
sectors and workers, amplifying returns to capital
while leaving labour productivity, wages and job
quality stagnant. Whether Al becomes a force
that augments work and broadens opportunity, or
one that entrenches insecurity and concentration,
will hinge on governance, coordination and
institutional design. It is this challenge — moving
from fragmented, firm-level experimentation to a
coherent national strategy that aligns innovation
with fairness, worker voice and long-term growth —
that frames the case for a deliberate and inclusive
National Al Plan.

This is the case because we know the impacts

of Al are not abstract or evenly distributed; they
are already being felt in concrete ways across
Australian workplaces and communities. Nowhere
is this more evident than in retail, warehousing
and distribution — sectors that employ large
numbers of workers, anchor local economies and
sit at the intersection of digital platforms, logistics
and consumer services. Al-enabled forecasting,
automated fulfilment, algorithmic scheduling and
customer analytics are reshaping how work is
organised, often intensifying labour while reducing
worker discretion. These dynamics are especially
pronounced in regional and non-metropolitan
Australia, where large employers frequently
dominate local labour markets and alternative job
opportunities are limited.

In regional Australia, Al is already reshaping
access to services and work — often
simultaneously expanding reach while intensifying
risk. In healthcare, Al-supported diagnostics and
telehealth platforms promise improved access
for remote communities, yet they also centralise
decision-making in metropolitan systems and
reduce on-the-ground staffing. In logistics and
warehousing, automated fulfilment centres
create jobs but frequently under conditions of
algorithmic management, insecure hours?®* and
limited progression — particularly where a single
employer dominates the local labour market.
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In housing and planning, Al-driven valuation

and allocation tools are increasingly used by
financial institutions and governments, yet without
transparency they risk entrenching disadvantage in
already stressed regional markets. These examples
underscore a central lesson: regional outcomes
from Al are not determined by geography alone,
but by governance, bargaining power and
institutional design. The practical question, then,

is not whether Al will be used in these sectors,

but whether its deployment deepens existing
vulnerabilities or supports more resilient forms of
work and community life. Understanding these
dynamics is essential to designing policies that
respond to real conditions on the ground rather
than abstract models of technological change.

The patterns observed in Australian workplaces—
where Al adoption reshapes tasks, centralises
decision-making, and concentrates gains in a few
firms—reflect broader economic dynamics that
extend beyond individual sectors and regions.

While artificial intelligence has significant
potential to boost productivity and economic
growth, its distributional consequences remain
highly uncertain. Economists are particularly
concerned that Al may accelerate existing trends
toward wealth concentration and labour market
inequality. When technological change primarily
replaces labour rather than complementing it,
the benefits of productivity growth tend to accrue
disproportionately to capital owners and highly
skilled workers, while wages for much of the
workforce stagnate.

This pattern is however, not an inevitable feature
of technological progress but rather reflects
capital biased innovation, in which firms prioritise
technologies that reduce labour costs over those
that expand worker capabilities.?# Under such

conditions, Al can strengthen the bargaining
power of firms while weakening that of workers,
particularly in sectors where digital technologies
facilitate increased monitoring, algorithmic

management, or task fragmentation.

These dynamics also risk reinforcing geographic
and sectoral inequalities. Technology intensive
firms, especially those concentrated in digital
platforms and advanced technology sectors,
capture disproportionate productivity gains,
while regions with lower levels of technological
investment experience slower wage growth and
fewer employment opportunities. Without policy
intervention, Al driven growth may therefore
exacerbate economic divergence both within and
between regions.

Importantly, these distributional effects are

not predetermined. Institutional arrangements,
including labour market regulations, education
systems, industrial policy, and worker
representation, play a crucial role in determining
whether technological progress benefits society
broadly or concentrates economic power. Policies
that promote worker complementary technologies,
strengthen labour market institutions, and expand
access to training and skills development can help
ensure that the gains from Al driven productivity

growth are shared more widely.

The key question is therefore not whether Al will
reshape the economy, but whether it does so
through labour replacing automation or labour
augmenting innovation. Institutional and policy
choices will be central in shaping that trajectory
and are now at the heart of debates about
Australia’s emerging Al strategy.
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Part Two: Retail and

Warehousing Case Studies

2.1 Case Study One: Customer
Fulfilment Centre

A worker at a Customer Fulfilment Centre (CFC)
described how automation has been introduced
into daily warehouse operations. The site operates
using a logistics system called Ocado, which
coordinates inventory picking, packing and
dispatch. In the worker’s role, they oversee systems
prior to dispatch, ensuring that orders move
efficiently between picking and outbound delivery
within strict time limits. Pickers typically retrieve
items manually and scan them into the system,
while automated systems coordinate workflow
across the facility.

Over the past year, several technological changes
have been introduced. An automated framework
replaced a previously manual process in which
staff loaded transport dollies. Under the new
system, machines perform this task. According to
the worker, consultation was limited. The change
was mentioned informally by a team member in the
Ocado team a few months before implementation,
but workers reported receiving little formal
communication. Staff in some roles were only
notified a few days before the system went live,
and many had to learn new screens and processes
while working, with no manuals or structured

training.

Automation has also begun expanding through
On Grid Robotic Picking (OGRP) technology
intfroduced within the last one to three months.
Robots pick items and place them into bags while
workers monitor the process and record data so
the system can refine its grip strength for future
picks, effectively training the system to better
handle different items over time. Currently, OGRP
accounts for roughly 10-15 per cent of picking
activity. Attempts to increase this to 20-25 per cent
of picking reportedly created operational issues,

but management intends to increase capacity

to around 50 per cent of total inventory picking.
Workers noted that if this occurs, existing pick
stations will likely be removed, raising concerns
about future staffing levels. Workers reported that
while automation has reduced some physical tasks,
lower staffing levels have increased work intensity
and created a more isolated working environment,
contributing to higher stress levels.

Workers also described changes to rostering and
employment conditions. During the first year of
operations, rosters appeared highly consistent
across staff, leading some workers to believe they
were algorithmically generated, although this
was never confirmed. As the CFC became busier,
workers felt staffing levels were slow to adjust to
the increasing workload. Repeated placement in
physically demanding zones such as the freezer
and frameload areas reportedly contributed to
injuries. Around six to eight months ago, a roster
update intfroduced more rotation between zones.

Employment arrangements have also shifted.
Initially around 95 per cent of the workforce was
full-time or part-time, but workers estimate that
60-70 per cent of some teams are now casual,
with the overnight shift around 80 per cent casual.
Some casual workers regularly work four to five
shifts per week, but workers believe complaints
can result in reduced hours. Workers also reported
that management has offered some full-time and
part-time employees the option to convert to casual
employment, presenting the change as voluntary
but contributing to concerns about the long-term
stability of contracted roles.

Workers reported that their union, the Shop,
Distributive and Allied Employees’ Association, had
some involvement in the consultation process but
that its influence appeared limited. Workers also
reported that when the automated system fails—for
example during a recent internet outage—staff are
unable to switch to manual operations and must
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instead submit IT tickets and wait for the system to
be restored. They suggested that better consultation
and training—particularly on how to troubleshoot
system failures when automation stops—would help
ensure that new technologies support rather than

displace workers.

2.2 Case Study Two: Kmart Australia

A worker at Kmart Australia described how
digital systems and automated management
tools have been introduced into everyday store
operations. In their role as a casual retail worker,
their duties include ‘sequence’ work: restocking
shelves, moving goods between the storeroom
and shop floor, maintaining displays, and assisting
customers. Tasks are organised across different
teams within the store, including decant teams
responsible for unloading pallets, sequence staff
responsible for stocking and merchandising, and
checkout workers.

Workers reported that several new digital systems
have been introduced in recent years, although it is
often unclear to staff whether these systems involve
artificial intelligence. The company has publicly
discussed partnerships with Al providers such as
OpenAl and Google through its Gemini platform,
but workers said they are rarely told directly when
Al is being used in workplace systems. Internal
communications about technology changes

are typically distributed through the company’s
‘WorkVivo' platform, though these messages
generally focus on operational instructions rather

than explaining how the technologies function.

One example is the ‘digital sequence’ system
infroduced across stores in late 2025. Previously,
stocking tasks were guided by informal time
expectations. Under the new system, workers
scan a barcode on the side of stock cages before
beginning work. This scan records how long tasks
take compared to expected completion times and
allows managers to view productivity metrics.
Workers said they received training on how to use

the scanning system prior to the store rollout, but
this training focused on using the device rather

than explaining how the collected data might be
analysed or whether Al systems were involved. The
introduction of digital sequence was initially met
with suspicion by some staff, although management
communicated to team leaders that the system

was not intended to be used to punish workers for
slower performance.

Automation is also present in other areas of store
management. Workers reported that the hiring
process now uses an automated system that filters
resumes before interviews, a system that has

been in place for around two years. Staff also
believe that automated systems may influence
rostering and labour allocation, although the
details of these processes have not been clearly
communicated. Workers can enter their availability
into the rostering system, but the system sometimes
schedules shifts during unavailable times, requiring
managers to manually adjust the roster.

Workers said that labour hours allocated to

each store are tightly controlled and determined
centrally. Managers often do not have the authority
to extend staffing hours even when some areas

of the store experience shortages. Teams such as
decant, sequence staff and checkout operators

are all required to operate within these fixed

labour allocations, which workers believe may be
influenced by automated planning systems.

According to the worker interviewed, these
technologies have not yet reduced the need for
staff in their role, but imperfect implementation can
create new problems. For example, digital stock
systems that identify items needing restocking do
not always flag missing products for weeks at a
time. Workers must then manually identify the issue
and correct it, which can slow down their workflow.

Workers also described a lack of consultation
around the introduction of these systems.
Technological changes are generally implemented
through top-down decisions, with limited
opportunities for shop-floor staff to provide
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feedback. The worker also reported uncertainty
about how much involvement unions have had in
the process, suggesting that many employees are
still trying to piece together how these technologies
operate through informal conversations with
colleagues and managers.

The worker suggested that digital systems could
play a more constructive role if they were used

to improve operational coordination rather than
primarily measuring productivity. For example, Al
systems could help identify persistent supply issues
between suppliers, warehouses and stores, where
shops sometimes receive excess stock of some
products while running short of others. Workers
also suggested that clearer communication about
which systems involve Al—and how they are
used—would help reduce confusion and ensure
that new technologies support workers rather than
complicating their tasks.
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Part Three: Comparative

Approaches to Al Regulation

Australia is not unique in facing the task of
technological regulation. Al is a global experience,
and one which offers unique benefits and common
challenges. Indeed, the tension that arises from
the aforementioned lag between technological
development and economic benefits presents a
unique challenge for regulatory reform, but all
countries are grappling with the delicate balance
between competing economic needs; with
innovation and growth measured against fairness
and security. As we move towards a multipolar
global order, the key actors have started to act

on this challenge. The United States of America
(US) is conducting a strategy that remains focused
around controlling the technology, reducing the
ability of competing global powers to compete.
Most notably, the Al Action Plan released by the
White House is explicit in its goal of ‘winning the
Al race’ and cementing ‘American leadership”.?®
The plan described as a ‘cornerstone of American
innovation, powering a new age of American
leadership in science, technology, and global
influence’,? silently targeting the People’s Republic
of China (PRC) as the competitive hegemon in the
global economy.

In response, the PRC released its Artificial
Intelligence Global Governance Action Plan,?”
which calls for openness, inclusivity, collaboration,
and human development. While these goals
appear preferable to the inward-looking US plan,
the PRC'’s track record of using technology and
market power coercively taint the more tolerable
language. Crucially, the PRC’s approach does
not offer any protections regarding human rights
or governance, running counter to the Bletchley
Declaration agreed to by participating countries
at the 2023 Al Safety Summit.22 And China’s
technology firms are required by law to serve the
‘political security” interests of the CCP (meaning,
the CCP’s grip on power within China), making
their laudable-sounding Al governance principles
very difficult to trust.

A few other jurisdictions are notable leaders in

Al policy. In particular, the European Union (EU),
India, and the US state of California have made
considerable progress towards comprehensive
regulation. While the specifics of each regime
will not necessarily be readily applicable to the
Australian experience, given the diversity of legal
systems and economic challenges, the principles
underpinning comparative approaches to
regulation and reform offers key insights.

3.1 European Union

Globally and historically, the supranational nature
of the European parliament makes it a testing
ground for regulatory reform. From health and
safety regulation to food standards, the EU has
had to wrestle with finding commonalities between
the 27 member-states and their myriad cultural,
economic, legal, and social norms. The rise in Al is
a common challenge, and while the approach of
a supranational regime is not a likely comparator
with a nation state like Australia, the federated
nature of our Commonwealth makes the approach
a possible example for handling diversity in sub-

national approaches to regulation.

In 2020, the European Commission (EC) was
tasked with developing a White Paper advising the
EU on options for reform, On Atrtificial Intelligence
- A European approach to excellence and trust.?’
The paper advocated the development of ‘an Al
ecosystem that brings the benefits of the technology
to the whole of European society and economy’,*°
built on eight key pillars:*'

*  Working with Member Stafes: A series of
consulfations with member-states, including
key stakeholders from business and unions, to
advise and align interests across Europe;

* Focusing the efforts of the research and
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innovation community: The creation of
‘excellence and festing centres’ that can
combine investment from European, natfional
and private sources to reduce fragmentation
of research funding and achieve greater
economies of scale;

o Skills: The establishment and support of a
network of leading universities to attract
the best researchers and teachers in order
to offer world-leading Al focused higher
educational programmes;

* Focus on small-to-medium enterprises (SMEs):
The creation of at least one digital innovation
hub’ per Member State specialising in Al,
and a pilot scheme of €100 million to provide
equity financing for innovative developments
in Al:

* Partnership with the private sector: The
establishment of a new public private
partnership in Al, data and robotics;

* Promoting the adoption of Al by the public
sector: A series of public sector dialogues
that support common approaches to public
procurement of Al systems;

* Securing access fo dafa and computing
infrastructures: Support for the creation of an
EU Data strategy to maximize sovereignty in
data storage and computing infrastructure;
and,

* International aspects: The use of European
trade and diplomatic networks to facilitate
discussions regarding infernational

coordination in regulatory approaches fo Al.

This white paper was debated, consulted on, and
reviewed, leading to a proposal from the European
Commission (EC) for an Artificial Intelligence Act,*?
a process of harmonisation between member-
states regulatory regimes as well as amendments
to European legislation. The proposal included five
options for reform, drawn from the consultation
and review process. These were:*?

* Option 1: EU legislative instrument setting up
a voluntary labelling scheme;

* Option 2: a sectoral, “ad-hoc” approach;

* Option 3: Horizontal EU legislative instrument

following a proportionate risk-based
approach;

* Option 3+: Horizontal EU legislative
instrument following a proportionate risk-
based approach + codes of conduct for
non-high-risk Al systems; and,

*  Option 4: Horizontal EU legislative
instrument establishing mandatory
requirements for all Al systems, irrespective of
the risk they pose.

Option 3+ formed the basis of the draft Artificial
Intelligence Act proposed in 20243 creating
definitions of High Risk Al Systems based on use
and application, and providing a list of provisions
required of providers who fall into this category.
These provisions require providers of high risk to:
establish a risk management system; implement a
data governance regime, inclusive of adequate
training, validation, and testing of datasets; draw
up publicly available technical documentation;
design record-keeping systems that automatically
record and report events relevant for the
identification of national risks; provide instructions
for use to downstream users; ensure human
oversight; ensure appropriate levels of accuracy,
robustness, and cybersecurity; and, establish a
quality management system to ensure compliance.

Crucially, the EU Act also proposes a list of
Prohibited Al systems, which ban the use of
real-time remote biometric identification (RBI)
and other systems based on racial, emotional,

or social inference, outside of policing activities
when searching for missing persons or terrorism
suspects. While the EU Act was well researched,
reviewed, and received, when it began operation
in August of 2024, recently the EC delayed the
implementation of the articles concerning high-risk
systems until 2027.

3.2 India

India has persistently invested in the digital
economy and large labour resources to challenge
traditional digital leaders such as China, South
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Korea, and the United States.*> Seeking to find a
middle path through the nationalist approach of the
US, and the PRC's open yet coercive approach,
India released its own Report on Al Governance
Guidelines Development in January 2025.%¢ In

this effort, India has designed a proposed list of

Al Governance principles, which build on the
conceptions of openness and accountability,
including: ¥

* Transparency: The expectation that Al
systems be accompanied by meaningful
information which should be understandable
and explainable for users;

* Accountability: That developers take
responsibility for the effective and ethical
operations of their systems, as well as
demonstrating a respect for the rights of users
and the sovereignty of governments;

* Safety, reliability & robustness: That Al be
developed, and deployed in a way that
ensures safety, reliability, and robustness.
There must be an expectation that systems will
be resilient to risks, errors, or inconsistencies,
and that unintended or unexpectedly adverse
outcomes will be identified and mitigated;

* Privacy & security: That developers are
subject, and expect to adhere, to all
applicable data protection and privacy laws;

* Fairness & non-discrimination: That Al systems
be built on fairness and inclusivity, avoid
propagating discrimination, biases, and
prejudices against individuals, communities,
or groups;

* Human-centred values & 'do no harm”: That
all systems be subject to human oversight, to
prevent undue reliance and address complex
ethical dilemmas where they occur;

* Inclusive & sustainable innovation: That
systems should distribute the benefits of
innovation equitably. Al systems should
be used to pursue beneficial outcomes for
all, and deliver on United Nations (UN)
sustainable development goals; and,

* Digital by design governance: That the
governance of Al should be used to improve

systems and processes for governance,

regulation, and compliance.

The plan appears to strike a balance between
hands off governance and user protections, with a
lack of prescriptions or prohibition when compared
with the EU regime. This is reflective of their stated
aims of engendering growth in Al across the Indian
economy, and as such relies on data protections
and privacy laws to protect citizens from harm.
India’s hosting of a major global Al summit
underscores this ambition.

At India’s global Al summit, the United States
advanced a major shift in its own strategic
framing for Al. Their new approach is to act

as the supplier of “sovereign Al capability” for
partner countries under a “we build it, you own
it" model. This reflects a growing contest not

only over Al technology, but over the meaning of
digital sovereignty itself. Though India’s approach
suggests a preference for capability development
and regulatory autonomy, rather than reliance on
externally built systems, even when branded as

sovereign.

3.3 California

Efforts by the Trump administration to ban state-
level Al regulations have so far not succeeded,
and the regulation of Al is increasingly being
handled by precisely those state governments.
However, this does not imply federal inactivity.
While comprehensive federal Al legislation
remains stalled, executive agencies continue to
shape frontier Al governance through procurement,
export controls, and national security authorities.
In particular, the United States Department of
Defense (unofficially called the ‘Department of
War’ by the Trump White House) has exercised
leverage over advanced model developers via
contracting arrangements and access negotiations.
Tensions between the Pentagon and Anthropic over
model safeguards and national security access
that spectacularly spilled into the public domain at
the beginning of the 2026 Iran war illustrate that
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federal-industry bargaining remains ongoing.*®
The emerging US model is therefore fragmented
rather than absent: legislative paralysis at the

federal level coexists with executive activism and

increasingly assertive state regulation.

As the home of Silicon Valley and the majority

of tech giants, California has unsurprisingly led

the regulation of digital technologies. California’s
regulatory leverage stems from its jurisdiction over
so many of the world’s leading Al developers.
Between 2016 and 2024, California passed 2
Al-related bills into law, with nearly half enacted in
2024 alone.*

In 2025, California Governor and potential
Democratic Presidential candidate Gavin Newsom
ratified SB-53, a suite of regulations formally titled
the Transparency in Frontier Al Act.*® While the
scope is broad, there are a number of key areas of

reform:#!

* Developer- and model-based thresholds:
The Act is designed to target the largest
developers of Al and the systems with
highest risk, while attempting to reduce the
regulatory burdens on SMEs. This includes
definitions of large frontier developer (a
company with more than US$500m in
gross revenues), and frontier model (an Al
model trained using a quantity of computing
power greater than 1026 integer or floating-
point operations [FLOPs]). Additionally, the
California Department of Technology is
required to conduct annual reports reviewing
the thresholds of both definitions;

* Cafastrophic risks: The Act provides a
definition of catastrophic risk(s) as any
'foreseeable and material risk that a frontier
developer's development, storage, use,
or deployment of a frontier model’ that
contfributes fo the death or serious injury of
more than 50 people, or causes more than
US$1bn in damage or loss, arising from a
single incident;

* Frontier Al frameworks: The Act requires

large frontier developers to publish safety

frameworks that explain how the company
will test its models for the risk of catastrophic
harm, implement protections against those
risks, respond to dangerous incidents, and
secure ifs systems from unauthorized access.
Additionally, the company must periodically
send an assessment of any catastrophic
risks to the California Office of Emergency
Services (OES):

* Deployment reporting: In addition fo the
overall framework, the Act requires that all
developers will also be required publish
information each time they release a new
frontier model, and large frontier developers
must also evidence compliance with their
frontier frameworks:

* Federal deference: The Actincludes a
provision to allow the OES to declare any
current, or future, federal standards equivalent
to SB-53's reporting requirements and allow
companies fo fulfill California’s rules by
meeting the federal rule;

*  Whistleblower protections: The Act
strengthens whistleblower protections for
specific employees responsible for assessing,
managing, or addressing risk of critical safety
incidents; and,

* Enforcement: The Act states that large frontier
developers who fail fo meet their reporting
obligations face fines of up to US$1m per
violation, if the California attorney general

brings civil action.

There are considerable expectations and
requirements placed on the largest digital
developers through the wording of the Act,
however it is worth noting that it largely does this
to build a body of evidence in the event of failure.
This makes the document skewed towards litigious
remedies, rather than regulatory ones. Even where
there is a regulatory penalty, it is still left in the
hands of the Attorney General, who needs to
conduct civil litigation.
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3.4 Evaluation

These comparative regulatory models demonstrate
that Al governance is inseparable from broader
political /feconomic institutions, labour market
structures and industrial strategies. For Australia,
the challenge is not selecting any single
international template but combining elements
from multiple models and adding uniquely
Australian elements into a regulatory and industrial
framework consistent with our federal structure,
labour institutions and productivity objectives.

The three case studies outlined above represent
distinct regulatory models shaped by their
political economies and strategic priorities.

The United States has pursued a market led,
geopolitically oriented strategy centred on
technological dominance and private sector
innovation, with comparatively limited ex ante
regulatory intervention. The European Union has
adopted a precautionary, rights-based approach
that embeds Al governance within broader
social and regulatory institutions, including risk
classification and prohibited use categories. India
has established a developmentalist framework
that aims to balance growth, innovation and
inclusion through principles-based governance
and public digital infrastructure investment, while
relying on existing legal frameworks rather than
comprehensive Al specific legislation.

For Australia, none of these models can be
imported wholesale. The US model offers rapid
innovation and private investment but risks
reinforcing market concentration, labour precarity
and corporate self-regulation. The EU model
provides strong protections for rights, safety and
accountability, but its dense regulatory architecture
and supranational institutional capacity are difficult
to replicate within Australia’s federal system and
smaller technology sector. India’s developmental
digital state approach offers valuable insights into
state led digital infrastructure and inclusion, but

its enforcement capacity and labour protections
remain comparatively limited.

A distinctively Australian way would integrate
rights-based governance and developmental
industrial policy and labour market institutions,
and would sit in Australia’s existing regulatory
framework rather than be tacked on top of it.

This approach aligns closely with the policy
agenda articulated in the John Curtin Research
Centre’s Innovation Nation — Powering Australian
Productivity report and the JCRC-SDA submission
to the Inquiry into the Digital Transformation of
Workplaces.

The JCRC productivity paper frames artificial
intelligence as a core economic infrastructure

of the twenty-first century, arguing that realising
productivity gains requires deliberate policy
direction rather than market led diffusion alone.*2
It cautions that without intervention, Al adoption
risks deepening inequality, regional economic
divergence and insecure work, and asserts that
Al development “...cannot be left to the whims of
market forces or the monopolistic tendencies of
Big Tech.” The paper advances a developmental
industrial strategy centred on increased public
investment in Al research and development,
sovereign digital infrastructure, expanded
postgraduate and vocational training pathways,
and regionally anchored Al and automation hubs
linked to TAFE, universities and industry.

Similarly, the JCRC-SDA submission to the
Inquiry into the Digital Transformation of
Workplaces argued that Al governance must

be embedded within Australia’s labour and
industrial relations institutions, rather than treated
solely as a technology or competition policy
issue. It recommended mandatory consultation
obligations for Al driven workplace change,
strengthened privacy and surveillance protections,
and enforceable accountability mechanisms for
algorithmic decision-making affecting hiring,
rostering, performance management and
termination.*? This institutional approach reflects a
core insight: productivity enhancing technologies
deliver sustained economic gains only when
embedded within strong labour institutions that
ensure skills development, worker voice and

27



equitable distribution of productivity gains.

As discussed in Part Four of this report, Australia’s
current policy trajectory reflects partial movement
toward this third way approach but remains
incomplete. Government partnerships with
Microsoft and other technology firms on data
centres, skills training and cyber security signal

a shift away from a purely technology neutral
stance and align with JCRC recommendations

on capability-building. However, these initiatives
remain largely market led and partnership

driven, rather than embedded within a coherent
national digital industrial strategy with sovereign
infrastructure, coordinated skills ecosystems and
public procurement levers. Aside from legislation
intfroduced by the New South Wales Government,
the Commonwealth’s withdrawal from mandatory
Al governance guardrails highlights an ongoing
reluctance to embed Al regulation within Australia’s
labour, competition and industrial relations
frameworks.

A distinctive Australian model would therefore
integrate the following mutually reinforcing pillars,
grounded not only in institutional design but in a
longstanding national commitment to the principle
of the “fair go” — the idea that economic change
should expand opportunity without sacrificing
security, dignity or democratic voice.

* Developmental industrial policy - public
investment in Al research and development
through institutions such as CSIRO and the
National Reconstruction Fund; sovereign
digital infrastructure aligned with the Future
Made in Australia agenda; and regionally
distributed Al and innovation hubs embedded
within Australia’s TAFE sysfem, universities
and industry clusters. In Australian terms,
this reflects the belief that nation-building
industries should create opportunity across
regions and communities, not concentrate
gains in a narrow metropolitan or corporate
elite.

* labour and social governance — embedding
Al deployment within Australia’s Fair

Work system, modern award framework
and enterprise bargaining architecture;
strengthening statutory consultation
obligations regarding technological

change; updating privacy and surveillance
protections; and ensuring productivity gains
franslate into higher wages, secure work and
improved conditions through enforceable

industrial instruments.

The deeper significance of this pillar lies in
recognising that Al is not merely a productivity
tool but a reallocation of managerial power.
Algorithmic systems increasingly determine
rostering, performance management, discipline
and hiring. Without labour governance, these
systems risk concentrating control, weakening
worker voice and embedding opaque decision-
making into the employment relationship.

Embedding Al within the Fair Work framework
ensures that technological change is treated as

an industrial matter as well as a Work Health and
Safety matter, recognising evidence such as the
SDA's Under Pressure: The Hidden Cost of Retail
report, which highlights the intensification of work
arising from new technologies, 44 rather than a
purely operational one. Strengthened consultation
obligations require meaningful worker engagement
before deployment, while updated privacy and
surveillance protections safeguard dignity at work.
Most importantly, this pillar links productivity to
distribution. Australia’s arbitration and award
traditions were designed to ensure efficiency gains
improved wages and conditions. Extending that
settlement into the digital age means ensuring
Al-driven productivity translates into higher

pay, security and job quality — not simply cost
reduction.

Labour and social governance is therefore not

a peripheral safeguard. It is the mechanism that
determines whether Al supports a high-wage, high-
trust productivity model or entrenches insecurity
and inequality.

* Risk-based technology governance -

adopting clear risk classification and
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prohibited-use categories informed by
infernational best practice, while infegrating
these within Australia’s sectoral regulatory
ecosystem and administrative law fraditions.
A fair go in the Al era means that individuals
affected by automated decisions have rights
fo fransparency, challenge and remedy,
and that developers and deployers remain

accountable under Australian law.

Such an approach would position Australia not

as a passive technology adopter or deregulated
testing ground, but as a coordinated digital
economy that draws on its own civic traditions. The
fair go has never meant resisting economic change;
it has meant shaping change so that opportunity

is broad, rules are clear, and power is balanced
by accountability. The JCRC productivity agenda
demonstrates that this pathway is institutionally
feasible and economically necessary, building on
Australia’s history of combining market dynamism
with social protection rather than importing a
regulatory model detached from our own political
culture.
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Part Four: The Path to

Australia’s National Al Plan

Productivity, Capability and National
Renewal

Australia’s National Al Plan is the product of
nearly a decade of shifting policy assumptions,
changing governments, parliamentary scrutiny,
industry advocacy and growing public concern.
This section traces that uneven path. It situates Al
within Australia’s broader productivity challenge

and the search for a renewed economic settlement.

It examines the evolution of Commonwealth policy,
from early ‘technology neutral’ approaches to
more strategic capability building under the Future
Made in Australia agenda and evaluates how
successive governments have sought to balance
growth, sovereignty, labour market stability and
risk management. This section also assesses

the institutional architecture that has developed
around Al in Australia: national summits, action
plans, parliamentary inquiries, public—private
partnerships, the creation of the Al Safety
Institute, and eventual National Al Plan. While
these initiatives represent meaningful movement
beyond passive market exposure, they also reveal
an unresolved tension between ambition and
enforcement, between guidance and governance.

Is Al being embedded within a coordinated,
nation-building strategy that deepens capability,
strengthens institutions and supports high-wage
growth2 Will Al related productivity gains lift or
reduce the living standards of working Australians?
Or will it be layered onto an existing economic
model strained by weak productivity, fragmented
work and rising insecurity?

Understanding how we arrived at the National
Al Plan and where it falls short is essential

to determining what comes next. It is to that
institutional trajectory that this section now turns.

4.1 Al Productivity and the National
Economic Settlement

Australia’s debate about artificial intelligence
cannot be separated from a deeper crisis of
productivity and economic confidence. Productivity
reflects how effectively an economy mobilises skills,
capital, institutions and trust to generate value that
is broadly shared. In this context, Al should be
understood not as a shortcut to growth but as a test
of economic governance. Used narrowly, it risks
reinforcing a low-investment, low-wage equilibrium
in which technology substitutes for labour rather
than complementing it. Used strategically, it offers
the possibility of a renewed productivity settlement
— one that raises economic output by deepening
capability, improving job quality and expanding
the scope of human work rather than hollowing

it out. This requires shifting the policy frame from
innovation-at-any-cost to a deliberate, social-
democratic productivity agenda grounded in

skills, coordination and worker voice. A dedicated
national and nation-building approach to Al is
essential.

Artificial intelligence is increasingly framed as a
central driver of productivity growth in advanced
economies. Governments across the OECD have
identified Al as a foundational technology capable
of improving efficiency, accelerating innovation
and enhancing economic competitiveness.
However, the relationship between technological
innovation and broad-based prosperity is neither
automatic nor guaranteed. The distribution

of productivity gains depends heavily on the
institutional arrangements that shape how
technologies are developed and deployed within
the economy.

Historically, periods of sustained productivity
growth have been accompanied by institutional
frameworks that ensured workers shared in the
benefits of economic expansion. Labour market
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institutions, collective bargaining arrangements
and public investment in education and skills
development all played a role in translating
technological progress into rising wages and living
standards. Where such mechanisms weakened, the
link between productivity growth and wage growth
often eroded.

Recent economic analysis emphasises that Al may
further challenge this relationship. Technological
progress increasingly reflects the direction of
innovation chosen by firms, which may prioritise
labour replacing automation rather than labour
augmenting technologies that enhance worker
productivity.*> Under these conditions, productivity
gains may be realised at the firm level without
necessarily generating corresponding increases in

labour income.

This raises important questions about the emerging
national economic settlement surrounding

Al. If technological change continues to be

driven primarily by cost reduction incentives,

the gains from Al may remain concentrated
among technology firms and capital owners. By
contrast, policies that encourage innovation which
complements human labour, through training
systems, worker participation and targeted
industrial policy, can help ensure that productivity
growth translates into improved employment
outcomes and higher living standards across the

economy.

For Australia, this challenge highlights the
importance of aligning Al development with
a broader economic framework that supports
inclusive growth, skills formation and worker
participation in technological change.

The Albanese Labor government’s Future Made

in Australia agenda provides a crucial frame

for this task. At its core is the recognition that
national prosperity depends not on passive
market exposure but on active capability-
building - aligning investment, skills, infrastructure
and institutions to rebuild complex, high-value
production. Without this alignment, Al risks

becoming another footloose technology that
amplifies offshore dependence and domestic
insecurity rather than renewing Australia’s
productive base. Nonetheless, there is a risk we
put the cart before the horse. Today, Australia lags
global competitors in Al investment and capability.
We still produce far fewer postdoctoral graduates
each year than peers like Canada or the United
Kingdom, and public investment in Al research
remains modest compared to our economic and
strategic needs. Yet studies commissioned by
industry, such as Google’s economic modelling,
suggest Al and automation could contribute up to
$2.2 trillion to our economy by 2030. These are
not futuristic projections, but tomorrow’s real jobs.

In the brave new world of automation, Australia
stands at the crossroads of two futures. Down one
path, a future ensures that any prosperity and
productivity gains facilitated by Al are shared
equally amongst the diverse stakeholders of

our society. Down the other, a future that is built
on concurrent economic growth and widening
inequality. The difficulty comes with choosing the
path that leads to prosperity without compromising
on protection, regardless of how enthusiastically
or reluctantly the technology is being embraced
by businesses. In order to understand the choice
we face and help discern which reforms will best
enable us to choose a future of shared prosperity,
we must first understand where we are now - and
what led us here.

4.2 Australia’s Policy Evolution: From
Tech Neutrality to National Strategy

On 15 October 2019, when launching the
National Summit on Artificial Intelligence, then
Minister for Industry, Science and Technology
Karen Andrews noted that “People are concerned
that artificial intelligence technology is going to
take away their job. | understand that concern.
But artificial intelligence is going to create more
jobs. The jobs will be different and of course
we're not in a position to predict exactly what

31



those jobs are going to be, but we do know that
artificial intelligence is going to have an impact”.#¢
Throughout the Summit the discussion between
politicians, public servants, and business leaders
circled around the concurrent opportunities and
potential risks that Al posed to the Australian
economy. They resolved to begin to prepare the
economy to capitalise on the opportunities with

a hands off, ‘technology neutral’ approach to
regulation. Following this summit, then opposition
leader Anthony Albanese released a series of
Vision Statements to outline the kind of Labor
Party he wished to see take government. When
discussing its role in telecommunications and
democracy, he noted that “algorithms, aided by
artificial intelligence, encourage people to follow
sources and publishers that largely reinforce and
entrench their existing views” and that when he
ruminated on what might happen “when platforms
become so complacent with misinformation that
they become unable to filter it oute”, he asserted
that the cost to democracy was “something we
simply can't afford”.#” In other words, technology
isn't neutral. In 2021, he promised that an
Albanese government would rise to the task of

Al and quantum computing through the creation
of the National Reconstruction Fund, a sovereign
investment vehicle aimed at building strategic
national capabilities. Upon taking national office,
the government eventually committed $1 billion
towards ‘critical technologies’, targeting areas such
as Al, quantum computing, and other emerging
technologies to strengthen Australia’s innovation
capacity, economic resilience, and global

competitiveness. “8

By June 2021, then prime minister Scott Morrison’s
Coalition government had announced a second
national summit on the topic, with the new
responsible minister announcing the Morrison
government’s Al Action Plan,*’ which set four key
priorities:

1. Developing and adopting Al to transform
Australian businesses;

2. Creating an environment to grow and attract
the world's best Al talent;

3. Using cutting edge Al technologies to solve
Australia’s nafional challenges; and,
4. Making Australia a global leader in

responsible and inclusive Al.

As part of the plan, the Morrison government
committed to providing $124.1 million to strengthen
national Al capability, including: establishing

the National Al Centre and four Al and Digital
Capability Centres ($53.8M) to drive business
adoption; supporting Al pilot projects with
government partnerships ($33.7M); creating the
Next Generation Al Graduates Program ($24.7M)
to train domestic Al specialists; and launching the
Al Opportunity in our Regions program ($12M)

to develop regional Al solutions. Little of this was
implemented in full, as the 2022 federal election
ushered in the Albanese Labor government. Since
taking office, the government has been debating
and discussing an approach to Al regulation,
which has been informed by multiple governmental
inquiries and partnerships, alongside an internal
debate within the ALP about whether to pursue firm
guardrails or adopt a more “light-touch” model.

When speaking at the Committee for Economic
Development Australia (CEDA) conference in
June 2023, the Prime Minister noted that while
“we recognise there is huge potential to seize, but
we also appreciate there are potential risks that
need to be appropriately managed”.*® Following
this, the Joint Standing Committee on Foreign
Affairs, Defence and Trade began an Inquiry

into the Defence Annual Report 2022-2023

that included a chapter on Al and autonomous

" resolving to monitor

weapons related issues,®
and assess the use of these systems on a case by
case basis. In July, the government announced a
$2bn strategic partnership between the Australian
Signals Directorate (ASD) and Amazon Web
Services (AWS) to deliver a top secret cloud

for Australian government data.*? Next, the
government established the Select Committee on
Adopting Artificial Intelligence and saw the Joint
Committee of Public Accounts and Audit initiate an
inquiry into the Use and Governance of Artificial
Intelligence Systems by Public Sector Entities,
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which examined how Al was being adopted
across Commonwealth departments and whether
existing governance structures were adequate

to manage its ethical, legal and accountability
risks. The Joint Committee’s Proceed with Caution
report made a series of recommendations

to strengthen oversight, including whole-of-
government working groups to develop consistent
governance frameworks, clearer definitions and
standards for Al across agencies, and mechanisms
to ensure accountability, workforce training and
risk mitigation as Al systems are deployed in
public service operations.*® This, in turn, informed
the government decision to enter into a $5bn
partnership with Microsoft to pilot the use of their
generative Al in the public service,** over a period
of six months. Additionally, it was announced that
the government would assist in the opening of the
Microsoft Data Centre Academy, delivered in
partnership with TAFE NSW, which promised to
train an additional 300,000 Australians through
its global skills program.** Finally, the partnership
would extend to a collaboration between the ASD
and Microsoft on their Cyber Shield project to
improve joint capability to identify, prevent and
respond to cyber threats.*®

These initiatives reflect elements of the policy
direction articulated by the John Curtin Research
Centre in collaboration with the Shop, Distributive
and Allied Employees’ Association (SDA) and
other labour movement partners prior to the
government’s National Al Plan, particularly in
relation to workforce capability development,
institutional capacity building and public—private
partnerships in critical digital infrastructure.
However, these developments also underscore
the gap between incremental capability-building
measures and the more comprehensive digital
industrial strategy proposed by the JCRC and the
SDA. The JCRC-SDA 2025 productivity and Al
agenda argued for sovereign digital infrastructure,
expanded public investment in Al research and
development, regionally anchored skills and
innovation hubs linked to industry and TAFE, and
stronger governance frameworks to ensure that
Al-driven productivity gains are shared through

wages, secure work and institutional reform. While
the government’s partnerships with Microsoft and
other technology firms represent movement beyond
a technology neutral policy stance, they remain
primarily market led and partnership driven, rather
than embedded within a broader interventionist
industrial and labour policy framework. In this
sense, the government has begun to move in the
strategic direction advocated by the JCRC and the
SDA, particularly in skills development and digital
capability building, but has not yet fully embraced
the institutional, industrial and labour governance
reforms necessary to translate Al adoption into
sustained productivity growth and broadly shared

economic gains.

As parliamentary scrutiny deepened, a more
systematic set of governance, labour market and
productivity risks became evident. The Standing
Committee on Employment, Education and Training
recommended protections and standards for the
use of Al in education following the final report

of the Inquiry into the Use of Generative Artificial
Intelligence in the Australian Education System

in August 2024. 57 Crucially, the final report

of the Select Committee on Adopting Artificial
Intelligence in November 2024 highlighted several

key issues regarding Al’s impact on work: 8

1. Consultation gap: Employers are
implementing Al systems without meaningful
worker consultation, despite existing
requirements fo consult on technological
change.

2. Surveillance concerns: Al-enabled
workplace monitoring is expanding rapidly
with insufficient privacy protections.

3. Skills crisis: Australia faces a critical Al skills
shortage, with regional and lower income
workers most at risk of displacement.

4. Regulatory vacuum: No clear accountability
frameworks exist for Al-driven decisions
affecting hiring, firing, or performance
management, with the exception of those
infroduced by the New South Wales

Government.
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Last year, in May 2025, the Parliamentary Library
produced a report on the Potential Impact of
Artificial Intelligence on the Australian Workforce,
identifying a series of structural risks. These include
increased market concentration and distortion
leading to widening inequality within and between
countries; inflationary pressures arising from
concentrated market power; accelerated job losses
and downward pressure on wages; workforce
deskilling and dependence on proprietary
technologies; and a wholesale erosion of workers’
rights, voice and conditions. *°

4.3 The National AI Plan: Alignment,
Limits and the Governance Gap

The Albanese Labor government committed to
managing digital implementation of Al through
the delivery of a National Al Plan. According to
the minister responsible, Senator Tim Ayres, the
plan would be grounded in co-determination
between government, businesses, and unions to
ensure Al supports higher wages, opportunity and
social equity.®® Armed with all of the knowledge
generated throughout this large and varied
consultation process, he addressed the National
Tech Summit in September 2025, outlining the
challenge and choices Australia faced:

‘My approach on all of those vital questions is
categorically clear, driven by a focus on Australia’s
long-term national interests... Australia needs to
commit early and sincerely to sharing the benefits
of Al among everyone — not just Al firms or big
corporate players, but everyone. That's entirely

in keeping with this government’s core political
philosophy: no-one held back and no-one left

behind".¢!

He highlighted the importance of building
confidence in the technology by managing risks to
‘keep Australians safe. That is a responsibility for
government — and we will be squarely focussed
on building the capability to deal with risks and

to act effectively to deal with bad actors and

malign applications of this technology’. He finished
by outlining the plan entailed ‘clear, fair, non-
negotiable principles’ that ensure:*?

* Schools and higher education providers help
students to use Al productively, safely and
crifically;

* Healthcare providers are required fo be clear
and fransparent with their patients about
the Al technologies that are assisting their
treatment;

* Businesses fest and refine their integration
of Al technology in production and refail
processes, and respond to consumer
feedback;

* Social media companies be required to
mitigate the misuse of Al on their platforms
(os per the Grok “undress” tool on X (formerly
Twitter);

* Generative Al companies deal fairly and
lawfully with copyright holders and the
intellectual property of others; and

* The leading voices of the tech sector,
taking their responsibilities with the utmost

seriousness.

Following this, the government published its
Guidance for Al Adoption, which includes 10 well
received guardrails to the implementation of Al:¢3

1. Establish, implement and publish an
accountability process including governance,
infernal capability and a strategy for
regulatory compliance;

2. Establish and implement a risk management
process to identify and mitigate risks;

3. Protect Al systems, and implement data
governance measures fo manage data
quality and provenance;

4. Test Al models and systems to evaluate
model performance and monitor the system
once deployed. Thoroughly test Al systems
and Al models before deployment, and then
monitor for potential behaviour changes
or unintended consequences. You should
perform these tests according to your clearly

defined acceptance criteria that consider
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your risk and impact assessment;

5. Enable human control or infervention in an
Al system to achieve meaningful human
oversight across the life cycle;

6. Inform end-users regarding Al-enabled
decisions, interactions with Al and Al-
generated content;

7. Establish processes for people impacted by
Al systems to challenge use or outcomes;

8. Be transparent with other organisations
across the Al supply chain about datg,
models and systems to help them effectively
address risks;

Q. Keep and maintain records to allow third
parties fo assess compliance with guardrails;
and,

10. Engage your sfakeholders and evaluate their
needs and circumstances, with a focus on

safety, diversity, inclusion and fairmess.

These guidelines were celebrated by unions

and consumer groups as a strong starting point

in the push for effective regulation. However,

on the 2nd of December 2025, when Minister
Ayres announced the National Plan it reversed

its intention to make the guardrails mandatory,
following advocacy by big business and the
Productivity Commission (PC).¢* Instead, the
government announced it would spend $30m on
the creation of an Al Safety Institute, which will
monitor the development of Al and advise industry,
agencies and ministers where stronger responses
may be needed. While the principles articulated
by the Minister at the Tech Summit were fair,
reasonable and broadly consistent with the JCRC-
SDA policy agendaq, their subsequent relegation
to negotiable guidance rather than enforceable
regulation represents a substantive weakening

of the government’s governance framework. We
believe that there are numerous examples that
show effective regulation is possible, and that
learning from those examples can help us design a
worker-centred plan that swings the balance back
in favour of shared prosperity.

The Albanese government’s National Al Plan,
released in December 2025, sets out a high-

level strategic roadmap for building Australia’s

Al capability while managing risk and seeking

to ensure broad social benefit. At its core, the
plan aims to position Australia as a competitive,
productive and resilient Al-enabled economy,
while emphasising that the benefits of artificial
intelligence should be shared across regions,
sectors and communities rather than concentrated
narrowly.

The plan focuses on several interlinked priorities. It
seeks to capture Al-driven economic opportunities
by encouraging investment in innovation and
digital infrastructure, including data centres and
capability-building initiatives, while supporting
local commercialisation, partnerships and the
expansion of Australia’s Al ecosystem. Alongside
this growth agenda, the government emphasises
the need to spread benefits more evenly, with
targeted support for small and medium-sized
enterprises, regional communities and digitally
excluded groups, and an explicit focus on
workforce capability development.

A further pillar of the plan is safety and trust. The
government commits to ethical and responsible
Al use, active participation in international norm-
setting, and the establishment of an Al Safety
Institute to monitor emerging risks and advise

government, regulators and industry.

Workforce and skills development also feature
prominently, with commitments to expand
access to Al education and training and to foster
collaboration between industry, unions and
communities so Australians have the institutional
capacity to participate in Al development and
deployment.

Notably, however, the plan adopts a flexible and
largely market-neutral approach to governance.
Rather than introducing new mandatory regulatory
frameworks, it relies primarily on existing legal and
sectoral regimes to manage Al risks, supplemented
by guidance, voluntary best-practice standards
and consultation. The plan is also framed as part
of the government’s broader industrial strategy,
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including the Future Made in Australia agenda,
which seeks to rebuild national capability through
coordinated investment, skills and industry policy.

In many respects, the National Al Plan aligns with
the direction advocated by the labour movement
in mid-2025. Both emphasise the importance of
public investment, skills development, regional

inclusion and the integration of Al into a broader

national economic strategy rather than treating it as

a standalone technology policy. The government’s
plan recognises the need for sovereign capability,
workforce readiness and diffusion of benefits
beyond large firms and capital cities.

Where the divergence emerges is in the strength
and form of intervention. The labour movement's
mid-2025 proposal argued that Al cannot be left
to market forces alone and called explicitly for
both ex-ante and ex-post intervention to counter
concentration, protect jobs and embed worker
agency. It advocated significantly expanded
public investment in Al research and development
— including a central role for the CSIRO — the
deliberate construction of sovereign digital
infrastructure, mandatory governance guardrails,
and stronger mechanisms for worker voice in Al
deployment.

By contrast, the government'’s plan under-invests
in research and development, and stops short
of binding obligations in many regards. For
instance, while requirements are being phased
in for mandatory Al training for all APS staff
and mandatory Al impact assessments for

all departments, there have not been similar
expectations placed on the private sector.

And while the Attorney General announced

an important decision in ruling out permitting

Al training on copyrighted works without
compensation, instead pursuing licensing
frameworks, it remains unclear how this will

be enforced. The government is taking the

right approach by embedding Al in Australia’s
institutions rather than treating it as a wholly
unique case. But significant faith is put on existing
institutions, voluntary cooperation and incremental
adaptation without a clear commitment of
resources to empower those institutions. Overall,
Australia’s response does not reflect the urgency
and scale that the technological, social, and

economic change merits.

The result is a strategy that is directionally aligned
but institutionally cautious. The National Al Plan
provides an important foundation, particularly

in its recognition that Al is a national economic
issue rather than a niche technology concern.
But it leaves unresolved the central political
question raised throughout this report: whether
guidance and goodwill alone are sufficient to
ensure that Al lifts wages, strengthens job quality
and spreads productivity gains, or whether more
assertive governance will be required to prevent
concentration, insecurity and inequality as Al
adoption accelerates.
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Part Five: A Worker-Centred

National Al Strategy

The current National Plan, while an improvement
in our regulatory landscape, is not yet sufficient
to protect the interests of working people. As it
stands, the government is preparing for a kind
of ‘digital goldrush’ by mustering capital to
attract further investment in Al and its supportive
infrastructure. This will undoubtedly increase the
measures of economic growth, however, without
an active approach to workers' rights, voice,
and protections, the digital boom risks inviting
exploitation rather than shared prosperity. We
believe that Australia needs a Worker-Centred
National Al Strategy, built in consultation with
workers and their unions, that minimises the
concentration of power and maximises workers’

voices in the transition.

Learning from the body of evidence already
uncovered through the consultation process and
the best principles from external jurisdictions, we
believe that such a plan does not threaten to stifle
the economy. While weaker protections might
yield faster initial growth, it would not yield faster
improvements in society. As famed Cambridge
economist Ha-Joon Chang highlights, outlawing
harmful activities, such as slavery, child labour and
the dumping of harmful waste is not motivated by
maximising GDP but by morality and ethics. While
these are extreme examples, they highlight that
government’s role includes ethical responsibilities

as well as economic ones.

A National Worker-Centred Al Strategy will
facilitate healthy growth and productivity gains,
without sacrificing the security and safety of the
Australian public. Such a strategy must move
beyond aspirational principles and embed
enforceable mechanisms that protect workers in
practice. This includes strengthening industrial
relations frameworks for algorithmic management,
guaranteeing universal access to Al skills and
training, aligning public procurement with social
objectives, and legislating clear lines of human

accountability for high-risk systems.

We argue that this strategy should be built on

five essential pillars: worker empowerment; skills,
training and inclusive participation; social and
sovereign procurement; human accountability; and
ethical governance. Together, these pillars provide
the institutional architecture required to ensure

that Al enhances shared prosperity rather than
deepening inequality.

5.1 Worker Empowerment

Worker empowerment should not frighten
businesses — it's a critical part of running a
successful business (especially through a major
transition). The need to prioritise the interests and
voice of workers in the implementation process

is paramount to the successful roll out of Al. As

the Select Committee on Adopting Artificial
Intelligence emphasized in its final report, Australia
lacks adequate frameworks to protect workers from
Al’s disruptive effects, finding that current industrial
relations laws weren't fit-for-purpose in the age

of Al, algorithmic management, and automated
decision-making. As such, the committee called for
strengthening Fair Work Act provisions regarding
technological change, as well as mandatory

Al impact assessments before implementation,
dedicated funding for worker retraining,

and specific protections against algorithmic
discrimination.

Notably, the inquiry heard extensive evidence

from unions about algorithmic brutality in gig
economy and warehousing work, where Al

systems set unrealistic performance targets.

This real-world testimony significantly shaped

their recommendations for human oversight
requirements and the right to challenge automated
decisions. Crucially, this report stressed that without
intervention, Al could exacerbate inequality rather
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than share productivity benefits across society.

As artificial intelligence becomes increasingly
embedded in workplaces, ensuring that workers
retain agency over how these technologies are
deployed will be critical to achieving inclusive
economic outcomes. International research
increasingly highlights the importance of worker
participation in shaping the adoption and
implementation of digital technologies, particularly
where these systems influence work processes,
decision making and job design.

Acemoglu, Autor and Johnson argue that
institutions enabling worker voices can play

a significant role in steering technological
development toward labour-augmenting innovation
rather than labour-replacing automation.65 When
workers and their representatives are involved in
decisions about technology adoption, firms are
more likely to implement systems that support
productivity while preserving job quality and
employment opportunities.

Worker empowerment can take several forms,
including consultation mechanisms during
technology deployment, collective bargaining
frameworks that address algorithmic management,
and institutional channels through which workers
can raise concerns about the impact of Al on
working conditions. Such mechanisms help ensure
that technological change is integrated into
workplaces in ways that support both productivity
and worker wellbeing.

Embedding worker voice in Al governance is
therefore not only a matter of fairness but also of
economic performance. Technologies designed
in collaboration with workers are more likely to
complement human skills, improve operational
efficiency and foster organisational trust. By
strengthening worker participation in the design
and deployment of Al systems, policymakers can
help ensure that technological progress contributes
to higher productivity, better jobs and more
inclusive economic growth. These international
insights are already reflected in Australian policy
debates about Al governance.

The need to ensure worker voice in the process of
implementation is critical. Throughout the multiple
governmental inquiries concerning Al, unions made
submissions calling for the right to be consulted
early in the process—before decisions are taken
and system design is finalised on the use of Al

This is fair and reasonable. By providing workers

a seat at the table, the government can ensure that
the implementation of Al is managed responsibly
without the need for additional regulation.
Consistent with JCRC-SDA Recommendation No.
4, the implications of Al for industrial relations must
be thoroughly considered.

Al has the potential to make workplaces safer —
including through systems that identify high-risk
customer behaviour, such as facial recognition
technologies, provided staff and customer privacy
is safeguarded. However, significant risks arise in
areas including:

* Al driven rostering and scheduling.

* Automated performance management and
communications.

* Workplace surveillance and biometric
monitoring.

* Algorithmic decision-making affecting hours,

income security and discipline.

The introduction or expansion of Al systems in
workplaces must involve formal consultation with
workers and their representatives. This consultation
should be mandatory, written into legislation and

embedded in enterprise bargaining agreements.

At a minimum, implementation frameworks should

include:

* FEarly nofification of proposed Al deployment.

* Clear disclosure of system purpose, data use
and decision-making logic.

* Impact assessments addressing bias, safety,
job quality and privacy.

* A guaranteed right to meaningful human
review of significant automated decisions

(both for customers and for workers).

Al must not be used to undermine collective
bargaining, weaken employment protections or
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erode transparency in workplace decision-making.

5.2 Skills, Training and Inclusive
Participation in Al

As identified in the joint JCRC-SDA submission,

the benefits of Al driven productivity will only be
realised if workers are equipped with the skills

and capabilities to participate fully in digital
transformation. Al adoption must not widen existing
labour market inequalities. Retail and service sector
workforces include high proportions of part-time,
casual, migrant, regional and older workers —
cohorts who historically have lower access to
employer funded training. Without deliberate
intervention, Al risks creating a divide between
those who design and manage systems and those
who are managed by them.

The rapid diffusion of artificial intelligence across
industries is expected to transform the nature of
work rather than eliminate it entirely. Many tasks
currently performed by workers will be partially
automated, while new forms of employment will
emerge that require different combinations of
technical, analytical and interpersonal skills. In this
context, workforce capability will play a central
role in determining whether Al adoption enhances
productivity while maintaining strong labour market
participation.

Research increasingly suggests that the most
productive applications of Al are those that
complement human skills rather than replace
them. Technologies that assist workers in analysing
complex information, improving decision making
or performing specialised tasks can significantly
increase productivity when combined with
appropriate training and organisational support.
Such labour complementary technologies are
more likely to emerge in environments where
policy incentives encourage investment in

human capabilities alongside technological
development.®®

Ensuring that workers can effectively utilise Al

systems therefore requires sustained investment in
education and training. We cannot assume that
people will simply absorb these skills naturally.
When household internet access first became
common, many people (especially young people)
picked it up quickly. But many did not. And many
were afraid to try without being shown. The same
will happen with Al if we do not approach it
deliberately. This includes formal qualifications

in digital and technical fields and shorter-term
training programs that enable workers to adapt

to changing workplace technologies, as well as
simply ensuring people have access to systems

to learn-by-doing. It requires leaders from all
corners of Australia to encourage people to
embrace Al as a new skill, and to help people with
less technological literacy to understand where
and how to begin. It would also help if some of
the bigger risks that people can stumble on (like
accidentally allowing an Al agent to wipe your
entire hard-drive or make financial transactions that
you did not intend) are openly discussed in a way
that empowers people rather than paralyses them.
Lifelong learning frameworks, industry led training
initiatives and partnerships between educational
institutions and employers will all play important
roles in preparing the workforce for Al enabled
production systems.

Inclusive participation in the Al economy also
requires attention to accessibility and equity.
Without deliberate policy intervention, workers
in lower-skilled occupations, regional areas

or industries undergoing rapid technological
transformation may face greater barriers to
retraining and career mobility. Targeted training
initiatives, public investment in skills development
and coordinated workforce planning can help
ensure that the benefits of Al driven productivity
growth are broadly shared across the labour
market.

A national productivity strategy must therefore
include:
* Universal access o foundational digital and
Al literacy.

* Portable training entitlements that are not
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dependent on full-time employment status.

* Paid time for employer-mandated Al and
digital training.

* Targeted inclusion measures to ensure
equifable participation by women, culturally
and linguistically diverse workers, people with
(relevant) disabilities, regional communities
and older workers.

*  Worker involvement in the design and
delivery of workplace Al training to ensure it

reflects real operational conditions.

Al capability must be treated as core economic
infrastructure, as essential as literacy and

numeracy, and embedded across schools, VET,
tertiary education and lifelong learning systems.

5.3 Social and Sovereign Procurement.

The current National Al Plan unlocks billions of
dollars in Australian taxpayer funds to stimulate

the growth of sovereign Al capabilities, which is an
excellent way to stimulate the growth of Australia’s
Al capabilities. However, to ensure that the benefits
are spread in the manner the Plan describes, such
funding should be tied to social aims.

Through Future Made In Australia, the Australian
government has demonstrated its willingness to
invest in sovereign capabilities and maximize social
benefits through procurement. The need to ensure
that new technologies are treated with the same
expectations as established industries is paramount
to our economic development in the age of Al.

By leveraging the significant investment capabilities
of the state, the government can balance the needs
of workers and employers, growing our sovereign
capabilities without sacrificing the standards and
protections of Australia’s industrial landscape.

5.4 Human Accountability

Despite the pace of Al improvement, human

accountability must remain paramount. Treating

Al outcomes as inevitable or autonomous risks
dissolving accountability precisely where it is most
needed. Just as a pen does not write a libel and

a brush does not paint a forgery, an algorithm
does not hire, fire, surveil or discriminate on its
own. For the time being, neither does Al. Human
accountability must therefore be non-negotiable.
Employers and developers must remain responsible
for decisions made with Al assistance, including
their impacts on workers' rights, privacy, safety
and dignity. This requires transparency about

how systems operate, clear lines of responsibility
for outcomes, and enforceable rights for workers
to challenge automated or algorithmically
informed decisions. Without these safeguards,

Al risks becoming a shield behind which power

is exercised without scrutiny. And Australia must
continually think ahead to ensure continued human
accountability as Al capabilities race forward.

Embedding accountability into Al governance is
not an obstacle to innovation; it is a precondition
for legitimacy. Trust — among workers, consumers
and the public — will determine Al’s social licence.
Accountability is how that trust is earned. In
regulating Al, the most important point to keep

at the front of mind is that Al is a tool used by
humans. Australia’s regulatory ecosystem is built
on the idea of accountability and transparency,
with government requiring businesses operate in
line with Australian law and providing remedies for
those affected by contraventions. These principles
should be extended to Al, algorithms, and
associated technologies. By placing transparency
and accountability as core expectations on both
developers and users of digital technology, the
government can ensure that evidence is available
where risks become harms and ensure that those
affected have avenues to redress such harms.
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5.5 Ethical Governance

The pace of change is an ongoing challenge for
governing digital technologies. As such, Australia
should learn from the jurisdictions with the greatest
responsibility to mitigate risk and harm. By creating
legislation that provides clear definitions while
remaining broad enough to capture evolving
technology, businesses can be sure of the
expectations put on them. Similarly, by ensuring
that such expectations are appropriate and
proportional to the risks that they seek to mitigate,
the government can simplify compliance for ethical
developers and complicate life for unscrupulous
operators.

5.6 Bringing Al into the Fair Work
System

A central question in designing Australia’s
institutional response to artificial intelligence is not
simply what rules should exist, but where those
rules should sit. This report proceeds from a clear
premise: Al, as it is deployed in workplaces, is

not merely a technological development, it is a
transformation in how work is organised, managed
and controlled. As such, its governance should

be embedded within the institutions that already
regulate employment, recognising that workplace
impacts are best addressed within existing
industrial frameworks, even as broader regulatory

approaches may also be considered.

The Fair Work Commission is uniquely placed to
perform this role. As Australia’s central industrial
tribunal, it already exercises responsibility for
setting minimum standards, resolving disputes, and
balancing the competing objectives of fairness,
productivity and economic efficiency. Crucially, it
operates within a well-established framework of
awards, enterprise bargaining, and adjudication,
supported by decades of jurisprudence and
institutional legitimacy. Expanding its remit to
incorporate artificial intelligence governance
would therefore represent an evolution of existing

functions, rather than the creation of an entirely
new regulatory architecture.

This approach recognises a fundamental reality
of contemporary workplaces: Al systems are
increasingly performing functions that were once
the exclusive domain of management. Algorithmic
tools now influence rostering, task allocation,
hiring decisions, performance monitoring, and
disciplinary processes. In doing so, they reshape
the employment relationship itself, often in ways
that are opaque, difficult to challenge, and
capable of shifting power decisively toward
employers. Treating these systems as purely
technical instruments risks obscuring their industrial
character. Embedding oversight within the Fair
Work Commission ensures that Al is regulated

as an exercise of managerial power, subject to
the same principles of fairness, transparency and
accountability that underpin Australia’s industrial

relations system.

Operationally, this reform could be implemented
through the establishment of a dedicated

Expert Panel on Atrtificial Intelligence within the
Commission. Modelled on existing specialist
panels, the panel would bring together technical,
legal, and industrial expertise to inform decision
making across a range of functions. Its role would
include advising on the development of standards
for the use of Al in workplaces, contributing

to modern award reviews where algorithmic
systems materially affect working conditions, and
supporting the Commission in the resolution of
disputes involving Al-enabled decision making.
By consolidating expertise within the institution,
the panel would also help address a growing
asymmetry: the increasing technical sophistication
of employers relative to the capacity of workers
and their representatives to interrogate and
challenge algorithmic systems.

Importantly, the Fair Work Commission already
provides an integrated forum in which questions
of wages, conditions, safety, and managerial
prerogative are negotiated and adjudicated.

Extending its jurisdiction to include Al ensures that
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technological change is considered alongside
these existing dimensions, rather than treated as a
separate or purely technical issue.

This model also aligns with Australia’s broader
institutional tradition of managing economic
change through established frameworks rather than
constructing entirely new ones. Historically, the
arbitration system has adapted to successive waves
of industrial transformation—from mechanisation to
digitisation—by incorporating new forms of work
and new sources of conflict into its remit. Artificial
intelligence represents a continuation of this
trajectory. lts effective governance will depend not
only on technical standards, but on ensuring that its
deployment supports fair wages, secure work, and
the dignity of labour.

At the same time, this approach is not without
limitations. Al is a general-purpose technology
with applications that extend far beyond the
workplace, including in consumer markets, public
administration, national security, and critical
infrastructure. While the Fair Work Commission

is well suited to addressing workplace impacts,

it cannot, and should not, be expected to serve
as the sole authority of Al governance across the

economy.

Given the pace, scale and cross-sector impact of
artificial intelligence, the government should still
give consideration to whether existing regulatory
frameworks are fit for purpose — including the
case for establishing a standalone Al regulator to
ensure coherent oversight, public trust, and national
capability.

From Principles to Power: Making Al
Work for Working People

A worker-centred National Al Strategy must
move beyond principles and intentions to
questions of power, enforcement and outcomes.
History shows that technological change delivers
shared prosperity only when institutions actively
shape its direction — when workers have voice,
when standards are enforceable, and when

public investment is tied to public purpose. Al

is no different. This means ensuring that skills
systems prepare workers not just o use new
technologies, but to shape them; that labour law
protects dignity and agency in algorithmically
managed workplaces; that procurement and
public investment reward firms that lift wages

and capability rather than cut corners; and that
governance frameworks evolve as technologies
do. Above all, it means recognising organised
labour not as an obstacle to innovation, but as a
central institution for ensuring that innovation serves
the many rather than the few. Al will define the
next phase of Australia’s economic development.
Whether it entrenches inequality or renews the
social contract is not a technical question but a
political one. A National Al Strategy grounded in
worker empowerment, accountability and shared
prosperity is not only possible — it is essential if the
future of work is to be worthy of the name.

Policy Recommendations

* Recommendation 1: That the Australian
Government establish an Al in Industrial
Relations Taskforce, jointly led by the Digital
Transformation Agency (DTA) and the
Department of Employment and Workplace
Relations (DEWR), with formal participation
from unions, responsible employer
representatives, and sole-trader bodies to
ensure practical, balanced and workplace-
focused outcomes

* Recommendation 2: That the Al in Industrial
Relations Taskforce prioritise a comprehensive
review of the Fair Work Act 2009 fo assess
and address risks posed by Al, algorithmic
management and automated decision-
making from an employment perspective,
with ferms of reference designed fo prevent
the process being used as an avenue for
employer-led deregulation. But also for the
taskforce to collaborate with every minister to
review the Acts in their portfolio to assess and
address risks and opportunities posed by Al

* Recommendation 3: That the Australian

Government require employers fo esfablish Al

42



Implementation Agreements with workers and
their representatives prior fo the deployment
of Al systems that materially affect working
conditions. Such agreements would apply
only to high-impact systems such as those
that influence hiring, rostering, performance
management, surveillance, discipline or
termination, and would formalise structured
consultation, fransparency and accountability

mechanisms.

These agreements would not constitute a veto over
technological adoption. Rather, they would:

* require early nofification of proposed Al
deployment, and opportunities for worker
engagement in codesign of the system;

* provide clear information regarding the
system’s purpose, data inputs and decision-
making parameters;

* esfablish processes for risk assessment,
including impacts on privacy, bias, safety and
job quality;

* guarantee meaningful human review of
significant automated decisions; and

* provide mechanisms for ongoing monitoring

and dispute resolution.

The intention should be to avoid bureaucratism
while embedding predictable, standardised
governance processes within existing enterprise
bargaining and consultation frameworks. By
clarifying expectations upfront, Al Implementation
Agreements would reduce legal uncertainty,

build worker trust, facilitate smoother adoption of
productivity-enhancing technologies, and improve
productivity outcomes by incorporating worker
insights into how work is actually performed rather
than how it is imagined.

* Recommendation 4: That the Australian
Government establish a Universal Al Skills
Guarantee, ensuring all Australians have
access to publicly supported Al and digital
literacy training, including portable, pro-
rata training rights for part-time and casual
workers, paid time for employer-directed Al

fraining, support via the states for sole-fraders

and small business, and targeted inclusion
measures to prevent digital exclusion.
Recommendation 5: That the Al in Industrial
Relations Taskforce review the Australian Jobs
Act 2013 to ensure Al systems, data centres
and associated technological infrastructure
are explicitly included within eligible
sovereign capability definitions.
Recommendation é: That the Australian
Government develop a Digital Procurement
Policy, in consultation with unions and
businesses, to ensure public investment in Al
and digital technologies advances worker
empowerment, job quality, and domestic
capability.

Recommendation 7: That the Australian
Government coordinate with state and
territory governments through National
Cabinet to explore payroll tax incentives for
businesses that demonstrably meet worker
empowerment and social procurement
standards.

Recommendation 8: That the Australian
Government enact an Artificial Intelligence
Accountability Act establishing clear

statutory definitions of developers, deployers
and catastrophic risk; mandatory human
oversight requirements for high-risk systems;
public transparency obligations regarding
risk management processes; disclosure
obligations to affected workers through Al
Implementation Agreements; and annual
reporting requirements to the Australian
Artificial Infelligence Safety Institute (AISI).
Recommendation 9: That the Australian
Artificial Intelligence Safety Insfitute (AIS)
conduct annual independent reviews of
developers' risk management systems and the
efficacy of human oversight mechanisms, with
findings reported publicly and with provisions
enabling workers to review and provide input
on system performance and impacts.
Recommendation 10: That the Australian
Government expand the Fair Work
Commission to infegrate arfificial intelligence
governance within Australia’s industrial

relations system, supported by a dedicated
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Expert Panel on Al to provide independent
expert advice, support the development of
binding standards, and assist in the resolution
of disputes relating to workplace Al and

algorithmic systems.

The current National Plan, while an improvement in
our regulatory landscape, is insufficient to protect
the interests of working people. As it stands, the
government is preparing for a kind of ‘digital
goldrush’ by mustering capital to attract further
investment in Al and supportive infrastructure.

This will undoubtedly increase the measures of
economic growth, just as the literal goldrushes

of the 1800s did in the colonial economies of
Victoria and New South Wales. However, without
an active approach to workers' rights, voice, and
protections, the digital boom will follow the same
path towards exploitation as its predecessor. We
believe that Australia needs a Worker-Centred
National Al Strategy, built in consultation with
workers and their unions, that prioritises the
minimization of risk and maximization of worker
voice in the process.

Learning from the body of evidence already
uncovered through the consultation process and
the best principles from external jurisdictions, we
believe that such a plan does not threaten to stifle
the economy. Indeed, we simply seek to highlight
that being less profitable is not the same thing as
being unprofitable. We do not argue that a lack of
protections would not make our economic growth
higher than it would otherwise be - far from it.
However, the same logic applies to other morally
bankrupt economic activities. As famed Cambridge
economist Ha-Joon Chang highlights, there was
no economic reason to outlaw harmful activities,
such as slavery, child labour and the dumping of
harmful waste; the reasons to act were moral and
ethical. While these are extreme examples, they
highlight the role of government as being one that
has ethical responsibilities as well as economic

ones.

A National Worker-Centred Al Strategy will
facilitate healthy growth and productivity gains,
without sacrificing the security and safety of the
Australian public. Such a strategy must move
beyond aspirational principles and embed
enforceable mechanisms that protect workers in
practice. This includes strengthening industrial
relations frameworks for algorithmic management,
guaranteeing universal access to Al skills and
training, aligning public procurement with social
objectives, and legislating clear lines of human
accountability for high-risk systems.

We argue that this strategy should be built on five
essential pillars: Worker Empowerment; Sovereign
and Social Procurement; Human Accountability;
Skills, Training and Inclusive Participation and
Ethical Governance. Together, these pillars provide
the institutional architecture required to ensure

that Al enhances shared prosperity rather than
deepening inequality.
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