Australia’s National AI Plan opts for existing laws over standalone legislation amid rapid technological growth
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The Albanese government has unveiled its National AI Plan, choosing not to pursue dedicated legislation specifically for artificial intelligence but instead relying on existing laws to manage the technology’s rapid growth and associated risks. The plan, launched in late 2025, underscores a focus on harnessing AI’s economic benefits while ensuring broad societal advantages through measures such as worker reskilling, investment in data infrastructure, and sharing productivity gains across the Australian economy.
Central to the government's strategy is a commitment to unlock both public and private sector datasets to fuel AI innovation. The government highlights the potential of Australia’s comprehensive and high-quality data resources to support AI models that could deliver significant public value while reflecting the Australian context more accurately. Though the plan does not adopt the European Union’s approach of introducing a standalone AI act, a move previously advocated by former minister Ed Husic, it emphasizes that current legislation is deemed sufficient at this stage to address emerging AI challenges. The establishment of an AI Safety Institute, with a $30 million budget and expected to be operational by early 2026, will play a crucial role in advising policymakers on AI developments and whether additional legal frameworks are required over time.
Industry Minister Tim Ayres articulated the government’s vision to balance economic opportunity with social responsibility, aiming to foster a “fairer, stronger Australia where every person benefits” from AI-driven technological change. The plan details ambitions to enhance sectors including health, disability services, aged care, education, and employment through AI applications while reinforcing support structures for workers displaced or affected by automation. Responding to union concerns about AI’s impact on jobs, Ayres assured that the government intends AI deployment to complement and augment human capabilities rather than replace workers, committing to ongoing consultations with both unions and businesses to navigate workplace transitions.
The AI roadmap also addresses the sustainability challenges posed by data infrastructure expansion, particularly the growing energy and water demands of data centres critical to AI model training and deployment. Data centres already consumed around 4 terawatt-hours of power in 2024, constituting about 2% of Australia’s grid-supplied electricity, with projections suggesting this could triple by 2030. The plan calls for accelerated adoption of renewable energy sources and efficient cooling technologies to mitigate environmental impact, emphasising the need to reduce water usage which currently runs into tens of millions of litres annually for such facilities.
While the government has rejected proposals for a text and data mining exemption that would have broadened copyright access for AI training on protected materials like news reporting, books, and films, it remains interested in piloting access to “non-sensitive” datasets from government agencies such as the Australian Bureau of Statistics. The details of these data-sharing schemes are still under development, with no clear stance on potential licensing or compensation mechanisms for copyright holders, leaving some uncertainty around how intellectual property concerns will be balanced with innovation incentives.
The establishment of the Australian Artificial Intelligence Safety Institute (AISI) is a significant component of the government’s approach. Tasked with evaluating new AI capabilities, sharing information, and guiding regulatory responses, the institute will coordinate across government jurisdictions and collaborate with international partners. It aims to uphold best practices in AI safety and play a central role in protecting Australians from the evolving risks associated with AI technologies.
Critics and AI governance experts, however, have pointed out that the National AI Plan places less emphasis on accountability and democratic oversight than some had hoped. The reliance on existing legal frameworks rather than creating new, AI-specific legislation has raised concerns about whether emerging risks and ethical questions, such as AI-facilitated abuse, copyright protections, and privacy implications, will be adequately addressed in a timely manner. Calls from industry and productivity bodies for clearer legal exemptions to facilitate AI training data use were not wholly embraced, signalling a cautious government posture that prioritizes measured advancement alongside risk management.
This measured stance reflects a broader governmental commitment to monitoring AI’s development continuously and to responding flexibly as the technology and society’s understanding of it evolve. The policy framework also complements updated Australian Public Service (APS) AI guidelines aimed at responsible government use of AI, which uphold human rights, data privacy, and workplace safety while encouraging transparency through tools like a centralised AI assessment register. The APS initiatives align with the broader National AI Plan’s objectives of safe, ethical, and innovative AI integration across all sectors.
In summary, Australia’s National AI Plan promotes a practical, innovation-friendly approach focused on economic growth and public benefit while acknowledging environmental and social risks. By opting against standalone legislative measures and instead establishing regulatory bodies and data-sharing frameworks, the government seeks to position Australia as a competitive player in the global AI landscape, balancing opportunity with caution in an uncertain technological horizon.
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