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AWS INSTITUTE 

The public sector in Australia was an early adopter of digital technology and Australia is a leader in the 
UN E-Government Survey. A business technology academic and an experienced nation-scale modernizer 
explore how investment in Artificial Intelligence (AI) could re-energize governments’ digital progress. 

Australia was among the first nations to adopt 
internet-era technology to improve public services. 
It has ranked high in the UN E-Government Survey 
for more than two decades and is still in the top five. 
However, in their Brookings Institution article, 
Professor Kevin Desouza of Queensland University 
of Technology (QUT) and his co-authors ranked 
Australia’s (AI) strategy behind those of China, UK, 
Japan, Germany, France, Italy, South Korea, Canada, 
and India. Their research concluded that Australia 
is among nations that “have a strong current 
technology and research platform but are lacking 
strong public and private investments.” 
The nations in the leader category “have both 
a robust technology and research platform 
and substantial public/private investments”. 
The research identifies investment in AI as the 
differentiator. Desouza selects South Korea as an 
example where a “decisive, co-ordinated strategy 
around AI” has pushed it into the first tier. It has 
moved from experimentation into the planning, 
deployment, and even scaling phase, he notes. 
Jane Treadwell’s career leading nation-scale reform 
includes the Australian Senior Executive Service 
from 1993-2003. “Australian politicians and public 
servants were among the first in the world to 
comprehend how the Internet and mobile phone 
could be used to improve people’s lives. 
“This was the period when the Commonwealth 
Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 
(CSIRO) invented wi-fi. It was also the period 
when Prime Minister Howard created Centrelink, 
insisting that the needs of the Australian people 
would be placed ahead of traditional departmental 
boundaries in the Australian Public Service (APS) 
and that the APS would embrace technology, in 

particular the Internet, to offer self-services and 
electronic payments and eliminate what we now call 
‘friction’ from the interactions Australians had with 
government agencies.”  

Now, Australia is again looking to cutting edge 
technology to improve public services. “In late  
2021, the CSIRO launched a National Centre for AI,” 
says Treadwell. 
“As part of Australia's Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
Action Plan, the Australian government is investing 
$53.8 million over four years in four AI and Digital 
Capability Centres, on top of the National Centre 
for AI, to lay the foundations for an Australian 
AI and digital ecosystem. And state and territory 
governments are also investing heavily in AI tech  
and solutions.

Governments can look to AI to sustain 
digital transformation success  

https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/Portals/egovkb/Documents/un/2020-Survey/2020%20UN%20E-Government%20Survey%20(Full%20Report).pdf
https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/Portals/egovkb/Documents/un/2020-Survey/2020%20UN%20E-Government%20Survey%20(Full%20Report).pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/techtank/2022/01/12/how-countries-are-leveraging-computing-power-to-achieve-their-national-artificial-intelligence-strategies/
https://www.qut.edu.au/
https://www.qut.edu.au/
https://www.csiro.au/en/
https://www.csiro.au/en/
https://www.csiro.au/en/
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/centrelink?context=1
https://www.csiro.au/en/research/technology-space/ai/national-ai-centre
https://www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/australias-artificial-intelligence-action-plan
https://www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/australias-artificial-intelligence-action-plan
https://www.claytonutz.com/knowledge/2022/may/government-use-of-artificial-intelligence-new-horizons-and-risks
https://www.claytonutz.com/knowledge/2022/may/government-use-of-artificial-intelligence-new-horizons-and-risks
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Transformation is continuous  
 
“Digital transformation is about thinking 
and operating differently, not just about new 
technology,” says Treadwell. “You need technology 
to leverage, but it’s only part of the puzzle.”
She adds that waves of progress generally follow 
enabling legislation, “game-changing crises” – 
or both. “For good reasons, public agencies are 
constrained in what they can do. If circumstances 
change because, for example, a global pandemic 
means the usual rules are temporarily suspended,  
or because an Act of Parliament results in those 
rules being permanently changed, or because a 
Minister drives a customer-focused transformation 
agenda, public agencies can and do respond with 
remarkable agility.” 
 
Desouza says it is possible, even where constraints 
exist, to be proactive. He said: “The U.S. public sector 
is also constrained in what it can do, but that didn’t 
stop the Obama administration launching  
challenge.gov,” he says.
 “That’s a crowdsourcing platform that facilitated 
non-traditional players from solo entrepreneurs to 
SMEs [small and medium enterprises], which were 
often disadvantaged by the traditional RFP [request 
for proposal] and acquisition processes, to contribute 
innovations to the public sector.” He added that 
some nations have borrowed this and implemented 
their own versions.

Conditions for success  
 
Desouza says although greater funding is needed 
for Australia to leverage cutting-edge AI, its 
ability to unlock the benefits of new technology 
and move back into the top tier also need bold 
vision from public sector leaders. Initiatives that 
support progress include the Data Availability and 
Transparency Act 2022 (DAT Act), which will make 
it simpler for federal government agencies to share 
data among themselves, as well as with state and 
territory governments and universities. Additionally, 
during 2020-21, the federal government released 
the Digital Economy Strategy 2030, Modern 

Manufacturing Strategy, and the Cyber Enhanced 
Situational Awareness and Response (CESAR) 
package. These strategies aim to make Australia 
into “a leading digital economy and society by 
2030”. In recent years, Australia’s state and territory 
governments have also released their own digital 
transformation plans (and established their own 
service aggregators). Most echo the New South 
Wales government’s ambition to “develop a data 
informed and agile public service [and] make 
government services easy to use, cut complexity, 
and streamline processes”. In 2019, the Digital 
Transformation Agency (DTA) established a 
whole-of-government deal with Amazon Web 
Services (AWS) that provides all federal, state, 
and territory agencies and departments, as well 
as public universities and government-controlled 
corporations, with access to AWS Cloud services. 
This was recently renewed.

With public servants having risen to the challenge 
of a once-in-a-century pandemic, Treadwell believes 
their horizons have been permanently expanded. 
“A good example is how AWS helped to develop 
an SMS automated notification service for New 
South Wales Health that provided over four million 
notifications of COVID test results,” Treadwell says. 
“That meant New South Wales Health Pathology 
staff saved thousands of hours they would otherwise 
have consumed in contacting people. Also, it almost 
certainly protected lives by delivering test results 
within hours compared to days.  
“Governments have stated their digital-economy 
objectives. Public-sector organisations have been 
provided with the technological infrastructure they 
require to achieve those objectives. And, perhaps 
most importantly of all, public servants now have 
first-hand experience of the enormous impact 
digital-government capabilities can have. Ambitious 
leadership and digital mindsets are critical.” For 
example, My Health Record made individuals’ 
medical history immediately available to the 
healthcare professionals they interact with. Desouza 
argues the second era of e-government will centre 
around “massively rethinking” the role of the public 
sector. For example, analyzing big data sourced 

https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2022A00011
https://www.zdnet.com/article/aws-touts-government-procurement-deals-allowed-faster-response-to-covid-19/
https://www.zdnet.com/article/aws-touts-government-procurement-deals-allowed-faster-response-to-covid-19/
https://www.challenge.gov/
https://www.abs.gov.au/about/our-organisation/australian-statistician/speeches/realising-potential-data-government
https://www.abs.gov.au/about/our-organisation/australian-statistician/speeches/realising-potential-data-government
https://digitaleconomy.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-07/digital-economy-strategy.pdf
https://www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/make-it-happen-the-australian-governments-modern-manufacturing-strategy/our-modern-manufacturing-strategy
https://www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/make-it-happen-the-australian-governments-modern-manufacturing-strategy/our-modern-manufacturing-strategy
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/minister/lreynolds/media-releases/nations-largest-ever-investment-cyber-security
https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/minister/lreynolds/media-releases/nations-largest-ever-investment-cyber-security
https://www.digital.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/DigitalStrategy.pdf
https://www.digital.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/DigitalStrategy.pdf
https://www.dta.gov.au/news/government-agencies-benefit-new-agreement-aws
https://www.aboutamazon.com.au/news/aws/creating-a-new-era-of-partnering-for-public-sector-innovation?tag=zd-buy-button-20&ascsubtag=e8ccc10864614a0ab795947455193758%7C995b9210-e3ab-406c-ab50-1b8fc9705665%7Cdtp
https://aws.amazon.com/solutions/case-studies/nsw-health-pathology-case-study/
https://www.myhealthrecord.gov.au/


3

Department of Agriculture, Water and the 
Environment, the Department of Health and Aged 
Care, the Department of Social Services, and the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics with cloud-based AI 
tools to determine how to increase the average life 
expectancy of Australians. 

“My accountant and I are currently putting my tax 
return together so that one or more of the ATO’s 
[Australian Taxation Office] 20,000 employees 
can review it and decide whether I owe the tax 
department or it owes me,” Desouza says. “My 
employer, super fund, and health insurer could send 
the relevant data about me to the cloud where an AI 
tool could analyse it and then arrange to send me a 
bill or a refund.” He points to the efficiencies of this 
as well as the improved experience, and believes that 
eventually this will benefit everybody.

Treadwell says that relieving public sector workforces 
of mundane tasks frees them to do more meaningful 
work. “Australians join the public service in the hope 
they can improve the lives of their fellow citizens 
and make the world a better place,” she says. 
“Historically, many public servants have spent time 
undertaking monotonous, procedural tasks. Nobody 
should be more excited about the prospect of AI 
handling those mundane, bureaucratic chores than 
public servants themselves. AI can also provide new 
insights for policy changes or ensure better decision-
making. Given the choice, who would want to stand 
at a counter renewing drivers’ licences when they 
could be part of a team developing digital driver’s 
licences or tailoring services to individual needs?”

Treadwell adds that there are still plenty of 
challenges that Australia needs to solve. “Automating 
repetitive, routine processes will free up Australians 
in general, and public sector workforces in particular, 
to concentrate on creating solutions to those 
problems,” she says.  

Desouza says today’s public servants are living 
through a golden age that their predecessors could 
never have imagined and that their successors may 
lament missing out on. “The possibilities of AI are 

the stuff of science fiction, but AI tools aren’t much 
use without data,” he says. “Public agencies almost 
invariably have large data sets. When those huge 
data sets are combined with the powerful and 
sophisticated AI and ML [machine learning] tools 
available on clouds provided by hyperscalers such  
as AWS, incredible things become possible. There’s 
no doubt that, over the next 5-10 years, public 
servants collaborating within the digital ecosystem 
will solve some of Australia’s most pressing 
challenges by combining their human ingenuity  
with potent technology.”      

Professor Kevin Desouza and Jane Treadwell 
led sessions for public sector leaders at a recent 
AWS Institute QUT Executive Education digital 
transformation program. Find more AWS Institute 
digital transformation thought leadership.
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https://www.service.nsw.gov.au/campaign/nsw-digital-driver-licence
https://www.service.nsw.gov.au/campaign/nsw-digital-driver-licence
https://aws.amazon.com/institute/
https://aws.amazon.com/institute/
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