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FORMAL SUBMISSION  |  SENATE INQUIRY 

Submission to the Environment and 
Communications References Committee 

Artificial intelligence and data centres 

Submitted by Engagement Institute 

Date 27 August 2026 

Contact Marion Short, Chief Executive Officer 

Hearing The Engagement Institute wishes to appear before the Committee. 

 

Scope of submission. This submission responds to each term of reference through the Engagement 
Institute’s area of expertise: the governance, design and quality of community and stakeholder engagement. 
We do not seek to determine technical thresholds for energy, water, planning, cyber security or AI safety. We 
focus on how governments and proponents should involve affected communities, disclose impacts and 
choices, use AI responsibly in engagement, and demonstrate accountability across the full lifecycle of AI and 
data-centre decisions. 

Introduction 
The Engagement Institute welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Senate inquiry into artificial 
intelligence and data centres. We are the peak body for the community and stakeholder engagement 
profession, representing approximately 15,000 practitioners across Australia and New Zealand. Our 
members work across government, industry and the not-for-profit sector, including infrastructure, planning, 
energy, environment, technology, health, public policy and First Nations engagement. 

Artificial intelligence and the data centres that support it offer significant opportunities for Australia’s economic 
and social development. Done well, data centres have the potential to secure Australia’s data sovereignty 
and provide a source of revenue to communities and governments. Done poorly, and Australian communities 
risk providing their water, land, energy and data to multinationals who do not provide local investment. The 
size of both the benefits and the risks raise complex and interconnected questions about land, water, energy, 
privacy, data sovereignty, workforce impacts, equity and public benefit. These are not only technical or 
regulatory questions. They are decisions about the distribution of opportunities and risks and therefore 
require meaningful public engagement. 

The Australian Government’s Expectations of data centres and AI infrastructure developers recognise that 
open and constructive engagement with communities is foundational to social licence. The new National 
Environmental Standard (Community Engagement) 2026 also establishes a strong contemporary benchmark. 
The Australian Government’s approach to engagement has significantly matured in recent years, with a focus 
on ensuring engagement is strategic, that it is planned, clear about public influence, transparent, 
accountable, responsive, ethical, privacy-protective, accessible and inclusive. The Engagement Institute 
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supports this direction. Our central recommendation to this inquiry is that these expectations be converted 
into a national framework that applies across government agreements, strategic policy, site selection, 
approvals, operation, expansion and decommissioning. 

Recommendations 
The Engagement Institute recommends that the Australian Government: 

1. establish a mandatory National Community Engagement and Public Accountability Framework for 
significant AI and data centre decisions, using the National Environmental Standard (Community 
Engagement) 2026 as the minimum baseline and providing stronger requirements where impacts are 
higher; 

2. require engagement to commence at the strategic and problem-definition stages, before key decisions 
are effectively settled, and continue throughout the full life cycle including decommissioning 

3. publish a register of significant government agreements and commitments involving global AI companies, 
setting out their purpose, expected public benefit, material obligations, resource implications, 
governance, review points and the matters that remain open to public influence, subject only to clearly 
justified confidentiality limits; 

4. require proponents to publish a proportionate engagement plan that demonstrates how impacts will be 
assessed, community views will be considered, and feedback will influence decision-making 

5. require distinct, early, properly resourced and culturally safe engagement with affected Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples, recognising rights, connection to Country, cultural knowledge, data 
interests and local decision-making protocols; 

6. require engagement processes to be inclusive and accessible so that all affected communities have a 
genuine opportunity to participate, particularly those who face barriers to engagement 

7. set engagement timeframes according to the scale and complexity of a proposal, ensuring communities 
have sufficient opportunity to consider information and respond to material changes; 

8. regulate the use of AI within public and community engagement by requiring disclosure, informed consent 
where personal information is involved, data minimisation, secure handling, bias testing, human 
oversight, contestability and independent assurance for high impact uses; and 

9. strengthen capability and governance by including qualified engagement professionals in advisory and 
decision structures, linking engagement obligations to funding and procurement, and requiring 
independent evaluation and public reporting against recognised quality standards. 

Response to the Terms of Reference 
The table below summarises the Engagement Institute’s response. The detailed rationale follows. 

Term of reference Engagement issue Recommended response 

(a) Effectiveness of 
existing regulatory 
frameworks, 
including 
government deals 
with global AI 
companies 

Current requirements are spread 
across planning, environment, energy, 
water, privacy, procurement and 
voluntary expectations. Engagement 
quality can therefore vary by 
jurisdiction, decision pathway and 
project stage. Commercial 
confidentiality can also obscure the 
scope of public commitments and the 
matters still open to influence. 

Create a mandatory national framework with 
minimum engagement, disclosure, assurance 
and reporting requirements. Publish significant 
government agreements and an account of 
public benefit, obligations, risks, review points 
and community influence. 
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Term of reference Engagement issue Recommended response 

(b) Potential impacts 
on communities, 
industries and the 
environment, water 
and energy 

Impacts are cumulative and 
distributional. Communities need 
understandable evidence about 
resource use, costs, alternatives, 
uncertainty, local amenity, workforce, 
housing and community benefit—not 
a narrow project-level information 
exercise. 

Require early strategic engagement, 
cumulative social and environmental impact 
assessment, accessible impact information, 
co-designed and enforceable community-
benefit commitments, ongoing monitoring and 
an independent grievance pathway. 

(c) Other related 
matters—AI used in 
engagement and 
public decision-
making 

AI can improve translation, 
accessibility, analysis and 
responsiveness, but may also amplify 
bias, exclude people, obscure 
reasoning, compromise privacy or 
misrepresent community views if used 
without safeguards. 

Require disclosure, consent and privacy 
controls, representative data, bias and impact 
assessments, human review, explainability, 
contestability and assurance. AI must 
support—not replace—human relationships 
and professional judgement. 

Implementation and 
assurance 

Good requirements can fail without 
capability, resources, governance and 
evaluation. 

Embed engagement professionals as technical 
experts; fund participation and accessibility; 
include requirements in contracts and 
approvals; publish engagement plans and 
outcomes; independently evaluate quality and 
improve practice over time. 

Why engagement is a core regulatory issue 

AI and data centres create public choices, not only technical choices 

Decisions about AI infrastructure determine where development occurs, how scarce resources are allocated, 
who bears infrastructure costs, what data is collected and controlled, which industries and communities 
benefit, and how environmental and social impacts are managed. Technical evidence is essential, but it 
cannot determine public values or acceptable trade-offs on its own. Community and stakeholder knowledge is 
part of the evidence base for good decision-making. 

Engagement is an intentional process with the specific purpose of working across organisations, stakeholders 
and communities to shape decisions or actions in relation to a problem, opportunity or outcome. A public 
submission window after major choices have been made is not, by itself, meaningful engagement. Decision-
makers must state what is open to influence, who makes the decision, what each party is responsible for, and 
how participation will connect to action. 

Social licence is an outcome, not a communications strategy 

The Australian Government’s current expectations properly identify social licence as important. However, 
social licence cannot be granted by a government or purchased through an off-the-shelf community benefit 
package.. It is earned through responsible and ethical conduct, and the fair and respectful treatment of 
communities. Building trust and accountability is crucial to maintaining ongoing social licence.  

A voluntary expectation to engage constructively is therefore a useful starting point but not a complete 
safeguard. Minimum requirements should be enforceable, consistent across jurisdictions and supported by 
transparent evaluation. Proponents that exceed the baseline should be recognised; those that do not meet it 
should be required to improve before approvals, funding or prioritisation proceed. 
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Detailed positions 

1. Convert fragmented expectations into a national minimum framework 

The existing regulatory landscape is fragmented and confusing for proponents and communities alike. A 
single data centre project will likely require multiple approvals across different levels of government, with 
communities expected to navigate complex technical documents and overlapping consultation processes. 
The development of a National Standard on AI and data centres presents an opportunity to join up the 
processes and present a single engagement process, ensuring community input is considered at important 
decision points for the project, and not at times externally imposed by different regulatory agencies.   

The National Environmental Standard (Community Engagement) 2026 provides a timely foundation. Its four 
principles—planned and adaptable engagement; transparency, accountability and responsiveness; ethical 
practice and privacy protection; and accessibility and inclusion—should be adopted as the minimum national 
benchmark for significant AI and data-centre decisions, including decisions not captured by the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. Equivalent state and territory arrangements should be 
permitted where they achieve the same or stronger outcomes. 

The framework should include tangible requirements to streamline processes. This includes requiring a lead 
engagement authority or clearly identified coordinating agency for each major proposal, a single public 
forward plan, coordinated information requests and consultation periods, and continuity of community 
knowledge between strategic policy, approval and delivery stages. 

2. Apply transparency and public-interest tests to government–AI agreements 

Deals between governments and global AI companies can shape regulatory decisions before the community 
sees a project proposal. Engagement must therefore occur at the policy and investment stage, not only when 
a development application is exhibited. 

For each significant agreement, the Government should publish key information related to AI and data centre 
proposals in an accessible form to enable support right across the community. This information should 
include: the problem or opportunity being addressed; the evidence and assumptions relied on; anticipated 
public benefits; direct and contingent public commitments; energy, water, land, workforce and data 
implications; governance and accountability arrangements; review and exit points; and which matters remain 
open to influence. Where information is withheld, the category, reason and duration of confidentiality should 
be stated. A concise public-interest assessment should explain why the agreement is preferable to 
alternatives and how engagement informed it. 

3. Engage early, proportionately and throughout the lifecycle 

The greatest opportunity for influence is usually upstream, before key decisions have been made, when 
need, location, scale, alternatives, infrastructure pathways and benefit-sharing are still being shaped. Late 
engagement concentrates discussion on mitigation after the most consequential choices are closed, 
increasing frustration and risk. 

Each significant proposal should have a published lifecycle engagement plan covering strategic need, site 
selection, design, approvals, construction, operation, expansion and decommissioning. Timeframes should 
be proportionate to the complexity and impact of the decision, the volume and accessibility of information, 
community circumstances, existing relationships and trust, and cultural decision-making requirements. A 
fixed minimum period should never be treated as the default measure of quality. Material changes should 
trigger renewed engagement. 
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4. Assess cumulative and distributional impacts with communities 

Project-by-project assessment may understate the cumulative effects of multiple data centres on 
communities, including energy and water systems, local amenity, housing and industrial land, infrastructure, 
workforce availability, emergency resilience and community wellbeing. The relevant community is also 
broader than adjacent landholders: it may include utility customers, workers, local businesses, service users, 
future residents and people whose cultural or environmental values are affected. 

Strategic and regional cumulative-impact assessment should be published before individual approvals are 
accelerated. Communities are a source of valuable information, and can identify areas of social and 
recreational value, local vulnerabilities, acceptable indicators and priorities for monitoring. Community benefit 
arrangements should respond to evidenced impacts and aspirations, be co-designed rather than pre-
packaged, be additional to mitigation and legal obligations, and include clear commitments, governance, 
timeframes and public reporting. 

5. Recognise First Nations rights, knowledge and data interests 

Engagement with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is different in purpose and character from 
general public consultation. It should begin early, be locally grounded, recognise continuing connection to 
Country and rights to self-determination, and allow time for community governance and cultural protocols. 
Traditional Owners and affected First Nations organisations should be resourced to participate and to obtain 
independent advice where appropriate. 

The Engagement Institute’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Community Engagement Principles and 
Guidelines provide a practical foundation. The national framework should also address Indigenous data 
sovereignty and governance where cultural knowledge, community information or data concerning First 
Nations peoples may be collected, analysed, stored or used by AI systems. 

6. Design for inclusion and accessibility from the outset 
AI and data centre policy can be highly technical, while many affected people face barriers related to 
disability, language, literacy, digital access, cost, location, time, cultural safety, consultation fatigue or lack of 
trust. Digital engagement alone may reproduce the same inequities that policy is intended to address. 

Consistent with the Engagement Institute’s Inclusive and Accessible Engagement Policy, proponents and 
agencies should apply Universal Design; use plain English and non-technical explanations; provide 
accessible digital documents and alternative formats; offer online, in-person and supported pathways; meet 
language and communication needs; remove practical participation barriers; and report who participated, who 
may have been missed and how the approach was adapted. AI-enabled translation, transcription and 
assistive tools may assist, but their accuracy, privacy and cultural appropriateness must be checked by 
people with relevant expertise. 

7. Govern the use of AI in engagement practice 

The Engagement Institute’s report Exploring the Impact of AI on Engagement Practice finds that AI has the 
potential to strengthen engagement by reducing administrative burden and allowing practitioners to spend 
more time building relationships and understanding communities. AI tools can make engagement more 
accessible, helping organisations to sort and understand large volumes of information, and helping 
individuals to understand complex documents. AI without appropriate safeguards risks undermining the 
foundations of effective engagement by reducing trust and transparency and weakening accountability. 

AI should support engagement, not replace it. Community engagement is ultimately about human 
relationships and the exercise of public influence. Where AI is used in an engagement process, participants 
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must be clearly informed about its role and how information is being used. Outputs must remain transparent 
and contestable, and subject to meaningful human oversight. 

Higher-impact uses of AI must be subject to formal assessment, independent scrutiny and clear 
accountability arrangements. Human decision-makers must remain responsible and accountable for 
interpreting community views and determining how they influence policy and project outcomes. Responsibility 
cannot be outsourced to an algorithm.,  

There is also a broader risk that engagement becomes increasingly detached from people and communities. 
As AI-generated submissions and AI-driven engagement platforms become more common, there is a risk that 
public participation is reduced to AI systems talking to AI systems. Genuine human perspectives may be 
crowded out in the process. AI must be used as a tool to assist, and not a replacement for skilled 
engagement practitioners capable of delivering on trust and relationships.  

8. Build capability, assurance and continuous improvement 
Minimum standards require capability and resources. Engagement professionals should be embedded as 
technical experts to assist governments, and project proponents accurately identify social risks for individual 
projects and for policies related to AI and data centres. Funding and contracts should specify engagement 
outcomes, responsibilities, accessibility support, evaluation and reporting - not only communication 
deliverables. 

Each major process should publish an engagement plan and an outcomes report. Evaluation should consider 
a broad suite of engagement metrics, such as reach, inclusion, participant experience, the quality of 
information and dialogue, evidence of influence, and relationships The evaluation must also outline how the 
input shaped the decision, and how the decision-maker closed the loop with participants. Independent review 
should be available for high-impact proposals or where trust is low. Findings should feed a national evidence 
base so that one project’s lessons improve the next. 

Alignment with the Engagement Institute Principles 
The Engagement Institute’s Principles provide a concise test for the proposed national framework. 

Principle Application to AI and data-centre 
decisions 

Evidence of quality 

Inclusion People affected by decisions can participate 
through accessible and culturally safe 
pathways, including groups who are often 
under-represented. 

Stakeholder mapping, barrier analysis, 
multiple channels, participation support and 
transparent reach data. 

Influence The scope of public influence is defined 
before engagement and input is sought while 
material choices remain open. 

Published decision map, alternatives, 
commitments and evidence of what changed. 

Respect Local knowledge, lived experience, rights, 
culture, time and privacy are treated as 
material—not incidental—to the process. 

Culturally appropriate practice, consent, 
privacy safeguards, timely responses and 
grievance pathways. 

Impact Engagement improves decisions, reduces 
avoidable harm and produces visible action 
and accountability. 

Outcome measures, decision reasons, 
monitoring, corrective action and closing-the-
loop reporting. 
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Principle Application to AI and data-centre 
decisions 

Evidence of quality 

Cohesion Processes strengthen relationships and the 
capacity to work through long-term change, 
disagreement and uncertainty. 

Ongoing forums, collaborative governance, 
trust measures, continuity and shared 
learning. 

Alignment with the Engagement Institute’s policy calls 
• A clear and consistent definition of engagement. Legislation, national principles and agreements 

should distinguish meaningful engagement from one-way communication and a submission window. 
• Set and maintain minimum standards. Engagement plans, accessible information, privacy 

safeguards, transparent feedback loops and quality evaluation should be required nationally. 
• Elevate engagement to the strategic level. Community and stakeholder considerations should shape 

AI policy, government agreements, need, location and investment—not only project mitigation. 
• Embed engagement professionals as technical experts. Professional engagement expertise belongs 

in advisory, negotiating, planning, approval and assurance structures. 
• Link engagement requirements to funding. Public support, procurement and prioritisation should 

include resourced engagement obligations and evidence of performance. 

Conclusion 
Australia can pursue the benefits of artificial intelligence and digital infrastructure while protecting 
communities, resources and public trust. The choice is not between development and engagement. High-
quality engagement is part of the governance needed to make better, more durable and publicly legitimate 
decisions. 

The Committee should recommend a coherent national framework that moves current expectations from 
aspiration to accountable practice. It should apply before significant government commitments are made, 
continue across the data-centre lifecycle, recognise cumulative and distributional impacts, protect inclusion 
and First Nations rights, and govern the use of AI within engagement itself. 

The Engagement Institute wishes to appear before the Committee and would be pleased to assist with the 
design of minimum engagement requirements, implementation guidance and quality-assurance 
arrangements. 

Sincerely 

 

 

Marion Short 
Chief Executive Officer 
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