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The 2026 National Research Infrastructure (NRI)  

Issues Paper, December 2025 

 

The Australian Academy of the Humanities is the national body for the humanities in 
Australia. As one of the nation’s five Learned Academies, we are a unique resource for 
government, working to ensure cultural, creative, and ethical perspectives inform 
Australia’s plans for now and the future. 

We welcome the opportunity to respond to The 2026 NRI Issues Paper and look forward to 
the release of The 2026 NRI Exposure Draft following this targeted consultation. 

Q4. What are the current top three priorities for NRI investment in the humanities? 

Humanities methods, models and infrastructures are central to building, embedding, 

and sustaining Australia’s capability to deeply and systematically understand how 
societies, cultures and peoples engage with and adapt to change. Australia is at a point 
of momentous change navigating the impact of the AI and digital transformation, 
climate crisis, increasing international tensions, threats to social cohesion, a loss of faith 
in science, and a worldwide decline in trust in liberal democracy. This is the wider 
operating context for Australia’s research and innovation (R&I) agenda, and it is why, in 
developing next-generation NRI through the 2026 roadmapping process, Australia needs 
to ‘hard-wire’ the humanities (and wider arts and social sciences – HASS) into the 
system on its own terms and in collaboration with science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics (STEM) and Indigenous research. 

Our submission to the NRI consultation in March 2025 focused on three priorities: an 
Indigenous Capability, National Research Collections Infrastructure Capability, and a 

HASS Coordinating Capability.1 In this submission, we extend and update this advice.  

Given the Issues Paper is seeking feedback on an Indigenous Capability at questions 2-3, 
we have not listed it in the humanities-focused priorities below. That said, we view the 
development of a systemic Indigenous Capability as a priority for the 2026 NRI 
Roadmap. As we did in March 2025, we support a “dedicated Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Peoples Research Data Commons capability”, which as the Issues Paper 
articulates “would require scaling up from the Improving Indigenous Research 
Capabilities (IIRC) Language Data Commons of Australia (LDaCA) programs currently 
established under the Australian Research Data Commons (ARDC), and should draw on 
related collaborative initiatives hosted by various institutions.” Realising an Indigenous 
Capability of this scale and scope, is of value to humanities researchers Indigenous and 

 
1 Australian Academy of the Humanities (March 2025) 2026 NRI Roadmap Survey  
https://humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/250326-AAH-2026-NRI-Roadmap-
survey-response.pdf 

https://humanities.org.au/
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non-Indigenous, including archaeologists, historians, and linguists, who work with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural, heritage and language data.  

The three current priorities for NRI investment in the humanities are: 

1. Scaling and integrating: 

• The 2026 NRI Roadmap needs to capitalise on current NCRIS investments through 
the Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences and Indigenous Research Capability 
(HASS&I) Research Data Commons (RDC). Two of the first-stage projects are at 
the point of maturity to be developed as distinct and integrated capabilities in 
the NCRIS landscape: the IIRC and LDaCA, as the Issues Paper recognises. A 
second phase of projects will be on a similar trajectory beyond 2028 including the 
Australian Internet Observatory (AIO), the Australian Creative Histories and 
Futures (ACHF) project, and the Community Data Lab (CDL).  

• A national strategic capability is needed to coordinate widely distributed 
humanities NRI. ARDC investment has been ‘game changing’ in incubating 
humanities capability and will continue to play a major role, the opportunity is to 
now evolve the work of coordination. A coordinating entity is needed to steward 
the sector, build partnerships at scale with data custodians (especially in the 
Galleries, Libraries, Archives and Museums (GLAM) sector), facilitate workforce 
development, and leverage the wider R&I landscape. To maximise the value of 
‘distinct and integrated’ projects requires integrated foundational technologies 
and services, and supporting data linkage. The Paper singles out long-standing 
and mature NRI, such as AustLit, to that list we would add the Pacific and Regional 
Archive for Digital Sources in Endangered Cultures (PARADISEC) and others. 

• Internationally there are models and mechanisms we can learn from. An NRI 
strategic agenda for humanities needs to be part of broader uplift and 
investment for the humanities – and wider HASS. In the UK, infrastructure funding 
has been used to scale humanities and arts research to deliver “the largest public 
infrastructure investment in virtual screen production in the UK, which has already 
inside a year met its co-investment targets”.2 

2. Maximising data discoverability: 

• Humanities need secure, national scale, long-term repository infrastructure with 
common metadata standards and governance frameworks. We can learn from 
European initiatives such as HAL and Huma-Num, which are working towards 
robust frameworks for long-term digital research in the humanities.3 Pilot work 
being done through the ARDC’s Community Data Lab is also instructive here. Such 
foundational infrastructure requires national planning, with buy-in from 

 
2 See comment by the Executive Chair of the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) in the 
UK, Professor Christopher Smith, on Why the Arts and Humanities Need Strategic Funding 
https://anatomiesofpower.wordpress.com/2025/01/05/credo-why-arts-and-humanities-needs-
national-strategic-funding/ and the CoSTAR investment (from a different stream of UKRI funding) 
here https://www.ukri.org/councils/ahrc/remit-programmes-and-priorities/convergent-screen-
technologies-and-performance-in-realtime-costar/  
3 HAL https://hal.science/?lang=en; Huma-Num https://www.huma-num.fr/about-us/  
 

https://anatomiesofpower.wordpress.com/2025/01/05/credo-why-arts-and-humanities-needs-national-strategic-funding/
https://anatomiesofpower.wordpress.com/2025/01/05/credo-why-arts-and-humanities-needs-national-strategic-funding/
https://www.ukri.org/councils/ahrc/remit-programmes-and-priorities/convergent-screen-technologies-and-performance-in-realtime-costar/
https://www.ukri.org/councils/ahrc/remit-programmes-and-priorities/convergent-screen-technologies-and-performance-in-realtime-costar/
https://hal.science/?lang=en
https://www.huma-num.fr/about-us/
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universities, to achieve the systems needed for humanities research collections to 
endure. This will go some way to addressing the ongoing challenges of legacy 
datasets, but it is more about future-proofing data assets and a pre-condition 
for sovereign AI approaches centred on Australian content. Responses to the 
March 2025 consultation identified this as a priority issue. STEM also has this 
problem, so a ‘joined up’ discussion would be productive. Australia’s sovereign 
data in the humanities is at risk.  

• A National Research Collections Infrastructure Capability is needed to improve 
accessibility and unlock fragmented national cultural data assets for research. 
This problem is well known and has been articulated in successive roadmaps. It 
can be cracked. We need to move beyond current episodic project-based 
approaches. What the Atlas of Living Australia has done in federating data for the 
biological collections needs its counterpart for the cultural collections. This 
involves building partnerships at scale with GLAM to unlock different types of 
collections, multi-modal, multi-media, and leverage data capture (digitisation) 
capability.4 

Two state-based models are potentially scale-able and warrant investigation: 

o The Digitisation Centre of Western Australia, a multi-GLAM, multi-
university collaboration which digitises cultural and significant research 
collections to the highest international archival standards, for all five 
Western Australian (WA) universities, the State Library of Western Australia 
and Western Australian Museum.5 The partnership most recently securing 
investment to establish Western Australia's first 3D Object Scanning 
Laboratory located at the WA Museum. Led by Edith Cowan University 
(ECU) Professor Helena Grehan this will transform the study of some of 
Western Australia's most significant, and fragile, scientific objects.6  

o Tasmania’s research and GLAM partnerships through the Digital History 
Tasmania initiative, a data commons not-for-profit organisation. This 
alliance between academics, family and local historians and archivists 
and curators holds more than 4 million digitised records as a single 
collection which share common metadata standards. Led by Professor 
Hamish Maxwell-Stewart it is a collective effort to assemble long-run 
intergenerational datasets capable of evidencing intergenerational 
transmission of inequality, gene environment interactions and the 
difficulties associated with closing the gap. While we now possess the 
tools to digitise large record collections, museum and other institutional 
catalogues, and heritage objects, we lack the necessary infrastructure to 
consistently mark these up, link them together and hold them in common. 
Recently it has linked up with University of Adelaide, Monash University, 

 
4 An international path-setting example is the UK’s Towards a National Collection program, funded 
through the AHRC, see https://www.nationalcollection.org.uk  
5 https://www.uwa.edu.au/digitisation-centre-of-western-australia  
6 https://www.ecu.edu.au/newsroom/articles/news/major-grant-unlocks-was-precious-
scientific-collections-to-the-world 
 

https://www.nationalcollection.org.uk/
https://www.uwa.edu.au/digitisation-centre-of-western-australia
https://www.ecu.edu.au/newsroom/articles/news/major-grant-unlocks-was-precious-scientific-collections-to-the-world
https://www.ecu.edu.au/newsroom/articles/news/major-grant-unlocks-was-precious-scientific-collections-to-the-world
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UNE, the State Library South Australia, State Archives South Australia, Birth, 
Death and Marriages, South Australia and Genealogy South Australia to 
digitise and mark-up record collections for that state in ways that share 
meta data standards with Tasmania. 

• Improving discovery at scale needs to be complemented by discoverability tools 
for analytic and research translation capabilities, to meet the needs of 
humanities researchers. 

3. Supporting humanities-driven AI and digital capability, with a focus on: 

• Observability of the digital environment, digital platform/AI data — for coming to 
grips with problems including mis/disinformation, political communication, and 
unregulated advertising. The Australian Internet Observatory, an initiative of the 
ARC Centre of Excellence for Automated Decision-Making and Society (ADM+S) 
and ARDC has the lead on this agenda.7 Humanities and social sciences 
methodologies bring unique methods for understanding what happens in 
interactions with platforms, but more significantly how automated models shape 
our everyday lives.  

• Rapid advancement of Large Language Models (LLMs) presents humanities 
scholars with novel challenges and opportunities. New tools, methods and 
approaches, advanced computation, and data mining capabilities are needed 
for the next phase of generative AI. A major bid underway for an ARC Centre of 
Excellence focused on multilingualism, if successful, would interrogate linguistic 
biases of LLMs and develop unique Australian approaches.  

• NRI investment needs to be run through institutions that will endure for the long-
run, not institutional structures (departments, centres, projects) that will be 
dissolved over time. International models developing AI research capacity in 
national libraries (Norway and the UK are key examples here) offer significant 
lessons for Australia.8 This development is important because it protects culturally 
sensitive data and enables initiatives that are focused on issues that are specific 
to and pressing for those contexts. It also brings together experts in technology 
with the experts in curation, management and protection of data (librarians and 
other information professionals in this sector). Libraries are a major part of the NRI 
ecosystem for humanities researchers, they are also leaders in life-long learning, 
especially around literacy (including digital), so having these capacities together 
creates potential for libraries to continue to innovate in this role with emerging 
technologies.  

Q5. What are the emerging issues over 3-5 years? 

Scaling data observation and analysis capabilities, as noted above, are ongoing 
challenges, but humanities researchers also increasingly require simulation and 
emulation capabilities. This is true for media researchers working with digital media 

 
7 https://internetobservatory.org.au  
8 In 2025 the Norwegian government announced investment in both a language modelling unit at 
the National Library of Norway and also national infrastructure AI clusters. 
 

https://internetobservatory.org.au/
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platforms, and for digital heritage and collections work, such as Prof Melanie Swalwell, 
who is the project lead for The Australian Emulation Network: Born Digital Cultural 
Collections Access, an ARC Linkage Infrastructure Equipment and Facilities (LIEF) 
awarded to a consortium of universities and GLAM organisations.9  

A major issue over the next 3-5 years is to achieve gains in multimodal infrastructure 
for working across video, audio, text, image-based data. 

Across the spectrum of humanities disciplines, scholars are commencing to construct 
and train customised LLMs tailored to their research objectives. Early results demonstrate 
the remarkable potential of models tuned to humanities inquiries. It is probably not 
feasible nor necessary for every discipline to pursue its own specialised model in 
Australia; nevertheless, there is compelling reason to invest in the creation of more 
broadly conceived LLMs suitable for reasonably cognate fields. Regardless of their scale, 
whether large or small, this enterprise presents similar conceptual, technical, and ethical 
challenges. 

Humanities research brings strengths in commercial data harvesting and in the context 
of AI, sophisticated ways to handle/mitigate colonial ontologies (i.e. deep-seated, often 
invisible, ways of being, knowing, and relating to the world shaped by colonialism, 
contrasting sharply with Indigenous worldviews), and commercial co-opting of data. 
Thinking through the challenges of AI as infrastructure and developing critical 
approaches to AI as a set of methods is a major challenge. HASS disciplines are well 
placed to evaluate the actual and likely social impact of the tools, infrastructures and AI 
being developed. 

Another emerging area which has yet to be mindfully addressed in the NCRIS landscape 
is the major potential for interdisciplinary HASS + STEM + Indigenous approaches to 
tackling major research challenges. There is important work happening at project-based 
level showing how we could take national/strategic approaches to driving health or 
environmental outcomes through cultural heritage initiatives. A major program of work 
through the ARC Centre of Excellence for Indigenous and Environmental Histories and 
Futures, for example.10 In the context of longitudinal health outcomes, the work of Prof 
Janet McCalman’s ARCHER project is also instructive. It is aiming to build a foundational 
historical database for the people of Australia from our world-leading birth, death and 
marriage registrations, starting with Victoria and Queensland in 1855 and coming up to 
the present by linking with the ABS PLIDA dataset. ARCHER is multi-disciplinary but is, 
above all, bringing humanities and social sciences into STEM — to enhance population 
and health studies with good historical context. 

Finally, we wanted to stress the need for substantial planning, scoping and partnership 
building for collections infrastructure (see our response to Q4) to deliver over the next 3-
5 years. A phased process, building on the WA and Tasmanian examples is one way 
forward. 

 
9 https://auseaasi.org 
10 https://ciehf.au  
 

https://auseaasi.org/
https://ciehf.au/
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Q6. What kind of research infrastructure workforce is needed? 

In short, we think there is a need for both specialist (software preservation, data 
librarians, research software engineers) and generalist (storage, compute, domain 
expertise) capabilities. A national workforce capability strategy for the humanities is a 
priority to drive both functional and critical data literacy. Discipline-specific knowledge 
needs to be at the heart of the kind of infrastructure humanities researchers are building 
because the infrastructures themselves are also the research problems. 

At the functional end of the spectrum, the essential conceptual groundwork ensuring 
that digital materials are created in formats that allow curation and reuse beyond the 
life of a single project. Tools are already to hand: for example, TEI-XML for textual corpora, 
CIDOC-CRM for cultural heritage, and other long-established standards. Where we lag is 
in recognition, guidance, and infrastructure to help humanities scholars incorporate 
such modelling from the outset of projects. 

A primary concern is ensuring employment security. Currently, research infrastructure 
staff are frequently employed on project-specific contracts, without any assurance that 
the expertise they acquire will be retained, let alone expanded. This situation not only 
jeopardises individual career trajectories but also undermines the overall health of the 
research ecosystem. The research infrastructure workforce for humanities capability 
needs to straddle depth of understanding of the disciplinary practices and norms of 
humanities disciplines and technical skill. A specialised centre (potentially situated in the 
ARDC or coordinated with the ARDC) would provide a stable platform where such staff 
could accumulate experience across multiple projects. This would enable them to 
provide consistent, expert support to researchers while simultaneously developing 
valuable professional development paths of their own. 

Q13. Review the full set of available suggestions for potential new or enhanced 
capabilities from the published Survey responses (Question 35) and identify up to 3 
that you regard as most important to consider for inclusion in the 2026 NRI Roadmap. 
Please provide a brief rationale for your view and include the response number(s) for 
your selection.   

The Australian of the Academy has reviewed the published survey responses on new or 
enhanced capabilities. We reassert the three priorities we put forward in the March 2025 
consultation, see 210_Roadmap Survey_Australian Academy of the Humanities, which 
include the below relevant aligned proposals. 

1. Indigenous Research Capability: a ten-year vision, building on the successes of 
the Indigenous Research Capability program led by Professor Marcia Langton. 
This is a case for scaling an existing project (currently funded through the HASS & 
I RDC). See 255_Roadmap Survey_ Indigenous Data Network. “Such investment is 
essential to meet growing demands for digital infrastructure, data security, 
cultural protocols, and supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities to maintain control over their knowledge” 

2. National research collections infrastructure capability: a new research-led 
agenda, bringing together Indigenous knowledge, sciences and humanities, 
taking full advantage of AI. This is a new capability, it does not yet exist, but it 

https://www.education.gov.au/national-research-infrastructure/consultations/help-shape-future-research-infrastructure-planning/submission/19737
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builds on existing initiatives. We single out two of the proposals from the March 
consultation which offer complementary lenses on this issue: 

a. 211_Roadmap Survey_Australian Creative Histories and Futures: 
Infrastructure Capability: Australian Centre for Cultural Data and 

Digitisation. We note that 2026 is next phase of the National Cultural Policy 
with potential for alignments for strong cultural data infrastructure and 
digitisation.  

b. 225_ Roadmap Survey_ Collections as National Infrastructure Network: 
proposal for new national research infrastructure for the collections in the 

GLAM sector – one that breaks disciplinary silos, is able to connect 
collections that are multi-modal in nature and across institutions. 

3. Integration and coordination capability across HASS and for structured 
collaboration across NCRIS and wider system to leverage investment. This is a 
new capability, it does not yet exist. To focus on: 

a. National workforce capability strategy for HASS. Skills mapping and 
coordination is essential for the humanities. See proposal along these lines 
by 089_Roadmap Survey_ Melbourne Data Analytics Platform (MDAP), The 
University of Melbourne: A National Digital Research Infrastructure 

Workforce Coordination Group. 

b. Multi-pronged AI capability for HASS. There are two initiatives we would 
like to see developed in the 2026 Roadmap: 001_Roadmap 
Survey_Katherine Bode: Developing AI research capacity in national 

libraries; and 229_Roadmap Survey_ ARC Centre of Excellence for 
Automated Decision-Making + Society: opportunity to extend the 

capabilities of the Australian Internet Observatory (AIO) to encompass the 
rapidly growing environment of AI, digital devices and services, from 
media platforms to health apps, connected vehicles and smart devices. 

c. Data capture (digitisation) capability (see above: 211_Roadmap 
Survey_Australian Creative Histories and Futures: Infrastructure Capability: 
Australian Centre for Cultural Data and Digitisation.) 

d. Repository infrastructure for high value collections - STEM also has this 
problem; a ‘joined up’ discussion about future proofing is needed. 
Australia’s sovereign data in the humanities is at risk. See 236_Roadmap 
Survey_National Open Science Task Force: Developing a migration road 

map to a national repository.  

 

 


