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The Australian electorate, by and large, backs Australian made when it comes to
manufacturing and innovation. But modern social and cultural challenges don’t
receive the same profile.

As a sovereign nation, with a complex history and multicultural population, we must
invest in understanding how people, cultures and institutions interact in Australia’s
specific context – in light of our own opportunities and on our own terms. We need to
think critically, test assumptions, and prepare our future citizens and workforce for a
world in which neither democratic institutions nor social cohesion can be taken for
granted.

Australia is at a point of momentous change navigating the impact of AI and digital
transformation, climate crisis, increasing international tensions and national security
concerns, a loss of faith in science, and a decline in trust in liberal democratic
institutions.

To tackle these challenges, we need new Australian thinking and leadership. 
The humanities are core to building and sustaining these capabilities. Yet humanities
education, research, innovation and practice is under threat. Decades of cuts to
humanities and creative arts programs, enrolments, research support and staffing are
eroding national capabilities. Australia is losing vital expertise and students have less
choice than previous generations.

The challenge

In this Pre-Budget submission, the Australian Academy of the Humanities calls on the
Government to back Australian thinking by investing in the capabilities that underpin
productivity, social cohesion and democratic resilience.
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Budget proposals
In 2026, the Government should take four immediate, tangible steps to arrest the
decline in Australia’s cultural capability and lay the foundations for an agenda to Back
Australian Thinking.

1.Replace the Jobs Ready Graduates (JRG) policy – potentially cost neutral.
2.Create a national strategy to grow Australia’s Asia literacy/capability – to be

costed at completion of the Parliamentary Inquiry into building Asia capability
in Australia through the education system and beyond. 

3.Build sovereign, inclusive and responsible AI (estimated, $415 million over five
years).

4.Resource ATEC to monitor sovereign capabilities in universities (estimated,
$20 million over four years).

https://humanities.org.au/
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/House/Education/BuildingAsiacapability
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/House/Education/BuildingAsiacapability


Replacing the JRG is the only urgent recommendation from the Australian Universities
Accord that has not been actioned. Introduced in 2020, the policy was intended to
increase students to so-called “job ready” professions like nursing and teaching.

The policy has failed against its stated objectives. Australia now has fewer nurses and
teachers than when JRG was introduced, while students undertaking degrees that
underpin the nation’s services economy are carrying disproportionate — in many
cases doubled — levels of student debt, at a time of acute cost-of-living pressure.

New analysis from the Innovative Research Universities (IRU) shows that between 2020
and 2023 Bachelor’s degrees enrolment fell by 12 per cent among low-income
students, however low-SES commencements declined by 22 per cent in law, business
and commerce, and by 19 percent in other HASS fields. These are precisely the
disciplines that supply the analytical, communication, contextual, social, cultural and
policy skills vital to the Australian economy where the services and cultural sectors
constitute over 80% of jobs.

To tackle these challenges, we need new Australian thinking and leadership. 
The humanities are core to building and sustaining these capabilities. Yet humanities
education, research, innovation and practice is under threat. Decades of cuts to
humanities and creative arts programs, enrolments, research support and staffing are
eroding national capabilities. Australia is losing vital expertise and students have less
choice than previous generations.

JRG is imposing excessive debt on students in humanities and social science degrees
that build the critical, analytical and creative capabilities required for effective
participation in a complex, high-wage economy. The policy is disproportionately
impacting women, low-SES, regional and Indigenous students, who are more likely to
commence higher education in society and culture disciplines.

From a Budget perspective, the JRG Policy is economically inefficient. By discouraging
enrolments in sectors of the employment where skills will not be made redundant by
AI and other forms of automation, the JRG is constraining the future workforce required
for productivity growth, public service delivery, and economic diversification. The
longer the policy remains in place, the greater the long-term cost to Australia’s
sovereign capability and labour market resilience.

Backing Australian thinking is a
national capability agenda
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Replace the Job Ready Graduates Package 
The problem: The Jobs Ready Graduates (JRG) policy is undermining Australia’s
national interest by distorting student choice, weakening workforce capability,
and entrenching inequity across the higher education system.

https://www.education.gov.au/australian-universities-accord/resources/final-report
https://www.education.gov.au/australian-universities-accord/resources/final-report
https://universitiesaustralia.edu.au/media-item/address-to-the-national-press-club-of-australia-4/
https://iru.edu.au/job-ready-graduates-package-2/
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Adopting_Artificial_Intelligence_AI/AdoptingAI/Report/Chapter_4_-_Impacts_of_AI_on_industry_business_and_workers#:~:text=Generative%20AI%20technologies%20have%20great,parts%20of%20the%20services%20sector.%5B


There are credible, cost-neutral alternatives to the JRG. 2024 modelling by Higgins and
Khemka, endorsed by HECS architect Professor Bruce Chapman, demonstrates that
student contribution settings can be rebalanced without increasing overall
Commonwealth expenditure. 

It is time to correct a policy that is demonstrably failing, inequitable in its impacts, and
misaligned with Australia’s long-term economic and workforce needs.
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Invest in Australia’s Asia literacy and capability
The problem: Australia’s capability to understand our closest neighbours, and the
geopolitical area which we live, is declining.

Deep, sustained understanding of Asia is essential to Australia’s prosperity, security
and international standing. The Academy’s Australia’s China Knowledge Capability
(2023) and Mapping Australia’s Indonesia Research Capacity (2024, with the
Australian Councli of Learned Academies (ACOLA)) reports show sharp declines in
domestic student enrolments, research funding and institutional capacity. Rebuilding
Asia capability is a matter of national interest. 

In our submission to the Parliamentary Inquiry into Building Asia Capability we called
for urgent, coordinated national action to reverse a decades-long decline in Asia-
focused education, research and expertise.

The Parliamentary Inquiry is a welcome first step in addressing Australia’s long-term
decline in Asia literacy, which has been evident since the 1990s. We expect the Inquiry
will make recommendations to arrest this decline. The Academy strongly supports
targeted Government investment to underpin these reforms.

Future government investment in Asia Capability must provide for: 

1.Commissioning a bipartisan National Asia Capability Strategy and a new
mechanism to coordinate and grow capabilities across Australia.

2.Resourcing the new Australian Tertiary Education Commission (ATEC) to
monitor Asia capability and to convene an annual national forum.

3.Extend the New Colombo Plan to support advanced and postgraduate study in
Asia. 

4.Resource a cross portfolio taskforce to embed Asia literacy and capability into
the Jobs and Skills Australia National Skills Taxonomy, ensuring these
competencies are recognised and prioritised across education and workforce
systems.

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4790069
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4790069
https://humanities.org.au/our-work/projects/australias-china-knowledge-capability/
https://humanities.org.au/power-of-the-humanities/we-understand-indonesia-better-than-ever-before-but-we-cant-become-complacent/
http://humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/251106-AAH-Asia-Capability-Submission_final.pdf
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Building sovereign, inclusive & responsible AI capability

The problem: Australia’s capability to develop innovative AI systems, understand
and address their limitations, and evaluate their impacts in real-world contexts is
fragmented and not at optimal scale to meet the challenge.

Australia’s National AI Plan sets a strategic direction to grow a competitive, productive
and resilient AI-enabled economy. Achieving these goals will depend not only on our
technical skills but also on mobilising Australia’s intellectual, cultural and social
expertise to design, deploy, evaluate and govern AI in ways that are trustworthy,
inclusive and aligned with Australian values and contexts. Humanities and social
science research, and workforce development as well as multidisciplinary
collaboration are essential to ensure AI systems deliver public benefit, manage risks,
and reflect the nation’s diverse communities.

Budget proposals

1.Establish an AI Sovereignty Fund – estimated $120 million over 4 years

Create a dedicated competitive funding stream to support interdisciplinary
research and translation activities that link technical AI development with
humanities and social science expertise. Priority areas include:

Ethical, legal and societal implications of AI
AI and Indigenous knowledge systems, language, culture and data
sovereignty
Inclusive AI design and human-centred evaluation methods
AI impacts on public sectors (education, health, justice, employment).

Rationale: Stronger, durable linkages between government, industry and
university research are essential for sovereign, inclusive and responsible AI
capability. 

https://www.industry.gov.au/publications/national-ai-plan
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2.  National AI Skills & Workforce Initiative – estimated $85 million over 3 years

Expand and adapt tertiary and vocational education pathways to produce
a workforce skilled in human-technology integration. Components include:

Scholarships and traineeships integrating AI with critical reasoning,
cultural and cross-cultural literacy and ethical judgment
Support for cross-disciplinary postgraduate programs in AI design,
governance, ethics, and policy
Partnerships between universities, TAFEs and employers to embed
humanities skills into AI job pathways

Rationale: AI capability requires not only engineers and data scientists but
also a broader range of professionals all equipped to address social,
cultural and ethical dimensions of AI in the economy and public life. 

3.National AI Research Translation Hubs – estimated $150 million over 5 years

Establish three national research translation hubs that bring together
government, industry, and university partners, including humanities
scholars, to co-design, prototype and evaluate the deployment of AI
systems in priority sectors (e.g. health, education, public service). Hubs will
also act as centres for policy-relevant evidence and international
collaboration.

Rationale: Translational capacity and durable partnerships are critical to
move research out of silos into real-world deployment and regulatory
frameworks. 

4.First Nations AI Capability & Inclusion Program – estimated $60 million
over 4 years

Support community-led AI research and innovation that advances
Indigenous data sovereignty, cultural preservation, language technology,
and socio-economic inclusion. Includes dedicated ARC linkage grants and
community partnership funding.

Rationale: Ensuring AI strengthens rather than undermines First Nations self-
determination and digital inclusion aligns with Closing the Gap priorities
and strengthens national AI capability.



Resource ATEC to monitor sovereign capability in
universities
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The problem: Australia lacks an independent steward to take a national, long-
term view of tertiary education, leaving governments without the evidence or
authority to ensure the system is building the capabilities Australia needs for
future productivity, security, social cohesion and democratic resilience.

The Academy supports the establishment of the Australian Tertiary Education
Commission (ATEC) as an independent entity to steward the national tertiary
education system across universities and vocational education and training. 

ATEC must be established with the authority to act proactively, gather and synthesise
robust evidence, and bring systemic risks and opportunities directly to Ministers and
governments. This independence and mandate are essential if ATEC is to fulfil its role
as a long-term steward of Australia’s education system, with responsibility for
delivering the National Tertiary Education objective[1].

The cumulative impact of course closures—particularly in the humanities, arts and
social sciences (HASS)—is eroding Australia’s capacity to train the next generation in
critical areas such as politics, culture and society, and to develop deep understanding
of Australia’s place in the region and the wider world.

ATEC therefore requires the powers and resources to monitor Australia’s discipline
breadth and depth of expertise across the tertiary system and assess whether its
capability base is meeting current and emerging national needs, including
productivity, national security, social cohesion and democratic resilience. This must
include the capacity to commission, or draw on, expert advice to support evidence-
based assessments across all fields of study. Such system-wide capability monitoring
is critical to identifying emerging gaps, strengthening workforce pipelines, and
supporting long-term strategic national planning.

[1] See Draft: Universities Accord (Australian Tertiary Education Commission) Bill 2025 [accessed 30/1/2026]
 13 The National Tertiary Education Objective
The National Tertiary Education Objective is the objective for tertiary education in Australia to:
 (a) promote a strong, equitable and resilient democracy; and
 (b) drive national, economic and social development and environmental sustainability.

https://humanities.org.au/news/academy-urges-strong-independent-atec-to-steer-australias-tertiary-education-system/
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Budget proposals

Fund ATEC to undertake regular, discipline-level monitoring of Australia’s
sovereign capability across the tertiary education system, drawing on expertise
from Australia’s Learned Academies. Funding is required to support:

Formal partnerships with the Learned Academies and other stakeholders to
provide discipline-deep intelligence across HASS, STEM and health
Annual national capability assessments covering teaching capacity,
research strength, workforce pipelines and emerging fields
Identification of capability at risk, including languages, Asian literacy, civic
and democratic understanding, and critical professional skills
Public reporting to Parliament to support transparency and long-term
planning

Rationale: This function fills a critical evidence gap not addressed by existing
datasets or institutional reporting, and is essential for proactive national
planning rather than reactive crisis management.

About the Australian Academy of the Humanities
The Australian Academy of the Humanities is the national body for the
humanities in Australia. Established in 1969 with a mandate to advance the
humanities for the benefit of the nation, the Academy’s 700+ Fellows bring
independent authority, deep expertise, and critical insight into the cultural,
social, political, environmental and technological challenges of our time. 

Through our programs, partnerships, global networks, and advocacy, the
Academy aims to strengthen national capacity in the humanities and creative
arts – capabilities essential for an informed, self-reliant, forward-looking,
creative and diverse Australia.

New ATEC capacity to monitor sovereign disciplinary capabilities in
the Tertiary Education Sector - estimated $20 million over four years
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